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NOTE ON CONVENTIONS

I have followed the Library of Congress transliteration conventions, with the following two 
important exceptions: 'ic' is rendered throughout as 'yu' (not 'iu'), and V as 'ya' (not w ia'). 
Furthermore, the endings of proper names in 'HH' are transcribed throughout as c y\ not w if 
(Dmitry, Aleshkovsky, etc.).

For references, I 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 I 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.



Long Abstract

The achievements of Russian prose of the last forty-odd years have remained in many 

respects uncertain. Very few writers of the period are readily accorded the status given to 

numerous authors of the early Soviet period, while critical studies have often been marked 

by a reluctance to address specific works or authors in the detail that would be expected in a 

study of, say, Bulgakov, Zoshchenko, or Olesha. One reason for this diffidence may be that 

non-conformist (or nepodtsenzurnyi} late-Soviet prose - which is the principal focus of this 

thesis - presents an array of 'difficult', unapproachable and in many respects unappealing 

authors who belonged to a hermetic intellectual context. Yuz Aleshkovsky, Yury Mamleev, 

Viktor Erofeev and many others have experimented with language, humour, genre and 

unsavoury topics in ways that have easily lent themselves to categorization as examples of 

cruel or carnivalesque tendencies in Russian writing, but less well to patient treatment of 

their poetics and themes.

I have, therefore, sought to subject individual texts to the kind of extended analysis 

that might bring to the surface their hidden concerns and make sense of their stylistic 

experimentation. I have treated the writers under study less as provocateurs than as Silenus 

figures (who, in A.H.T. Levi's words, 'appeared foolish and ugly while being wise and 

admirable'). I argue that their chosen methods have appealed above all to metaphor, and that 

beneath an often grotesque exterior they have continued a philosophical, spiritual and 

aesthetic inquiry that develops the preoccupations of previous Russian writers and thinkers. 

Whilst transgressing previous boundaries and taboos, they have remained bound to their 

native literary and intellectual tradition in a manner that might be contrasted with the more 

diffuse Anglo-American literature of recent decades.



The Silenus image also suggests the unifying theme of this thesis - namely, the 

foolish appearance which late-Soviet prose has so often assumed. No reader of Sinyavsky- 

Terts, Evgeny Popov, Aleshkovsky or Venedikt Erofeev (to name but a few) could fail to be 

struck by these writers' radical commitment to eschewing the rational, sane or 'objective' 

narrative point of view, or by the manner in which they have populated their novels with 

eccentrics, fools and madmen and, moreover, cast themselves as such. I began my research 

from an acknowledgment of this common tendency, which risks embarrassing the sober- 

minded interpreter (folly, after all, is universal); and from the belief that confronting this 

tendency directly would shed light on other concerns of recent Russian writing.

Needless to say, many critics and scholars have noted various aspects of the recent 

'praise of folly' in Russian literature. Bakhtinian carnival, 'aberrant discourse' (Cynthia 

Simmons), and holy foolery (yurodstvo) are just some of the prisms through which Russian 

writers of recent decades have been viewed. Of these, the analogy with the medieval 

tradition of yurodstvo (promoted by Mikhail Epstein, Mark Lipovetsky and numerous 

others) is perhaps the most attractive, capturing as it does the paradoxicality, hidden 

didacticism and self-abasement characteristic of several writers and their authorial personae, 

notably Venedikt Erofeev's 'Venichka' in Moskva-Petushki (see Chapter One). 

Undoubtedly, holy foolery is an important subtext in recent writing, as a necessary vehicle 

for the expression of persistent Christian impulses and imagery and a means of reconnecting 

with the pre-Revolutionary cultural past. Yet the analogy remains insufficiently theorized 

and in certain respects inadequate, in part because it rests on a comparison with a code of 

behaviour (yurodstvo) that is characterized by inarticulate communication and gesture rather 

than the written word; and in part, because the meaning of yurodstvo, as applied to literature 

and the arts, has in certain influential cases become too loose to be illuminating (the case, for 

example, of Vasily Rozanov).



In this thesis, therefore, yurodstvo takes its place within an inclusive critical approach 

which is informed by other traditions both within and beyond the Russian cultural heritage. I 

treat the 'praise of folly' manifested by recent writers as evidence of a continued critical 

engagement in Russian literature with the nature of the mind and of reason; with the value of 

learning and science (naukd)\ and with the opposition of a reason-centred worldview to 

notions of freedom and integrity that putatively escape the prison of the intellect. These 

concerns are underwritten both by an ongoing polemic with Marxist-Leninist theory and the 

Soviet ethos; and by religious (New Testament) values of weakness and humility. They 

continue the treatment of similar themes both in nineteenth-century literature (Dostoevsky, 

in particular, is a major influence on nearly all the writers discussed below) and in the early- 

Soviet period, where Andrei Platonov represents an especially interesting precursor.

A further specific feature of my approach is the attempt to situate the writers 

discussed within international traditions of literary folly. In particular, I have looked to 

Erasmus' Praise of Folly as a valuable model of 'fool narrative' - by which I mean a text 

narrated in the first-person singular by an apparent fool. I argue that Erasmian folly 

illuminates key philosophical and rhetorical features of comic works by Venedikt Erofeev 

(Moskva-Petushki) and Yuz Aleshkovsky (Nikolai Nikolaevich). Other West-European 

writers are also referred to, notably Cervantes and Chesterton.

The structure of the thesis reflects a movement towards fool narrative in non-conformist 

prose at the end of the 1960s. From being a protagonist in third-person narratives, the fool 

himself becomes the narrator in the more complex fictions of Erofeev, Aleshkovsky and 

others. Chapter One suggests this development by tracing the move to first-person narrative 

from Voinovich to Shukshin to Venedikt Erofeev. These three authors have already been the 

subject of considerable critical attention, and my discussion of them is relatively brief. In the



longer section on Erofeev, however, I suggest fresh approaches to the latter's work, both 

through the comparison with Erasmus (a possible direct influence) and through a discussion 

of his lesser-known juvenilia, Zapiski psikhopata.

In subsequent chapters, I discuss at greater length three authors (Yuz Aleshkovsky, 

Yury Mamleev and Dmitry Galkovsky) who, though well-known, have tended not to attract 

detailed critical attention and whose work manifests markedly different facets of the problem 

of folly. Aleshkovsky's Nikolai Nikolaevich (Chapter Two) is a hilarious instance of fool 

narrative that wraps its conservative-minded wisdom (praising 'natural man' and religious 

values of humility) in paradox, low humour and the non-standard lexicon for which the 

author is famous. Taking as its backdrop the world of Soviet biology, it opposes scientism 

with the unpredictable logic of its foolish, ignorant and sometimes outright stupid narrator.

A further, longer chapter is devoted to Aleshkovsky in order to show the persistence 

of the thematics and poetics of folly in his longest and most ambitious novel, Ruka, which 

confronts the full horror of Soviet history through the monologue of one of Stalin's 

henchmen, a self-appointed 'Monte-Cristo' figure who has worked his way through the 

system in order to take his revenge upon it. At the centre of the novel's concerns, I argue, is 

its appeal to contrasting notions of stupidity and folly. On the one hand, the narrator delivers 

a furious critique of an excessive faith in Reason (Razum), which is represented as a 

stupefying, self-defeating force that is held responsible both for the narrator's personal 

unhappiness and, through a study of Stalin's psychology, for the wider historical catastrophe. 

The novel baldly opposes Reason with Soul (Dusha), developing as it does so an argument 

for the value (and, indeed, intelligence) of non-rational and instinctive existence. This 

argument is conducted through a 'praise of folly' that continues the motifs of Aleshkovsky's 

earlier work, while also introducing more explicitly Christian themes, which are 

underwritten by the pervasive influence of Dostoevsky. The divided personality of the



narrator proves the ideal vehicle for this philosophical conflict, which is above all a conflict 

in his own mind and which involves the 'doubling' with authority (Stalin) which I introduce 

as a characteristic feature of Aleshkovskian fool narrative in Chapter Two. A further theme 

of the chapter is the increasing significance in Aleshkovsky's fiction, at a mainly sub-textual 

level, of the code of yurodstvo. Indeed, I suggest that Ruka illustrates a tension between 

yurodstvo and a more Erasmian, less tragic paradigm of folly.

Chapter Four is devoted to the mystical writer and philosopher Yury Mamleev, 

whose 'praise of folly' is conducted outside the Christian framework. In Mamleev's short 

stories, which supply the focus of this chapter, the imagery of foolishness, idiocy and 

madness serves the author's need to convince the reader of the illusory nature of the 

phenomenal world and the certainty of the metaphysical. Inhabiting an 'inside-out' fictional 

world that favours death and solipsism, Mamleev's characters seek to fulfil their spiritual 

potential outside the constraints of logic and reason. The uncompromising rejection of 

rationalism that informs all Mamleev's writing is reinforced by a narrative style that seeks to 

lure the reader into a view of reality that dissolves conventional categories. I pay particular 

attention to the prominent role of the imagery of water in his fiction in achieving this end.

In the final chapter I analyse the magnum opus of a much younger writer, Dmitry 

Galkovsky. His Beskonechnyi tupik, first published in full in 1997, is a mosaic of 

philosophical, literary-critical, historical and autobiographical fragments that, in their 

totality, seek to recapitulate and exemplify fundamental tendencies of Russian thought. At 

the centre of Galkovsky's exploration of Russia's intellectual tradition is a fascination with, 

on the one hand, the alleged inflexibility of the Russian mind and its lack of self-awareness; 

and, on the other, with its tendency to holy foolery (yurodstvo), which Galkovsky celebrates, 

or appears to celebrate, as its redeeming feature. A contentious but often electrifying work, 

Beskonechnyi tupik is at once a prime example of unreliable 'fool narrative' and a treatise on



the history of the Russian intelligentsia's attraction towards folly in the twentieth century. If 

the villain of the work is Lenin, its hero is the philosopher Vasily Rozanov, and a section of 

my chapter treats the wider appeal that Rozanov has exerted on late-Soviet non-conformist 

writers and their efforts to present Rozanov (against considerable evidence to the contrary) 

as a literary yurodivyi.

The emphasis on close reading throughout this thesis comes at the expense of a more 

comprehensive survey both of the period and of the entire opus of each individual author. 

Incomplete though it is, however, my account does allow for common patterns and themes in 

my chosen topic to emerge, and I seek to illustrate and interpret these in the course of the 

thesis. These patterns and themes include the overwhelmingly male character of the tradition 

I am describing; its intensely subjective focus, often bordering on derangement; its 

continuous critique of intellectual culture; its appeal to yurodstvo on the one hand, and to a 

more playful, lighter ideal of wise folly on the other; its refusal to seek coherent explanations 

for historical events; its dissatisfaction with literary or conventional language; and, most 

essentially perhaps, the role of various discourses of folly in articulating either the 

persistence or absence of religious faith. My epilogue, which contrasts the nihilism of Viktor 

Erofeev's story 'Zhizn' s idiotom' with various examples of post-Soviet prose, serves to 

draw together many of these themes.



Introduction

If the fool would persist in his folly he would become wise.
William Blake, ' Pro verbs 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'ya 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. 1 

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

1 F. M. Dostoevsky, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, 30 vols (Leningrad: Nauka, 1972-90), XIV, p.5; compare with 
similar comments on the role of {he 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 vitrodiwi.



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. 3 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 

ofsamizdat 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

2 See Carl Gustav Jung, Modern Man in Search of a Soul, trans. by W. S. Dell and Gary 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 1 , 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 concerns 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

See my Epilogue.



result of) their established reputations. 5 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 differ 

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 further 

ways and to whose work the patterns that will emerge here might be found relevant. 6

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

6 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, Palisandriya (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. 7

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 pint (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. 8

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'?9

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.
8 See M.M. Bakhtin, 'Slovo v romane' and 'Formy vremeni i khronotopa v romane', in Voprosy literatury i 
estetiki: Issledovaniya raznykh let (Moscow: Khudozhestvennaya Literatura, 1975), pp.72-233 (pp.212-21), 
pp.234-407 (pp.308-16).
9 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. 10 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. 12 

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

10 Lesley 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.
11 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.

7



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. 13

'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. 14 

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. 15 Overturning the straightforward 

moral didacticism of Sebastian Brandt's catalogue of human vices in his popular 

Narrenschiff (1491r ; 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

13 What ought to be clear by now, however, is 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.
14 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.
15 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).
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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'. 17

___ I O ___

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. 19 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 Grass! and Maristella Lorch, Folly and Insanity in Renaissance Literature 
(Binghamton, NY: MRTS, 1986).
17 Carlos Fuentes, 'In Praise of the Novel', Open Democracy, <http://www.opendemocracy.net/arts- 
Literature/praise_novel_3182.jsp> [accessed 1 June 2006] (p.2 of 6). See also Kaiser, pp.277-96.
18 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.
19 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 'ropoflciBo XpHcra



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'. 20 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 - is 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. 21 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 1 , trans. by G.M.A Grube, in Plato, Complete Works, ed. by John M. Cooper (Indianapolis: 
Hackett, 1997), pp. 17-36 (pp.21-22).
21 See David Luljak, 'Socrates as Fool in Aristophanes and Plato', in Janik (ed.), pp.400-5.
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wisdom beneath his claims of ignorance. 22 Noteworthy also is Socrates' self-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. 2 * 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, Awakum and many others 

subsequently - as a rhetorical defence and an unstable mode of irony that often leads to 

paradox and even opacity. 24 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. 25 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).
24 See, especially, 2 Cor 11:16-19.
25 As S.A. Ivanov appears to argue in Ivanov, Holy Fools in Byzantium and Beyond, trans. by Simon Franklin 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), p. 19.
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abasement, kenosis and weakness praised by St Paul and later followed by the holy fools."6 

The fact of the crucifixion - 'a stumbling block [skandalon] to Jews, and folly to Gentiles' 

(1 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'. 27 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

*} ft
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,29 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. 30 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.
27 Kim Paffenroth, In 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).
30 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 force 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. 31 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

31 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 oftheNen- 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. 32

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 (apatheid) 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 

simulation 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'. 33

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 Riisi (Leningrad: Nauka,
1984).
33 See the translation of this Life given in Derek Krueger, Symeon the Holy Fool: Leontius' Life and the Late
Antique City (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996), pp. 131-71 (pp. 152-53).
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Symeorvs 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. 34 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, it 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?' 35 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.36 In actuality, yurodstvo merged to some 

degree with other paradigms, such as religious wandering, and even shamanism - hence, 

Ewa M. Thompson has argued, the yurodivyfs customary apparel of chains and metal

34 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 ofJurodstvo 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). 38 Significant also is the etymology of the word 

yurodstvo, its cognate urod denoting a congenital deficiency. 39 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.40 Diaries suggest that even in the Soviet period wandering 

yurodivye remained an unexceptional occurrence.41 At the same time, aspects of the 

original, Byzantine paradigm were kept alive in popular legend. The folklore 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.42 In 

all his actions, the yurodivyi reveals the underside (iznankd) of appearances. This feature 

would, for obvious reasons, accentuate the appeal of the yurodivyi to critics of Soviet 

civilization.43

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

37 Ewa M. Thompson, Understanding Russia: The Holy Fool in Russian Culture (Lanham: University Press of 
America, 1987), pp.112-13.
38 Ivanov, Holy Fools, p.312. Natalia Challis and Horace W. Dewey, 'The Blessed Fools of Old Russia', 
Jahrbilcherfur Geschichte Osteuropas, 22 (1974), 1-11 (pp. 1-5).
39 Ivanov, Holy Fools, p.246.
40 On Peter's disapproval, see ibid, pp.345-47.
41 See, for example, Galina Vishnevskaya, Istoriya zhizni (Paris: La Presse Libre/Kontinent, 1985), p.25.
42 Ivanov, Holy Fools, pp.318-22.
43 For an illustration of this, see Chapter Three, below, pp. 141-42.
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the slightest interest in political engagement" (Ivanov), Russian culture granted to the 

yurodivyi a freedom to criticize that linked medieval tsar and yurodivyi 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 tsar, 

beyond good and evil.45 Ivan imitated holy foolery in his treatment of his subjects and in 

his letters, which he occasionally signed 'Parfeny Urodivyi'.46 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.47 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.48 The prominent theatrical and spectacular elements ofyurodstvo 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

44 Ivanov, Holy Fools, p.216 
45 Seeibid,pp.285-310(p.286).
46

47
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 lan 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.
48 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 , 49

One consequence of these processes was the absence of a tradition of joyful 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. 50 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. 51 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.52 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. 53

49 Priscilla Hunt, 'Awakum's "Fifth Petition" to the Tsar and the Ritual Process', SEEJ, 46 (2002), 483-510 
(P-491).
50 Cited in Saward, pp.58, 84-89.
51 See Russian Tales of Clever Fools, ed. and trans. by Jack V. Haney (Armonk, NY: M.E. Sharpe, 2006).
52 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 khitn-} 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. 54 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'. 55 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 is 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.56 Persisting in his 

folly, Ivan becomes lucky, stumbling on his treasure or beautiful princess. 57 Recent writers 

have often been drawn to precisely this model of the folk fool, the antithesis of the Soviet

c o

ideal of the active hero. Thus, in his well-known essay 'Ivan-Durak', Andrei Sinyavsky

54 See Propp, p.89.
55 'Durak nabityi' in A.N. Afanas'ev , Narodnye nisskie skazki, ed. by L.G. Barag and N.V. Novikov, 3 vols 
(Moscow: Nauka, 1984-85), HI, 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, in, pp. 128-29.
57 This, too, is a pattern underwritten by proverbial wisdom: 'AypaK CHUT, a cnacTbe y Hero B rojioeax CTOHT', 
'BornypaKa, noeajia, KOPMHT'.
58 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).

19



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 'ano(j)eo3 

He3HaHHH, HeyMeHHfl, HeAejiaHHH H nojiHeHiiieH GCCXHTPOCTHOCTH". 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:

/JypaKa - H BCCM CBOHM noeeAeHHeivi, H o6jiHKOM ^oKasarb [...] MTO OT
yivia, yHCHOCTH, crapaHHH, BOJIH - HHnero He saBHCHT. Bee STO BTOPHHHO H HC 

caMoe maBHoe B >KH3HH. 59

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 so.60

The figure of the yurodivyi has played an important part in this process. Already in 

Awakum's Life (1672-75), holy foolery came to the fore, both in the form of the 

yurodivyi, Fedor, through whom Awakum dispatches his message to the tsar, and in 

Awakum'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. 61 The Life is also striking as an early example of 

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

59

60

Andrei Sinyavsky, Ivan-Durak (Paris: Sintaksis, 1991), pp.38-39.
60 On the religious basis of this topic in fiction and philosophy, see Nadejda Gorodetzky, The Humiliated Christ 
in Russian Thought (London: Macmillan, 1938).
61 See Archpriest Awakum: 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 Awakum's sympathy for the tsar, for
___!-. _ __ l« .-» »-w T nsn *^ r» r\ tr\ r\ f\t~OT7Cwhom 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. 6 ~ 

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'). 63

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.64 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.65 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 'Kpaime He^ajieKHH 5 ), 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. 66

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

62 Ibid,p.111.
63 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.
64 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.
65 See Thompson, pp. 125-58.
66 'Paramon Yurodivyi (Iz detskikh let odnogo "propashchego")' in G.I. Uspensky, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, 
14 vols (Moscow: Akademiya Nauk SSSR, 1940-54), vi, 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. 67 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 r) unless one sets out on the

*r o

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 

farther, 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.69 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-

67 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), vin, pp.264-66. On Revizor see below, p.80.
69 See especially 'Ispoved" (1879), in L.N. Tolstoy, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, 90 vols (Moscow: 
Khudozhestvennaya Literatura, 1928-58), xxili. pp. 1-59.

22



working fools. Only fools, Tolstoy's skazka teaches, can live without sin, money, force 

and the other consequences of human cunning. 70 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. 71

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?2 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 ateisf) Ivan Karamazov is 

made to concede that, Tjiynocxb KopOTKa H HexHTpa, a VM BHJI^CT H npaneTca'. 73 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 (Idiot), 

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,

70 'M yujjiH H3 HeaHOBa uapcrea ece yMHbie, ocrajiHCb O/IHH .aypaKH. /JeHer HH y KOPO HC 6wjio. >KHJIH- 
pa6oTaJiH, caMH KOpMmiHCb H JiKxacfi no6pux KOPMHJIH'. Tolstoy, XXV, pp.115-138 (p.129).
71 Tolstoy, LII, pp.75, 81-82, 113.
72 See James P. Scanlan, Dostoevski? the Thinker (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2002), pp.5-6.
73 Dostoevsky, xiv, 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 of folly 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 asywodsfro, 14 while the portrait 

in Besy of Semen Yakovlevich (based on Ivan Koreisha, the 'yurodivyr most admired by 

contemporary high society) is sharply sceptical. 75

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. 76 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 'IOPO^HBBIH pyccKOH jiHTepaxypti' (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

"78

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 Ibid, pp.38-39.
75 Dostoevsky, X, pp.254-60. On the cynical appeal ofyurodstvo to the upper classes in the nineteenth century 
see Thompson, p.44.
76 See especially Harriet Murav, Holy Foolishness: Dostoevski! 's Novels and the Poetics of Cultural Critique 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1992).
77 Ivanov-Razumnik, Tvorchestvo i kritika 1908-1922 (Petersburg, 1922), pp. 145-170 (p. 145).
78 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. 79

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 

selfhood; 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,

Qf\

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

o i

narrowest sense, betraying the Positivist origins of Marxist-Leninism. To dissenting 

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

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

Q'J

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

O T

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, Filosofiya svobodnago dukha: problematika i apologiya 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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l> 4 ____

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

O c ___

'HCBOKecTBeHHLiH H TynoH, KaK see caHOBHHKn'. The first half of the novel thus presents 

two contrasting categories of folly: the ineffectual and masochistic Kavalerov, part

8 f\
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

87

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

no

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

84 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.
86 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, Istoriya slov (Moscow: Tolk, 1994), 
pp. 615-18.
88 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

o Q

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:

TlyxoB, xoMeiiJb KOMMyHHCTOM
'A MTO TaKOC KOMMyHHCT?'

'CBOJIOHB Tbi! KoMMyHHCT - arc yMHbiH, HayHHbiH HejiOBeK, a 6yp>KyH - HCTOPHHCCKHH
jrypaK!'
Toraa HC xony.'

He xoneiiib?'
'fl - npHpOAHbiH /rypaK!' oGiflBHH FlyxoB. 90

Pukhov's commitment to the natural state is absolute. When it is suggested to him that he 

join a study group (kruzhok), he replies, 'YneHte MOSFH nanKaex, a a xony CBOKHM 

)KHTb!' 9! 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

89 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.
90 A.P. Platonov, Sobranie sochinenii, 1 vols (Moscow: Informpechaf, 1998), I, 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.
91 Ibid, p.484. Contrast with the Soviet slogan 'YMCHHC CBCT, HeyHCHne - Tb\ia\
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ordinary Russians' 'self-perception' (samosoznanie) as so many Ivan-Duraks, hiding their 

natural cunning. 92

While Platonov may have held a negative view of the popular affection for Ivan- 

Durak, the yurodivyi clearly represented a far more congenial native type. 93 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; 94 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. 95 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. 96 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 ofyurodstvo, albeit

as a taboo. Like Peter the Great's assaults on the charlatanry of holy foolery (Izhe-

yurodstvo), or Lenin's description of Tolstoy as a 'noMeujHK, lOpo^cTByiomHH BO

92 Andrei Platonov, Zapisnye knizhki, ed. by N.V. Kornienko (Moscow: Nasledie, 2000), p.78
93 On this topic, see also Hans Giinther, ' Yurodstvo i um kak protivopolozhnye tochki zreniya u Andreya 
Platonova', in Sprache und Erzahlhaltung bei Andrej Platonov, ed. by Robert Hodel and Jan Peter Locher 
(Bern: Peter Lang, 1998), pp. 116-31.
94 See 'Yushka' (written 1937-38), in Andrei Platonov, Vzyskaniepogibshikh (Moscow: Shkola-Press, 1995), 
pp.475-81. Yushka is described as a 'fopo/i HerxxaHbin' (p.479).
95 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).
96 Cf. Platonov, Zapisnye knizhki: 'Kpacora CCTB o6paTHoe noHflTHe... HO nepes HCKpacoiy MO>KHO
BblCIUCH KpaCOTbl' (p.99)
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XPHCTC, Fadeev blamed Platonov for affecting to be a holy fool - implicitly

QO

acknowledging his readers' continued reverence for true yurodstvo. A few years later, A. 

Gurvich continued the theme, attacking Platonov's 'xpHCTHaHCKa* fopojHBaa CKpo6b'.w 

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. 100

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 wra) 101 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: 

'/I,eKapT zrypaic! [...] HTO MBICJIHT, TO cymecTBOBaxB He MOKCT, MOH MBICJIB - 3x0 

3anpeineHHafl 5KH3HB, H a cKopo yMpy... FHiJiep He MBICJIHT, OH apecTOBBiBaex'. 102 Both 

Mamleev and Dmitry Galkovsky also play with the formula to argue similarly: '^ He 

MBicjTio, cjie^OBaxejiBHo, H cymecTByio' (Mamleev); 'Mbicjiio, 3HaHHx ne cymecxByio' 

(Galkovsky). 103

7 V.I. Lenin, Sobranie sochinenii, 20 vols (Moscow: Gosudarstvennoe Izdatel'stvo, 1920-27), XV, p. 180.
98 A. Fadeev, 'Ob odnoi kulatskoi khronike,' Krasnia nov\ 5-6 (1931), 206-9. Fadeev wrote of Platonov and 
other 'kulak agents': 'OHM HOpOBjrr npHKHHyibCfl 6e3o6HHHWMH HyuaHKaMH, ropo^HBbiMH, KOTOpwe pe^cyr 
npaeny-MaTKy (p.206).
99 See Tvorchestvo Platonova, ed. by V.P. Skobelev and others (Ann Arbor: Ardis, 1986), p. 185.
100 The poet Nikolai Zabolotsky came in for similar criticism at about this time; see E. Usievich, 'Pod maskoi 
yurodstva', Literaturnyi Kritik, 4 (1933), 78-91.
101 A theme ofKotlovan in particular. See Andrei Platonov, Vzyskanie pogibshikh (Moscow: Shkola-Press. 
1995), pp. 170-281 (especially pp.277-79).
102 Platonov, Vzyskanie pogibshikh, pp.375-91 (p.383).
103 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 from the prison of thought, a motif 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. 104 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. 105 This 

echoes both the predominantly male tradition ofyurodstvo, 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. 106

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 ofKotlovan.
"b Eliot Borenstein cites Platonov's statement in 1920 about Communist society: 'He who desires the truth
cannot desire a woman'; Borenstein, Men Without Women: Masculinity and Revolution in Russian Fiction,
1917-1929 (Durham: Duke University Press, 2000), p.xv.
106 See Mary A. Maleski, 'Paul the Apostle', in Janik (ed.), pp.316-28 (pp.324-25).
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early 1960s; 107 the cult status of science throughout this decade; 108 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 r), in an inversion of the Marxist- 

Leninist loathing of religion, inculcated at school, as a stupefying drug (durmari). All three 

also reject science, whether simply by ignoring it or by deriding it directly. 109

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. 110 One of its consequences was a perverse pride in being 

certified insane. 111 The 'filthy madhouse' (zaplevannyi sumasshedshii dorri) is the only 

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. 112 As the very title of the work 

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

See Miriam Dobson, 'Antireligious Campaigns in the Russian Press, 1953-1965', Slovo [SSEES], 13 (2001), 
139-52.
108 See Vail 1 and Genis, pp. 100-6.
109 On the latter, see Chapter Two, below.
110 Zhores 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.
111 On this subject see also Tat'yana Goricheva, Pravoslavie ipostmodernizm (Leningrad: Izdatel'stvo 
Leningradskogo Universiteta, 1991), pp.38-48.
112 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." 3

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. 114

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

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

113 Vladimir Bukovsky, To Build a Castle: My Life as a Dissenter, trans. by Michael Scammell (London: A. 
Deutsch, 1978), p. 159. See ibid 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, Everything 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, Rossiya/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 

writings. 115 By thus implicitly accepting the status quo, they espoused attitudes alien to the 

dissident movement, with its philosophy of living 'HC no JDKH' (Solzhenitsyn). 116 But it 

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.

" 5 SeeYurchak,pp.l06, 127. 
116 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'. 1

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. 2 

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

1 Part One first appeared in the emigre journal Grant, 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 napresto!, was published by YMCA in 1979. See Rachel S. Farmer's well- 
informed survey of Voinovich's life and work in A Reference Guide to Russian Literature, ed. by Neil 
Cornwell (London: Fitzroy Dearborn, 1998), pp.881-82.
2 His story of 1963, 'Khochu byt' chestnym', has been described as a 'programmatic' example of the 
'xyzio^cecTBeHHafl jiorHKa HOBOMHpcKoro peannsMa'; 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. 3 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.4 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 expose 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. 5 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-

3 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 neobychainyepriklyucheniya 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).
4 In Chonkin's first dream, Stalin appears to him as a baba (pp.42-43); see also pp.46-47.
5 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. 6

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. 7 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: '^OHKHH 

npe,n;aBajiCfl CBOHM MbicjiaM. BHHMaxejibHO Ha6jno,aaa mi3Hb, nocTHraa ee saKOHbi, OH 

noHflji, HTO JICTOM o6biHHO 6bmaeT xerijio, a SHMOH - XOJIOAHO' (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 OTJIHHHHKOB pacxBaxaiiH, H MHC BOX

o ^^

MOHKHH' (p. 18). The comment is tongue-in-cheek, but in a crucial sense

6 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 ofsamizdat writers, 
Yury Mal'tsev even went so far as to argue that a lack of 'SJIOCTB' 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: 'Criy>K6y y>Ke KOHHaer, a npHBercTBOBarb HC HayHnnca [...] A BHA 
Becb B nbijiH, JIHUO rpJBHoe, HC 6oeu, a OJIHO HenopasyMCHHe' (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.

37



Chonkin really is the only kind of hero left for Voinovich; only a figure so foolish 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:

HOHKHH cjiyuiaji cjioea, npOH3HOCHMbie c 3aMCTHbiM rpy3HHCKHM aKueHTOM, rny6oKO eepun B 
HHX, HO He ece MOP noHHTb. ECJIH jiyHiiiHe AHBHSHH epara H jiyHLiiHe nacTH ero 
pa36HTbi H HaiiJjiH ce6e MorHJiy, TO CTOHT JIH raic 6ecnoKOHTbca? XyzjiiJHe nacTH H 
pa36HTb eme Jierne. KpoMe roro, HenonaxHO 6biJio Bbipa>KeHHe «HaimiH ce6e iviorMJiy Ha 
nojiflx cpa>KeHHH». FloMCMy OHM HC HCKajiH ee B ^pyroM MCCTC? H KTO 3ry MorHJiy AJ\H HHX 
BbipbiJi?(pp.l38-39)

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 r) serves as a 'justified failure 

to comprehend falsity' (opravdannoe neponimanie Izhi) and a prosaic response to lofty 

rhetoric and cliche.9 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

9 M.M. Bakhtin, 'Slovo v romane', in Voprosy literatwy i estetiki: Issledovaniya 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), I, 
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 'ssaHMHoe HenoHHMaHHe roBOpflumx Ha pasnbix jnbiKax'. 1 '

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: 'MajibHHK He 3nan, HTO 

KOpojieBCTBO JKHBCT no CKa3KaM He An^epccHa, a ae/iyiiiKH Kapjibi Mapiibi, a B 3THX

Bakhtin, p.216.
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CKa3Kax BCflKHe mynbie BO3iviacbi nacnex FOJIOCXH KOpojm npHpaBHHBaroxcfl... KaK 6bi 

3x0 CKa3aTb... K reppopy'. The boy is dragged off and punished. Other children are 

successfully trained not to be so stupid:

poAHxeiiH 3aro,o,fl nopojiH, apyrHe caMH 6e3 nopKH yviHejiH. H, noyMHes,
, MTO Bbipa>Kaxb CBOH MWCJIH MO>KHO no-pa3HOMy. MO>KHO onacHbiM, a MO>KHO 

COBCCM 6e3onacHbiM o6pa3OM. MO>KHO KpHHaxb, HTO Kopojib roji, HMCJI B BH/ty, HTO OH roil. A
MO5KHO, HMCfl B BHAy TO >KC CaMOC, KpHHaXb, HTO KOpOJlb paCHpeKpaCHO

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 1 and Genis as the 

intelligentsia's principal mode of expression in the 1960s; it was, they write, 'nacxbio 

6onee iiiHpOKOH KyjibxypnoH CHCTCMbi - npOHHn'. 13 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 KOHije KOHU.OB BCC 

nepenyxajiocb #o HCBOSMOKHOCTH'. 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: 'Kopojib Ham

, OH, MO>KHO ^a^ce cxasaxb, HOHXH COBCCM He o/jex'. 14

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. 15 Chonkin' s single most important quality, in literary and cultural terms, was

12 'Novaya skazka o golom korole', in Vladimir Voinovich, Skazki dlya vzroslykh (Moscow: Vagrius, 1996), 
pp.413-19(p.414).
13 Vail' and Genis, p. 167.
14 Voinovich, 'Novaya skazka', p.418.
15 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: 'FloKanyH, OH HH BO HTO He nrpaei". 

This, as Arnold McMillin has noted, is also the feature that distinguishes him most

V I ~1

fundamentally from Hasek's Svejk. A rogue rather than an innocent, with a "great deal"

V

on his conscience, Svejk exploits his diagnosis by military doctors as a 'patent idiot* to 

play the system. 18 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 'JIHU.O HenpHKOCHOBCHHMH' (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? 19

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'. 20 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: 'OneHb npocToti MCJIOBCK [...] H OHCHb CKPOMHBIH' (p.125).
16 Voinovich, 'O sovremennosti i istorii', Rossiya/Russia, 2 (1975), 228-35 (p.233).
17 Arnold McMillin, 'The Life and Extraordinary Adventures of Private Ivan Chonkin', in Cornwell (ed.), 
p.892.
18 Jaroslav Hasek, The Good Soldier Svejk, trans. by Cecil Parrott (London: Penguin, 2000), pp.25, 35.
19 Laura Beraha, 'The Fixed Fool: Raising and Resisting Picaresque Mobility in Vladimir Vojnovic's Conhin 
Novels', SEEJ, 40 (1996), 475-93 (p.489).
20 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. 21 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. 22 

Sexual awakening is accompanied by the sudden flowering of other hidden talents: 

gardening, domesticity, even the odd flash of wit. 23 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: 'Tsi, Bana, HCJIOBCK oneHb VMHMH [...] C BH^y AypaK ^ypaxoM, a 

npHnumeTbCH - VM rocyfl,apcTBeHHbffl' (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: '^Can-)KaK Pycco roBopuji, HTO

21 Voinovich, 'O sovremennosti i istorii', p.231.
22 See, for example, p.64; and compare with Aleshkovsky's Nikolai Nikolaevich (Chapter Two).
23 'MHTepecHO, MCMy HX raivt B ropoaax ynar?' Nyura asks. '"HseecTHO Heiviy," coo6pa3Hji MOHKHH. "Cajio
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cxaTb Ha qeTBepHHKH H H/TTH Hasa^ K npHpo^e" (p. 197). The choice of a foolish 

protagonist allows Voinovich to portray a figure of uncomipted 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, is 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:

MHC xoTejiocb noKasarb npocroro pyccKoro HejioeeKa. Mena c ^aeHHx nop npHBJieKaer 
Hapo/jHbiH xapaKxep. 3xo He LUBCHK H ne Te'pKHH. LUeeHK H TC'PKHH - repoH aKTHBHbie, 
MOHKHH naccHBCH. [...] 3ro o6pa3, 
see

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

_ <^ *j

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

24 Rousseau enters Chonkin's dream a few pages later (p.202), while the motif of crawling gains in prominence 
(p.206).
25 Voinovich, 'O sovremennosti i istorii', p.233.
26 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 volshebnyc 

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.203);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. 30 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 

VasilyTerkin(1946). 31

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

28 On this, see Khan, p.511.
29 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), II, pp.5-7 (no. 179) and III, p. 185 (no.396).
30 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 torn 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'. 32 But it is debatable how much laughter 

or joy Shukshin's signature characters actually bring.33 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. 34 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).
33 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.
34 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,35 and who, we are told in the second sentence, *o6jia^an O^HOH 

oco6eHHOcxbio: c HHM HOCXOSHHO HTO-HH6yzu> cjiynajiocb'. 36 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, ',2,a noncMy )Ke a xaKOH ecxb-xo?', while 

wondering: 'He noHHMaio: noneMy OHH cxajiH siibie?'. 37

Similarly, in '"Raskas"', a cuckolded husband returns home to find the note: 

'HsaH, H3BHHH, HO 6ojibiiie c xaKHM nenbKOM a )KHTb He Mory. He HIHH MCHH. JlKXZXMHJia'. 

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 ineji H MOJina miaicaji. H eMy 6bino He cibmHO. OH ycxan'. 38

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 'Tantsuyushchii Shiva') who mocks them, reminding them

35 See Givens, p.58.
36 V.M. Shukshin, Sobranie sochinenii, 6 vols (Moscow: Nadezhda-1, 1998), I, pp.428-37 (p.428).
37 Ibid, pp.431, 437, 436. These patterns would be replayed in Abram Terts, Kroshka Tsores (Paris: Sintaksis.
1980).
38 Shukshin, I, 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 BaHbKa CenesHes 

^epraex 3a#OM rBO3,mi!'. 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 righting. In the final lines, the bar-girl blames Arkashka for 

bringing storms in his wake: 'A see TBI pamer!... IUHBa nepTOB. BCHHO H3-3a xe6fl

Arkashka castigates sloth and vice, recalling the Hindu god Shiva, whose powers to 

destroy evil are conveyed through a ferocious, flailing dance.40 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: 'HMCHTC My^cecxBO 

BbicJiyinaxb ropbicyio npaB^y'. The intervention of the narrator, however, is sarcastic: 

cmia - npas^a: 3Haa ee, MO^KHO 6bm> CHOKOHHBIM. Apicaina 6bm cnoKoen. OH

npoxHHZteeB'.41 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-\ike 

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

39 Shukshin, H, pp. 195-202 (p.202).
40 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.
41 Shukshin, II, p. 197.
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obviously foolish,42 Arkashka is forced to entertain against his will, before being rewarded 

with a drink. 43 Nevertheless, the performance of this "apiHCT', though almost beaten out of 

him, is described by the unpredictable narrator as a unique expression of freedom: *3io 

CBo6o^Haa qbopMa CBoGoanoro cymeciBOBaHHa B HameM ^CJIOBOM BCKC'. 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 HCKyccxBo' of 

fighting. Without the meddling of this outsider, the villagers might have sorted out their 

own differences.44

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

42 Among them, Ivan-Durak in Do tret'ikhpetukhov and Bron'ka in 'Mil' pardon, madam!'
43 His role in this sense is comparable to that of the skomorokh in Tarkovsky's Andrei Rublev (Mosfilm, 1966).
44 Shukshin, II, pp.199, 201.
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by the inability of his wife to understand, or even acknowledge, the melancholy (toska] 

which afflicts him on Sundays, and makes a despairing attempt to prove to her that, *y 

HejioBCKa ecxb TaioKe - pyuial BOT ona, 3#ecb, - 6ojiHi!\45 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 fSuraz', 

'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: '^Kena Hasbreajia ero - HVAHK. Hnoraa 

jiacKOBo'. It becomes clear that Chudik's wife takes him for a complete fool and non-entity 

('HHMTO^KCCTBO'), though it will be another woman, his sister-in-law, who first specifically 

calls him a durak.46 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:

ero - BacHjiHH Eropbin KHJBCB. BBIJIO CMy rpHAUaxb .neBHTb JICT OT popy. OH pa6oraji
KHHOMCXaHHKOM B CCJIC. O6o>Kan CblLUHKOB H CO6aK. B ACTCTBC MCHTaJl 6bITb UiriHOHOM.47

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 'fmgerless fool' (durak 

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

45 Shukshin, H, pp.215-24 (p.216).
46 Shukshin, I, pp.428, 431,436.
47 Ibid, p.437.
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'CMCIOTCH, B rnasa CMeKyrca, a eiviy... see 6om>fl poca. Xapa TBI HeyMbiiaa, CKOT

JiecHOH'.48

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.49 In 'SrezaF 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.50 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.51 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

48 Ibid, pp.437-445 (p.444). On this and similar proverbs, see Rancour-Laferriere, p. 126.
49 Shukshin, II, pp.312-17.
50 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.
51 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 1 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 

'Bojiee HJIH Menee TOHHaa KODHH BJia^HMnpCKHX 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.53

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. 54 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 inaumentic and unutterably wearisome. It is 

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, H, pp.82-93(p.91)
54 See, for example, Russkie pisateli 20 veka: Biograflcheskii slovar', ed. by P. A. Nikolaev (Moscow: Bol'shaya 
Rossiiskaya Entsiklopediya, 2000), p.786.
55 See, for example, 'Suraz', in Shukshin, II, pp.42-63.
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stage characters, Shukshnrs fools behave in a self-consciously performative manner." 6 

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. 57 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

£ n

'Srezal' is compared to a show (TTpaMO KaK na cneicraKJib XO^THJIH').

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. 59 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 scans' is one such character. The story begins 

with the statement that, TIocjie,zmee BpeMfl HTO-TO COBCCM He Jia^HO GBIJIO Ha syuie y

- onocTbuieno BCC na cBexe', 60 and consists of Timofei's half-

56 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, I, p.431.
57 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.
58 Shukshin, II, p.225.
59 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 nowm, MTO He Haxoam B ce6e
3.na K yHHTejiK) [...] Boo6me HHKoraa HHKOMy ne >Kejiaji 3Jia'. In the end, he takes his own life. Shukshin, II,
p.61.
60 Ibid, pp.304-11 (p.304).

52



drunken laments about his wasted life to three different 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 aypautKoe nojKmeHne HacTano FIOTOM: 

o6e JKCHiimHhi, Dona H FyTfl, Bflpyr no,zrpy>KHJiHCb. H BMCCTC cMejumcb Hazi TmvioxoH'.61 

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, '# 6w BCC 

HCCTHO CKasan, TOJILKO ne snaio, nero xaKoe co MHOH ^ejiaexca. ripHCTan, BH/THO, xaic 

miTb'. 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). hi the last words of the story he asks his 

father-in-law to forgive him the 'farce' (TTpocTH sa KOMC^HIO-TO. IlpocTH 

BejiHKO^yuiHo'), echoing the theatrical metaphor inherent in the story's title, and also 

Astrov's cry towards the end ofDyadya Vanya: 'Finita la comedia!'. 62

Unlike Uncle Vanya, however, Timofei is 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')

c HaMH npOHCxo^HT?' - is the question posed by many of his foolish characters,

61 Ibid, p.306
62 Ibid, p.311. Chekhov, A.P., Sochineniya, 18 vols (Moscow: Nauka, 1974-82), pp.61-116 (p.l 10).
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such as Chudik. 63 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'. 64 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 'no/jBHr lopoflHBoro', 

who wills ridicule on himself. 65 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, m,pp.94-101 (p. 101).
64 Givens, p. 17.
65 Anatoly Durov, 'Tantusuyushchii Shiva. Ispodlob'ya', Nezavisimaya Gazeta, 17 April 2003; see 
<http://exlibris.ng.ru/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. 66 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. 67 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

A8
complacency and strength that characterize his writings, or in his own nomadic and 

impecunious lifestyle, and threadbare attire. 69 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:

FoBHa HCT, H HC naxHCT MM, ocTanHCb TOJIBKO 6pHJibflHTbi H Hsyivipyabi. ft O^HH 
naxHy... Hy, eme HecKO/ibKO oTineneHuee - naxHyr...
MbI JKHBCM CKOpOTCMHO H TJiynO, OHH JKHBVT ^OJIFO H yMHO. He yCnCB pOZJHTbCfl, MbI V>KC

no/jbixaeM. 70

66 See Epshtein's introductory essay on the myth of Erofeev, Tosle kamavala, ili vechnyi Venichka', in V.V. 
Erofeev, Ostav'te moyu dushu vpokoe: Pochti vse (Moscow: Kh.G.S., 1997), pp.3-30.
67 A list is provided in S.A. Ivanov, Blazhennyepokhaby: 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 withyurodstvo.
68 On samodovol'stvo, see Erofeev, Moskva-Petushki (Moscow: Zakharov, 2004), p.87.
69 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 moyu 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, "OcTaBbie MOK) 

/ryiiiy B FIOKOIO' (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. 71 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 Zapiskipsikhopata, 

for a 'npoH3Be/i,eHHe, Koxopoe Btipa^cano 6ti caMtie CJIO^CHBIC nyBCTBa - H o^HOBpeMCHHO 

He Btipa^cano 6bi HHnero'. 72

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 zyurodivyi is his tearful love of his country and its rulers, despite their sinfulness. 
Venichka repeatedly speaks of moya zemlya, moi narod, while Erofeev himself had this to say in an interview 
shortly before his death: '3jo eaM BOJIBHO paccy^aaib o MOCH BJiaciH, eGeHa iviaib. 3ro eaivi BOJILHO Bajiaib 
nypaKa, a a aypaica HC BajiflK), a OMCHB JiK)6jiK> CBOK> BJiacib, HH OHHH raneHbiuj HC jiFoGm raK MOK> BJiacib'. 
Interview with Leonid Prudovsky (1990), in Venedikt Erofeev, Sobranie sochinenii, ed. by V. Murav'ev, 2 vols 
(Moscow: Vagrius, 2001), II, pp. 239-66 (pp.263-64).
71 See S.A. Ivanov, Vizantiiskoeyurodstvo (Moscow: Mezhdunarodnye Otriosheniya, 1994), pp.53-54
72 Erofeev, Sobranie sochinenii, n, pp.5-174 (p. 121).

56



self-directed mockery which the poema shares with the 'democratic satire' of 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. 73 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. 74

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

73 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
74 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 bibliography.
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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. 75 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. 76 

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. 11 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

-10

encouragement to Anechka to prostitute herself.

75 Banerjee notes the resemblance to Zapiski izpodpol'ya 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, II, pp. 5-174 (pp.81-86, 148-49, 160).
77 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 ofdrugaya 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(\9&S), 185-98.
"7S

Erofeev, Sobranie sochinenii, II, 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! Hex, BeHbKa, TBI npocTO reHHH! TOJIBKO a He noHHMaio, noneiviy xe6e BCC - 

CMCIIIHO! [...] He noHHMaio, HTO TBI 3a HCJIOBCK!' Others are similarly baffled: 'HepT ero 

3Haex, HTO y Hero na yMe. TCMHUH HejioseK... HenoHHTHbin'; '3Haemi> HTO - fl caM ny^aK, 

MHOFO ny^aKOB BH^CJI, HO xaKoro ny^aKa nepBtni pa3 BCTpenaio'. 79 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. 80 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 ('Ees^apb. reHHH. 

OpnrHHaji [...] H^HOT. OHJiococJ)') or to historical figures from Berkeley to Zarathustra. 81

On one level, this obsession may reflect Erofeev's sense of personal hurt and his

Q ^

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 public of 

any critical attitude that was not tethered to a 'positive' programme demonstrating love of 

the collective and expressed in the language of kul'turnost'. To assume such an attitude

79 Ibid, p.80.
80 Ibid, inter alia, pp.60-62, 79-81, 99-100, 167-68.
81 Ibid, pp.139, 101. Erofeev habitually signed his name 'V. Er.', suggesting the German Wer (Who); see 
Banerjee, p.74.
82 This is a theme of the posthumous reminscences published in 1991; Nina Frolova and others, 'Neskol'ko 
monologov o Venedikte Erofeeve', Teatr, 9 (1991), 74-122.
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towards the state was to be seen as its enemy, and later, in the 1960s, as an otshchepenets, 

the term which perhaps best captures the social identity of Erofeev's literary persona. 83

Like the fools of Shukshin, the narrator draws the public's hostility (zloba)*4 In his 

originality he is defined as 'niynbiH', and his criticisms, even when they hit the mark, 

render him a laughing-stock: 'MOJTO^OH HCJIOBCK! Be^t 310 BCC Ha# BaMH CMCPOTCH! Haa 

BanieH .zrypocTBio! Bac, HasepHoe, ne HayHHJiH Kyjnvrype B ynHBepcHTexe?!' 85 Although 

his ironic wit is widely acknowledged, he is perceived as a durak. One diagnosis, of 

obvious relevance to Moskva-Petushki, is that he must be either a durak or a drunk (or a 

man from the moon). His place in society can be expressed only in negative terms: '"A!

3TO TOT CaMbffl!" "HCKJIIOHHJIH H3 KOMCOMOJia!" "BtirHaJIH H3 yHHBepCHTCTa!'". 87

Far from seeking to overturn society's low opinion of him, the narrator shows how 

he has internalized its mockery. In one entry, he records the humiliation and ridicule he

O Q

experiences in a dream. In another, he avows his own idiocy, recalling Socrates and, still 

more strongly, Platonov's sokrovennyi chelovek:

'KKaKKOH Tbi Bce-TaKH yMHbifi, EpcxbeeB!'
OQ

'HeT, TOBapHm CCKpCTapb, fl OT pO5KACHHfl H^HOT.'

In a manner that distantly recalls the behaviour of the holy fool, and its interpretation by 

modern writers such as Tolstoy, the narrator often appears to use his Zapiski to show 

himself in the worst possible light. The narrator makes the yurodivyi 's choice, as defined

83 Describing the suffocating 'standardized' worldview that held sway in the 1960s, Erofeev's close friend, 
Vladimir Murav'ev, wrote: 'CaMbiM crpauiHbiM H y6HHCTBCHHbiM 6biJio 3a6biroe cefinac rpoMOBoe CJIOBO-
o6BHHCHHe "OTLUeneHeu", aeHCTBHTCJlbHOe Ha BCeX ypOBHflX >KH3HH. CoOCTBCHHO rOBOpfl, 3TO 6blJlO TO >K6

cawoe, MTO npe>Kfle "spar Hapo^a", H He^apoivi nposopjiHBbiH a^MHHHcrpaTop cooGmaer repoK) 
"3anHCOK ncHXonara", MTO OH - "spax" H HTO ero Hano 6e3 JIHUIHHX CJIOB paccTpejiHTb'; Murav'ev, 
'"Vysokikh zrelishch zritel"', in Erofeev, Sobranie sochinenii, I, pp.5-15 (p.7).
84 Erofeev, Zapiskipsikhopata, pp. 104-8.
85 Ibid, p.95. And see p.60, where the narrator is warned: Tbi v3Haeuib, K3KOH TU 6bw rnynuH,
OpHPHHajlbHHMajl...'.

86 Ibid, p. 109.
87 Ibid, p.93.
88 Ibid, pp.66-67.
89 Ibid, p. 106. On Platonov, see above, pp.28-31.
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by Tolstoy, to preserve a low reputation. 90 His immaturity is constantly on display, while 

his incessant witticisms are made to appear annoying rather than intelligent. Among the 

indictments of himself which he publicizes are lengthy speeches of advice by his elders 

presenting him as a posturing misanthrope of no experience in love or life, warped by 

excessive reading (especially of gloomy Dostoevsky) and incapable of seeing the good in 

anything. The narrator makes no comment or rejoinder, leaving the reader with little 

reason to doubt the charges.

The repeated criticism of the narrator's bookishness and ignorance of 'HacTOfliuafl 

>KH3Hb' is of particular significance in view of the 'praise of folly' undertaken in Moskva- 

Petushki. Erudition emerges from Zapiski psikhopata (as from Dostoevsky's Zapiski iz 

podpol'ya) as no less questionable a virtue than wit, while the university illustrates the 

inadequacy of conventional evaluations of intelligence. The opinion of a drunken family 

friend about Erofeev's fellow students is cited to make clear the classic distinction in 

Slavophile philosophy between intellectual abstraction and the truth of feeling: 'YMHbix 

Mano   a BCC yMHHHaiOT... HyscTBOBaxb na^o VMHO, HVBCTBOBaxb ne FOJIOBOH, HO VMHO... 

A BaniH 3TH see - xojio^Hbie VMHHKH... Te6e c HHMH He no nyra...'. 93 The narrator 

himself describes the university as the 'KOJibiGenb CBOCH #ereHepauHii' 94 and rejoices at 

his expulsion. In his new life of hard labour, books and high culture are as of little interest 

to him as lofty ideas or 'higher aims' (vysshie tseli). Indeed he records that, '/Ja B0o6me- 

TO MHC H Hunero He na^o'.

It is a sentiment fully in the spirit of the jottings (or 'fallen leaves') of Erofeev's 

beloved Rozanov, as is Erofeev's stated ambivalence towards the printed word (even

90 L.N. Tolstoy, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, 90 vols (Moscow: Khudozhestvennaya Literatura, 1928-58), LII, 

pp.81-82.
91 Erofeev, Zapiski psikhopata, pp.60-62. 
92 Ibid,pp.72-73.
93 Ibid, p.39.
94 Ibid, p. 16.
95 Ibid, p. 121.



though it is clear that he continued to read voraciously). In the little that he did write he 

followed Rozanov in eschewing cold umnichanie for an impression of living, inconsistent 

thought - nowhere more so than in his anti-scholastic "essay" on Rozanov. And, like 

Rozanov, Erofeev develops, from as early as the Zapiski, an irresponsible persona, 

opposed to sober, conventional opinions. 96 He avails himself of the fool's licence to mock 

seriousness and to overturn norms and hierarchies. 97

He also demonstrates a deep suspicion towards language: to its false distinctions, as 

between intelligence and folly; its imprecision; and its at best approximate imitation of 

feeling. He tells one interlocutor:

Tbi HHKor.ua TOHHO He onpeAejiHiub CJIOBB, Koropoe Bbipa^Kaer KaKyio-HHGyzib 'orpacjib' 
TBoero jjymeBHoro. Ka>KAoe onpe,zie.neHHe norpe6yeT y re6fl CJIOB, Koropbie TCOKC 
B onpeflejieHHH... H B KOHUC KOHUOB, ece OKa>KeTCfl Heonpe/jejieHHbiM H

Anticipating signature techniques of Moskva-Petushki, Erofeev experiments with 

Rozanov's habit of placing words in quotation-marks to highlight their inadequacy and 

delights in showing how cheaply expressions can be turned inside-out, and how little this 

matters. 99 The only response to the frivolity of language is an accentuated, knowing 

frivolity of expression, a juggling of words and meanings. Levity of expression extends 

also to the spheres of gesture and theatre. In a memorable image, the narrator of the 

Zapiski describes himself juggling vodka bottles as he slides out of university and 

respectable society. 100

Mocking the sterile possibilities of irony and wit as responses to a loathsome and 

banal reality, the Zapiski suggest that a solution and defence is to be found in outward jest

96 See, for example, ibid, pp.66-67, 72-73.
97 In his own words: 'H BOcrop>KeHHO npHBercxByK) JiK)6oe OTKJIOHCHHC OT HOpManbHoro HejiOBenecKoro! Ho 
a He Mory noHflTb, noHeiviy ox^aeTCJi npeanoHieHHe "BO3BbiujeHHK)", CCJIH "sepx" H "HHI" - onHOpo/iHbie 
OTKJioHCHHfl OT o6meHejiOBeHecKoro ypOBHfl!' Ibid, p.68.
98 Ibid, p. 111.
99 See, for example, the phrase, 'B COCTOHHHH He TO rpycTHOH Heonpene/ieHHOCTH, He TO HeonpeaejieHHOH 
rpycTH'. Ibid, p.77.
100 Ibid, p. 15.
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and inner silence, through a pose which appears to reveal only to conceal. The one piece of 

advice that he does take on board, both here and in his later work, is that given by the 

family friend regarding the attitude he should take to 'them' (students and 'civilized 

people' in general): Tjiasnoe - H36eraH HCKPCHHOCTH c HHMH, - HeMHoro HCKPCHHOCTH - 

H Tbi npocjibraeiiib 6e3,zryiiiHbiM, rpa3HbiM, cyMacine^iiiHM...' 101 This will be echoed in 

Moskva-Petushki, where 'they' become 'you', the reader to whom the narrator refuses to 

disclose his true thoughts:

Bee, o HCM Bbi roBopHxe, BCC, MTO noBce^HCBHo sac 33HHMaeT, - MHC 6ecKOHCHHo 
nocropoHHe. ,3,a. A o TOM, HTO MCHS saHHMaeT, - 06 STOM HHKor,na H HHKOMy He CKa>Ky HH 
cjiosa. MOJKCT, H3 6ofl3HH npocjibiTb CTe6aHyTbiM, MOKCT, eiije OTHero, HO Bce-raKH - HH 
cjioBa. 102

Erofeev's narrators wear the masks pinned on to them by others in order not to tell the 

truth about themselves. To use a phrase that Erofeev once applied to the few contemporary 

poets who met with his approval, they remain 'ce6e na yMe'. 103

Moskva-Petushki

Among samizdat and tamizdat texts of the 1970s, Mosvka-Petuski owed much of its 

singular influence and popularity to the manner in which it captured the shift towards 

intellectual introspection and escapism that had gathered steam during the 1960s and that 

was entrenched by the events of 1968. Here, as in the fiction of Yuz Aleshkovsky, Yury 

Mamleev, Sasha Sokolov and others, the world is subsumed to a single distorting 

consciousness within the frame of unreliable 'fool narrative'.

101 Ibid, p.40.
102 Erofeev, Moskva-Petushki (Moscow: Zakharov, 2004), p.37. This edition is described by its publisher, Igor 
Zakharov, as the first avtorskii tekst to be published in Russia: it follows the first publication in the Jerusalem 
periodical AMI in 1973 (subsequently reprinted by YMCA in Paris, 1977), but takes into account the author's 
corrections on the copy held by the Erofeev family.
103 Interview with Igor' Bolychev, 'Umru, no nikogda ne poimu...', in Erofeev, Sobranie sochinenii, II, pp.275- 
82 (p.278). The phrase suggests that they keep their thoughts to themselves. Slyness is implied, and the phrase 
is applied by Daniel Rancour-Laferriere to the clever fools of the skazki; see Rancour-Laferriere, p. 128.
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Notions of space and time are first to be affected by these distortions. Whereas 

Zapiski psikhopata offered what appeared to be a chronicle of the author's experiences in 

the present, Moskva-Petushki is set in a past which is both immediate ("yesterday") and 

impossibly distant: the narrator, we learn in the final line, died before he began telling his 

story. The consciousness of the narrator evoked by the opening pages of the poema 

barely interacts with the world, which is reduced to the variously surreal memories of a 

single, somewhat 'otherworldly' mind - memories, moreover, that are separated by 

chasms of alcoholic amnesia. As we first meet him, in the dawn-light of the opening pages, 

the narrator appears to be veiled from the world by a kind of blindness that renders him 

comically incapable of finding his way around Moscow or ever 'seeing' the Kremlin. 

Other people, notably those who throw him out of the restaurant, are perceived only as 

blanched, monochrome presences ('Ha^o MHOH - ABC )KeHmHHBi H OAHH My^cnnna, BCC 

xpoe B 6ejioM'). 105 Over the course of the entire poema, the 'real' world of other people 

will be rendered distinct only in the drinking-party in the train, a scene I will return to. 

Back in Moscow, after the failed journey, the imagery of darkness and veiling returns with 

particular force, leading us beyond its originally comic associations towards the narrator's 

murder. In his alcoholic delirium, the narrator feels he is shrouded by fog and darkness. 106

An important sign of the narrator's detachment from the world is his retreat from 

dialogue with others. In the course of his final day, Venichka talks primarily to himself; 

secondarily, to the reader and to the angels whom he believes to be guiding him; and least 

of all, to other people whom he encounters (the important exception to this is again the 

drinking-party). Actual dialogues from the past are often absorbed into the ceaseless

104 The book ends with the phrase: 'H c rex nop a He npHxo^HJi B co3HaHne, H HHKor.ua He npnuy'. Erofeev, 
Moskva-Petushki, p. 141.
105 Ibid, p. 14.
106 'BoKpyr- HHMCFO, Kpoivie eexpa, TLMBI H co6aHbero xojiona'; ibid, pp.130-1. See also the narrator's 
thoughts about the t'ma beyond the window of the train (p. 113).
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chatter that he addresses to himself. Thus, while the narrator of the Zapiski is told by 

others not to get above himself, Venichka reprimands himself to this effect. 107

A prominent motif of this internal dialogue is the narrator's self-characterization as 

a fool and his mockery of his occasional shows of intelligence or erudition. 108 This is said 

to develop from his definition as such by others:

- A Kor.ua TBI B nepebifi pas 3aMCTHJi, BeHHHKa, MTO Tbi
- A BOT Kor,na. Kor^a a ycjibiwaji o^HOBpeivieHHo cpasy .usa nojiapHbix ynpeKa: H B
CKyMHOCTH, M B JiefKOMblCJlHM. FlOTOMy HTO CCJ1H HCJIOBCK VMCH H CKVHCH, OH HC OnyCTHTCfl

AO JierKOMbicjiHfl. A CCJIH OH JierKOMbioneH ^a yivieH - OH cKyHHbiM 6biTb ce6e HC no3BOJiHT. A
100 

BOT fl, pOXJlfl, KaK-TO CyMCJl COHCTaTb.

Declaring the narrator's foolishness, such passages also illustrate his wit and linguistic 

agility, drawing the categories of intelligence and stupidity into the play of paradox and 

inversion which propels the narrator's speech. The narrator's self-casting as a durak 

cannot be explained as false self-deprecation, since a condition of Venichka's self-portrait 

is that he should be a fool even in his intelligence, hence his ridiculous displays of 

erudition. 110 At the other end of the rhetorical scale, he is given to Chonkin-like statements 

of the obvious, as if to confirm the futility of umnichanie and of opinions in general: 

'"HejioBCK CMepxen"   xaKOBO MOC MHCHHe'; 'TtMa CMCHaexcfl CBCXOM, a CBCX CMemiexcfli 7 J

XBMOH   XaKOBO MOC MHCHHe'.

The root of such attitudes in the Orthodox promotion of smirenie (and 

condemnation of gordynya) is apparent, as is the privileging in Russian religious thought 

of spiritual intuition over intellectual abstraction. Venichka hectors himself: 'H BooGuie,

107 'EcjiH Tbi BbinHJi, BeHfl, - raK 6ynb nocKpoMHee, He ayMafi, MTO TW yMHee H jiynme apyrnx!'; ibid, p.l 13.
108 'BOT-BOT! Tbi xopouio 3TO, BeHHHKa, CKaia/i. Haiue saeTpa H TBK aanee. OneHb CKJiaaHo H yMHo Tbi 3TO 
CK33aji, Tbi penKO roeopHiub TaK cKJiaano H yMHO 1 ; ibid, p.36.
109 Ibid, p.36. See also p. 17, where the angels call him a durak, and p.29, where the narrator calls himself a 
'KpyrnbiH ^ypaK\ The motif becomes most intense towards the end of thepoema: see, for example, pp.113, 
114.
110 He recalls, for example, how he once tried to explain to a lady of good society that he only ever breaks wind 
in a noumenal rather than phenomenal fashion; ibid, pp.25-26. See also the narrator's absurd displays of 
erudition in the preceding passage (pp.23-25), in which he recalls trying to justify himself to his former 
colleagues for the fact that they never see him going off to the toilet. 
11 'Ibid, pp.49, 113.
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MO3roB B re6e He onenb MHOFO. Te6e JIH, onflib >KC, 3Toro He 3Haib? CMHpncb, BeHHHKa, 

xoTfl 6bi na TOM, HTO TBOfl jiyiiia BMecTHTejibHee yMa TBoero'." 2 At such moments, the 

narrator's self-castigation borders on the parodic, perhaps mocking the prevalence of the 

motifs of intellectual self-abnegation and kenosis in Russian literature. This mockery may 

be reflected in broader structural features of the work, especially in its treatment of the 

relationship between intelligent and narod. Venichka's failed journey and his immersion in 

the narod suggests a parody of the male, kenotic quest for spiritual integrity and 

intellectual self-humbling played out in the novels and lives of Tolstoy, Platonov, 

Pasternak, and others. Indeed, Venichka's last day carries faint echoes of the last days of 

Tolstoy when, in flight from Yasnaya Polyana to the monastery of Optina Pustyn, he 

travelled by train in third-class, throwing himself into discussions (and, eventually, 

lectures) with fellow passengers. 113 In their different ways, both men sought to dissipate 

the intellectual's burden through contact with the narod; such, in one of its aspects at least, 

is the utrennaya nosha ("Koxopyio eme HHKTO He nasBaji no HMCHH') which Vemchka 

carries with him on to the train along with his heavy briefcase stuffed with spirits and 

which is relieved in the course of his journey, as the prevalent motif of heaviness in the 

opening pages dissipates in the expectation of reaching Petushki, where ' 

rpex [...] HHKOFO He

Nevertheless the main object of laughter and mockery remains the narrator himself. 

Venichka portrays himself as a fool not just through his words but also through his 

behaviour and appearance. Amidst all his confusion about his identity ('OxHero H H aypaK, 

H ^CMOH, H nycTOMejw pasoM?'), 115 he consistently casts himself as a figure of ridicule,

112 Ibid, p.36.
113 See the account of Tolstoy's last journey in A.N. Wilson, Tolstoy (London: Penguin, 1990), pp.508-12.
114 Erofeev, Moskva-Petushki, pp.8, 34. Such an interpretation of Venichka's burden is supported by the 
disquisition of the chernousyi on the intelligentsia's guilt before the people, a guilt which drove them to drink: 
'nHJiH oiToro, HTO HecTHbi, OTToro, HTO He B CHJiax 6wjiH o6jierHHTb vMacTb Hapo,aa!' Ibid, p.70.
115 Ibid, p.38.
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making of himself the instrument of his humour and staging his comic misfortune. 

Describing his unsuccessful quest for sherry in the restaurant of the Kursk railway station, 

he makes us laugh simply by suggesting he might have been taken for an ordinary traveller 

rather than a pathetic drunk. 116

The scholarly investigation into old Russian humour that was carried out in the 

1970s helps clarify some of the cultural roots of this humour. 117 Specifically, Moskva- 

Petushki may be compared to the 'democratic satire' of the seventeenth century, to such 

works as 'Azbuka o golom cheloveke', in which a narrator describes his foolishness and 

his essential deprivation - not just of material goods but of life's blessings more generally. 

Venichka echoes quite closely what Likhachev calls the avtorskii obraz cultivated in old 

Russian parodies and satires, in which 'ABTOpbi [...] name Bcero CMemax 

Henocpe^cTBCHHO coGoii [...] ABTOPBI npHTBopaioTca zrypaicaMH, "BajiaioT ^ypana", 

aejiaiox HejienocTH H npHKH^bmaioTCH HenoHHMaioiii.HMH'. 118

In Likhachev's analysis, the anti-world inhabited in such works represents the 

inversion of an 'ideal' world from which the narrator is estranged and of whose bliss he is 

deprived, and not of the ordinary world of prosperity, which by the seventeenth century 

was understood to be as cruel and sinful as it is in Moskva-Petushki (indeed, Likhachev 

notes, mass impoverishment had rendered the anti-world similar to the real world of most

116 Ibid, p. 12.
117 See Likhachev, 'Smekh kak mirovozzrenie', in D.S. Likhachev, A.M. Panchenko and N.V. Ponyrko, Smekh 
v drevnei rusi (Leningrad: Nauka, 1984), pp.7-71 (pp.7-24, 35-58). The similarity between Moskva-Petushki 
and parodic works of the second half of the seventeenth century was noted by Ziva Bencic, though she 
discusses the comparison only in relation to two texts about drunkards, Sluzhba kabaku and Povest' o 
brazhnike; see 'Obraz Venichki Erofeeva', Russian Literature, 51 (2002), 243-60 (pp.254-57). As to the nature 
of the influence of these texts on Erofeev, I would agree with Bencic that, 'Penb KUCT o cxoncieax, KOiopwe, 

no Bcewy, He Sy/iyHH oco3HaHHbiMH HJIH HaMepeHHbiMH, raioKe Moryx Haxo/iHTb ceoe oGtacHCHHe B
>K3Hpa' (p.254). See also V.P. Adrianova-Perets, Russkaya demokraticheskaya satira XVII veka, rev. 

edn. (Moscow: Nauka, 1977).
118 Likhachev and others, p.7.
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people). 119 Thus, while both the narrator and the *MHp 6jiarono;iyHH5f are being mocked, 

only the former can win our sympathy. 120

Venichka belongs to a similar type of 'anti-world' as the narrators of democratic 

satire, being a figure of impoverishment and deprivation to whom everything happens 

4 Hao6opoT', as he emphasizes from the opening paragraphs of his poema. Moreover, his 

martyr-like dedication to the bottle links him, as Ziva Bencic has also discussed, to the 

tradition of seventeenth-century liturgical parodies (parodia sacra), such as 'Sluzhba 

kabaku', whose purpose was to make of the drunken narrator a laughing stock, a salutary 

example of how not to live. 121 Moskva-Petushki is quite explicitly not a didactic work, yet 

the phantom of an ideal existence remains, occasionally breaking through Venichka's 

drunken haze and prompting him to curse his dependence on alcohol and to mourn the lack 

of some higher spiritual nourishment:

fl BbiHyn H3 MeMOflaHHHKa Bee, MTO HM6K), H Bee oiuynajv. OT 6yrep6pofla AO posoeoro 
KpenKoro 3a pynb rpHAUaxb ceMb. Omynaji - H B^pyr saroMMJica H no6;ieK... Focno^b, BOT 
Tbi BHAHiiib, HCM fl o6.na,naK>? Ho passe 3x0 MHC HVJKHO? Passe no 3TOMy TOCKyex 
Ayma? 122

Considering Moskva-Petushki within the tradition of old-Russian smekh thus helps us to 

understand the ambivalence of its humour and lyricism. (This also helps explain how it 

was at all possible that the book could be presented as a tract against alcohol, achieving its

_ i ^ •>

first publication in Russia in the journal Trezvost' i kul'tum.}

Comparison with old Russian parodies suggests one final point of convergence. 'B 

3TOM aHTHMHpe', Likhachev, writes, 'napOHHTO noanepKHBaexca ero HepeanbHOCTB,

119 Ibid, pp.17-18, 51-52.
120 Commenting on 'Azbuka gologo cheloveka', Likhachev writes: '^CHO, MTO w* aBTOpa B paBHOH CTeneHH, 
XOT5J H no-pa3HOMy, HenpHCMjieMbi o6a MHpa: MHp 6jiarono;iyHH« H MHP He6jiaronojiyHHJi. BjiaronojiyMHbiH 

He6jiaronojiyneH CBOCH HecnpaBeaJiHBocTbK). He6jiaronojiyHHbiH MHp, xoTb H CMCUIOH, sce-TaKH 
conyBCTCHe, OH CBOH, H repon ero - >KepTsa nepsoro Mnpa'. Ibid, p.50.

121 Bencic, p.254.
122 Ero fee v, Moskva-Petushki, p. 18.
123 Thepoe?na was published there a in shortened and corrupted form in 12 (1988), 1-3 (1989).
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, Hejionmnocxb'. The world of Moskva-Petushki may be similarly 

characterized, organized as it is according to the laws of inversion (on the Moscow- 

Petushki line, for example, anyone who buys a ticket is disrespected by the conductor and 

considered a zayats by the general public). 124 The foolishness of the narrator serves to 

refashion the world in the light of his folly and absurdity, 4 Hxo6bi ",aypHXb" H ^Bos^ypflTb" 

see cymecxByiomee' (Likhachev). 125 This unreal world becomes a projection of aspects of 

the narrator's subjective experience. Looking at others the narrator sees himself and feels 

his own feelings: '^1 no/THflJi ruaaa Ha HHX - o, CKOJIBKO, ,HOJDKHO 6bm>, B MOHX rjiasax 

ceHHac BCHKOFO 6e3o6pa3na H CMVXHOCXH - a 3x0 HOHJLJI no HUM, no HX rjiasaM, noxoMy 

HXO H B HX rjiaaax oxpa3HJiacb 3xa CMyxnocxb H 3x0 6e3o6pa3He'. 126 The very intonation 

and humour of the narrator's speech carries over to other speakers at the drinking-party, 127 

while its idiotic participants (tupoi-tupoi and umnyi-umnyi, as well as the 'feeble-minded' 

grandfather and grandson) reflect both the schizophrenic division of voices in the 

narrator's own mind and the comic doubling characteristic of the smekhovoi mir and of

1 *") Q

folk culture generally in its portrayal of folly.

Indeed, the entire world of Moskva-Petushki spreads in concentric circles around 

the narrator's folly. At the nearest remove is the narrator's kin: his infant son, whom he

1 TO

describes as a miniature fool in the image of his father, a 'KpomeHHbiH .zrypaK'. At its 

broadest, the circle encompasses all Russia, whose narod is proudly appropriated by the 

narrator. Walking down the train, he perceives the folly of the 'HapoA MOCH cxpanbi' to lie

124 Erofeev, Moskva-Petushki, p.93.
125 Likhachev and others, p.7.
126 Erofeev, Moskva-Petushki, p. 14.
127 They share the narrator's love of humorous linguistic inversion (see, inter alia, pp.75-76). Notable also is 
the Venichka-like self-deprecation of the dama slozhnoi sud'by. Describing her abandonment by her husband, 
she says: '3aneivt yexan? K KOMy yexajr? Moe He^oyMeHHe pa3,aejuuia BCH Eepona' (p.85).
128 The slaboumie and physical idiocy of the Mitrich relatives is described with great relish by the narrator, who 
calls the grandson a 'coBepmeHHUH KpeiHH 5 ('H /U.ILUHT OH JOK-TO HUHOTHHCCKH'...); ibid, pp.63-64. Bencic 
rightly links this 'npHCM napHbix oGpasoe' to the Povest' o Fame i Ereme; Bencic, p.256. Likhachev names this 
Povest' as the origin of the theme of doubling in Russian literature; see Likhachev and others, pp.40-41.
129 Erofeev, Moskva-Petushki, p.41. The same pattern is explored at much greater length by Dmitry Galkovsky; 
see Chapter Five.
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in their eyes, contrasting them with the rapacious, sly gaze of other (presumably, capitalist) 

countries. His lengthy description of the eyes of his people ends with an allusion to the 

now-familiar proverb that one can spit (or piss) into a fool's eyes and he will think it 

'heavenly dew' (bozh'ya rasa). 131 Identifying with his foolish people, Venichka views 

them as we are invited to view Venichka: as both ridiculous and pitiable. Russia and 

Russians are thus drawn deeply into the thematics of folly in Moskva-Petushki, as they are 

in the work of other authors studied in this thesis, notably Yury Mamleev and Dmitry 

Galkovsky. 132

The representation of Venichka as a fool in Moskva-Petushki undoubtedly draws on a wide 

array of sources, Russian and foreign, ancient and modern. 133 A full exploration of these is 

beyond the scope of this chapter. However, one fundamental aspect of Venichka's self- 

representation, which is both supported and contradicted by the features discussed above, 

does need to be mentioned here, and provides a link to the final part of my discussion.

130 On the deep-rooted associations in Russia of slyness with foreign countries, see James H. Billington, The 
Icon and the Axe: An Interpretative History of Russian Culture (New York: Vintage Books, 1970), pp. 121 -22.
131 'Mne HpaBHTca, HTO y Hapo/ia MOCH crpaHbi rjiasa raKHe nycrwe H Bbinyioibie. 3ro Bceji^er B MCHJI 
MyecTBO 33KOHHOH ropflocTH...[...] HM Bee 6o)Kb5i poca...'; Erofeev, Moskva-Petushki, p.21.
132 Indeed, the opening page ofShatuny (written 1966-68), which describes an elektrichka travelling through 
Podmoskov'e, offers an obvious parallel with Erofeev's Moskva-Petushki. As in Erofeev's train, the passengers 
of the elektrichka serve as representatives of the Russian narod and as mirrors of the protagonist's other­ 
worldly, self-absorbed state of mind. They also share with the protagonist a kind of mystical idiocy: 'JlKxan
CHflejlH HenO^BH^HO, K3K 33BOpO>KeHHbie, CJ1OBHO OHH OTKJHOHHJlHCb OT BCCX CBOHX RQJl H TOHHO T3KOH >KC

>KH3HH. H He 3H3JTH, Kv^a HX HeceT 3TOT noes/I'; Shatuny, in Yury Mamleev, Izbrannoe (Moscow: Terra,
1993), pp.5-136 (p.7).
133 In particular, I would suggest the importance of O.K. Chesterton and Heinrich Boll. Boll's novel Ansichten 
eines Clowns (1963; familiar to English readers as The Clown} is narrated by a drunken professional clown 
who shares many qualities with Venichka (such as his tearfulness, sentimentality, vulnerability and failure in 
life). The use of a fool narrator allowed both authors to explore private lives in a comparable fashion. The 
Clown was probably known to Erofeev, given Boll's great popularity among the intelligentsia at the time; see 
Klaus Mehnert, The Russians and Their Favourite Books (Stanford: Hoover Institution Press, 1983). The 
Chesterton wave in Moscow must also have been of some significance to Erofeev, as a close friend of 
Chesterton's principal translator (msamizdaf), Natal'ya Trauberg; and indeed the qualities of jocularity and 
levity sought by Chesterton are fully recovered in his work. Chestertonian resonances will be discussed in 
greater detail in relation to Yuz Aleshkovsky in Chapters Two and Three.
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critical self-reflection, such a fool, as I.P. Smirnov has discussed, fails to recognize 

boundary between himself and the world, merging with it. Unable to recognize

existenrp ar»H truth nf that whirh II'PQ rmtsirlp himcflf HP rpnHprs hirn<;p1f hlic«f

Throughout Moskva-Petushki, Erofeev toys with age-old perceptions of the fool, 

rooted in folk culture, literature and art, as one who is content and complete in his folly; 

whole despite his separation from others and his isolation from the world. With his lack of 

critical self-reflection, such a fool, as I.P. Smirnov has discussed, fails to recognize the

the

existence and truth of that which lies outside himself, he renders himself blissfully 

oblivious to his own failings. 134

Venichka evokes this image of the fool, even while he is manifestly incompatible 

with it. On the one hand, Venichka is clearly not content in his folly, feeling the painful 

absences of God and love, above all, and showing endless capacity for self-reflection. Yet 

at the same time, he affects on occasion the complete idiocy of the fool, as if aspiring, in 

his own isolation from the world, to the wholeness of the fool. This is further reflected in 

the imagery of the circle (suggested already above) which attends Venichka's 

misadventures, just as it has attended the imagery of folly down the ages. It is present in 

Venichka's self-description as a kruglyi durak; U5 in the pervasive motif of eyes, noted 

above; in the description of intellectual Russia's addiction to the bottle as the 'Kpyr, 

nopOHHbm Kpyr 6tmDi'; 136 and in the circular nature of Venichka's journey which returns 

him to Moscow, and specificially - to the Garden Ring.

This imagery provided one means by which Erofeev could communicate the 

paradoxical integrity of his narrator, a quality which would attach in legend to the author 

himself, as a triumph against a society that made of him an outcast and otshchepenets. It is 

also one feature that renders relevant the analogy with Erasmian folly to which I will 

devote the remainder of this chapter.

134 I.P. Smirnov, Psikhodiakhronologika: Psikhoistoriya russkoi literatury ot romantizma do nashikh dnei 
(Moscow: Novoe Literaturnoe Obozrenie, 1994), pp.297-98.
135 Erofeev, Moskva-Petushki, p.29.
136 Ibid, p.71.
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Artists and writers of the late-medieval and early-Renaissance West frequently 

conceived of folly in circular terms. 137 As Foucault has argued, such imagery rendered 

folly ambivalent and potentially pregnant with wisdom. Citing paintings by Brueghel and 

Bosch, Foucault compares the merely fragmentary images of wisdom granted to the man 

of reason with the innate knowledge of the fool: 'the Fool bears it [wisdom] intact as an 

unbroken sphere: that crystal ball which for all others is empty is in his eyes filled with the 

density of an invisible knowledge'. 138 In the philosophy of learned ignorance (docta 

ignorantid) cultivated by Nicholas of Cusa, similar imagery applies. For Cusa, Peter C. 

Phan has written, 'the relationship of our intellect to Truth is like that of a polygon to a 

circle. The resemblance increases as we multiply the angles of the polygon, but no 

multiplication, even if it were infinite, will ever make the polygon equal to the circle'. 139

It is in the work of one of Cusa's followers, Erasmus, that the analogy between 

Moskva-Petushki and the early-Renaissance praise of folly may be traced in greatest detail. 

The fertility of the comparison can be explained by the two authors' shared quest for a 

rhetorical form that would best be suited to a light, jocoserious treatment of the human 

condition.

Moskva-Petushki and The Praise of Folly

Venichka's lightness, in speech and behaviour, accords with a perception of human life as 

absurd and ridiculous in its duration and all but unspeakable in its end. It finds expression

137 Cf the round dances of the fools captured in paintings and in soties; the white disc that the fool holds to his 
face in illustrations to the psalms; and the motifs in art of the wheels, bladders, stones, baubles and bells of 
folly. Many of these may be found in the copious illustrations in Sander L. Oilman, Seeing the Insane (New 
York: J.Wiley, 1982), pp.7-10, 36-41. Discussing the poetry of John Lydgate, Clifford Davidson notes that, in 
medieval tradition, 'the number for a fool is nought'; Fools and Folly, ed. Clifford Davidson (Kalamazoo, 
Michigan: Medieval Institute Publications, 1996), p.2.
138 Michel Foucault, Folie et deraison: Histoire de lafolie a I'age classique (Paris: Librairie Plon, 1961), 
abridged and translated by Richard Howard as Madness and Civilization (London: Routledge, 2001), p. 19.
139 Peter C. Phan, 'The Wisdom of Holy Fools in Postmodernity', Theological Studies (Baltimore), 62 (2001), 
730-52 (p.740).
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in a plot that is purely digressive and anecdotal (the circular journey of a drunk) and in a 

prose that is supremely conscious of the inadequacy and essential frivolity of language. In 

a more than trivial sense, Venichka has nothing to say, explicitly refusing to commit his 

secrets to the page. 140 Sincerity in writing, Moskva-Petushki suggests, would be w heavy\ 

pompous and risible. Equally unappealing is the sanctimonious irony which Venichka 

suspects in his readers; 141 his own irony is of a different timbre. Literature, Moskva- 

Petushki seeks to illustrate, is expressive only when it equivocates, evades, and practises 

silence through words; when it is 'ce6e na yMe'.

To fill out this silence, and to suggest this equivocation, Erofeev turned to a 

rhetorical strategy that has a striking amount in common with that invented by Erasmus in 

Praise of Folly. Erofeev, who quotes two of Erasmus' aphorisms in his notebooks, 142 may 

well have read Praise of Folly in the available translation by P.K. Guber. 143 He may also 

have absorbed Erasmian irony through Rabelais, Chesterton and other writers; its influence 

on subsequent European literature, as Walter Kaiser observes, has been as all-pervasive as 

it has been incalculable. 144

Transferred to the Russian cultural and literary context, the ludic and jocular 

qualities of an Erasmian yew a"esprit offered the perfect foil to the Gogolian sense of 

horror which is never far beneath the surface of Erofeev's poema and which breaks 

through in the final pages. 145 Comparing Praise of Folly and Moskva-Petushki yields close 

similarities in terms of both content and rhetoric. Both works present themselves as the 

impromptu speech of a self-declared fool who exploits to comic and disconcerting effect

140 Erofeev, Moskva-Petushki, p.37.
141 '.H na>Ke BH)Ky - OTCKxaa, c MOKporo neppona, - KaK BCC BBI, pacceaHHbie no MOCH seivijie, Kanaere rojioeaiviH 
H 6eperecb HpoHH3HpOBarb'. Ibid, p. 16.
142 Erofeev, Ostav'te moyu dushu vpokoe, pp.308, 311.
143 Published in Moscow by Khudozhestvennaya Literatura in 1958, 1960, and throughout the late-Soviet era.
144 Walter Kaiser, Praisers of Folly: Erasmus, Rabelais, Shakespeare (London: Victor Gollancz, 1964), p.20.
145 Erasmus describes it as such (originally, as an ingenii nostri lusum) in his prefatory letter to Thomas More; 
Erasmus, Praise of Folly, ed. by A.H.T. Levi, trans. by Betty Radice (London: Penguin, 1993), p.4.
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the paradox of foolish wit; both might be seen an extended joke, or anekdot; and both 

refuse to be tied to rhetorical and structural convention. l46

Venichka, however, is not just a 'foolish' narrator, of which there had been plenty 

in the skaz tradition before him. What is unique to him in this role is his drunkenness. If 

Stultitia is a fool who sings a double-voiced praise of folly, then Venichka is an alcoholic 

who sings a double-voiced praise of alcohol. The two models borrow from one another 

closely, in a symbolic interdependence arguably closer than that between Praise of Folly 

and Panurge's encomium 'In Praise of Debtors' in the third book of Gargantua and 

Pantagruel. 141 Stultitia praises drinking, and Venichka - folly.

Most importantly, perhaps, folly and intoxication are inseparable at the level of 

Christian symbolism, both providing a common metaphor in the New Testament for the 

believer's passionate dedication to Christ. Indeed, as M.A. Screech has discussed, it was 

Erasmus who revived 'the Greek patristic theme of "sober drunkenness'" as a metaphor 

for good Christian folly. Indeed, 'For Erasmus, there is a very close analogy between 

being drunk and being inspired by the Holy Ghost'. 148 Praise of Folly ends both with a 

hymn to foolishness in the service of Christ as taught by St Paul, and, in its final line, a 

summons to the reader to drink. As Stultitia notes, true piety is both madness (folly in 

Christ) and intoxication: 'And so we should not be surprised if the apostles were thought 

to be drunk on new wine, and Festus judged Paul to be mad'. 149

The processes of getting drunk and of becoming foolish also run together in 

Moskva-Petushki and are even expressed through the same verb (oduret'). As the narrator 

says, with characteristically evasive paradox, of the drinking-party in the train: 'Bee KaK- 

TO nacTOJibKO o^ypejiH, H CTOJTBKO 6buio xyMana B Ka^cziOH rojiOBe, HTO HH AJIH Kaxoro

146 Reflecting her status as a self-contented and all-embracing fool, Stultita announces her reluctance to 
separate her declamation into the rhetorical fragments demanded by the genre; see Erasmus, p. 12.
147 Francois Rabelais, Gargantua and Pantagruel, trans. by J.M. Cohen (London: Penguin, 1955), pp.295-301.
148 See Screech, Laughter at the Foot of the Cross, pp.111-15 (pp.112, 111).
149 Erasmus, p. 128.
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y>Ke He xeaTaiio Mecra.' 150 Moreover, as the historical meanderings of the 

chernousyi emphasize, foolishness (ignorance) and alcoholism have always been 

inseparable vices for the impoverished Russian narod, while the intelligentsia has drunk 

itself to early graves in sympathy. Communism's attempts to re-educate both parties have 

achieved little; the 'vicious circle' continues unbroken to the present day. 151

Given these similarities, it comes as little surprise that the rhetorical paradox at the 

heart of Moskva-Petushki may be expressed as a translation into alcoholic categories of 

Stultitia's 'wise folly'. Stultitia's repeated claims that her foolish talk may in fact hide 

wisdom (in turn, a translation of the Cretan paradox), 152 are echoed in Venichka's claim to 

be sober in his inebriation. It is uttered at a pivotal moment, directly preceding the 

poema's gruesome conclusion and unraveling its shaping metaphor. Notable also in the 

same paragraph is a distant echo - again, in alcoholic jargon - of Stultitia's description of 

human life as 'nothing but a sport of folly'; 153 life, for Venichka, is nothing but a 'fleeting 

inebriation (okosenie) of the soul':

H6o >KH3Hb HCJioBenecKafl HC CCTB JIH MHHyTHoe OKOCCHHC /ryiiiH? H saTMCHHe /ryiiiH xo>Ke. 
Mbi BCC Ran 6bi nwmbi, rojibKO Ka^nbiH no-CBoeMy, O^HH Bbinmi 6ojibiue, .npyroH MeHbiiie.
[...] A fl - HTO fl? [...] >I, BKyCHBLUHH B 3TOM MHpC CTOJIbKO, HTO TCpflK) CHCT H

154,   a rpessee BCCX B 3TOM MHpe; Ha MCHfl npoc/ro Tyro fleHCTByeT. . .

This basis of 'sober drunkenness' and wise folly lends to the narrator's speech 

many of the qualities of unreliability and irresponsibility exploited by Stultitia. Indeed, 

from the opening paragraphs the alcoholic stupefaction of the narrator only intensifies his

150 Erofeev, Moskva-Petushki, p.86.
151 Erofeev, Moskva-Petushki, pp. 70-1. Soviet propaganda enthusiastically reinforced the identification of 
alcohol and idiocy. As a poster of 1926 declared: 'Kxo VMCH, a KTO flypaK! O^HH 3a KHHry, flpyrofi B Ka6aK\ 
The poster shows a peasant having a lesson while an empty vodka bottle lies at his feet. See 
<http://www.plakat.ru/Catalog/catlO.htm> [accessed 8 August 2006], Note also the common collocation:

.
152 Erasmus wrote to More: 'The world will pass its own judgement on me, but unless my "self-love" entirely 
deceives me, my praise of folly has not been altogether foolish'. And Stultitia will echo him: 'Perhaps what I'm 
saying seems foolish and absurd at first sight, but really it's a profound truth'. Erasmus, Praise of Folly, pp.7, 
55.
153 Ibid, p.42.
154 Erofeev, Moskva-Petushki, p. 133.
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untmstworthiness as he grapples with memory loss and uncertainty. Like Stultitia, 

Venichka has mil license to contradict himself, to exaggerate, digress, equivocate and 

confuse; his words can never be safely taken at face value and the tone of his voice can 

rarely be fully grasped since his speech itself is founded on paradox and instability. The 

feminine fickleness of Stultitia finds its physiological equivalent in the continuous 

alterations of an alcoholic's mood. Such inconsistencies become the riddle of Venichka 

himself, and the impossibility for the reader to determine with any confidence such central 

questions as his attitude to alcohol and to God, his depravity and sanctity, his cynicism and 

sincerity. The reader's dilemma in distinguishing sincerity from dissembling is 

exacerbated by the narrator's praise of his own virtues, such as tselomudrie and 

delikatnost' (like Stultitia, Venichka exploits the fool's license to boast, though he presents 

his virtues as flaws); and by his highly theatrical staging of his own predicament. 155

Moskva-Petushki might be found to differ fundamentally from Praise of Folly in 

having a basis in narrative rather than argument and rhetoric. Yet the narrative arc is itself 

part of Erofeev'sy^w a"esprit; it, too, is circular and foolish. From the opening lines, the 

reader is alerted to the anecdotal character of the story and to the likelihood that the 

narrator's journey ended in failure. Our interest is largely sustained not by the expectation 

of narrative development but by digression and argument. Much of Moskva-Petushki is, 

like Praise of Folly, an exercise in rhetoric, propelled by the need to justify a comic and 

apparently absurd premise. Stultitia seeks to prove, at great length, that all humans are 

fools at heart and, moreover, that they are better and closer to the well-springs of life when 

they embrace their folly; and further from life when they adopt the masks of seriousness

155 On the narrator's delikatnost', see Moskva-Petushki pp.22-23. The narrator's riddling combination of self- 
deprecation and boasting is on show in the chapter, 'Nikol'skoe-Saltykovskaya', where he concludes: 'KoMy 
>KC, K3K He H3M caMHM, 3H3TB, flo KaKOH CTeneHH Mbi xopoiiiH?' (p.37). Citing the common conviction that it is 
'the height of folly 1 to praise oneself, Stultitia had asked at the beginning of her speech: 'What could be more 
fitting than for Folly to trumpet her own merits abroad and "sing her own praises'". Erasmus, p. 11.
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or, insult of insults, stoicism. 156 Moskva-Petushki contains at its core a similar attack on 

sobriety of temperament, self-reliance, complacency and gravity. 'Mbi BCC KaK 6bi nwmbi, 

xojibKo Ka>K,zibiH no-CBOCMy,' Venichka maintains. The drunk who is miserable in the 

morning and dreamy in the evening is less repellent to him than the (presumably sober) 

man who is chirpy in the morning and exhausted by dusk. 157 His praise of alcohol, 

however frivolous it may often be, is conducted through argument and draws on the same 

rhetorical devices as Stultitia's praise of folly: the endless citing of examples, hidden 

quotations, parody, qualifications, and contradictions. Entire paragraphs are held together 

by rhetorical questions and answers, 158 while sentences are typically connected by particles 

and phrases signalling agreement and dissent, provocation and justification ('Ho Beflb'; 

'3aro', '/Ja snaexe JTH BM'; 'HanpHMep'; 'HoneMy?'; 'Hy EOT'; 'Hy, KoneHHO,'). 159 Like 

Stultitia, he parodies the methods and terminology of scholasticism, philosophical 

discourse and science; in his analysis of the regularity of a drunk's hiccups, he draws a 

direct analogy with Marx and Engels' 'cxeMa o6mecTB6HHbix 4>opMatiHH'. 160

These incoherent arguments are crowned by the demonstration at the heart of the 

book - as erudite and absurd as Stultitia's proof of universal folly - that all men are 

drunkards, even 'sam XBaueHbifi MoraHH (J)OH Fexe'. Established over five pages by the 

chernousyi, the argument enraptures everyone, until the dekabrist brings up the name of 

Goethe. Venichka, however, is able to prove that Goethe too was an alcoholic; '

CHCxeMa 6bina BoccTaHOBJiena, H BMCCTC c HCH BoccTanoBHJiocb Beceiibe'. 161 In both 

Moskva-Petushki and Praise of Folly, alcohol and folly bring 'secejibe' and laughter; 

through their force the 'play' of life is set in motion and illuminated, and its best virtues

156 See, inter alia, Erasmus, pp.45-46.
157 Erofeev, Moskva-Petushki, pp. 133, 18, 49.
158 See, for example, ibid, p.48.
159 Ibid, pp. 52, 49, 50, 48-49, 50, 18.
160 Ibid, p.54.
161 Ibid, pp.72, 73.
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revealed. 162 It is only at the drinking-party, at the height of inebriation, that the curtain 

rises over the stage of Moskva-Petushki', the passengers become themselves, or, more 

accurately, assume with relish the masks and *KJ\mvni(chernousyi, dekabrist, dama 

slozhnoi sud'by) appointed to them. All are welcome to the drinking-party, even women. 163 

Like folly for Stultitia, drinking for Venichka reveals the common elements of humanity, 

and the common elements of its shared illusions. He becomes spokesman for the principles 

of the bottle - inclusivity, reconciliation, compassion, even Christian love - and its 

refutation of superciliousness and irony. 164

The similarities I have noted between Moskva-Petushki and Praise of Folly derive from a 

closely comparable authorial stance against self-reliance and calculation; and from a 

similar humility, which is opposed to the scholastic pretensions of theologians or political 

thinkers, towards the workings of the universe and of God. Intellectual humility is 

Stultitia's central (and most serious) contention, just as it was of Erasmus and of the 

spiritual movement, the devotio moderna, to which he was most indebted. 165 Venichka's 

persona derives in its essence from a similar (Pauline) attitude: man is ignorant and weak, 

and should not succumb to the temptation to think otherwise and puff himself up 

(zagordit'sya), 166 he should accept, in Erasmus' words to Dorp (in justification of Praise of

162 On the imagery of life as a play and 'sport of folly' in Praise of Folly, see Erasmus, p.44. In Moskva- 
Petushki, the imagery of light and dark run parallel with that of drunkenness and sobriety, levity and gravity. 
See, for example, p. 122: 'H BOT- a sanpOKHHyjica, .nonHBaa CBOH ocraiOK. H - cpaiy - pacceajiacb TbMa, B 
KoiopyK) a 6bui norpy>KeH'.
163 Ibid, p.83.
164 It is in this spirit, for example, that he responds to Mitrich's absurd attempt to tell a love-story in the manner
of Turgenev: 'A a cHflen H noHHMaji cxaporo MmpHHa, noHHMan ero cjresbi: eiviy npocro see H scex 6buio 
>KajiKO [...] FlepBafl jiio6oBb HJIH nocjie/iHflfl >KajiocTb - Kanaa paBHHua? Eor, yxwpafl Ha Kpecre, 3anoBeaoBaji 
H3M )KanocTb, a 3y6ocKajibCTBa OH HaM He sanoBe^oBaji. >KajiocTb H JiK)6oBb K MHpy - enHHbf (p. 82).
165 On the devotio moderna, see Erasmus, pp.ix-x, and Kaiser, pp. 8- 10. Venichka explicitly attacks a 
calculating, self-reliant approach to life (raschet, umysel); Moskva-Petushki, p. 135.
166 The theme is broached in the very first paragraphs, as Venichka struggles with his amnesia and ignorance: 
'Hro 3TO 3a nom>e3n, a ao CHX nop He HMCKD noHflTHfl; HO raK H Hano. Bee TaK. Bee na csere HOJDKHO 
npOHCXOflMTb viezuieHHO H nenpaBHJibHO, mo6bi He cyMeji 3aropaHTbca HejioseK, Mto6bi HCJIOBCK 6bui rpycreH 
H pacrepJiH'; ibid, p.8. Compare with 1 Cor 1:27-29: 'God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise,
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Folly}, the Socratic claim that, 'part of our knowledge lies in our accepting that there are 

some things we cannot know'. 167 In a passage that aptly demonstrates the capacity of 

Erasmian rhetoric to leap from the frivolous to the cosmic, Venichka infers from the 

impossibility of measuring hiccups the inaccessibility of God to the mind. 168 'Foolishness' 

in this sense is the human condition, since, 'C HSBCHHBIMH saKOHaMH GHTHH HaM, 

zrypaicaM, ne coBJiaaaxb'. 169 Duraki are entirely dependent on grace, hence the very 

frequent recurrence in Moskva-Petushki of Christ's command to Lazarus: 'BcxaHb H H#H'. 

In both works, the proper response to the human condition is a profound passivity to 

higher workings, expressed in the final pages of Praise of Folly in Christian madness, and 

in Moskva-Petushki in 'sober drunkenness' and the recognition, even at thepoema's tragic 

end, that' "HeHcnoBe^HMBi TBOH nym'". 170

For all these common features, however, major distinctions obviously need to be 

drawn, since my comparison leaves untouched many aspects of Erofeev's poema. Above 

all, Moskva-Petushki rests on a tragic apprehension of life alien to Erasmus' ever-cheerful 

Stultitia and on a rawer sense of anger: when, towards the end of his monologue, Venichka 

'dons the lion's skin', to use Stultitia's phrase, he does so to deliver an impassioned 

invective against the state of his country and those responsible for turning 'MOK> SCMJIIO B 

caMtiH ^epbMOBbiH azi'. 171 And, whilst Erasmus was reprimanded for a lack of piety in his 

cheerful Praise of Folly, Erofeev describes a situation far bleaker in its assessment of the 

relationship between man and God. Venichka's abandonment by God makes for an 

entirely grim finale. The only consoling interpretation that might be found for it is that it

God chose what is weak in the world to shame the strong, God chose what is low and despised in the world, 
even things that are not, so that no human being might boast in the presence of God'.
167 Erasmus, p. 154.
168 Erofeev, Moskva-Petushki, p.55.
169 Ibid, p. 113.
170 Ibid, p. 138.
171 Ibid, p. 123. Stultitia uses the phrase 'to don the lion's skin' at roughly the same point in her speech. 
Erasmus, p. 128.
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retraces in fiction the condition of God-forsakenness (bogoostavlennost r) which Berdyaev, 

at least, had held to be only a temporary stage in man's spiritual evolution. 172

Venichka's praise of folly, moreover, is a precarious edifice that can be sustained 

no longer than his inebriation; when the latter subsides, and Venichka finds himself back 

in Moscow, the stage is removed to leave the blind '^epbMOBHH azf in which he perishes. 

It is a pattern familiar above all from Gogol, the writer Erofeev considered most essential 

to his art. Revizor ends in similar fashion: the illusion (or 'fog') which has intoxicated 

the townsfolk evaporates to leave the blind rage of the town mayor, who invites the 

ridicule of the entire world upon himself ('Box cMOTpme, CMOTpirre, sect MHp, BCC 

xpHCTnancTBO, see CMOTpuxe, KaK o^ypaneH ropo#HHHHH! /Jypaica eMy, .zrypaica, cxapoMy 

mwieiry!'). 174

Whatever its possible borrowings from Renaissance folly, Moskva-Petushki thus 

also remains tied to native literary traditions of odurachivanie and osmeyanie canonized by 

Gogol, among others. Motifs familiar from the expression of this tradition in Shukshin's 

stories, such as the laughter and mockery of women, persist in Moskva-Petushki and are 

eventually transfigured in Venichka's ugly murder, which is carried out to the laughter of 

angels. 175 Donning the cap and bells, and staging the mockery of the fool on a cosmic 

scale, Erofeev invites his readers to laugh, and weep, at their own helplessness and folly.

172 See Nikolai Berdyaev, Ekzistentsial'naya dialektika bozhestvennogo i chelovecheskogo (Paris: YMCA, 
1952). The connection between Venichka's grief and Berdyaev's notion of bogoostavlennost' has been noted 
by Konstantin Kustanovich in 'Venichka Erofeev's Grief and Solitude: Existentialist Motifs in the Poema\ in 
Venedikt Erofeev's Moscow-Petushki: Critical Perspectives, ed. by Karen L. Ryan-Hayes (New York: Peter 
Lang, 1997), pp. 123-152 (p. 135). Venichka repeats Christ's cry on the cross, 'My God, My God, why hast thou 
forsaken me?' (Luke 15:34) at the end of thepoema, in Russian and Hebrew. Erofeev, Moskva-Petushki, p. 140.
173 See his interview with Irinia Tosunyan, in Erofeev, Sobranie sochinenii, II, 267-82 (p.271).
174 N.V. Gogol1 , Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, 14 vols (Moscow: Akademiya Nauk SSSR, 1937-52), iv, pp.5-95
(p.93).
175 'OHH CMejuiHCb, a Bor MOJiHan'; Erofeev, Moskva-Petushki, p. 141. Earlier, Venichka had described how his 
girlfriend in Petushki also laughed at him when they first met; ibid, p.43.
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In this chapter, I have traced certain processes in non-con to rm 1st prose which show how 

the late-Soviet praise of folly moved towards its characteristic expression in the first- 

person fool narratives of, among others, Venedikt Erofeev, Yuz Aleshkovsky (see 

Chapters Two and Three), and, later, Dmitry Galkovsky (Chapter Five) and Viktor 

Erofeev (Epilogue). They express, as I have suggested, a movement away from 

representations of the fool in third-person narrative, where the fool articulates a traditional 

moral and socio-political agenda, towards a poetics of radical subjectivity, in which 

aspects of the author's self-perception are clearly at stake, and in which the privileges of 

literary folly (to tell the truth and claim a unique form of wisdom) are subjected to 

uncompromising scrutiny. This process is accompanied by other features, notably mockery 

of the self and a distrust of the formal discourse of intellectuals - in particular, of 

complacent irony.

I have also placed emphasis on the movement towards levity in this tradition, as a 

property of fool narrative in both style and imagery. From the oafishness and slowness of 

Chonkin (and the heaviness of Russian literary fools andyurodivye in general) we arrive at 

the quick-witted, light-footed foolishness of Venichka. In Moskva-Petushki, as in Praise of 

Folly, the author's interest in folly may be taken as a sign of heightened intelligence, an 

attempt to pierce through the illusions and false hierarchies of social existence (the aim 

also of Russian 'democratic satire'). At the same time, however, Venichka is questioning 

the value of intelligence itself. If the stupidity of the fool traditionally renders him devoid 

of self-criticism, Erofeev may be asking whether an excess of self-awareness, such as 

Venichka exhibits, might not also amount to a form of total folly (of being a kruglyi 

durak), but without the happiness granted to the 'natural' fool. Such a 'coincidence of 

opposites' is fully in the spirit of the Erasmian tradition which, I have sought to argue, 

Moskva-Petushki continues in a Russian key.
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Chapter Two

Yuz Aleshkovsky and the Triumph of Nikolai Nikolaevich

The patterns I have traced in the work of Voinovich, Shukshin and Venedikt Erofeev are 

reconfigured and further developed in the exuberant fiction of Yuz Aleshkovsky (b.1929), 

whose narrators draw science, history and politics into their orbit of folly, and continue the 

tendency (described in Chapter One) towards a prose of heightened subjectivity. 1 Nearly 

all Aleshkovsky's fiction is in monologue form, typically spoken by narrators who are 

manifestly foolish and/or deranged. Like Voinovich and Shukshin, Aleshkovsky appeals to 

the fool and to the rogue as vehicles of truth and moral regeneration within the context of a 

general orientation towards the narod. Like Venedikt Erofeev, he explores folly through a 

manifestly Christian lens, tempting analogies with yurodstvo. Yet, as in the case of 

Moskva-Petushki, it is comparison with Western European exponents of literary folly, and 

especially Erasmus, that proves unexpectedly pertinent.

After an introductory section, which will refer to the central events of 

Aleshkovsky's life, to the broader relevance of my topic to an understanding of his writing 

and to the specific features of Aleshkovsky's satirical approach, I will discuss in turn his 

first work of adult fiction, Nikolai Nikolaevich (written 1970), and, in Chapter Three, his 

longest novel, Ruka (written 1977-78). Both have received little detailed critical attention, 

as may be said of Aleshkovsky's opus in general, despite a steady drip of brief articles and

1 This feature, common to nearly all Aleshkovsky's writing, is an explicit theme of Ruka (see Chapter Three), 
whose narrator contrasts the radical subjectivity of his own, often obscene, speech with the false discourse of 
Marxist-Leninist objectivity, and harangues his interlocutor: 'A a eOaji "oS-bCKTHBHyKT npaeziy. 5\ BbinHCbi 
H nojiynaK) "cy6teKTHBHyK)"! H TBI MHC ee BbiaaeaH!' Ruka. Povestvovaniepalacha, in Yuz Aleshkovsky, 
Sobmnie sochinenii, 3 vols (Moscow: Ripol Klassik, 2001), I, pp.229-538 (p.289): see also ibid, p.233.

82



surveys. 2 If Nikolai Nikolaevich is a "scientific fantasy' that showcases the author's 

flamboyant comic and linguistic gifts, 3 Ruka asks to be seen as Aleshkovsky's major 

philosophical statement and as his definitive reckoning-up with the 'System', and its 

figurehead - Stalin. Soon after writing this work, in 1979, Aleshkovsky emigrated to the 

United States, where he has remained ever since. Though Aleshkovsky continued 

producing fresh fiction into the 1990s, the principal frame of reference for my discussion 

is his most fruitful decade, stretching from Nikolai Nikolaevich to Sinen'kii skromnyi 

platochek (written 1980). 4

Aleshkovsky's life and career in the Soviet Union were characteristic, in their unstructured 

variety, of many non-conformist writers and artists of his time. 5 Following a sporadic 

education interrupted by war, military service and a prison sentence, he made a living in 

Moscow first as a builder and a driver, and then, more profitably, as a writer of film scripts 

and popular children's stories. 6 His greatest contribution to the unofficial culture of the 

1950s and 1960s was his songs about life and love in prison camps, about Stalin and other 

Soviet leaders; they were sung not to a guitar, but to a rhythm beaten out on the table. His 

'Pesnya o Staline', in particular, became immensely popular throughout the Soviet Union, 

although few knew its author. Introducing it to the readers of Novyi Mir in 1988, Sergei

2 See for example the brisk and rather dismissive survey in Mark Lipovetsky, Russian Postmodernist Fiction: 
Dialogue with Chaos, ed. by Eliot Borenstein (New York: M.E. Sharpe, 1999), pp.117-122. Lipovetsky 
concludes that 'the artistic philosophy that guides Aleshkovsky cannot grasp the complexity of the world' 
(p. 122). A more balanced overview can be found in Robert Porter, Russia's Alternative Prose (Oxford: Berg, 
1994), pp.31-38. Further secondary material will be cited in the course of my discussion.
3 Nikolai Nikolaevich is described as a 'HayHHO-(j)aHTacTHHecKafl noBecrb' on the title-page of the first 
published edition (Ann Arbor: Ardis, 1980).
4 Dates of composition as given in Aleshkovsky, Sobranie sochinenii. 1992 saw the publication of the novel 
Persten' vfutlyare, collected in Sobranie sochinenii, ill, pp.3-168.
5 On Aleshkovsky's life, see his witty but hardly comprehensive 'Avtobiograficheskaya spravka' (1994), in 
Sobranie sochinenii, III, pp.535-38; and his interview with John Glad, in Glad, Besedy v izgnanii (Moscow: 
Knizhnaya Palata, 1991), pp.114-22. Other interviews, available only on the web, will be cited in the course of 
the chapter. See also the useful encyclopedia entries by Arnold McMillin in A Reference Guide to Russian 
Literature, ed. by Neil Cornwell (London: Fitzroy Dearborn, 1998), pp. 109-10; and T.A. Sotnikova in Russkie 
pisateli 20 veka: Biograficheskii slovar', ed. by P.A. Nikolaev (Moscow: Bol'shaya Rossiiskaya entsiklopediya, 
2000), pp.22-23. 
6 See Glad, p. 114.
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Bocharov described it as 'ncwiHHHbiM (hojibKJiopoM Haiuero BPCMCHH'. Among 

acquaintances, Aleshkovsky was known and loved precisely for his mastery of the oral 

genres - '^caHp necHH, LUVTKH, KajiaM6ypa, sacxojibHOH HMnpOBH3auHH\ according to one 

of his closest friends, Andrei Bitov. 8 Only in 1970, aged forty, did he make his explosive 

debut in samizdat with Nikolai Nikolaevich, an entirely unpublishable tale which (like all 

Aleshkovsky's fiction) bears a manifest debt to oral and performative genres.

One biographical milestone seems especially significant for Aleshkovsky's literary 

development. Like Dostoevsky, whom he has described as his spiritual teacher, 

Aleshkovsky was shaped in his youth by the experience of four years' imprisonment in 

Siberia (1950-53), his release enabled by the mass amnesties that followed Stalin's death.9 

And like Dostoevsky, who faced a mock execution before his imprisonment, Aleshkovsky 

felt himself fortunate to have survived his ordeal. 10 In the most general terms his 

existential trajectory may be compared to that of his teacher: early experiences of 

punishment, despair and near-death yielded, in the fiction of later adulthood, to passionate 

affirmations of life as a gift, however great its attendant suffering. This parallel, however, 

remains hidden in Aleshkovsky's songs and fiction. Here, punishment in Siberia is 

associated with the fate of millions of Aleshkovsky's countrymen under Stalin; and also, 

as we will see, with Stalin himself.

The actual cause of Aleshkovsky's sentence, which brought him to camps in 

Birobidzhan and the Far East, was an act of drunken hooliganism while on military service 

in the Navy. He was not, he has emphasized, a political prisoner, a category associated

See Bocharov's preface to Yuz Aleshkovsky, 'Ne unyvai, zimoi dadut svidanie...', Novyi Mir, 12 (1988), 
121-24 (p.121). 
8 Andrei Bitov, 'Povtorenie neproidennogo', Znamya, 6 (1991), 192-206 (p.192).

Indeed, the years of Aleshkovsky's confinement mirror those of Dostoevsky in Omsk in the previous century 
(1850-54); on Dostoevsky, see Kenneth Lantz, The Dostoevsky Encyclopaedia (Westport, CT: Greenwood, 
2004), pp.297-99. On Dostoevsky's status for Aleshkovsky, see Glad, p. 121.
10 As he comments in his 'Avtobiograficheskaya spravka': 'Cnasa Eory, a ycneji /io>KHTb ao AHJI Koraa CTOJIHH 

£y6a, a TO a o6orHaji 6bi ero c Ha>KHTOH B HCBOJIC HSBOH wejiyaKa'; Sobranie sochinenii, III, p. 537.
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primarily with the intelligentsia: '[#] 6biJi oGbiKHOBCHHbiM VTOJIOBHHKOM, MarpocoM, 

3a yroH B HbflHOM BHZIC nerKOBOH MauiHHbi ceKpeiapa paHKOMa napiHH jjia 

Toro, Hxo6bi He ono3^aTb Ha noe3#, Be3iiiHH MCHH Ha KopeHcxyK) BOHHy'. 12 It was 

precisely an 'o6biKHOBeHHbiH yrojiOBHHK' (the pickpocket Nikolai Nikolaevich) whom 

Aleshkovsky took for his first narrator twenty years later. Such a choice ensured that 

Aleshkovsky's debut would share the true, unofficial narodnost' of his songs; and it set the 

pattern for his subsequent fiction, typically narrated by poorly educated outsiders of 

peasant stock. 13

Aleshkovskian skaz, a far stronger brew than the skaz of Zoshchenko or of other 

comparable comic writers, is grounded in the rich soil of urban slang, mat, and criminal 

jargon. These features have enabled Aleshkovsky to indicate, with his every paragraph, the 

contrasting deadness of Soviet officialese and linguistic kul'turnost', and the extent to 

which these have infected and prostituted conventional literary discourse. Language, he 

suggests, is to be purified with the muck of its by-products. 14 A similarly paradoxical 

effect is yielded by the use of peasant or low-life narrators who, despite their own frequent 

need of correction (as thieves or alcoholics), serve as a corrective antithesis to the ruling 

establishment. The distance that separates them from socio-political process (as great as 

that separating their jargon from the language of Pravda or Socialist Realism) allows 

them, and us, to see its iniquities more clearly when they come up against the satanic 

System - as happens, to more or less destructive effect, in all Aleshkovsky's fiction. The 

comments of the narrator, Baikin, in Sinen'kii skromnyi platochek are characteristic:

11 In contrast to Dostoevsky, who was sentenced in 1849 for his involvement with the Petrashevsky circle.
12 Vladimir Nuzov, 'Prorochestvuyushchie gibel' Ameriki oshibayutsya 1 , Zhurnal Vestnik Online, 6 November 
2001 <http://www.vestnik.com/issues/2001/! 106/win/nuzov.htm> [accessed 31 July 2006]
13 As Mikhail Roshchin wrote in perhaps the first (and last) article on Aleshkovsky's fiction to appear in the 
Soviet press: 'OH [K)3] BCCB Bbimeji H3 Hapo^a'; Roshchin, 'Yuz i Sovetskii Soyuz', Ogonek, 41 (1990), 9-10.
14 See the defence of mat given by the narrator ofRuka at the beginning of his 300-page monologue: Sobranie 
sochinenii, I, p.235. On Aleshkovsky's language, see Priscilla Meyer, 'Skaz in Juz Aleskovskij', The Slavonic 

and East European Journal, 28 (1984), 455-61; and, most insightfully, Bitov, Tovtorenie neproidennogo'.
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-fl CBOHM KpeCTbflHCKHM yMOM M3J1O HCTO B COUHaJlbHOH /KH3HH FIOHMMaK). Ho fl BH/KV

npocTbiM HesaMVTHeHHbiM OKOM, MTO KOJIXOB - POBHO H xy>Ke KpenocTHoro crpoa B Tbimy pa3. 
a pa6oHHH - pa6, MajioonjiaHHBaeMbiH H nbioinHH BcycMepTb. HTO, Bbi ca\iH, HTO ;IH. HC 
BHAHTC? A BepHTb B Bora noHCMy JIKWIM HC

Like Voinovich, but within the frame of first-person narration, Aleshkovsky has 

eschewed the perspective and language of the intelligentsia, from which his narrators are 

maximally estranged. His method is in important ways more paradoxical and daring than 

those found by previous humorous writers of the Soviet era who had appealed to the fool 

and outsider for satirical effect. The Aleshkovskian narrator introduced with Nikolai 

Nikolaevich, and foreshadowed in 'Pesnya o Staline', is neither a blank slate of stupidity 

(like Chonkin) nor a naif (like many characters in Zoshchenko or Platonov) but a quick­ 

witted (if foolish-seeming) social reject who nevertheless recognizes his complex role 

within the System, and his implication in its operations. He is less a 'npocTOH pa6oHHH' 

than a 'npocxoH COBCTCKHH saKjnoHCHHbiH' ('Pesnya o Staline'), who experiences different 

types of confinement and punishment - prison and unemployment (Nikolai Nikolaevich}, 

mental hospital (Sinen'kii skromnyi platochek), enforced alcoholism (Maskirovkd) - yet 

remains in some sense needed by the state. Thus, as we will see, Nikolai Nikolaevich 

proves irreplaceable to biologists for the quality of his sperm, while Baikin proves 

indispensable to the asylum's doctor as the subject of the latter's dissertation. The 

scientific context of both these examples emphasizes the dependence of the wise on the 

(putatively) foolish and mad. Against the dictum that 'HeaaMeHHMBrx HCT', Aleshkovsky 

plays out a paradox of foolish wisdom, namely that society depends for its survival and 

prosperity on what it scorns, 16 a paradox felt particularly strongly perhaps in the land of

1 *7

the GULAG, whose prisoners were the engine of the country's economic progress.

15 Aleshkovsky, Sobranie sochinenii, I, pp.539-630 (p.543).
16 Matthijs van Boxsel explores such paradoxes at length in his book, The Encyclopedia of Stupidity, trans. by 
Arnold and Erica Pomerans (London: Reaktion, 2003).
17 See Anne Applebaum, Gulag: A History of the Soviet Camps (London: Alien Lane, 2003).
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Aleshkovsky's fictions suggest complex relations between the protagonists and the 

authorities at whose hands they suffer: not just attitudes of fury and remonstration (though 

these are present to excess), but also suggestions of comparison, doubling and even shared 

culpability. In particular these parallels relate to the figure of Stalin, and may be explained 

by the extent to which Aleshkovsky has viewed his own life as enmeshed with that of 

Stalin. The connection is both superficial (Yuz: losif), and profound, beginning with the 

two men's shared experience of punishment (Stalin was arrested and exiled in Siberia four 

times before the Revolution), and the fact that Aleshkovsky indirectly owed his release to 

Stalin's death. Furthermore, as Aleshkovsky highlights in his 'Avtobiograficheskaya 

spravka', his birth coincided with the great turn in Stalinist policy, the 'BCJIHKHH nepejioM' 

of 1929. As Anne Applebaum points out in her history of the Gulag, this was also the year 

when the camps, in which Aleshkovsky would find himself twenty years later, first 

assumed the critical role that would constitute their main function and explain their mass 

expansion: namely, as sites of unpaid, forced labour in the service of rapid

i O

industrialization.

Aleshkovsky appears to have seen himself as the very product of Stalinist rule. 

Certainly, his writing is deeply involved in the contradictions of Stalin's policies and, 

above all, personality. At the heart of these contradictions are the intellectual credentials of 

both Stalin and the Aleshkovskian narrator. These themes are suggested as early as the 

masterly 'Pesnya o Staline' (1959), which begins:

ToeapHm CrajiHH, BBI 6ojibiuoH 
B 5i3biKO3HaHbe 3Haere BBI TOJIK,
a fl npOCTOH COBCTCKHM SaKJHOHCHHblH,

H MHC TOBapHlH —— CepblH 6pflHCKHH BOJ1K.

3a HTO CH>Ky, BOHCTMHy HC 3HHK),

HO npOKypopbi, BH#HMO, npaBbi, 
CH>Ky a HbiHMe B TypyxaHCKOM Kpae,

18 Applebaum, p.2 and passim.
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rue npn uape 6bieajiH B CCLI/IKC Bbi. 19

A similar parallel with Stalin's pre-Revolutionary criminal past will be made by the thief 

Fan Fanych, narrator of Kenguru (written 1974-75), who remembers Stalin as a crook 

(urkd) in Tiflis and Baku. 20

The song sets the tone of Aleshkovsky's later fiction in the audacious, highly 

familiar and direct tone with which it addresses authority. As in Sinen'kii skromnyi 

platochek, which takes the form of an epistle to Brezhnev from a patient in a mental 

asylum, Aleshkovsky draws here on the ancient traditions by which the Russian narod has 

appealed to its leader. These traditions were continued and actively encouraged in the 

Stalinist era, when many citizens, from the countryside in particular, wrote to Stalin and 

other Party leaders about 'the experiences of ordinary people'. 21 Whatever their criticisms, 

and the incongruities they observed between official policy and reality, such letters were 

typically marked by a sense of faithful devotion to the leader and the Party.

This devotion is present in 'Pesnya o Staline', but already as a memory: 'Ho [MBI] 

BepHJiH saM xaK, TOBapnm CxanHH, / Kax, MOJKCT 6Bm>, He BepHJiH ce6e'. Although the 

narrator is addressing the living Stalin, he speaks of him here as if he were already in the 

past (indeed the song, composed six years after Stalin's death, benefited from hindsight). 

The ironies are multiple and profound. The title echoes that of the 1930s song in the 

bol'shoi stil' by A. Surkov and M. Blanter, while the text is replete with parodic repetitions 

of Stalinist aphorisms. 22 Thus, through the words of a 'npocxoH COBCTCKHH 

3aKJiK)HeHHBiH', Aleshkovsky is able to sustain a double-voiced commentary on Stalinism:

19 'Pesnya o Staline', in Aleshkovsky, Sobranie sochinenii, II, pp.555-56 (p.555).
20 'On 6aHKH KypoHHJi. FloHTOBbie flRjiH^aHCbi 6paji c napiHepaMH. HeruioxoH 6bui ypica, HO 
TeHceKOM craji'; Aleshkovsky, Sobranie sochinenii, I, pp.49-186 (p. 132)
21 For a wide selection of these see Lewis Siegelbaum and Andrei Sokolov, Stalinism as a Way of Life (Yale 
University Press: New Haven and London, 2000). I have quoted from a letter from Party member K. Pol' to 
Stalin in 1939 (p.247).
22 Especially obvious in the following couplet: 'Mbi py6HM jiec no-cranHHCKH, a menKH,/ A meriKH BO ece
CTOpOHbl



from the perspective of a loyal prisoner, who dreams of Stalin and may still revere him, 

while being baffled by his own fate; and from an ironical, critical perspective that has 

grasped the cruelty and futility of the suffering imposed by Stalin ('MBI HenerKHH Kpecx 

HCCCM 3a^apOM'). On the one hand there is a sense of distance and awe (*Bbi CHHxecb HaM, 

Kor/ja B napTHHHOH KenKe / H B KHTCJIC H^exe Ha napazf); on the other, there is an attempt 

to enter Stalin's mind and to speculate about subtle aspects of his psychology ('KaK, 

MOHCCT 6biTb, ne BepHjiH ce6e'), as if from the standpoint of an intimate acquaintance and 

licensed critic (or fool). This close footing would be claimed in different ways by the 

narrators of both Ruka and Sinen'kii skromnyi platochek.

The narrowing of the distance between narrator and authority draws on a further 

related parallel suggested by the heavily ironic opening stanza of the song, with its implicit 

mockery of Stalin's pretence of'yneHOCTb'. Indeed, the re-evaluation of this stanza's false 

antithesis - 'simple' citizen versus 'learned', scholastic authority - becomes an over­ 

arching trope of Aleshkovsky's fiction.

In its most obvious aspects, this re-evaluation involves dismantling what Craig 

Brandist has described as the mock 'Latin scholasticism' of Stalinist rule, 23 and suggesting 

that the Soviet leaders are no more erudite or wise than the narrator, who takes himself to 

be neither and who frequently draws attention to his lack of formal education, at times 

regretfully. 24 The Party leaders, by contrast, take every effort to conceal their intellectual 

limitations. Thus, Stalin dons the cap of a '6ojibinoH yneHbiH' and makes a dramatic foray 

in the field of 'fl3biKO3HaHbe' (a reference to Stalin's notorious series of Pravda articles on 

linguistics in 1950), 25 while Brezhnev is derided in Sinen'kii skromnyi platochek for the 

fawning tributes paid to Malaya zemlya, and to what the head of the Academy of Sciences

23 Craig Brandist, 'Carnivalization and Populism in the Soviet Modernist Novel: Andrei Platonov and Mikhail 
Bakhtin', Essays in Poetics 22 (1997), 1-29 (pp.3-4).
24 See, for example, Sinen'kii skromnyi platochek, in Aleshkovsky, Sobranie sochinenii, I, pp.539-630 (pp.560-
61). Aleshkovsky's own education, it should be remembered, was uncompleted.
25 See Robert Service, Stalin: A Biography (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 2004), pp.564-65.
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Calls 'Baill HCKJIIOHHTeJIbHO 6oJlbIUOH BKJia/I B pa3BHTHe TCOpHH H npaKTHKH MapKCH3MU-

JieHHHH3Ma B ycjioBHflx coBpeMeHHOCTH*. Here, as elsewhere, we are encouraged to see 

'Gensek Prezhnev' (sic) as a latter-day Stalin, with the narrator benefiting from his fool's 

license to comment: 'Tbi >KC jiynuie HX 3Haeuib, HTO TH 3a TeopeTHK H rpaMoieir. 26

For satirists of the late-Soviet era such targets were perhaps unmissable. 

Aleshkovsky, however, is not simply playing them for laughs, but to explore a fault-line of 

Bolshevik history: namely, that a regime which presided over mass literacy campaigns and 

saw itself as reason incarnate could be so ridden with complexes and contradictions in its 

estimation of the value and role of intellectual enterprise, and should have had, as its 

longest-serving General Secretaries (Stalin and Brezhnev) leaders of questionable 

intellectual credentials, with Stalin being worshipped as the 'highest genius of mankind' 

and 'coryphaeus of all the sciences'. 27 These paradoxes have been studied in depth by 

David Joravsky, whose Russian Psychology charts the zigzagging path taken by the Party 

leadership towards isolation, 'anti-intellectualism in an intellectual guise' and eventual 

thought control, a path determined by the Party's highly distrustful attitude towards the 

intelligentsia, and its fear of the 'backwardness' of the masses in whose name it ruled. The 

pattern was set by Lenin, an intelligent who famously execrated the intelligentsia as the 

'shit' (der'mo) of the nation, and demonstrated the difficulty, if not impossibility, of 

reconciling reason with faith in the Party. But, for Joravsky (as for Aleshkovsky), it was in 

Stalin, both in his policies and personality, that these contradictions were most graphically 

etched, leading to 'wild pretensions of intellectuality' and the insistence 'with guns in hand

26 Aleshkovsky, Sobranie sochinenii, I, p.629. The projection of Stalin onto Brezhnev - a leader otherwise too 
faceless and feeble to be satisfactorily demonized - accords with a general pattern in non-conformist literature 
described by Andrei Zorin: 'K ceMnaecflTbiM roaaM SBUHHM HHCJIOM noaeepCTbiBajiHCb rpnauaTbie, a 
6pe>KHeBCKHe 6poBH BOcnpHHHMajiHCb KaK xHrpoyMHaa MacKHpOBKa ycoB oma HaponoB 5 ; A.L. Zorin, 'Ot 
Galicha k Prigovu', Rossiya/Russia 1 (1998), 153-66 (p.155).
27 Gregory Freeze, Russia: A History (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997), p.345; see also David Joravsky, 
Russian Psychology (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1989) p.325.
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that the intelligentsia hear and obey'. 28 This process of intellectual narrowing and 

rigidification will be found to be a central subject ofRuka.

As the ironic opening of Tesnya o Staline' suggests, together with the later 

comment about Stalin's lack of self-belief, it is the intellectual vulnerability of Stalin that 

interests Aleshkovsky, and that helps explain why, as Aleshkovsky has said in interview, 

'KaK npe^Mex HCCJie^OBaHHa - jiHxepaxypnoro, ncHXOJiornHecKoro - OH [Stalin] MHe 

ropa3flO HHxepecnee, HCM JTeHun'.29 Behind the mask of Stalin the coryphaeus we are 

encouraged to see Stalin the arriviste from the provinces, the careerist Bolshevik praktik 

who rose to the top of the Party on the back of the least impressive intellectual CV; a man 

famously found 'rude' by Lenin, and described by Trotsky as the Party's 'most 

outstanding mediocrity'. 30

These insecurities are reflected and mocked in the distorting mirror of the 

Aleshkovskian narrator, a grotesque double of the Vozhd', manifesting the ignorance and 

nekul'turnost' which the Bolsheviks feared to be the true face of the people on whose 

behalf they ruled, and which some feared to lurk in Stalin himself. Nikolai Nikolaevich, in 

particular, mocks through his own person the efforts to reform the narod, as if declaring to 

authority that it was justified in its suspicions: the people are indeed incorrigible. In the 

most graphic illustration of his nekul'turnost' Nikolai Nikolaevich inspects his bruised 

genitals in the mirror of a hotel foyer in Moscow. '^epeBHH xyeea!', a hotel porter shouts 

at him, adding that, 'OpamjHa, eeoHa, na xe6a civioxpHx!'. 31 Like a yurodivyi, Nikolai 

Nikolaevich reveals the wounds of his country, whether on his body or in his language.

Above all, Aleshkovsky's narrators are not constrained by the hypocritical double- 

bind pointed out by Joravsky when he comments that, whatever their anti-intellectual

28 Joravsky, pp.332, 193, 332-33.
29 See Nuzov <http://www.vestnik.com/issues/2001/! 106/win/nuzov.htm>.
30 Joravsky, pp.324, 320.
31 Aleshkovsky, Sobranie sochinenii, 1, p.32.
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leanings, Stalinists must wear 'a badge of fealty" to rational and scientific discourse. 32 

Indeed, the narrators of Nikolai Nikolaevich and Ruka make the derision of reason and the 

intellect a key theme of their monologues. At the same time, their monologues reveal an 

obsession with authentic wisdom and education. The narrators reveal themselves as 

amateur tutors, though the lessons they seek to impart, or which their experiences impart 

for them, are generally of a religious and eschatological, rather than scientific or 

theoretical, nature. Aleshkovsky himself appears to have nurtured a lifelong fixation with 

the question of what can and should be taught - a consequence, perhaps, of his interrupted 

education (about which he has expressed contradictory views). 33 In 1998, for example, he 

published a moving obituary of the scholar Yury Glazov under the title 'Poslednii urok', 

describing his wish to learn by heart the lesson of his friend's fortitude, even joy, in the 

face of illness and certain death. 34

As these two chapters will further illustrate, the mockery of false uchenost' 

ultimately serves rhetorical and didactic purposes that have much in common with 

Erasmian folly. The satire of affectation, vice and stupidity at a local level is linked (and 

arguably subordinate) to a philosophical apprehension of the world organized by the 

discourse of folly and a perception of society as a ship of fools. Within this schema, the 

'praise of folly' ultimately issues in a new form of wisdom, through the 'transvaluation of 

values' that Walter Kaiser rightly views as the key to Erasmian irony.35

32 Ibid, p.323.
33 Contrast his comments in his 'Avtobiograficheskaya spravka', where he claims not to have the slightest 
regrets about his aborted education (Sobranie sochinenii, III, p.536) with those in his interview with Nuzov: 
'flocjie jiarepa a He saxoxeji yMHrbca, npo6aBJuuicfl caMoo6pa3oeaHHeM, o HCM ceHMac >KajieK).'
34 Aleshkovsky, 'Nekrolog: Poslednii urok', Novyi Mr, 7 (1998), 241-42.
35 See Walter Kaiser, Praisers of Folly: Erasmus, Rabelais, Shakespeare (London: Victor Gollancz, 1964), 
pp. 19-100. Kaiser illustrates this pattern in the case of Stultitia's treatment of prudence: V A value (prudence) is 
transvaluated by means of praising its opposite (rashness and self-deception); the fool's gold of both is refined 
by the alchemy of the fool into the pure gold of a new value (true prudence based on understanding)' (p.61).
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1. 'Nikolai Nikolaevich'

Nikolai Nikolaevich is not only among the funniest texts in Russian literature, as Andrei 

Bitov, one of its first readers in samizdat, has rightly observed. 36 It is also among the 

coarsest and most pervasively foolish. Extravagantly vulgar in both topic and expression, 

this povest' comprises the unbroken monologue of a self-confessed dumk, Nikolai 

Nikolaevich (NN), a criminal recidivist turned sperm provider who tells of his unlikely 

adventures in Soviet biology (more precisely: 'B MpanHOM ra^iouiHMKe COBCTCKOH 

6HOJiorHH') and speaks in a linguistic farrago unprecedented in Russian prose: a mixture of 

prison slang, obscenity and cod scientific jargon.37 His addressee is referred to simply as

-50
'KHpioxa' ('drinking buddy') and is deemed far more stupid than the narrator.

NN's own foolishness is confirmed by the opinions, which he dutifully reports, of a 

policeman (p. 18), a complete stranger (pp.41-42), and a deputy director who goes so far as 

to call NN 'ne^opasBHTbiH' (p.32). It is also suggested by prominent features of the 

narrator's speech, be they his frequent malapropisms or his ludicrous displays of ignorance 

and faulty reasoning. He refers, for example, to his 'KOMnac [rather than 'KOMIUICKC'] 

HenojiHoueHHOCTH' (p.30); and calls his interlocutor a 'aeHaxypai' (p.40), when he 

presumably means '/jereHepax'. He believes that La Dolce Vita is a film by Mussolini 

(p.20), and that a frozen carp will come back to life if it is thrown in the bath (p. 15).

Following Erasmus, Aleshkovsky might have prefaced NN's monologue with the 

words: 'Stultitia loquitur'. But he might also have asked his reader, again with Erasmus, to

36 Bitov, p. 193.
37 The subtitle to the text in the Sobranie sochinenii (2001) reads in full, 'Ceerjioe nyieiuecTBHe B 
ra/iKHUHHKe coeeTCKOH OHOJIOFHH'; Aleshkovsky, Nikolai Nikolaevich in Sobranie sochinenii, l, pp.3-48 (p.3). 
Subsequent references will be to this edition and volume, and will follow quotations in the text.
38 NN comments, for example, that 'Y Mem H3>Kora OT TBOCH rynocTH' (p.21). In general, NN's asides to his 
kiryukha are at the lowest level of comic abuse and invariably focus on the latter's alleged stupidity (see, inter 
alia, pp.37-38, 40, 42). In this respect, the pair recall countless duos of comic fools, most relevantly, perhaps, 
Don Quixote and Sancho Panza. Of his own folly, NN freely admits: 'ft H ecib flypaK. H Bor, Hanetocb, MCHJI 
npociHT' (p.42). See also p. 13, where he describes himself and his kiryukha as '
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attend to the hidden wisdom in the speech of a fool accurately described by a reviewer of 

the first edition in Russia (1990) as 'npocTOBai, HO He npocx'. 39 Like Mosk\-a-Petushki, 

Nikolai Nikolaevich shares with Praise of Folly key rhetorical features. It develops an 

argument about folly and the role of the intellect from apparently ludicrous premises; and 

it presents itself as an impromptu speech for a private audience that develops like an 

extended joke until, in Walter Kaiser's expression, it jokes its way into seriousness. 40 In 

stark contrast to Erofeev's Moskva-Petushki, these features are wedded to an Erasmian 

celebration of vitality that expresses itself in joy, frivolity and gratitude. Yury Aikhenval'd 

has already suggested the debt owed by Aleshkovsky to two of Erasmus's greatest 

students, Cervantes and Rabelais;41 later in this chapter (pp.111-17) I will illustrate how 

(consciously or unconsciously) Aleshkovsky recovers essential features of Erasmian folly 

itself.

Such a reading should by no means exclude the many other literary and cultural 

traditions, not least on native soil, with which Aleshkovsky engages in this tale (and in 

some cases, seeks to vanquish). It is important, then, to discuss the text first by itself, in 

terms of its plot, language and form, and of its more immediate historical and cultural 

setting.

NN devotes his monologue to his thirty-year career as a sperm provider in scientific 

institutes in Moscow. The account is interspersed with the story of his affair with a 

beautiful laboratory assistant, Vlada Yur'evna, and episodes in his friendship with an old 

partner-in-crime (the 'MeHc^yHapo^HbiH ypKa').

NN's life-story runs as follows. Released from prison after the Second World War, 

he falls into old habits, pick-pocketing on the Moscow tram-routes, until his aunt finds him

39 Aleksei Mokrousov, 'Yuzom - v istoriyu', Ogonek, 6 (1992), 23.
40 Kaiser, pp.50-51.
41 Yury Aikhenval'd, Don Kikhot na nisskoi pochve, 2 vols (New York: Chalidze, 1982-84), n, p.376.
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work in a laboratory. When NN discovers the kind of work involved, he is initially 

reluctant and even ashamed to take it on, until he grasps its profitable terms (half an hour's 

'work' for a full day's pay). Such are the exceptional qualities of his sperm that NN 

quickly negotiates a massive salary rise and a ration of two litres of pure alcohol a month, 

allegedly for hygienic purposes (pp.11-13). As his bargaining skills would suggest, NN is 

not just a fool, but also a rogue, a trait that links him both to criminal protagonists of 

Aleshkovsky's subsequent works (especially Fan Fanych, narrator of Kenguru), and to a 

well-established tradition in comic prose (exemplified most famously by Ilf and Petrov's 

Ostap Bender).42

The laboratory is run by a maverick biologist and geneticist, Anatoly Kimza, who 

was rendered impotent during the war, having suffered a heavy dose of radiation during 

his secret employment in armaments production (p.28). His research interests in the 

genetic consequences of radiation, and in other fields, place the laboratory at the very 

fringe of political acceptability at a time when Lysenkoism - with its denial of the 

existence of genes - is in full swing.43 As one of Kimza's colleagues, known simply as the 

akademik, points out: 4 Mi>i - reneTHKH - 6es naxn MHHyx Bparn Hapo,zja' (p. 15). These 

fears prove justified when the laboratory is closed down, although NN escapes punishment 

by playing the fool to his interrogators (pp.25-26), as Platonov's Pukhov did in 

Sokrovennyi chelovek and Erofeev in Zapiski psikhopata. He is employed for a while as a 

porter at the Sklifosovsky hospital, where he is joined by Vlada Yur'evna, the lab assistant 

who came to NN's rescue at moments of professional incapacity, and whom he has

42 Drawing on this tradition, Lesley Milne usefully defines the rogue as one who 'accepts the situation as it is 
and tries to turn it to his own advantage'; 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). NN's use of political (Marxist-Leninist) terminology 
to his own advantage provides good examples of such roguery; see, for example, his conversation with Kimza, 
p.44 ('>! - MCJIOBCK! COBCTCKHH npHHCM. V MCHH HepBbi HCTOPHMCCKH HsaepraHbf).
43 See below, pp.97-99.
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rescued from lifelong frigidity. Working in the hospital teaches NN compassion, and he 

gives up thieving for good (pp.35-37).

Following Stalin's death, the laboratory is rehabilitated under Khrushchev, with a 

new speciality in sexology, for which NN continues to be of inestimable value. In mock- 

Pavlovian fashion he is rigged up with wires and electrodes to examine his phenomenal 

sexual energy in the hope that it may ultimately be harnessed (pp.39-41); and he 

impregnates, via artificial insemination, the wife of a foreign dignitary sent over by the 

Central Committee (p.43). The resulting offspring is said to be twenty years of age, from 

which we can conclude that NN is speaking in the mid-to-late 1970s and that he has been 

in the same profession for the best part of three decades. NN ends his monologue, 

however, by announcing his intention to hand in his notice the next day and become a 

cobbler, following an enlightening conversation with the akademik about the futility of 

science, Marxist-Leninism, and Soviet history, for all of which NN's profession is 

pronounced the exact metaphor. In the akademik''s words,

coBercKaa, Kojifl, H MHpoeaa nayna - cnnouiHafl cyxoApoHKa Ha .neBHHocTO npoueHToe!
A MapKCH3M-JieHHHH3M? 3xO >KC OHCBHAHblH OHaHH3M. TBOfl XOTb 6e3C)6HAHa, KOJlfl,

cyxo^pOHKa, a CKOJIBKO KpOBH npojiHTO MapKCH3MOM-JieHHHH3MOM B O.HHOH TOJIBKO ero 
jia6opaTopHH, B POCCHH? Mope! [...] FIo^pOHMjiH. BpeMa 3a >KHBOC H /JOCTOHHOC 

. (pp.47-48)

This envoi sounds very much like a message from the author, casting the tale as a satire of 

science and of the Soviet Union, in which the consummation of the 'cseTJioe 6y,zjymee' 

(p.47) has failed to arrive. The onanistic metaphor, with its associated call to proper 

employment ('^OCTOHHOC /teno'), represents the Soviet project as a kind of futile and 

damaging exercise in graduate study; and indeed, writers of dissertations are repeatedly 

invoked in Aleshkovsky's fiction as the very symbol of (fraudulent) Soviet authority, with
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normal citizens cast as the victims of this extended intellectual whimsy. 44 We are also 

encouraged to note the pernicious equivalence, instituted by Bolshevik rhetoric, between 

political ideology and 'objective' science, whereby proper scientific practice could be 

sacrificed to 'the great social experiment' of Soviet history.45

The akademik's speech, however, is simplistic and reductionist, posing as many 

questions as it answers, notably in the equivalence it asserts between world science and 

Marxist Leninism. Is it Soviet history and science that represent Aleshkovsky's chief 

target, or intellectual endeavour per se? Indeed, the emphatic satirical conclusions are out 

of tune with the tale as a whole, and with its dominant comic method, which is 

considerably more ambiguous (and more interesting), and prompts one to ask whether 

Nikolai Nikolaevich is a satire at all. It seems highly possible, in this light, that the speech 

was among the 'philosophizing' sections which, according to the testimony of one 

samizdat reader, Evgeny Kozlovsky, were added later (presumably, for the first 

publication of the text in 1980).46

Aleshkovsky himself has described Nikolai Nikolaevich as an apolitical work (' 

HHKaKOH nojiHTHKH Hex'),47 calling it 'antiscientistic' rather than anti-Soviet.48 Certainly, 

the attack on science goes well beyond Soviet practice, and it is significant that NN's 

adventures occur outside the context of orthodox Soviet biology. Nevertheless, this context 

has a highly visible role in the background of the tale, and should be briefly summarized.

44 See especially Sinen'kiiskromnyiplatochek, where the asylum doctor (called Vtupyakin, like every other 
figure of authority in the tale) uses the narrator as the basis for his doctoral dissertation.
45 Cf Joravsky, p.250.
46 See Kozlovsky, <http://www.lebedev.com/MusicPhone/Review/kozl/e21.htm> [accessed 16/02/2006]. The 
akademik's speech may be compared closely with the views of a childhood friend of the narrator ofRuka, who 
expounds on his conviction that 'see PCBO^IOUHH - nycTonopo>KHflfl aponica'; Sobranie sochinenii, III, p.351.
47 Interview with Ekaterina Varkan for Nezavisimaya Gazeta in May 2001; <http://exlibris.ng.ru/lit/2001-05- 
24/2_uz.html> [accessed 16/02/2006]
48 Glad, p. 116
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In Soviet science, the post-War years (when NN's career began) were dominated - 

like many before and after - by the biologist Trofim Lysenko, who held that external and 

controllable factors alone determined evolution. In their reductive environmentalism, 

Lysenko's theories had generally commanded the approval of Stalin, and in 1948 the 

session of the Lenin All-Union Academy of Agricultural Sciences (VASKhNIL) ended in 

a ringing endorsement of Lysenkoism and the comprehensive routing of the geneticists. 

Zhdanov renounced his earlier support for 'Mendel-Morganist genetics', scientists 

recanted in great numbers, the possibility of a 'non-Party' science was officially outlawed 

and campaigns were launched to destroy collections of fruit-flies, the traditional objects of 

genetic experiments. The campaign following the alleged Doctors' Plot of 1953 tightened 

the screws of scientific conformism ever further and breathed new life into the eccentric, 

but politically orthodox, ideas of Olga Lepeshinskaya and others. Meanwhile, the 

discovery of DNA by Watson and Crick in 1953 seemed to confirm Russia's waning 

prominence in the field of biology. 4

Aleshkovsky evokes the memory of this period through numerous scornful 

references and allusions to Lysenko, Lepeshinskaya and the unmasking of the 

'Morganists'. 50 Lysenko becomes a by-word for unspeakable state-sponsored stupidity and 

elicits the particular fury of the akademik (pp.16, 39), who is informed by the deputy head 

of the institute (when the lab is being closed down): 'V nac ne renti, a KJICTKH!' (p.25). 

The portrait of Soviet science given in the novella is also coloured by the lapse between 

the period described and the time of composition. Despite the criticisms of his doctrine in 

the wake of Stalin's death, Lysenko returned to favour under Khrushchev for his 

agricultural theories, and Lysenkoism, with all its deleterious consequences, was to live on 

as an influential school of thought far into the Brezhnev era, and even, according to Valery

49 See Valery N. Soyfer, Lysenko and the Tragedy of Soviet Science, trans. by Leo and Rebecca Gruliow (New 
Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 1994).
50 Aleshkovsky, Sobranie sochinenii, I, pp.24, 16, 35.
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Soyfer, beyond. 51 One of these consequences, which only came into focus in the late 1950s 

and 1960s, was insufficient knowledge of the menace to heredity posed by nuclear 

radiation. The research carried out by Kimza's laboratory in the post-War years reflects, 

somewhat anachronistically, the panicky awareness among Soviet scientists and nuclear 

physicists, from the 1950s onwards, about the danger posed by even small amounts of 

radiation.52

Whilst raising these issues, however, Aleshkovsky treats them in a fairly light-hearted 

manner. Such an approach - to anticipate my comparison with Praise of Folly - is redolent 

of the tale's Erasmian credentials, whereby the fool's speech is propelled by banter and the 

omission of the darker aspects of any given topic (there is no mention, for example, of the 

many scientists who perished in the camps for their non-Soviet views); and whereby 

specific satirical elements are subordinated to broader, 'foolosophical' enquiry. Thus, the 

manifest follies of Lysenko, Lepeshinskaya and others contribute to the sociopolitical 

backdrop of intellectual fraudulence, but they are secondary to the tale's more general 

concerns, which include a polemic with the claims of scientific progress per se.

One is inclined to see this polemic as a reaction, at least in part, to the infatuation 

with science that swept Soviet society in the 1960s. Certainly, it is founded on a 

conservative (and, as I will later discuss, religious) view of the menace to 'natural' and 

sane standards of human life posed by the elaborate complexities of innovation and 

artifice. The novella is designed to bear out this position, as is suggested by the symbolic 

outcome of the artificial insemination of Vlada with NN's sperm: she miscarries (pp.30-

51 Soyfer, pp.182, 242, 275-302.
52 Ibid, pp.265-68. This issue was taken up most prominently by the central figure in the creation of the 
hydrogen bomb, and supervisor of several tests, Andrei Sakharov, who used his high standing in the Academy 
of Sciences to lobby against the Lysenkoists for immediate and wide-scale research into the subject. Sakharov's 
own research and calculations, as well as his first-hand knowledge of deaths as a result of testing, led him to 
what he would describe as a 'moral dilemma' and to a subsequent position advocating a ban on nuclear testing. 
See Richard Lourie, Sakharov: A Biography (Hanover: Brandeis University Press, 2002), pp. 156-58.
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31). Against these outrageous medical advances, which NN perceives as threats to his 

soundness of mind, Aleshkovsky sets the example of NN as "natural man," ultimately 

uncorrupted by the scientific milieu which has used him for its own purposes. Where 

Dostoevsky's Underground Man once tormented himself with visions and theories of 

science's subjugation of humanity, NN actually undergoes the experience of being 

experimented on and controlled. Yet he emerges intact from his ordeals, to repeat 

victoriously: '^f-nejioBeK!' (pp.12, 44).

Moreover, NN is 'natural man' endowed with the sexual voracity and generosity 

that have long been the blessings of the literary fool. Hence the parallel and contrast with 

Kimza, who likes to call NN his 'alter ego' (p.34). NN's sexual triumph is a crude 

reminder of the happiness denied to Kimza, whose romance with Vlada Yur'evna ended 

with the impotence incurred as the price of his scientific expertise. And it is Kimza (or 

more precisely, 'KaKOH-HH6y^t HCKaJieneHHbiH KHM3a') who is invoked in the closing 

pages by the akademik as the symbol of Communism's failure to deliver (p.47).

NN's own attitude to science fluctuates in the course of this mock-Bildungsroman. 

He reports his bursts of enthusiasm for scientific research, whether his initial hope, on 

being employed, that his sperm would be of service to humanity (p.9); or his excitement at 

the prospect of his seed being multiplied in outer space (pp. 15-16); or the unhelpful 

hypotheses he offered to the researchers when they experimented on his brain (p.40). He 

also describes how he once put his newly acquired knowledge into practice to change the 

sexual proclivities of an annoying neighbour with a course of injections (pp.36-7).

These instances, however, largely belong to the realms of the fantastic and comic. 

Whether in the present tense or the past, the principal, didactic tendency of NN's views on 

the virtues and ills of progress is emphatically negative. He recalls how he felt on seeing 

the experiments carried out on his sperm:
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Focno/iH, AyMaK), Ky,aa >KC MBI 3a6pe;iH, CCJIH K raKHM CJIOKHOCTHM npnoeraeM. KTO 3TO 
Bbmyviaji HayKy? riofiziy a Jiyniiie no KapwaHaivi .naiHTb B Tpo/uieHoyce "EvKauiKa" H B 
rpaviBae "AHHyujKa'". Oco6eHHO 3Jio MCHH pa3o6pajio Ha 3ry MaTKy MCKyccTBeHHVK). (p.22)

The shift to standard colloquial speech and exclusion of mat underline the significance of 

the passage, though it is not NN's final word on science. This is spoken towards the end of 

the tale when, after explaining his excitement at the next experiment planned for him 

(Kimza hopes to discover quarks through the energy released by NN during orgasm), the 

narrator suggests a toast to science (nauka), an echo perhaps of Stalin's well-publicized 

toast to nauka at a reception in the Kremlin in 1938. 53 In mid-speech, however, NN 

changes his mind ('BnponeM, CTOII! He xony a 3a HayKy HHTB. Y MCHH Ha nee 6ojibmaa 

o6n^;a'), and delivers his well-considered verdict in an outburst of indignation:

Hy a ecjiH py6anyTb npaB^y, ny^KHa ona JIHHHO MHC, ara HayKa e6ynaji? Te6e ona Hy>KHa? 
BOH no yjiHU,e 6a6Ka noJiyHHmaa HACT, Hory sa co6oH oTcoxmyio BOJIOKCT. EH HayKa Hyncna? 
J\a\ Hyaena! Horoo^cHBjiaioinaH TOJIBKO Hayna, a HC B >Kony ajieKxpOAbi BcraBJiflFomaa. (p.41)

NN's argument is clear: applied medicine is good; blue skies scientific research is bad, a 

sign of the warped modernity whose degrading characteristics NN has experienced on his 

own body in the laboratory. Such conclusions are hardly subtle, but they are as intelligent 

as we may expect from the narrator, through whom Aleshkovsky draws on the tendency of 

fool narrative (exemplified by Erasmus' Stultitia) towards forceful simplification and its 

ability to ignore any inherent confusions or contradictions - the fact, for example, that the 

'unnatural' type of science which NN caricatures might be necessary for the utilitarian 

benefits he applauds.

To describe Nikolai Nikolaevich as 'anitscientistic', however, does not go far enough, 

since the critique of nauka is itself overshadowed by NN's crude assault on the culture of

53 Joravsky, p.325.
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literacy and on the supremacy of the mind itself within that culture. In its design, in the 

character of its narrator, and in the narrator's language and arguments, Nikolai Nikolaevich 

is a thoroughly anti-intellectual work. As such, it is not only (or even primarily) a reaction 

to its immediate historical and cultural context, but a jocoserious ne plus ultra among 

literary praises of folly.

The form and language of the tale, with their maximal dissociation from the 

discourse of the learned, play an important role in facilitating and shaping this polemic. 

They also place the work firmly in its contemporary context of non-conformist literature 

and reflect some of the defining values of that underground milieu, notably its rejection of 

the printed word and its search for literary vitality in the resources of oral genres. This is 

the thrust of Andrei Bitov's essay on Nikolai Nikolaevich, which Bitov considers to have 

been written 'HC CXOJII>KO npoxHB Bjiacxn, CKOJIBKO npoxtra nenaxH 5 , and which he 

interprets less as a piece of prose than as an extension of the improvisatory skills of its 

author: 'npon3Be^eHne Btmajjaex H3 jinxepaxypbi, KaK us npoxynHBiiierocfl MeuiKa'. 54

Bitov's interpretation does not account for the fact that the spoken quality of 

Nikolai Nikolaevich has, after all, innumerable precursors in skaz narration. 55 What is true 

is that Aleshkovsky successfully sustains the paradox of the narrative's anti-textual 

prejudice, suggested by NN's very first words: 'Box nocjiyinafl. ft y>K snaio: cxyHHO He 

6y^ex' (p.5). This opening, promising an entertaining yarn, also suggests an atmosphere of 

confidentiality, in which revelations are to be made 'Me>K£y HaMH' (p.5). Indeed the whole 

novella, which is dedicated to three friends (one of whom, 'A.B.', is presumably Bitov), 

may well have been primarily intended as an entertainment mezhdu nami, to the exclusion 

of a wider audience, or readership. If the tale emerged, as Bitov reports, from a series of

54 Bitov, pp. 192-93.
i5 See Priscilla Meyer, pp.455-61.
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private letters, then we, as readers outside this context of close acquaintance, may well not 

be privy to every level of its humour and reference.

We can, however, trace the genre of this humour to the anekdot, an observation that 

applies to much non-conformist prose (including, in their different ways, Moskva-Petushki 

and Chonkin), and to nearly all Aleshkovsky's fiction. The tale's anecdotal character 

further reinforces its 'unpublishable' and performative quality, as well as drawing attention 

to its folkloric roots. As a scurrilous tall story which merges the everyday and the fantastic, 

Nikolai Nikolaevich embodies many of the features listed by Sinyavsky-Terts, in an article 

of 1978, as characteristic of the anekdot. Terts saw the anekdot as definitive of the world 

of the late-Soviet intellectual, while Aleshkovsky, together with his narrators, appears to 

have viewed it as definitive of the Soviet world tout court. 56 Especially pertinent is Terts' 

characterization of the hero of the anekdot as a combination of 'dimness, bravery, 

ignorance, ingenuousness and common sense' and, as such, a type who bears a relation to 

Ivan-Durak. 57 All this is true also of NN, whose resemblance to Ivan-Durak is in certain 

respects very strong: his congenital laziness, his dirtiness, and, above all, the extraordinary

^ o _

good fortune which his folly bestows on him. Like the Ivan-Durak of some of the best- 

known skazki he manages to avoid hard work while making his fortune and obtaining (at 

least temporarily) his ^apeBHa' (p.33), Vlada Yur'evna.59 As Sinyavsky wrote in another 

essay on Ivan-Durak, it is precisely the folly of the fool which turns out to be the 

'Heo6xo,n,HMbiM VCJIOBHCM cnacxba [...] VCJIOBHCM npHiuecTBHa 6o^cecTBCHHbix HJIH

56 Shibanov, the narrator ofRuka, speaks early in the novel of Hauie aHCKnoTHHecKoe Bpewfl'; Sobranie 

sochinenii, I, p.234.
57

58
Abram Terts, 'Anekdot v anekdote', Sintaksis, \ (1978), 77-95 (pp.77, 87).
NN's laziness is emphasized early on: 'paSoraib n He jiio6HJi. He Mory - H see" (p.6). Like Ivan-Durak, who 

prefers to remain on the stove, NN prefers to lie on his bed and read than go to work: 'Hasasrpa roBOpio 

KHM3C, HTO pa6oraTb He 6yjry. npHHUHnnajibHO a HC paGoHHH, a aptHcr ceoero aejia. fl, roeopK), Ha raxie 

jiK)6jiK) jiencaTb H xaeaib KHH>KKH' (p.7). NN's hygiene, or lack of it, is a recurrent motif: see pp.11, 27-28. 

59 NN's success in avoiding labour - indeed, even his so-called 'work' at the laboratory is sometimes done for 

him (when Vlada Yur'evna lends a helping hand) - may be compared with that of Emelya-Durak, for whom the 

logs cut themselves; see A.N. Afanas'ev , Narodnye nisskie skazki, ed. by L.G. Barag and N.V. Novikov, 3 vols 

(Moscow: Nauka, 1984-85), I, pp.326-27.
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cHJi*; 60 even if this happiness comes at the price of beatings and punishments 

(symbolized in Nikolai Nikolaevich by NN's treatment as a kind of Pavlovian dog). 61

It is the case, however, that anekdoty\ folklore and oral narrative have been widely 

prevalent in late-Soviet non-conformist prose. Stylistically, what most distinguishes 

Nikolai Nikolaevich against this backdrop is a different quality - namely, its extraordinary 

language, which also establishes the specific tenor of the tale's idiocy. It seems appropriate 

to introduce the word 'idiocy' here for its suggestion of a private, self-enclosed world of 

reference and meaning (idios: 'a private person', or, as an adjective, 'one's own', 'private', 

'distinct'). NN speaks in an idiolect which draws heavily on prison-camp lingo and low 

slang, but which is thoroughly individual in its combination of registers and, consequently, 

its improvisations. It develops in the specific context of NN's past, at the confluence of 

misunderstood scientific jargon and the coarse idiom of the poorly educated recidivist. It is 

only if the scientific can be translated, at least partially, into this idiolect that it holds any 

meaning for NN, though it may thus confuse the reader (and be outright meaningless for 

those who command the original scientific language). These patterns are exacerbated by 

NN's tendencies as a fool narrator towards exaggeration and digression, wild hypothesis 

and eccentric syllogism. A case in point is his attempt to prove how one can drink beer 

without urinating, which leads to observations about life in India and fantasies about the 

molecular and atomic properties of excrement. The discussion ends with one of NN's 

neologisms: 'synchrofrazotron' for'synchrocyclotron' (p. 11).

Moreover, NN's adventures in science plunge him into philosophical waters which 

his language is only capable of muddying further. His anger at the artificial insemination 

(with his sperm) of his beloved Vlada, for example, prompts the following outburst about 

man and machine:

60 Andrei Sinyavsky, Ivan-Durak: Ocherk nisskoi narodnoi very (Moscow: Agraf, 2001), pp.39-40.
61 See p.40. Pavlov is mentioned explicitly by a laboratory assistant two pages later.
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3aneM OHH ran BbwyiviajiH, GJIRHH, paiee He CMOP 6bi a npocjo raK najiKy KHHVTb? [...] fl, 

MHp, eme, cjiasa Bory, HC MaiUHHa, H iviy/ie y \iena ceapnoe, a He Ha rafiKax. (p.30)

Trying to state his 'natural' credentials, the narrator ends up using an adjective from the 

vocabulary of machinery ('cBapHoe') to describe his reproductive organs. And when he 

takes on the mind-body dichotomy, by elaborating his premise that 'HJICH [...] rjiaBHCH 

M03FOB' and prophesying the grim future of a civilization that runs against this truth, the 

effect is both ludicrous and obscure:

B o6meM, xyriH roBopHTb. floMHH Moe CJIOBO, BOT 
HeKyaa 6yaeT pasBHBaTbca, HacraneT o6mHH 
Aa>Ke y caMbix .zrypaKOB, Bpo^e nac c ro6oH. (p. 13)

! Koryja MO3re [sic] 6ojibiue 
HC 6#eT no TCM

A further, very particular linguistic feature of Nikolai Nikolaevich is the prevalence 

of various forms of translation as a means of negotiating between the different registers of 

speech. Most obviously, this occurs in the opening paragraph, in which synonyms are

62
provided in footnotes for three examples of criminal slang. But on an internal level the 

entire text is saturated with paraphrase and translation between various 'languages': 

criminal slang; street slang and common speech; scientific terminology; and the unique 

formulations of NN's idiolect. Thus, the narrator paraphrases what he has understood of 

his colleagues' scientific activity in the low speech that he believes will be understood by 

his interlocutor: he even needs to explain, in the passage quoted earlier, that 'excrement' is 

'shit' ('Kail, TO ecTb TOBHO'). In the other direction, the narrator needs to explain his native 

prison jargon in common speech, for the benefit of the reader as well as his kiryukha: 

KCHBH. To ecTb ^oHocbi.' (p.7); '^ flpony H Tpyxaio, HTO O#HO H TO ^ce' (p.8). 63 All

these exercises in translation elaborate, albeit in topsy-turvy fashion, Aleshkovsky's

62 Eg. 'Bopoeaji' for 'KyponHHJi' (p. 5).
63 When it comes to his own malapropisms, however, NN is less willing to compromise, as we see after he 

coins the phrase 'HC BH/iaTb, KBK CBOHX MOBFOB'. Responding to his interlocutor's objection, NN continues: 

'MOJIMH! 3ro paHbiue roBopmiH "K3K CBOHX yuieH". Tenepb OTKpbiio, MTO yuin MO>KHO paccMorpeib B 

3epKano. FIonpoGyfi >KC paccMorpH MOIFH' (p.42).
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favoured theme of education. They present the comic spectacle of the narrator as a 

blundering, hectoring teacher, an absurd 'coryphaeus' of the unofficial discourses of the 

Stalinist and post-Stalinist era.

Serving the necessary function of helping to render NN's speech more or less 

comprehensible to the reader, such translation also pulls in the opposite direction, towards 

the triumph of the narrator's folly. As in folklore, durachestvo proves contagious, and one 

manifestation of its dominance is at the level of language. NN's idiolect even seeps into 

the speech and thought of his colleagues at the laboratory, a process suggested by this 

early victory over Kimza, who had initially berated NN for his coarse language (p.6), but 

then falls into it himself:

'CnepMa HEM Hy>KHa, HHKOJiaH. CnepMa!!!'
'MTO sa cnepMa?'
'To, MS Hero ^CTH ncwiy Majorca.'
'KaKasi >KC 3TO cnepMa. 3ro - MajicxhefiKa. Majiochba, no-HayMHOMy.'
'Hy, nycTb Majiodpba. ComaceH c/jaBarb #JIH HayKH?' (p.8)

NN's lingo is taken up with particular zest by the akademik, who is grateful to NN for his 

'#o6poe, >KHBoe CJIOBO', and leams to echo the narrator's expressions.64 This newly 

acquired slang supplements his habitual parodying of Marxist-Leninist discourse and 

sloganeering, 65 showing once again how folly provides an alternative to the intelligentsia's 

primary mode of critique - irony. Moreover, there is a natural empathy between NN and 

the akademik, as may be suggested by the latter's nickname, which in criminal jargon may 

denote an 'experienced recidivist'. 66 This empathy comes to the fore in the pair's final 

conversation, discussed earlier, in which the akademik elicits from NN the word

64 See p. 16 ('HC 6yny 63#eTb, He 6yay'); p.39: Tonga H no.npoHHM, xa-xa, K3K BW HSBOJIHJIH noanycTHTb 
repMHHa'; and p.47: TIpn/ieT, Haaeiocb, nopa, H OH [HCJIOBCK] 33B5i)KeT, K3K TW BbipancaeiubCfl, 3aB5DKer H
3aHMCTC5I HaCTOJJmHM jJCJlOlVl'.
65 See, for example, the akademik'?, Stalinist incantations over his scientific experiments: '... A BMCCTO cepnua 
njiaMCHHbiH Morop' (p. 15); and his mimicking of Leninist discourse (p.39).
66 See Dictionary of Russian Slang, ed. by Vladimir Shlyakhov and Eve Adler, 2 nd edn (New York: Barren's, 
1999),p.2.
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* as a definition of their occupation as scientists, of Marxist-Leninism, and of 

Soviet government. This radical simplification of the issues in question is made possible 

by the ascendant authority of the narrator's idiolect.

This pattern emerges still more clearly at the level of narrative development, where the 

spread and triumph of NN's folly is expressed by his triumph as a Priapic figure. The 

increasing deference to the paradoxical authority of NN's language is matched by the 

general subservience of all NN's colleagues at the laboratory to his sexual authority. This 

becomes apparent from the very beginning of NN's employment, and is recognized by 

Kimza:

A y KnM3bi onbiTbi nomjiH ycneujHo, OH HHoryta LUVTHJI Aa>Ke nocxaBHXb naiwrTHHK 
Hjieny saeoAHOH. 4xo6bi OH BCTaeaji c nepebiMH JiynaMH cojinqa. B cxapHHy xaKHe 6biJiH
naMHTHHKH. Ho HX CHCCJ1H. SaCTCCHflJlHCb. A KOTO 3aCTCCHJIJIHCb? BeAb HJ1CH, KHptOXH, CCJ7H

, cawoe maBHoe. FnaBHeH MOSFOB. Mbi JKC Jiex MHjibCH HESBA He 
, a xyaiviH. (p. 13)

Subsequent developments serve to corroborate NN's premise that 'HJICH [...] 

MOSFOB'; and that, as he argues a few pages later, sperm is essential, 'a HHTejiJieKT

na^CHBHoe, CCJIH OH Boo6m,e ny»ceH, noxoMy HTO xyjiH ox nero, KHpK>xa XBI MOH, 

xojiKy, ox HHxeiiJieKxa axoro?' (p. 16). The nature of NN's profession allows his arguments 

to be demonstrated with comic force, since the laboratory becomes entirely dependent for 

its research on his sperm, permitting NN to blackmail his learned colleagues: 'Henero na 

MHC 3KOHOMHK) pa3BOAHXb! [...] MaH^aBoiiiKH! ECJIH 6bi ne H, EM 6bi ne ^HccepxauHH 

aamnmajiH, a CBOH ^conw na jiexyHKe y zmpeicxopa. Ha MOCM xyio ztep^Hxecb!' (p.12).67 

Even the Soviet government becomes dependent on NN's continued productivity when it 

demands his sperm for the artificial insemination of a foreign delegate's wife. Nor is NN's

67 This pattern, whereby the experts are dependent on the fool, also forms the basis ofSinen'kiiskromnyi 
platochek.
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power restricted to the laboratory. His conquest of Vlada, who had described herself to 

him as frigid, is clearly intended as a further graphic illustration of the triumph of matter 

over mind, and of the fool over the professor (Kimza), who cries on hearing of Vlada's 

pregnancy (p.23).

A similar lesson is suggested by the tale's surprising conclusion. NN may have 

acquired some 'intellect' through his experience ('HHiejuieKT - /jejio Ha>KHBHoe'), but his 

pledge on the final page to leave the world of science and learning, and become a cobbler, 

would suggest that he has resolved his dilemma over whether the intellect is 'Boo6me 

Hy>KeH' to his private satisfaction. NN's choice also suggests a rejection of the path of 

idealism, which he had momentarily embraced after reading Don Quixote - '^CM a, 

.zryMaio, 3aHHMaiocb, Kor^a na^o npo/jojmaTb BOHHy c BexpjiHbiMH MejibHHuaMH?' (p.47) - 

and a confirmation of his pledge to utilitarianism, already familiar to the reader through his

/• o

views on science. These views link NN's thought to Stalinist orthodoxy, and certainly it 

is hard to escape the piquancy of NN's specific choice of utilitarian employment. Stalin's 

father, as is well known, was a cobbler;69 while the radical left-wing thinkers of the 1860s 

are forever associated with the comment (coined by Dostoevsky in a satirical lampoon, but 

ever since attributed to Pisarev, or sometimes Chernyshevsky) that boots are worth more 

than Shakespeare. 70 NN's escape from the metaphorical laboratory of Soviet history, then, 

may also serve to retrace its past, both anecdotally and intellectually.

Other readers have found echoes in this conclusion of Pygmalion; and also of 

Voltaire's Candide, whose ending Flaubert found to be an inspired expression of pure

68 See, inter alia, pp.9, 41.
69 As is noted in Chonkin: see Vladimir Voinovich, Zhizn' i neobychaniepriklyucheniya soldata Ivana 

Chonkina (Moscow: Eksmo, 2002), p. 154.
70 See Henry Hardy's clarification of this on the Isaiah Berlin Virtual Library: 

<http://berlin.wolf.ox.ac.uk/lists/quotations/quotations_by_ib.html> [accessed 11 February 2006].
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stupidity ('stupid like life itself). 71 However we choose to read it, we may agree that 

Nikolai Nikolaevich describes, in its overall structure, a movement out of ignorance and 

into ignorance. This circle of folly contains not just the narrator but, by synecdoche, an 

entire society in which ignoramus and expert differ in title only. 72 The sense that the other 

main male characters (Kimza, the akademik, and the mezhdunarodnyi urkd) are either 

doubles or alter egos for the narrator reinforces the comic pattern of NN's self- 

identification and self-projection (while also suggesting a psyche at the very fringes of 

sanity). So too does the identification between NN and Soviet power, which is suggested 

in various ways. The foreign delegate's wife, for example, has NN to thank for being 

'oceMCHfleMafl COBCTCKHM COIOSOM' (p.43). More broadly, NN's life has been almost 

entirely defined by the state, albeit negatively (through punishment). The history of the 

Soviet Union has been the history of his own life, and its key events - such as the death of 

Stalin, or the liberalizing measures of 'Nikita' (which made possible the reopening of the

T\laboratory) - punctuate and structure his monologue. In short, NN has every right to 

declare: '# - HCJIOBCK! COBCTCKHH npHHCM' (p.44).

In some of these respects, Nikolai Nikolaevich continues comic traditions of fool 

literature of the early Soviet era. In the stories of Zoshchenko or the shorter fiction of 

Platonov, the foolish protagonist or narrator is similarly an outsider who is nevertheless 

deeply implicated in the society he describes and often ridicules; indeed, he invests his 

own self-respect in the Soviet state. Arriving in Moscow, the protagonist of Platonov's 

story 'Usomnivshiisya Makar' (1929) looks for the very heart of the capital, 'Hio6ti 

B caMOM u,eHxpe H npoHHKHVTbca ysa^ceHHeM K caMOMy ce6e H K CBoeMy

71 For the first suggestion, thanks to Catriona Kelly. On the echo ofCandide, see Porter, p.35. On Flaubert and 
Candide, see Avital Ronell, Stupidity (Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 2002), p.l 1.
72 '[H]ero MyHHTbCfl MHC - reMHOMy Jiecy Ha# peKOH,' thinks NN, contemplating his ignorance and confusion, 

Haw aKa/ieMHK, y>K y HCPO-TO seesaa BO Ji6y ropHT, caM HH xya TOJIKOM He noHHMaer' (p.42).
73 See, for example, the openings of Chapters 13 and 14, pp.35, 37. Like the singer of 'Pesnya o Staline', NN 
often refers to the Soviet leaders (Lenin, Stalin and Khrushchev) in a familiar or anecdotal fashion: see pp.33, 
37, 38, 45-46.
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rocyzjapcTBy'. 74 As in Nikolai Nikolaevich, folly is socially marginal but symbolically 

central, exerting a centripetal force over fictional reality. ~

But the apotheosis of folly in Nikolai Nikolaevich exceeds its precursors. Platonov 

and others had often used the foolish protagonist or narrator for sociopolitical critique, 

even if, as authors, they refused to see themselves as satirists. One can extract from 

'Usomnivshiisya Makar', or Sokrovennyi chelovek, the essential function of satire to 

compare 'a real and an ideal [society], or a noble dream with a debased reality' (Gilbert 

Higher); 76 and this is how such fiction was read, earning Platonov critical opprobrium. But 

NN, as we have seen, is unable to offer an intelligent critique of the status quo; and nor 

does he wish to. Despite clearly satirical moments, his tale does not lend itself in its 

entirety to accurate description as satire; and it certainly does not seek to tell the truth to 

power. 77 In these respects, it is not hard to understand Aleshkovsky's comment that 'xaivi 

HHKaKOH nojiHTHKH Hex'; or why, as he reports, samizdat-reading Central Committee

78
members found the tale hilarious, and not in the slightest respect threatening.

The genre rediscovered by Aleshkovsky in his flight from plain satire, has, I 

propose, profound resemblances to that invented by Erasmus in Praise of Folly. It is an 

escape into humour and whimsy, on the one hand, and into the philosophical and religious 

speculations of 'foolish wisdom' on the other. It shares these similarities with Moskva- 

Petushki; but in Nikolai Nikolaevich the recovery of Erasmus's strategies is yet more 

comprehensive.

74 Andrei Platonov, Sobranie sochinenii, 2 vols (Moscow: Informpechat', 1998), I, p.526.
75 This pattern can be observed in Revizor in the roles of Bobchinsky and Dobchinsky.
76 Gilbert Highet, The Anatomy of Satire (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1962), pp. 159-60.
77 This role is assumed, in very limited fashion, by the urka; see pp.23, 37.
78 'MHC H3BCCTHO, MTO MHOFHC pa6OTHHKH LJK napTHH HHT3J1H 3Ty KHHry H CMCJJJlHCb - CMCHJlHCb OOTOMy, MTO

OHa aeHCTBHTCJibHO cMCiuHa H K3K-TO eiue He 3aTparHBajia MX K3K napiHHHbix 6oH3'; Glad, p.l 16.
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Nikolai Nikolaevich and The Praise of Folly

NN's celebration of the phallus is of a piece with his praise of folly. 79 Aleshkovsky thus 

recovers the twin key aspects of Stultitia's self-representation (sex and stupidity), and the 

two principal objects of her mock-encomium. Where Venichka's hymn to the bottle 

proved unable to stave off the Gogolian terror of thepoema's final pages, NN's eulogy of 

sexual satisfaction is fully in tune with the vitality and spirit of Erasmian folly.

NN's sheer shamelessness on sexual matters should not discourage comparison 

with Praise of Folly, for Stultitia is similarly vulgar, in her own circumlocutory way, when 

she speaks 'more frankly', at the very opening of her encomium, about her kinship with 

the 'sacred fount', namely 'that part which is so foolish and absurd that it can't be named

Qf\

without raising a laugh'. Stultitia thus associates herself with origins, with the gift of life, 

and with her place at the foundation of human society. From here follow the paradoxical 

arguments by which she 'proves' her importance, beginning with the claim that even the 

'sober philosopher' must stoop to the use of his ridiculous fount, for 'if the philosopher

o i

ever wants to be a father it's me he has to call on - yes, me'.

Stultitia's claims to her own indispensability and primacy are mirrored in NN's 

argument that, 'HJICH [...] maBHeii MOSFOB'; and we have already seen how Aleshkovsky 

makes a similar case to demonstrate the putative dependence of learning on the phallus. 

Certainly, Aleshkovsky goes about corroborating his narrator's thesis in a rather different 

manner from Erasmus, through plot rather than complex rhetoric, while the bluntness of 

NN's expression contrasts starkly with the agility of Stultitia's tongue. Nevertheless

79 An association well captured by the Russian slang for a John Thomas: durak. A comic biographical anecdote 
that precisely captures this celebration can be read in Lev Losev's splendid essay, ' Yuz! Apologia', in Losev, 
Sobrannoe (Ekaterinburg: U-Faktoriya, 2000), pp.603-14 (pp.604-5).
80 Erasmus, Praise of Folly, ed. by A.H.T. Levi, trans. by Betty Radice (London: Penguin, 1993), p.20. 
8 'ibid, p. 19.
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Nikolai Nikolaevich also deals in equivocation and paradox, in its essence and structure, if 

not in its every sentence.

NN is undeniably more stupid than Stultitia, yet not so stupid that he is unable to 

maintain the tension between wisdom and folly, leaving the reader uncertain as to the 

exact balance in his speech and actions of idiocy and cunning, affected simple-mindedness 

and true ignorance. Even his misuse of language may be construed by the reader as

80
deliberate. Moreover, in his encounters with authority, and in his exploitation of his own 

authority in the laboratory, he shows how, in praises of folly, 'foolishness and roguery go 

hand in hand' (Kaiser). 83 NN himself expresses his awareness of this complexity:

H H ecTb AypaK. H Bor, Ha/jeiocb, MCHH npocTHT. MOKCT, a H enpaivib HC ee^aio, HTO a TBopio? 
He Mory noHarb: ee/iaFO a HJIH HC Be/jaro. A noHjm> Ha,ao 6bi AO CxpaiuHoro cyaa. OH xe6e HC 
Hapcya. TaM HC npHKHHembca AypaMKOM H He yH/jeuib B rjiyxyio HecosnaHKy. (p.40)

As both rogue and fool, NN demonstrates how, in life (and especially during interrogations 

by the Soviet authorities), the 'fool' must be aware of his folly in order to get by. In 

literature, too, this self-awareness is essential in order to effect a 'transvaluation of values'. 

Like Praise of Folly', Nikolai Nikolaevich is a double-voiced monologue in which the 

wisdom of the author speaks through the narrator's omissions, idiocies and occasional 

flashes of insight. This slipperiness must also be reflected to some extent in the narrator's 

own speech and his self-awareness: for were NN truly an absolute fool, or a clinical idiot 

(like, say, Faulkner's Benjy in The Sound and the Fury), providing us only with the 

stenogram of a closed consciousness, he would be an unfit agent for the very deliberate 

inversions of foolish wisdom. Thus, Stultitia warns us that she is not in fact ignorant; 84 and 

NN - alluding to Christ's prayer on the cross - tells us that he thinks he knows not what he 

does; unless he does know.

82 Consider, for example, his use of the idiom, 'HC Bnaaib, KBK CBOHX MOBTOB'; see above, n63.
83 Kaiser, p.48.
84 Ibid, p.40.
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What, then, is the foolish wisdom that carries over to Nikolai Niko/aevich'? On the 

one hand, it is an amused perception of society as a ship of fools. Praise of Folly showed 

how satirical elements, though prevalent, could be subordinated to a philosophical, rather 

than didactically ethical imperative, to demonstrate that folly was inescapable; and that 

society was always, of itself, a masquerade, 'a large pretence', and that true wisdom 

consisted in accepting this, rather than setting out to 'spoil the whole play'. 85 Neither 

speaker nor author could be exempt from universal folly. As Kaiser has written of Praise 

of Folly: '[O]f all Erasmus' gestures, none is more human or beguiling than that he places 

himself in the Ship of Fools as one of the passengers'. 86 The Ship of Fools that Erasmus 

had in mind was a riposte to that made so famous at the time by Sebastian Brandt: that is, a 

cargo of sinners en route to damnation. Erasmus was (to the horror of some of his readers) 

far less explicitly concerned with sin, and this is a key to the new ambiguities he was able 

to explore. Indeed, Stultitia mocks those who are excessively pedantic in their religious 

observance or theology.

Nikolai Nikolaevich retains this essential frivolity. NN is a contented passenger on 

the Soviet ship of fools, boasting in the first paragraph of his speech about the benefits his 

ridiculous career has brought him: a flat, a 'Moskvich', and a good wife. His decision to 

leave the arena of science to become a cobbler need not be read as an act of subversion. 

Perhaps he is merely fed up with his job, as he says (p.47); and as Vlada's final comments 

(which end the tale) make clear, the circus of scientific progress will continue without him 

(p.48). In this light, the akademik's final speech, which introduces sin and suffering as the 

wages of Soviet rule, seems particularly out of place, and anticipates rather the tone of 

Aleshkovsky's subsequent, far more indignant fiction, in which the perception of life as a 

maskirovka becomes explicitly linked to the malevolent designs of authority.

85 Erasmus, p.40.
86 Kaiser, p.45.
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The reverse side of the secular frivolity of Nikolai Nikolaevich reveals the didactic 

agenda of Erasmian folly: namely, the celebration of divine wisdom and mystery, and the 

assertion of the limitations of the human intellect.

The Christian bias of Nikolai Nikolaevich may be understated, certainly as 

compared to Aleshkovsky's later fiction, but it surfaces unmistakably towards the end, as 

the quotation given above would suggest. Anticipating Aleshkovsky's later works, the 

final pages also witness the introduction of a religious voice amid the secular babble. In 

Ruka and Sinen'kii skromnyiplatochek such a voice belongs to actual priests or holy men. 

In NN it is the old akademik who suddenly assumes the role, identifying NN on the 

penultimate page as the unconscious and flawed, but authentic vessel of the threatened yet 

unvanquished divine spirit: '"A TBI, KOJIH," roBopHT CTapmc, "nopa,zi,OBaji Mena. He xaK 

npocT H HH3OK HenoBCK, KaK nopOK) Ka^KCTCH. H B sac, iiiajionae, ecTb HCKpa Eom>fl! 

Ecxb!'" (p.47). He concludes their final conversation with an eccentric statement of wise 

folly:

'>! CKa>Ky xe6e no ceKpery, Kojia,' ana^eMHK samenraji MHC B yxo CBOH >KVTKHH ceKper: ' 
), HTO He spa HCHji H TpyaHJicfl B HayKe. MHe, cjiasa Bory, CTajra 

rafiHa ^KHBHH, H a ysepeH, HHKTO ee HC noHMCT. Ra-c\ HHKTO!
3TOFO CTOHJ1O JKHTb BCC 3TH CTpaillHblC TO/ltl.' (p.48)

O-7

Echoing Erasmus's scepticism about the claims of science, the akademik's speech also 

affirms the broader paradox of Praise of Folly, which has its roots in Socrates' 

affirmations of his ignorance and which was captured in Erasmus's comment to Maarten 

van Dorp: that 'part of our knowledge lies in accepting that there are some things we

DO

cannot know'.

The akademik is also reaffirming (in perhaps excessively demonstrative fashion) 

the trajectory of NN's 'education'. The accumulation of negatives in his sermon

87 See Kaiser, p.88.
88 Erasmus, p. 154.
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HenoHflTHa*; 'HHKTO ee He noHMex'; 'HHKTO!') underlines the motifs of 

ignorance and non-comprehension which have pervaded NlsTs encounter with science, 

whatever his own occasional, boastful assertions to the contrary. 89 Likewise the emphasis 

on the 'xaHHa >KH3HH': for even when NN grasps a scientific formula, and proudly vaunts 

his knowledge of it, the reader can see that what is being praised is not science, but God. 

The accessible facts of human knowledge are signs of the unfathomable. Here, NN is 

describing his feelings on being given a mug of water by a woman to cure a hangover: 'He 

snaeiiib, HTO Jiynme - eo^a HJIH 6a6a. M ona 3ara^Ka, H so^a - TO>Ke. Be^b ee Focno^b 

Eor no MOJieKyjie co6npaji #a no axoMy - ̂ Ba Bo^opo^a, O^HH KHCJiopo^. A CCJIH JTHLUHHH 

KaKOH, TO HH3£eu - y)Ke ne onoxMejiHiubCH. Hy^o!' (p.31). The formula does not explain 

water, which remains an enigma (zagadka).

A more obviously identifiable modern descendant of Erasmus, O.K. Chesterton, 

articulated this assault on scientific materialism and 'fatalism' more fully in Orthodoxy 

(1908), where he argues against the capacity of science to render the world 

comprehensible: it only renders the world more miraculous. The so-called 'laws of nature' 

are matters of mystery or 'magic', not necessity. It is not a necessity, and far from logical, 

that the apple should always fall from the tree, or the chicken emerge from the egg. 90 The 

patterns and repeated transformations we note in the natural world are the unstinting 

labour of the Creator, who 'is strong enough to exult in monotony':

It is possible that God says every morning, 'Do it again' to the sun; and every evening, 'Do it 
again' to the moon. It may not be automatic necessity that makes all daisies alike; it may be 
that God makes every daisy separately, but has never got tired of making them. 91

89 See for example p. 15 ('a B STOM aejie He ceKy'); and p.22 ('HHMero He noHHMaio 1 ).
90 See O.K. Chesterton, Orthodoxy (NY: Doubleday, 2001), pp.49-58. The scientist is mistaken, Chesterton 
argues, when he concludes that, 'because one incomprehensible thing constantly follows another 
incomprehensible thing the two together somehow make up a comprehensible thing 1 (p.49).
91 Ibid, p.58.
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NN has similar thoughts about divine labour: it is a chudo, not a necessity, that in every 

atom of water two molecules of hydrogen should be combined with one of oxygen. His 

intuitions suggest what Chesterton precisely articulates: that science is "only a set of 

marvellous facts', not 'a truth connecting those facts'. 92

Like both Chesterton and Erasmus, Aleshkovsky suggests that the proper response 

to God's work and our own fundamental ignorance should be 'elementary wonder', joy 

and gratitude.93 The quoted passage continues with NN considering the properties of air:

MJIH B03,nyx BO3BMH. Tbi 06 HCM Korna AyMaemb? BOT H rjiaeHoe. 'XyjiH AyMaTb, CCJIH ero HC 
BH.HHO'. A B HCM KaKHx raaoB rojibKo Hex! [...] He BH^HO! Box H HVJKHO, Hxo6bi HEM, JIKWIM, 

noGojibme o TOM, nero He BH^HO. O B03,zryxe, o eo^e, o jnoGsH H o CMepTH. Tor^a H 
H 6jiaro,napHO. (p.31).

NN's scolding of his kiryukha is a thinly disguised hymn to creation; and we will see how 

the common roots that Aleshkovsky shares with Chesterton in Franciscan praises of 

creation become more clearly visible in Ruka. Like St Francis, Erasmus, Chesterton, and 

other 'jongleurs de Dieu\ Aleshkovsky draws on the New Testament virtues of Christian 

childishness and simplicity, embodied in NN.

At the same time, the sense of primary wonder that comes to the fore in such 

passages betrays the origins of fool literature in philosophy as much as religion. 94 NN's 

bullying of his kiryukha to think about the invisible echoes Stultitia's appeal, at the very 

climax of her speech, to 'the contemplation of invisible things'. Such contemplation is the 

occupation of the ecstatic fool in Christ, but its value, as she shows, was first articulated 

most significantly by Plato, who 'defines philosophy as a preparation for death, because it

92 Ibid, pp.48-9.
93 Ibid,p.51.
94 Socrates says of wondering': 'this is where philosophy begins and nowhere else'; 'Theaetetus', in Plato,
Complete Works, ed. by John M. Cooper (Hackett: Indianapolis/Cambridge, 1997). pp. 157-234 (p. 173).
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leads the mind from visible and bodily things, just as death does"; and who enshrined this 

lesson in his parable of the cave. ~

Like many of the protagonists of fool literature, NN is also an ambassador of the 

unseen: as a pickpocket he is known as the 'KapMaHHHK-HeBH^HMKa' (p.35); and as a 

reader, he weeps in sympathy over the delusions of literature's most famous exponent of 

the arts of the invisible, Don Quixote (p.47). Through such tropes, and though the 

exaggerated folly of his narrator, which he develops along Erasmian lines, Aleshkovsky is 

able to recover the sense of religious and philosophical wonder that may be proposed as 

the reply to all secular certainties, whether scientific, materialist or otherwise.

I have argued, on the basis of Nikolai Nikolaevich, that a grammar for Aleshkovskian folly 

may be sought in the Western Christian tradition of literary foolery, and most specifically 

in the influential tradition of Erasmus, whose descendants in the fool tradition of European 

fiction and thought include Cervantes, Chesterton and numberless others. My reading, 

however, is not an attempt to assert certain direct influence, or concealed imitation; nor 

should it exclude the manifest debts owed by Aleshkovsky to native literary and cultural 

tradition. Precedents for the passages quoted above may rightly be sought also in the work 

of writers more culturally and historically proximate to Aleshkovsky. NN's expressions of 

wonder and sense of the miraculous may, for example, be set alongside those of Alesha 

Karamazov. His willed naivety in the teeth of materialist explanation connects him more 

broadly to a flourishing Dostoevskian tradition of pre and post-Revolutionary intellectuals, 

from Rozanov and Aleksei Losev to Yury Mamleev. Whether in Dostoevsky or Losev, the 

religiously-informed questioning of the explanatory primacy of science involves the

95 Erasmus, pp. 128-29.
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appropriation of a tone and an authorial position that interpreters have been quick to link to 

yurodstvo. %

To what extent, then, may Nikolai Nikolaevich be said to be informed by holy 

foolery? Certainly, as in the fiction of Aleshkovsky's 'teacher' Dostoevsky, such a parallel 

is reinforced by a range of motifs and characteristics prevalent both in the reported 

historical practice of yurodivye Khrista radi and in their cultural reception. The variety of 

registers and jargons in NN's speech, where foul language is interspersed with childish- 

sounding flights of the spirit, and the apparent coexistence in his personality of the coarse 

and the exalted are redolent of the polarities of the code of yurodstvo. More specifically, 

the shocking traits of NN's character and language - his penchant for self-exposure, sexual 

license and scatology - all have significant precedents in the scandalous antics of 

Orthodox holy fools, especially the saloi?1

Yet, however persuasive some of these connections may be, it is equally clear - 

indeed, it is a distinguishing feature of the work - that NN invokes tropes of Russian 

spirituality only to turn them on their head. As with Erofeev's Venichka, alien elements of 

levity alter the traditional native patterns of holy foolery.

Yurodstvo, whether in literature or hagiography, bears a vital nexus of concerns that 

are notable by their absence in Nikolai Nikolaevich, among them: asceticism, particularly 

of the flesh; radical spiritual didacticism within an eschatological framework; and 

extravagant anti-aestheticism, even, as the etymology of the word suggests, monstrosity. 

Above all, the principles of abasement and self-sacrifice which weigh so heavily on the 

yurodivye (heaviness being one of the crucial aesthetic features of yurodstvo) receive

96 NN's paeans to air and water, cited above, have much in common, in their tone of childish naivety and 
religious awe, with the outbursts of the philosopher (and secret monk) Aleksei Losev against the 'objectivist' 
claims of physics and astronomy, in his Dialektika mifa (1930). Ivan Esaulov argues for the 'holy foolishness' 
of these outbursts in his article, 'Two Facets of Comedic Space in Russian Literature of the Modern Period: 
Holy Foolishness and Buffoonery', in Reflective Laughter: Aspects of Humour in Russian Culture, ed. by 
Lesley Milne (London: Anthem, 2004), pp.73-84.
97 See my Introduction, pp. 14-15.
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predominantly comic treatment in the personality of NN, of whom it could be said, as it 

was said of Erasmus in the light of Praise of Folly, that his attitude to sin is all but 

frivolous. Like Stultitia, NN is able to claim the satisfaction of both body and soul; sex and 

love. His 'triumph', like hers, is truly universal, though its connotations may echo most 

strongly in the Russian literary context: the rogue's choice of life over death (as he tells 

Kimza: X 6jwth, He MepiBbie ayiiiH rocy^apCTBa 3a6nBaio, KaK MHHHKOB, a CBe>KyK) 

CBOIO po^Hyio cnepMy! [...] # - nejioBeK.''); 98 the victory, in the face of scientific 

materialism, of free will and self-realization over the neuroses, defeatism and inaction of 

the type heralded by the Underground Man; and the refusal to embrace seriously the role 

of victim, whether as masochistic durak, or 'humiliated Christ'.

NN is thus also one of the most affirmative works in Russian literature, outside the 

traditions of Chernyshevsky and Socialist Realism." The somewhat dismissive remarks 

often made by critics about Aleshkovsky - to the effect that his work is simplistic in its 

optimism - rather miss the point. Aleshkovsky's originality and bravery lie precisely in the 

exuberance and vitality with which he marked his debut in Nikolai Nikolaevich. In later 

works, where Aleshkovsky confronts more directly the catastrophe of Stalinism and its 

legacy, these qualities endure, though the context in which they survive loses the frivolity 

of Nikolai Nikolaevich. Sin and conscience come very much to the fore. This leads to 

accompanying transformations in the thematics of folly, whose place in Aleshkovsky's 

fiction nevertheless remains central.

98 See p. 12; the affirmation is repeated on p.44. Aleshkovskian vitality is in contrast to the dominant trends of 
non-conformist prose generally, as reflected in the prose of Venedikt Erofeev, Yury Mamleev and others.
99 On which, see Rufus W. Mathewson, Jr., The Positive Hero in Russian Literature (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 1958).
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Chapter Three 

The Curse of Reason and the Gifts of Folly in Aleshkovsky's novel Ruka

The 1970s witnessed a surge in Aleshkovsky's literary ambition and confidence. Having 

further explored the narrative possibilities of the monologue in the picaresque Kenguru 

(written 1974-75) and the deliriously satirical Maskirovka (written 1977), Aleshkovsky 

drove his chosen form to its rhetorical limits in his longest novel, Ruka (written 1977-78),' 

which was accurately described by Brodsky as a 'MOHOJIOF Been KoniMapnoH pyccKOH 

HCiopHH 3xoro CTOJieiHfl'. 2 If Nikolai Nikolaevich may be viewed as an Erasmian jeu 

d'esprit recast in convict slang, in Ruka playfulness and jocosity bear more sinister forms, 

belonging to the realm of the Satanic Soviet 'System' (Sistema), described as 

'coBepineHHo opranHSOBaHHaa npecTyrmocTt' (p.413). 3 High moral seriousness is 

accompanied by a determination to avoid any accommodation with evil and any veiling of 

the full monstrosity of Soviet (and especially Stalinist) history. Indeed, Ruka stands apart 

from dominant trends in non-conformist intellectual life of 1970s Moscow, when a culture 

of anekdoty, parody and ironic familiarity with Soviet discourse enabled, as Andrei Zorin 

has written, an 'nrpa B o^oMauiHHBaHHe nyaoBHiirHOH CHCTCMW'. Ruka contains irony and 

anekdoty in abundance, but these express authorial indignation, rather than serving as 

testimony of the widespread feeling that (in Zorin's words) 4 MHp COBCTCKOFO o<|)HijHO3a 

naMH KaK "^OM PO^HOH", KaK HeKor^a cicaaaji o xepnoBOM Kycxe Epaieu;

1 References, to be given after quotations in the text, are to Ruka. Povestvovanie palacha, in Yuz Aleshkovsky, 
Sobranie sochinenii, 3 vols (Moscow: Ripol Klassik, 2001), l, pp.229-538. 1 am calling Ruka a novel following 
its definition as such in the first published edition (New York: Russica, 1980).
2 Brodsky went on to affirm that Ruka is 'npe>K,ae ecero MOHOJIOF caMoro «3biKa, TOFO JBbiKa, KoxopbiH, KaK H

ero KaparejibHa^ CHCTCMa, He 3Haer ce6e paBHbix'; cited by T.A. Sotnikova in her entry on 
Aleshkovsky in Russkie pisateli 20 veka: Biograficheskii slovar', ed. by P. A. Nikolaev (Moscow: Bol'shaya 
Rossiiskaya Entsiklopediya, 2000), p.23. 
3 On the (prevalent) identification of Communism with the Devil in Ruka, see especially pp.5 14-19.
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KpojiHK'.4 Though grotesque and often deranged, Ruka is a book of sober fury, and this 

sobriety - reflected in the need for a clear-sighted view of the past, and, more literally, in 

the narrator's highly cautious consumption of vodka - itself strikes a new note both in 

Aleshkovsky's corpus and in late-Soviet non-conformist prose generally, which was 

marked by its highly alcoholic tendencies (as typified, among the authors studied here, by 

the fiction of Venedikt Erofeev and Yury Mamleev). 5

Genetically, also, Ruka is a work with few, if any, precedents outside the corpus of 

Aleshkovsky's own fiction. The epigraph, according to Edward J. Brown, reports a 

comment by Conrad on Heart of Darkness, 6 but Marlow's monologue is far shorter and 

more controlled than that of KGB colonel Vasily Shibanov. A 300-page outburst of bile, 

confession, traumatic recollection and historical speculation, Ruka has succeeded in 

deterring extensive critical engagement, while Aleshkovsky's achievement in sustaining a 

compelling and intricate narrative over such a stretch has gone largely unacknowledged. 7

With its sporadic lapses into madness, Ruka echoes the tragicomic insanity of 

Maskirovka. In its interweaving of fantasy, anecdote and history, it recalls Kenguru. But 

where, in Kenguru, Aleshkovsky took as his comic narrator the international thief Fan 

Fanych, who never saw any more of the Leader than his foot, Ruka is narrated by a KGB

4 A.L. Zorin, 'Ot Galicha k Prigovu', Rossiya/Russia 1 (1998), 153-66 (p. 162).
5 The scourge of alcoholism in the Soviet Union is discussed in Ruka on pp. 239-40, while the notebooks of
Venedikt Erofeev contain the following intriguing entry: 'K)3 AJICUJKOBCKHH: Hejibsa o6jiernaTb 
ajiKorojieM. Crpa,aaHHfl AOJDKHBI 6biTb HHCTW'; Venedikt Erofeev, Sobranie sochinenii, ed. by V. Murav'ev, 2 
vols (Moscow: Vagrius, 2001), II, p.35 1 . Indeed, Maskirovka and Ruka appear to be informed (unlike Nikolai 
Nikolaevich) by a critical view of Russian drinking habits as an instrument of state oppression. 
6 See Edward J. Brown. 'Zinoviev, Aleshkovsky, Rabelais, Sorrentino, Possibly Pynchon, Maybe James Joyce, 
and Certainly Tristram Shandy: a Comparative Study of a Satirical Mode', Stanford Slavic Studies, 1 (1987), 
307-25 (p.320).
7 A partial exception is Brown, who praises Shibanov's 'remarkable' performance and 'heteroglossia'; Brown, 
pp.3 19-20. Robert Porter omits the work in a chapter on Aleshkovsky and Vladimir Sorokin in Porter, Russia 's 
Alternative Prose (Oxford: Berg, 1994), pp.3 1-42. Ruka is also effectively ignored in the survey of 
Aleshkovsky in Mark Lipovetsky, Russian Postmodernist Fiction: Dialogue with Chaos, ed. by Eliot 
Borenstein (New York: M.E. Sharpe, 1999), pp.1 17-22. For a discussion of the novel in a Bakhtinian key, 
based on a reading of the abbreviated English translation by Susan Brownsberger (1989), see M. Keith Booker 
and Dubravka Juraga, Bakhtin, Stalin, and Modern Russian Fiction: Carnival, Dialogism and History 
(Westport, CT: Greenwood, 1995), pp. 103-22. See also K. Sapgir's perceptive review, 'Volk i zvezdy', 
Kontinent, 28 (198 1), 422-26.
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colonel who, as Stalin's henchman, is able to explore his employer's psychology in depth. 

Stalinism - arguably Aleshkovsky's key thematic concern throughout his career - finally 

takes centre stage. Brutal and historically credible descriptions of Collectivization, the 

Purges, and the Gulag overshadow the work's purely fictional elements, rendering Ruka a 

powerfully realistic indictment of Soviet rule. 8

The gravity of the book's topic is offset by its highly unpredictable plot and its 

humour. The latter serves the purposes both of satirical irony and of the novel's 

paradoxical exploration of intelligence and folly. Whilst reason, often personified as 

Razum, is held responsible in Ruka for the dulling of the mind (tupost*) and even 

derangement displayed by Stalin and others, various manifestations of innocuous folly 

(often represented by Soul or Dushd) are proposed as the means of psychological and 

spiritual regeneration. This dichotomy of Reason and Soul runs through the entire novel, 

and represents one conflict in the split psychology of the narrator, who reports towards the 

end: 'Kama y Mena xaKaa-xo B FOJIOBC. R B ayiiie nnme ropasAO H npome...' (p.510). 

Ruka thus presents itself as a psychomachia, fought in the narrator's mind and projected by 

him onto Stalin and humanity at large, with the battle between Reason and Soul proving 

inseparable from the struggles of vice and virtue, God and the Devil, madness and sanity. 

The 'praise of folly' that emerges is fundamental, I will argue, to the novel's 

philosophical, religious and historical concerns, and to its attempts to wrest hope from 

despair. It is also fundamental to the novel's complexities and ambivalences, setting, for 

example, 'bad' stupidity (tupost') against types of folly (among them ignorance, 

foolishness, childishness) that, in certain contexts, are deemed positive.

The following, detailed analysis is aimed at rendering these complexities clearer, 

and at providing the necessary framework to do so. Thus, I first summarize Shibanov's

8 The most gruesome episode is the cannibalization by fellow convicts of the father of Shibanov's interlocutor 
(pp.498-506). On historical precedents for this, see Zhak Rossi, Spravochnikpo GULagu (London: Overseas 
Publications Interchange, 1987).
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elaborate, non-linear narrative (Part One, below) and demonstrate its significant debt to 

illustrious predecessors, including Dumas and, above all, Dostoevsky, with whose final 

novel, Brat'ya Karamazovy, Ruka is in constant sub-textual dialogue (Part Two). Part 

Three is devoted to the narrator Shibanov, to his complex credentials as a 'fool narrator' 

and to the relevance both to him and to his monologue of the paradigm of vurodstvo 

Khrista radi. After discussing the critique of Reason in Ruka, and its relevance to the 

portrait of Stalin (Part 4), I then turn to the novel's celebration of folly (Part Five), 

illustrating the influence of Dostoevsky but also extending the comparison with the 

Erasmian and Chestertonian traditions of folly made on the basis of Nikolai Nikolaevich in 

Chapter Two. The values and philosophical ideas that are at stake in these processes are 

addressed in Part Six.

In conclusion, I argue that Ruka is caught between a 'praise of folly' whose values 

and levity are held as desirable, even ideal; and the reality of a cultural and historical 

context in which, without freedom, the only escape into folly available is supplied by the 

tragic masks ofyurodstvo.

1. A 'Hangman's Narrative'

The determining event in Shibanov's life was his orphanhood at the age of twelve during 

the campaigns of forced Collectivization. In the winter of 1929 his native village of 

Odinka was stormed by children of his own age. Behind these 'sons of the Revolution' 

came the Chekists, led by Ponyat'ev, the father of the man to whom Shibanov is now 

addressing his monologue almost fifty years later. Opposed to Collectivization, Shibanov's 

father asserted the villagers' constitutional right to remain independent in a letter to Stalin. 

The upshot of his efforts was a reply claiming to come from Stalin but faked by Ponyat'ev,
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and the Chekists' disarming, deception and execution of every adult in the village. As the 

massacre took place Shibanov was sat on an iced-over log by Ponyat'ev's son, tied to it 

and made to sing the Internationale. For Shibanov the consequences of this sadism were 

impotence and a life-long hatred of the socialist anthem, and in particular of its hero, 

Indignant Reason (Razum vozmushchennyi). 9

The course of Shibanov's biography since then has been rather improbable. After 

spending his adolescence in the 'Anti-Fascist Children's Home', where he was put in a 

position of authority over his fellow orphans, he escaped with two friends, Sashka and 

Pashka, thanks to the efforts of Pashka's highly-placed uncle and the direct intervention of 

Stalin (pp.352-57). At his new school for the privileged, Shibanov developed his ambitions 

to rise through the System in order to take his vengeance upon it, and specifically on those 

who killed his parents and their fellow-villagers. 10 This self-appointed destiny became 

plausible when, one fine day, he came across Stalin picking mushrooms in the woods and 

saved him from a rabid dog, felling it with a single blow of his fist (pp.361-63). He was 

rewarded with a career as one of Stalin's top henchmen, a nickname (Rukd) to describe his 

favoured weapon, 11 and a licence to weed out and execute whomsoever he wished, 

provided he could, through the total fabrication of evidence, convince his paranoid boss of 

the suspect's potential threat. Sharing a rapport founded on mutual cynicism, Stalin and 

Shibanov are, we will see, portrayed as virulent antagonists of an ideology whose survival 

they ensured.

At the time of speaking, almost a half-century after the events at Odinka, Shibanov 

is close to fulfilling his programme of revenge. The year is 1977, as may be inferred by

9 For the raid on Odinka, see pp.242-51. Shibanov says he was in his thirteenth year ('Ha TpHHanuaTOM rony'); 
p.255.
10 Shibanov told Pashka's uncle: 'MCKHCTOM xoqy 6wTb [...] eparoe Hapoaa aaBHTb xony! FloKa He noaoxHy.

6yzty!' (p.357).
" As one of his many physiological quirks, Shibanov has a gigantic hand, whose palm is thirty centimetres 
long (p. 256).
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Shibanov's 'celebration' in the course of his week-long monologue of the sixtieth 

anniversary of the October Revolution, which is also his sixtieth birthday (pp.496, 517). 

The addressee is the final villain of Odinka to be brought before Shibanov's private court. 

After denouncing his father (Ponyat'ev) in order to advance his career, he took the name 

Vasily Gurov. Now a corrupt and successful player in the sausage industry, Gurov has 

been ambushed by security men in his dacha and is the audience for Shibanov's crowning 

performance, the 'hangman's narrative' that we are reading. At its end, Shibanov 

promises, Gurov will face certain death. As with his previous victims, Shibanov draws out 

the pleasure of retribution by demonstrating to Gurov the absolute fallaciousness of the 

System, and of his own allegiance to it: hence, in part, the monologue's length, and the 

artistic justification of its extended socio-political polemic. He also brings before Gurov 

his ancient father, who was cannibalized by fellow convicts following an escape from 

Kolyma (p.501). Ponyat'ev is still alive but has neither arms nor legs, and has lost the 

ability to speak.

Shibanov's monologue does not conclude, however, as he initially intended, and he 

ends by requesting and receiving his own death at Gurov's hand. While Shibanov's 

effective suicide reflects his gathering mental confusion and distress, his sparing of 

Gurov's life suggests the influence upon him of a string of religiously-inclined, mainly 

Christian individuals whom he has interrogated in the course of his career and who are 

grouped together in the narrative as the Brat'ya (Brothers) or edinomyshlenniki. At certain 

points Shibanov breaks off to report directly the views of the Brothers, most prominently 

those of Frol Vlasych Gusev, whose two 'depositions', written in Shibanov's office, are 

cited by the narrator in their entirety (pp.413-23, 467-83). The first provides a serio-comic 

history of the separation of the former lovers, Reason and Soul, during the October 

Revolution, leading to the stubborn and catastrophic isolation of (Indignant) Reason,
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which, deprived of Soul and therefore of God, is nothing less than the Devil. 12 In the 

second deposition, Frol, who clearly identifies himself with Soul, continues his dialogue 

with Reason, now portrayed as a useless drunkard still reeling from a fifty-year binge 

which began with the Revolution. 13

The final thirty pages ofRuka, describing Shibanov's metanoia, provide the work's 

most novelistic section. Flashbacks to different points in the past continue to divide the 

reader's attention, but there is for the first time an unambiguous and significant 

development in the present tense and a bringing together of the book's various strands. 

Having first arranged for Gurov himself to be humiliated and killed, following his own 

death, Shibanov renounces this plan also. God, he tells his subordinate Ryabov, 'cnac 

MeHfl c noMornbio Opona Bjiacuna H naMjrra 06 oxije ox nocjie^Hero HenpocxnxejiBHoro 

iiiara B nponacxb' (p.530). The theme of compassion (associated with Soul) finally 

surfaces, not just in Shibanov's decision to spare Gurov, but also in his recollection of a 

sharp feeling of selfless love and pity ('cxpacxnoe cocxpa^aHHe') when observing the 

sexual encounters which Gulag convicts were forced to negotiate through a fence (p.507); 

and in the softening of his attitude to one of those convicts, Ponyat'ev, who, Shibanov 

accepts, has suffered enough and for whom he wishes a 'human death' (p.516). 14

12 '/JbflBOji ecjb MejiOBCHecKHH pasyM, jimiiHBiiJHHCfl Bora' (p.414); similarly, p.415.
13 This portrait of Soul's former partner suggests a mocking view of the elevated tropes of Russophiles such as 
Berdyaev, who wrote that the narod (bearer of the Russian soul) desires and awaits its husband; Nikolai 
Berdyaev, Dusha Rossii (Moscow, 1915), p.10. The opposition of'Russian Soul' and 'Enlightened Reason' 
was 'nationalized', as Svetlana Boym has written, in the second half of the 19th century; see Boym, Common 
Places: Mythologies of Everyday Life in Russia (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1994), pp.84-85. 
Aleshkovsky, however, pointedly avoids 'national' mythologization, whether in Ruka or elsewhere; see his 
send-up of Tyutchev: Tlopa, MOH apyr, e/zpe'Ha Mart,,/ VMOM POCCHPO noHHMaib./ A npe.nnHcaHbe " 
eepHTb"/ Ha BpeMfl cjie^yer noxepHTb'; Sintaksis, 9 (1981), p.41.
14 '.H re6e >Kejiaio, FloHflTbeB, HejioseHecKOH KOHMHMW...' On compassion, see Part Six, below.
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2. Intertextuality in Ruka

Dialogue with literary predecessors abounds as a prevalent feature and, at times, theme of 

Ruka, and has significant consequences for my topic. It derives in realistic fashion from 

Shibanov's self-confessed bookishness, which was nurtured at the orphanage; and from his 

penchant for complex improvisations, which he was able to indulge in a thoroughly 

cynical manner as a criminal investigator under Stalin. In the 1930s and 1940s, Shibanov 

comments, the Lubyanka and every other such establishment on Soviet soil might well 

have been renamed '/JoiviaMH jraxepaTOpoB' (p.259). Concocting far-fetched crimes to pin 

on Enemies of the People was an ideal employment for a 4 Hey#aBiiinHca GejuieTpncx' 

(p.434) like Shibanov. Fiction, in this debased sense, forms part of the association 

throughout Ruka of the demonic (Soviet) with the artful, the ludic and the cruel.

The most explicit instance of intertextuality in Ruka is of a more noble variety, 

namely, Shibanov's identification with the self-styled Count of Monte Cristo (Dantes). 

Shibanov found in Dumas' epic (1844-45), which he read at the orphanage, a model for his 

own dedication to a life of revenge. It became his favourite book (p.340), and the Count 

his '6eccMepTHtiH npHaxejib' (p.509). 15 The parallels between the fates of the Count and 

Shibanov are too extensive to describe in detail here, but it is clear that they reflect both a 

common point of departure (flagrant injustice, the murder of the father, and escape from 

confinement), and a comparable process of revenge, some episodes of which mirror one

15 Aleshkovsky himself claims to have found in the works of Dumas (along with those of Pushkin, Jules Verne 
and Mayne Reid) a moral touchstone that has served him since childhood; see his 'Avtobiograficheskaya 
spravka', in Sobranie sochinenii, ill, pp.535-38 (p.536). Stephen Dedalus also shares Shibanov's childhood 
enthusiasm for The Count of Monte Cristo, though Joyce's hero broods more on the romantic heroine Mercedes 
than on 'the figure of that dark avenger'; see James Joyce, A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man (1916; 
London: Everyman, 1991), pp.64-67 (p.64).
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another closely. Thus, like Shibanov with Gurov, the Count decides, in his duel with 

Albert, that Albert will live, and he (the count) will die. 16

Here, too, one can note the manner in which, through intertextuality, Ruka both 

invites postmodernist play and actively resists it. For Shibanov frequently rebels against 

his self-identification with the Count, either because he does not consider himself worthy 

('# - FOBHO, a He rpatf) MoHxe-KpHcio'), 17 or because he blames (or wishes to blame) his 

'Monte-Cristo complex' for his mental confusion and excesses of cruelty (pp.293, 509). 

These latter complaints suggest that truth and morality must be found by each individual in 

himself; and that they must be sought through life, not literature, whose examples can 

mislead.

In general, the visible intertexrual links in Ruka tend to appeal to popular cultural 

reference points. Few authors were more widely-loved than Dumas in the latter decades of 

the Soviet Union. 18 Jack London also receives a mention, for his story 'Love of Life', 

which, as Shibanov mentions, was admired by Lenin (p.502). Among Russian writers, 

Pushkin features prominently. 19 Skazki provide another significant backdrop to events in a 

country which Shibanov calls the 'kingdom of chance' (tsarstvo sluchainosti). His 

recollection of his descent one night with Stalin into the Lenin mausoleum, for example, is 

spliced with a fantasy about Ivan-Tsarevich making the same journey in order to provide 

Lenin with a proper (Orthodox) burial. The fairy-tale context, imbued with Christian 

significance, is used to re-humanize monumental figures who are otherwise more likely to 

draw the cold censure of both narrator and reader:

16 Alexandre Dumas, The Count of Monte Cristo, trans. by Robin Buss (London: Penguin, 2003), pp.983-86.1 
am grateful to Jennifer Baines for indicating the extent of the connection.
17 Ruka, p.286; similarly, p.304.
18 Klaus Mehnert, The Russians and Their Favourite Books (Stanford: Hoover Institution Press, 1983), p.96.
19 In Frol's first deposition, he appears in the flesh, gazing out from the balcony of his St Petersburg house at 
the October Revolution; p.415.
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M BoibMer HeaH-uapeBHM memoro MejioeeMKa Ha pyKH, KaK ^eroK 6epyr, 3acH\Bwnx B 
rocTHx OT cnajiKoro H3\iopa, H nepeneceT ero Ha pyKax ry/ia, rje Bceivi nojio>KeHO noKOMTbca 
or BCKa, H noMo;iHTCfl Ha KoiieHflx, MTo6bi npMHJuia Marb Cbipa-3ei\i.nfl xorb HTo-Hn6y,nb, xoxb 

o/iHy, ocjaBUjyjocfl or MejiOBeica HecnacTHoro, OT pa6a Eo>Kbero - 
. (p.437)

The frequent appeal to skazki is part of a general pattern by which the fictional world of 

Ruka appears to organize itself around common denominators, enabling, as I will discuss, 

the disclosure of universal aspects of humanity even in such men as Stalin or Lenin. This 

disclosure is central both to the novel's moral enquiry and to its 'praise of folly'.

Beneath these largely popular cultural reference points in Ruka lies a sub-textual 

web too vast to be encompassed in a brief summary. 20 Here, I wish to indicate above all 

the dialogue with Dostoevsky's Brat'ya Karamazovy, a hidden influence that pervades the 

philosophical concerns of Ruka. 21

Both Ruka and Brat'ya Karamazovy explore, and seek to undermine, a worldview 

which rejects God and founds itself on self-sufficient human reason. Unsurprisingly, 

therefore, Ruka engages deeply with the anguish of Ivan Karamazov and his famous 

'Legend'.

The philosophical dilemmas that torment Ivan Karamazov resonate in the most 

important dialogues between Shibanov and the Brothers. Thus, Ivan's refusal to accept that 

there can be any forgiveness or justification for the torture of a single little child, and his 

subsequent rejection of all Christian theodicy, is echoed in the conversation between 

Shibanov and a priest. The evil referred to by Ivan has materialized in the events at 

Odinka, and Shibanov asks the priest how it is possible for him to react to the monstrosity

20 Hamlet suggests itself as a particularly fertile source for comparison, whether to explore Shibanov's possible 
madness; the apparitions of the ghost of his father, imploring him to seek his own salvation rather than revenge 
(p.357); his staging of plays and films for Stalin; or his eventual 'suicide' at Gurov's hands. Within Russian 
prose, the influence of Gogol and Bulgakov on Shibanov's perception of the Devil is especially tangible 
(Gogol's 'Shinel" is in fact cited at several points in the narrative: see, for example, pp.378-79). Other 
important precursors, from Avvakum to Chekhov, will be discussed in the course of the chapter.
21 Booker and Juraga argue by contrast that 'the Dostoevsky work that provides the best illumination of Ruka is 
probably Notes from Underground". However, they also observe that, 'Structurally, the entire novel is highly 
reminiscent of the "Grand Inquisitor' section of The Brothers Karamazov'. See Booker and Juraga, pp. 110-11.

129



of his own childhood suffering and to find sense in a universe that allows it (pp.315-18)." 

In Frol's two depositions, the shadow of Ivan's thought again looms large. The 

unacceptability of random evil and injustice, and of impregnable divine mysteries, has led 

Reason to declare to Soul: 'EcjiH TBOH Bor He CHHMaex xparasMa cymecTBOBaHHH, TO a 

caM ero CHHMy! ft cau no ce6e!' (p.419) As he goes about destroying the old world and 

building the new, Reason warns Soul, 'ne Meinan HaM, He Menial!' (p. 196), rather as the 

Grand Inquisitor reproaches Christ for returning merely to get in the Inquisitor's way. 23

Ivan's legend, though never mentioned, also elicits many correspondences in 

Shibanov's interpretation of the October Revolution and its consequences. Ivan's cynical 

certainty, articulated by the Grand Inquisitor, that the masses would happily sacrifice 

freedom for material security ('bread') has become historical reality. Satan's first 

temptation of Christ - to turn stones into bread - is central to both texts. In 1917, 

according to Shibanov, the Devil, 'Koxopbiii He CMOF B cBoe BpeMH HCKycHXb Xpncxa 

xjie6oM' (p.266), finally succeeded, with the help of the Bolsheviks and the 'insane' 

intelligentsia, in landing his prize catch - the Russian proletariat. The country turned into a 

'labour camp' run by authorities who themselves do not believe in the manifestly 

unattainable ideals they propagate, such as the world commune, and which continues to 

function only thanks to the sophisticated punitive mechanisms of the state and the 

enslavement of the peasantry. The authority of the Soviet leadership is presented as being 

founded on deliberate deception, like the authority of the Grand Inquisitor, who says he

O A

will lie to the masses that he is feeding them in Christ's name.

But the legend is travestied by Aleshkovsky, as well as imitated. While the 

Inquisitor's vision of his own authority was predicated on a notion of social justice, which

22 Shibanov calls the priest by a vast number of different names, from 'Lev Nikolaevich' (Tolstoy) to Tedor 
Mikhailych' (Dostoevsky).
23 '3aMeM xe TBI npmueji HaM Memaib?'; F. M. Dostoevsky, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii. 30 vols (Leningrad:
Nauka, 1972-90), XIV, p.229.
24 Ibid,p.231.
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should embrace all humanity and not just 'the chosen few" (izbrannye) capable of 

following Christ's arduous example,25 in the Soviet Union described by Shibanov the 

Devil has reneged even on his promise of feeding the people. Bread has to be bought 

abroad, while the workers starve (p.267). In the Inquisitor's Utopia, all would be happy bar 

the authorities, who would take on themselves the sins of the infantilised masses and the 

sin of their own deception; in Ruka, the authorities - executioners like Shibanov and Stalin 

- are miserable and paranoid, while the masses (and especially the crushed peasantry) are 

embittered and hungry.

This image of Soviet society is in some respects more like the chaos that the Grand 

Inquisitor prophesied would reign in a post-Christian atheist society before men such as he 

took over; it does not borrow from the Inquisitor's fantasy of total control and 

regimentation in the way that Zamyatin's My or Orwell's 1984 might be said to do. On the 

other hand, Shibanov certainly does emphasize the condition of the people's enslavement 

which is the premise of the Inquisitor's vision. 26 The common man (muzhik), Shibanov 

explains, works for a ruling caste which plunders his salary, siphoning it off to finance its 

own privileges or the national defence budget. But the muzhik can't complain too loudly, 

or he'll be told: 'pa3 OT^an Tbi BJiacib B nauiH pyKH, TO CH#H H He nyxan. O6paxHO MH ee 

Te6e, MHJieHbKHH, He ox^a/THM' (p.236). The 'duped crowd' (okhmurennaya tolpa) has 

been punished for its instinctive urge 'to seek someone to bow down before'('KOMy 6bi 

noKJioHHTbCfl', p.391). This very question, 'npe# KCM npe^KJioHHTbCfl?', had been

0*7

described by the Inquisitor as humanity's eternal anguish.

In both novels the new deal between the elite and the masses presupposes a 

corresponding gulf in intelligence and knowledge. The Grand Inquisitor has joined 'the 

clever people' (umnye\ who alone can distinguish good and evil, while the masses are to

25 Ibid, p.234.
26 Ibid, pp.230-31; on the enslavement of the masses in Ruka, see pp.266-67.
27 Dostoevsky, xiv, p.231.
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be sentenced to ignorance and "sweet" childish happiness - the price for the loss of their

 J O

freedom, but one which they will readily accept. An analogous situation has obtained in 

Shibanov's Soviet Union. The narod has been "criminally stupefied' (prestupno 

ogluplyaemyi) over decades, a process made worse by television (p.434). However, in 

contrast to Ivan's legend, the asceticism and 'cleverness' of the authorities in Shibanov's 

Soviet Union are a mere fa$ade, propped up in the latter case by their friends in the 

'BcepoccHHCKoe o6mecxBO jmeyneHbix' (p.275). Habitually, the authorities are described 

as colourless and obtuse (tupye). 29 Marx, writing in 1844, saw stupidity and 'cretinism' as 

the product of alienated labour in capitalist societies; in a sharp historical irony, this is the 

fate in Ruka of every level of Soviet society, and one can apply Avital Ronell's summary 

of the capitalist Germany of Marx's time to Shibanov's Soviet Union: that it 'resembles a 

ship of fools [...] offering stupor in lieu of responsiveness'. 30

As will be further illustrated in the course of this chapter, Ivan's Legend is not the 

only aspect ofBrat'ya Karamazovy to be echoed in Ruka. Just as Dostoevsky perceived his 

whole novel as a response to the Legend,31 so too is Ruka plotted as a rebuke to Indignant 

Reason, with both writers drawing on various manifestations of folly in order to recover an 

image of humanity, linked to the image of Christ, with which to oppose the dehumanizing 

hegemony of reason.32

28 Ibid, pp.236-38.
29 See, for example, p.434; in Sinen'kii skromnyi platochek all figures of authority are called by the same name:

30 See Avital Ronell, Stupidity (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2002; paperback, 2003), pp.56-59.
31 Joseph Frank cites Dostoevsky's remark that "'the whole novel is an answer" to Ivan and his Legend'; Frank, 
Dostoevsky: The Mantle of the Prophet, 1871-1881 (London: Robson, 2002), pp.604- 18.
32 As one of Shibanov's religious interlocutors tells him: "fl HHHero, KcraiH, HOBOFO eaM HC CKasan. ft mnbKO 
o6peji JiHMHbiH onbiT nocTHtfceHHfl O6pa3a )KH3HH. O6pa3 )KH3HH H ecTb Xpncroc'; p.318. Restoring Christ's 
obraz in man was of central importance to the late Dostoevsky. As Harriet Murav has written of Dostoevsky's 
Diarv of a Writer, 'the author's project was to obrazit ' Russia: to restore its people to the image (obraz} of God 
in which they had been created'; see Harriet Murav, Holy Foolishness: Dostoevskii 's Novels and the Poetics of 
Cultural Critique (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1992), p. 130. On the verb 'o6pa3HTb', learnt by the 
author in prison, see Dostoevsky, xil, p. 26.
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3. The Narrator

In a dramatic exaggeration of patterns already described in relation to Aleshkovsky's 

previous works, the narrator of Ruka presents himself as both a split personality and a 

cracked mirror of Soviet history, ideology and power. Not only does Shibanov share his 

birthday with the Revolution (7 November 1917), but his entire life has proved an ironic 

echo of its promises and ideals as expressed by the most famous lines of the Internationale 

(cited by Shibanov without line breaks): 'Becb MHp HacHJibfl MM paapyuiHM #o ocHosaHbH, 

a 3axeM MM Ham, Mbi HOBHH MHp nocxpoHM, KTO 6bm HHKCM, TOT CTaneT BCCM' (p.255). 

The anthem's echoing of the New Testament is surely one reason why Shibanov perceives 

it as 'diabolic' (p.276). But it is precisely Shibanov who - through his orphanhood, his 

absolute dependence on Soviet welfare, and his rise through the System - was a nobody 

who became all-powerful, was destroyed and then rebuilt. And it is arguably Shibanov 

who, in the calculated enactment of his revenge, has assumed the role of 'paayM 

BO3MymeHHbra', even as he execrates reason throughout his monologue.33

Such a fate may be viewed as a parody of the aspirations of Bolshevik ideology. 

But Shibanov also represents this ideology's livid scar, marking its profound perversity, 

whether in its devastation of family ties, sanity of mind, or healthy sexuality. In this latter 

respect, as in his intellectual abilities (to which I will shortly turn), Shibanov represents the 

mirror image of Nikolai Nikolaevich, recalling in his impotence NN's 'alter ego', Kimza. 34

33 See, for example, p.290, where Shibanov curses 'caMOBjiK)6jieHHbiH, xaMOBarbifi HejioBCHecKHti pa3VM'.
34 Shibanov's distress at being unable to have sexual relations with women is described on pp.256-57. His 
sublimated sexual urges are occasionally gestured at in bursts of cod psychoanalysis which further serve to 
underline his internal divisions and ambiguities. Following a delirious digression about sausages, Shibanov 
admits that these may be the '({)ajuiHHecKHe o6pa3bi Moero ymep6Horo noacosHaHHjf (p.282) - and also, 
perhaps, signs of an ambivalent attraction to sausage-entrepreneur Gurov, whom he calls at one point his 
'sleeping monster' ('cn^maa BU MOH ypo/WHa') (p.396). The criticism of Aleshkovsky's fiction that, 'always 
and invariably, it is flesh that wins the argument' (Lipovetsky, p. 120), is of only limited relevance to Ruka; but 
it is the case that Shibanov's absence of a sexual life is offered as an important reason for his tormented 
adulthood and as a comment on the corruption of human appetites under Soviet rule.
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Shibanov's freakishness is expressed garishly enough in his self-portrait as a 

hermaphroditic grotesque (pp.255-56). 35 Of still greater significance to his narrative than 

his physical appearance are the monstrous conflicts which he sustains in his mind, 

consciously or otherwise. The abrupt scission in his biography marked by the events of 

1929 has, the reader comes to understand, generated internal fissures beyond Shibanov's 

comprehension that occasionally plunge him into delirium and virtual insanity. 36 Just as 

his acts of retribution demonstrate both calculation and incontinent rage, so his monologue 

treads a fine balance between clarity of mind and madness. Memory, he suggests, is his 

only insurance against insanity ('Box cyMacmecTBHe - OT HCBOSMO^HOCTH BcnoMHHTt'). 

Indeed, his entire life has been an act of remembrance for the dead (his family) as against 

the Soviet ethos, typified by the father-denouncing Gurov, of amnesia (vsezabvenie) 

masquerading as a 'SesyMHaa 5Ka>K£a JKHSHH' (p.290). 37 Yet the amnesia with which 

Shibanov reproaches Gurov and the Communists generally is also a feature of his own 

monologue, which is constantly arrested by failures or confusions of memory. Moreover 

he appears to forget how much he does remember, as a consequence of which his narrative 

constantly escapes his control. He describes, for example, how the thoughts of his former 

suspects (podsledstvennye) 'BcruibraaiOT BApyr, o^cnBaioT, pacKpbiBaioTCfl, KaK BO£5mi>ie

JIHJIHH, IIOMHMO MOCH BOJIH H UieBeJIflT MOH H3BIK, H CHOBa TOHVT B Fa^OCTHOM OMyTC

Moero cymecTBOBaHHa' (p.291). Frequently, we are not told until afterwards that the

-30

narrator, making a particular argument, has been speaking in the 'voice' of another.

If Shibanov's narrative seems to belong at times to other people, it is equally the 

case that the thoughts of others, whom we can mostly assume to have been executed, have

35 'TanHH B0o6iue y MCHJI Hery. nepexo>Ky H3 cnHHbi npflMO B >Kony H nepe3 nonnyxjibie, TOKC, KOHCHHO >KC, 
6a6bH JIJI>KKH B HCOKHiUH copOK mecToro pa3Mepa' (p.256).
36 See, for example, pp.278-78, 528-29.
37 See also p.518: 'BW, KOMMyHHCTbi, yMeere 3a6biBaTb see, Memaromee npOABHraTbca snepen CKB03b 

6ypejroM BpeMCHH'.
38 See, for example, the end of Ch 29, p.342.
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been preserved thanks only to his own capacious (if faulty) memory, and are further 

developed by him. This process has the ghoulish effect of creating an endless gallery of 

(dead) doubles for the narrator, an effect reinforced by the obvious doubling between 

Shibanov and the apparently soon-to-be-dead Gurov, who shares the speaker's age, first 

name and patronymic (Vasily Vasil'evich), and who, like Shibanov, is described as a 

monster. The reality depicted by the monologue comes to seem at times like the 

projection of a disordered and distorted interior universe; and in this respect, comparison 

with Dostoevsky's Dvoinik is apt.40 Shibanov is himself prone to questioning the reality of 

the world outside his mind, most strikingly when, describing his collaboration with Stalin, 

he remembers wondering whether the terrible things that he witnessed were not his own 

'personal madness' ('MOHM co6cxBeHHi>iM cyMacuiecxBHeM', p.380). Ruka is thus one of 

the most graphic examples of the trend towards isolated, self-enclosed first-person 

narrative, bordering on madness, that has been so typical of non-conformist late-Soviet

41prose.

As we have seen, this trend towards psychological isolation has been represented in non­ 

conformist prose not only by the madness of the narrator but also by his identification with 

other forms of folly - literary, religious and otherwise. Shibanov, too, may be described as 

a 'fool narrator', although, as such, he presents a singular and complex type.

Clearly, Shibanov is not a fool through any lack of intelligence or worldliness, a 

feature which immediately distinguishes him from most of the protagonists and narrators 

discussed in this thesis so far. The contrast with the ignoramus Nikolai Nikolaevich is

39 Shibanov calls Gurov an 'ypo/iHHa 1 (p.396), and himself an 'ypon' (p.286).
40 See Booker and Juraga, p. 113.
41 On this trend, see Oleg Dark, 'Novaya russkaya proza i zapadnoe srednevekov'e' in Novoe Liter alurnoe 
Obozrenie, 8 (1994), 287-301. Within Aleshkovsky's opus, Maskirovka and Sinen'kii skromnyi platochek 
provide further illustrations of this pattern.
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particularly striking. 42 Shibanov's education has been systematic; NN's came as an 

accidental result of his employment. And where NN was made to read through Western 

literature to measure its efficacy as a sexual stimulant, Shibanov read heavily in his 

adolescence - to compensate, he implies, for his sexual impotence. 43 The experience of 

devouring Utopian and revolutionary literature at the orphanage proved formative: 'Bee 

BapHJioct H 3aneKajiocb B cepaue, HO H MOH cjia6biH VMHIUKO He MOF y>K xor^a He

COOTHCCTH HaJIHHHOH OHCBH^HOCTH COBCTCKOFO &%& HJIH a#a <})paHH,y3CKOH pCBOJIIOHHH C

ero HACHHbiMH H HpaBCTBCHHbiMH HCTOKaMH' (p.350). Yet the erudition of Shibanov 

simultaneously suggests an aspect of his folly. These 'sources' are barely ever referred to 

again, and the sentence quoted is more revealing for the phrase 'MOH cjia6bin VMHHIKO', 

with its suggestion of the term slaboumie. The counterpoint to Shibanov's cunning, insight 

and education is indeed a psychic hinterland of fragility and imbalance - a Dostoevskian 

combination of extremes which is reminiscent of, among others, the 'cjia6oyMHbiii H^HOT' 

(and cynical murderer) ofBrat'ya Karamazovy, Smerdyakov.44

Another feature that sets Shibanov apart from the tradition studied hitherto is his 

political centrality. From Platonov and Zoshchenko to Venedikt Erofeev and Aleshkovsky 

himself in his earlier works, the fool has typically been a social and political outsider (even 

though he may wish, as in the case of Platonov's 'Doubting Makar', to identify with the 

centre).45 Estranged from power, the fool in this tradition is also deprived of the 

knowledge that power brings. Shibanov, on the other hand, describes the days he spent 

gazing through the peep-hole into Stalin's study, learning, through an agreed code, which

42 It is also, of course, a function of the novel's ambition: a similar chronicle and critique of Stalinism could not 
have been delivered by a narrator as ignorant as Nikolai Nikolaevich.
43 'Mne xoiejiocb HHrarb crpacTHO H HenpepbiBHO, Kaic CaniKe H .npyrHM nauaHaM OHaHHpoeaTb'; p.349.
44 Smerdyakov is described as such by the Prosecutor at Dmitry's trial; see Dostoevsky, XV, p. 174. Further 
resemblances between Shibanov and Smerdyakov - notably, their shared resentment, physical repulsiveness, 
and inert sexuality - suggest that this is a comparison which could be pursued further.
45 See above, pp. 109-10. The famous opening of Moskva-Petushki affirms, by contrast, Venichka's political 
acentrality: 'Bee roeopflr: Kpeivuib, KpeMjib. OTO ecex a cjibimaji npo Hero, a caivi HH pa3> He BHUCJI'. Venedikt 
Erofeev, Moskva-Petushki (Moscow: Zakharov. 2004), p.7.
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of the colleagues who passed through he should execute. This privileged and intimate 

vantage-point may be compared more to that of the Shakespearean fool, or even a tsar's 

yurodivyi, though Shibanov commands no obviously spiritual authority in his relationship 

with Stalin, and is content, it seems, to be seen by him as his 'silly fool' ('/rypaK a 

p.437).

Shibanov's professional omniscience does not, however, guarantee his wisdom, as the 

trajectory of his monologue will show. His hubristic declarations in the opening 

paragraphs, in which he tells Gurov that he knows everything about him, even how he will 

react to interrogation, prove mistaken. It is not Gurov who will 'crack', as Shibanov 

prophesies in his second sentence (p.251), but Shibanov himself. This is, in part, the folly 

of pride and self-reliance, castigated in both Testaments, for which Shibanov will pay the 

full price. In a dream reported towards the end of the monologue, his father (bearer of the 

biblical name, Ivan Abramych) will call him a fool (durak) for the failure of his life to bear 

any sort of fruit, and he is berated (possibly by his father) for his pride (gordynyd).46

Indeed, it is the prism of Christian values which proves most significant in 

illuminating Shibanov's failings and folly. Shibanov is obsessed by the language of 

salvation and damnation, appealing, like Nikolai Nikolaevich, to the Last Judgement as the 

final court of truth (p.285), while seeing himself as a figure so inhuman as to be beyond 

redemption, telling Gurov: TlepecTajiH... nepecxanH 6bixb JIKW>MH... HCT y nac

XpHCTHaHCKOH 5KH3HH, H6 6v#eX y HaC HH XpHCTHaHCKOH KOHHHHbl' (p.462). He

communicates his sense of perdition through tirades of self-loathing: '51 - najian. 51 - 

ypozi,. % - mecxepKa npoKJiflxoH MHOH BJiacxH. ft - FOBHO... HpocTH MCHH, oxen,, Mean 

A6paMbin!' (p.286); 'Ho a rpjnen, 6ecKOHCHHO rpjneH, a cosnaio HanpacHOcxb

46 '[C]jibiiuan ro.noc TO JIH OTua, TO ;in OZIHOPO H3 noncjieacTBCHHbix: "Tw BO3OMHHJ1 B CBOCH ropuwHe, HTO 
ecrb Ha CBCTC MepTBbie AyujH. HCT MepTBbix nym!' 1 ' (p.495).
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rpexoBHbix MCTHTejibHbix VCHJIHH' (p.509). He is revolted by the hypocrisy of the 

professional role he has forced himself to play: "51 noMoraio opraeaM ^ejiaib BCK> >KH3Hb

K3K pa3 TO, C HCM MHC Ha/Jo6HO 6bIJIO 6bl aKTHBHO 6opOTbCfl, H nO3TOM>' fl ^OXJIOe TOBHO,

KOTopOMy Hex xenepb HH cnacenba, HH npomenba' (p.304). He isn't fighting the devil, he 

acknowledges: he's serving him (p.462).

These frequent masochistic outbursts, expressing both a secret desire for salvation 

and the certainty of its impossibility, echo the scatological language of more saintly 

Russian 'sinners' than Shibanov, especially the Archpriest Awakum, who describes 

himself in his Zhitie as the 'scum of the earth', and exclaims: 'Seeming to be something, I 

am excrement and pus, an accursed man - just plain shit! I stink all over, in body and 

soul!... Though I stink here for myself, working my evil deeds, at least I won't seduce 

others! So help me, it's good this way!' 47

Awakum's self-execration suggests the hope of eventual self-improvement along 

the Christian path of growth through repeated failure. Shibanov, by contrast, considers 

himself unfit to take even the first step on this path. His sadomasochistic complex appears 

to hold him in a vice, and he is only too aware that his desire for purification is 

compromised not only by the sheer burden of his past sins, but also by his ongoing desire 

for revenge. As he acknowledges in an early passage, he considers himself a 'complete 

shit' (polnoe govno) precisely because this desire can never fully be quenched (p.252). 

Yet, despite this realistic self-appraisal, Shibanov returns compulsively to Christian ideals. 

Self-abnegation, martyrdom, and, above all, asceticism are key motifs, illuminating 

biographical, polemical and religious themes.

47 See Archpriest Awakum: The Life Written by Himself, ed. and trans. by Kenneth N. Brostrom (Ann Arbor: 
University of Michigan, 1979), p. 104. Awakum describes himself as the 'scum of the earth' (p.l 11). On 
Russian religious masochism see also Daniel Rancour-Laferriere, The Slave Soul of Russia: Moral Masochism 
and the Cult of Suffering (New York: New York University Press, 1995), pp. 18-27.
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Asceticism of the flesh was a part of Shibanov"s self-invention in his adolescence, 

when, making a virtue out of necessity, he convinced himself that sexual abstention was 

incumbent on Monte-Cristo types like himself (p.351). But Shibanov came to reject his 

identification with Monte Cristo; and so too, implicitly, with its exalted ideals.

This false claim to asceticism is magnified hundredfold in the distorting mirror of 

Soviet power. The target of some of Shibanov's greatest indignation is the show of 

'romantic' self-denial put on by the Bolshevik ruling class, which served to lull the masses 

into a belief in genuine equality and to conceal the rapid formation of a corrupt caste 

(p.352). This particular fa9ade of Revolutionary virtue represents a critical instance in 

Shibanov's broader argument that the advent of Soviet rule should be explained as the 

victory of the Antichrist: the camouflaging of evil as good, so as to deceive society. 48

There is, however, a genuine type of askesis that is described in Ruka and that is 

linked to holy foolery. It is mooted in the monologue's dramatic denouement, when 

Shibanov considers how he would live his life, were it to be given to him again, not from 

birth, but from his time at the orphanage:

6bi AOKypHoro, omyiiJHB ero KyjiaHHHOH, H STO 6t,uio 6bi MOC 
KacaxejibCTBO /jo FUIOTH HejioeeKa. ft npoGpanca 6bi, saKOCHB wpo^CTBo, B
MOHaCTblpb H MOJ1HJ1CH 6bl OKe^HCBHO H e^KCHOLUHO 33 MOH B36eCHBllIHHCfl, H3HaCHJ7OBaHHbIH,

3aMop,noBaHHbiH, CTpa/jaiomHH, ocjierineHHbiH H jiK)6HMbiH Hapo/i. ft MOJIHJIC^ 6bi crpacTHO 3a 
ero HCuejieHHe H B03HeceHHe na^ o6H^oH sa HacHJiHe, coxpaneHHe ziocTOHHCTBa H 
noHHMaHHe CMbicjia cTpa,naHHfl, a MOJIHJICH 6bi, nocxacb, HTo6bi HHiije 6biJia MO« MOJiHTBa, 3a 
ero ^ymeBHbie npo3peHHH H conpoTHBjieHHe o>KecTOHeHHK)... ft H xenepb MOJiiocb 3a see 3TO. 
(p.509)

The mention ofyurodstvo is somewhat smudged by Shibanov's use offenya: he appears to 

be suggesting that he would fake yurodstvo as one would fake madness or illness

48 '3;io nenpeMCHHO AOJWHO BbiziaBaTb ce6« 3a flo6po, nnane cymecTBOBaHHe 3;ia, npoiHBHoe ocnoBaHHio 
HejiOBeHecKOH npHpo^w, BO3MyiuaeT ^yx o6mecTBa, H OHO rpasHT CHJIW 3jia, K3K 6eiueHbix co6aK...' (p.251). 
Comparable notions of the Antichrist were, of course, developed by Dostoevsky, Solov'ev and other pre- 

Revolutionary thinkers.
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('3aKOCHTt no,n cyMaciuezmiero/HHBajiH^a'). Nevertheless, an authentic notion of 

yurodstvo appears to underlie the fantasy of the holy life which is proposed here as a 

meritorious response to suffering and evil. In his intimate connection to the narod, and his 

role as its living conscience and supporter (through prayer) against injustice, this image of 

Shibanov-yurodivyi recalls the socially-minded holy fools both of Russian hagiography 

and canonical literary representation. His masochism finds religious expression in his 

desire to take the suffering of the world on himself.

However, he considers himself too sinful to assume such a role, being a figure of 

death more than life (pp.509-10). He compares himself unfavourably to a zek at Kolyma, 

who had prayed in the presence of Shibanov, promising to take upon himself all the 

wounds of his fellow men.50 Perhaps, then, it is this zek who should be viewed as the true 

yurodivyi.

However we interpret this specific passage, it serves as a further hint to suggest the 

potential relevance of the paradigm of yurodstvo to Shibanov's narrative. This possibility 

is reinforced by much broader structural and thematic features of the novel, as I will now 

indicate.

In Chapter Two it was argued that the thematics of yurodstvo are only partially 

developed in Nikolai Nikolaevich, a work whose dominant tone is light-hearted. The 

concerns and tone ofRuka, by contrast, are serious and eschatological, being founded on a 

binary schema of good and evil, God and the Devil, which strongly recalls the context that 

facilitated the flourishing of yurodstvo as a form of sanctity and protest in medieval 

Russia. 51 In striking contrast to Nikolai Nikolaevich and Kenguru, and also to the Western, 

Erasmian tradition of folly, the concepts of play (igra) and even art have become the

49 See Dictionary of Russian Slang, ed. by Vladimir Shlyakhov and Eve Adler, 2 nd edn (New York: Barren's,

1999),p.H5.
50 The prayer has been cited just a few pages earlier, and is referred to through the motif of a piece of coal 
which the zek promised to take with him out of the zone so as to warm his fellow men; see pp.504, 510.
51 See my Introduction, p. 17.
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province of the devil. In the symbolic schema of the novel, igra is strongly identified with 

Razum and Ideya (pp.480, 380), and Frol mocks Reason for its participation 'B Hrpe 

"KOMMVHH3M - csexjioe 6y£ymee Bcero HejiOBenecTBa"* (p.480), while Shibanov 

moralistically contrasts igra with the values of life and work (pp.496, 236). And where the 

pickpocket Nikolai Nikolaevich could boast that he was an 'apTHCT csoero .aejia', 52 in 

Ruka art, as represented by the elaborate literary inventions and theatre required by 

Stalinist repression, has been annexed by politics.

In medieval Russia, the licence of the yurodivyi in this context was to exploit the 

spheres of play and theatre usually deemed Satanic for his paradoxical purposes. Shibanov, 

having established a similar context through the binary moral and religious framework 

described above, acts within it in a manner that, in numerous respects, brooks comparison 

with the behaviour of the medieval yurodivye.

Like the yurodivye, or prominent religious figures close to yurodstvo (most 

influentially, Avvakum), Shibanov perceives himself to be living in the midst of evil, 

where evil is dissembled as good. His monologue constantly seeks out the under-side 

(iznanka) of false appearances. As Basil the Blessed revealed the Devil hiding on the other 

side of an icon of the Virgin Mary, Shibanov reveals to Gurov the Satanic truth of 

Communism's seeming virtue, professed on its own iconic banners:

Bame ACJIO - ryno HCCTH na,u coGofi caMbifi jiyKaBbifi B HcropHH HejioeeMecTBa Jiosynr ",ZJa 
3£paBCTByeT KOMivryHH3M - CBexjioe 6ynymee Bcero HejiOBenecTBa!" H He BH^CTB ero 
HSHaHOHHoro cc-AepJKaHHfl, c(|)opMyjiHpOBaHHoro j\n% caMoro ce6a OTLJOM COBCTCKOH
napTHHHOH CJ)pa3eOJlOrMH - ^b^BOJlOM: "KOMMyHH3M - 3TO KaHHH6aJlH3M 

KaHHH6aJlH3M - 3TO KOMMVHH3M 33BTpa!" (p.518)

In such passages, Shibanov's narrative provides a lucid example of the transfer of the 

medieval code of yurodstvo, based on gesture and theatre (and inarticulate speech), to the 

necessarily logocentric code of literary yurodstvo. Words for Shibanov, at such moments,

52 Nikolai Nikolaevich, in Aleshkovsky, Sobranie sochinenii, 1, pp.3-48 (p.7).
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assume the role of images and gestures for the yurodivyi^ and possess the same 

ambivalence out of which the paradoxes of yurodstvo are shaped. It is not the apparent 

(external) meaning of words that defines their quality - good or evil - but their hidden 

intention, just as the yurodivyi exposes the hidden intentions of apparently virtuous 

sinners, and masks his own (holy) intentions in displays of apparent sinfulness. The 

paradoxes and inversions inherent in this mode of evaluating religious truth and goodness 

are further aggravated in Ruka by the manner in which the Soviet ethos is shown to have 

inherited, and corrupted, culturally prominent forms of asceticism and Christian virtue. 

Defending his actions during Collectivization, Ponyat'ev tells Shibanov: TOT, KTO BepHT

MHC, TOT, KTO XOHCT BCpHTb MHC, TOT VBHZUTT MOH ^CHCTBHH B npaBHJlbHOM

(pp.430-31). As in yurodstvo, virtue here is hidden. Only a similarly virtuous person of the 

Communist faith, Ponyat'ev believes, will perceive the righteousness of the inner content 

of his actions.

It is quite counter to the code of yurodstvo, however, to make such explicit claims 

for one's hidden righteousness: the yurodivyi typically defaces his own good deeds in 

order to ward off pride and the esteem of others. In these respects Shibanov fits the pattern 

of yurodstvo more closely. While making no claims for his virtue, and every claim for his 

sins, he allows the reader to see that, at whatever terrible a price, there is arguably some 

good in his life of revenge. In his profession he has sought (albeit for his own vindictive 

purposes) to awaken the conscience of those he interrogates, disclosing their sins and 

falsity through his unpredictable and highly theatrical acts of provocation and aggression - 

calculated performances that might well be compared to the ambivalent, spectacular and 

scandalizing performances of the yurodivye, who took on the appearance of sin to shame 

indifferent sinners. 53 More specifically, Shibanov's performances mimic the intricate

53 See his treatment of Vlachkov, described below, p. 145.
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complexity of the Show Trials, placing the burden of interpretation on us as readers, while 

reintroducing moral and religious values into the absolutely amoral worlds of many of his 

podsledstvennye.

The symbolism of Shibanov's appearance and self-presentation also recalls that of 

the yurodivye. Like them, he manifests the inner deformations of his people and time 

through his own external monstrosity (urodstvo). 54 'Jlio6yHTeci>, jiioGyHTecb! BaruHX 5Ke 

pyK flejio!' he tells Gurov as he shows him his physical deformity (p.256). Shibanov's self- 

identification with filth and death is also in line with the symbolism of holy folly since St 

Paul. 55

It would be absurd to suggest that Shibanov is a worthy descendant of St Paul or 

the yurodivye of hagiography; and a yurodivyi could hardly be a vindictive hangman, as 

Shibanov is well aware. 56 But through his narrator, Aleshkovsky is able to revisit the 

paradoxes of their extraordinary behaviour. Moreover, like Awakum, Shibanov draws 

companionship from various holy-foolish characters, whether the zek described above, or 

the Brothers, described as 'paaHtie lopo^HBbie' (p.465).57

In the conclusion to this chapter, I will seek to summarize the fraught role of 

yurodstvo Khrista radi in Aleshkovsky's fiction in general. It is, however, only one aspect 

of folly explored in Ruka.

54 '^ - ypo/i' (p.286); see also p.255, where he compares himself to a 'MOHCTP'; and p.352, where he counts 
himself among the 'jiHiueHUbi, ypo/iw H rojiy6aa Kpoeb' who opposed the Revolution.
55 Shibanov describes his sense of filth on p.509; and his self-perception as a living corpse ('TpyneujHHK, 
TocnoAHH KpeMaropHH, TosapHm FIOJIKOBHHK Mopr') on p.244.
56 Indeed, the cruelty, mockery and unpredictability of his monologues has something in common with that of 
the yurodstvovanie (or 'playing at holy foolery') found by Likhachev in the letters of Ivan the Terrible; see 
'Litsedeistvo Groznogo: K voprosu o smekhovom stile ego proizvedenii', in D.S. Likhachev, A.M. Panchenko 
and N.V. Ponyrko, Smekh v Drevnei Rusi (Leningrad: Nauka, 1984), pp.25-35. For a still closer resemblance to 
Ivan's epistolary manner, see Viktor Erofeev's story-monologue, 'Popugaichik' (1981).
57 In Part Five, however, I will argue that the holy foolery of the most prominent of these, Frol, is of a 
Franciscan rather than Orthodox nature.
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Part Four: The Narrow Circle of Reason

The thorough dividedness and ambivalence of Shibanov enable Aleshkovsky to make of 

him not only a figure of spiritual torment, but also a villain who, in his futile pursuit of 

revenge, acts almost mechanically, as though he were beyond religious and moral 

constraints. In this guise, Shibanov offers a psychological model that is replayed in the 

analysis of Stalin placed at the very centre of the monologue. Above all, the 'doubled' 

characters of Shibanov and Stalin illustrate the consequences of their imprisonment in 

what one of Shibanov's religious interlocutors calls the 'npoKJi5m>iH 3aKOJW>BaHHbiH Kpyr, 

B03Be,neHH!>iH Pa3VMOM' (p.317). Reason (razum), having sacrificed its harmonious 

relationship with Soul to serve the 'devilish idea' of Communism (p.515), bears an 

extraordinarily pejorative burden of meaning in Ruka, swallowing up any finer distinctions

^ o

(such as that, drawn by Dostoevsky and others, between rassudok and razum). It is 

associated primarily with the destructive mechanisms of revenge and, more broadly, with 

Soviet ideology, which is depicted as a hardened, isolated and dead realm which stupefies, 

deranges and dehumanizes all who work within its parameters, even its internal 

antagonists such as Shibanov.

It is in Shibanov that the consequences of an excessive dependence on reason, and its 

connections to cruelty, insanity and masochistic stupidity, are studied at greatest length 

and played out in the treatment of his suspects. His interminable mock-interrogations 

assume prominent elements of theatre, in which, as in the 'rpaH7mo3Hbie cneKiaKJiH" of the 

Show Trials (p.259), fabrication is heaped upon fabrication.

58 See my Introduction, p.23.
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Shibanov's lengthy account of his interrogation and execution of Vlachkov, one of 

the main villains at Odinka, provides the best example of his method. After bringing 

Vlachkov a fabricated denunciation claiming that he had emptied his Mauser on Stalin's 

portrait, Shibanov then pretended to take Vlachkov's side, while mercilessly probing his 

conscience. After two weeks of terror, Vlachkov 'cracked', confessing that once on a 

picnic he had compared his pipe to Felix Dzerzhinksy's face. Shibanov responded by 

shifting from approval to vicious condemnation of Vlachkov for making the comparison, 

confusing Vlachkov and breaking his will to such an extent that Vlachkov was prepared to 

follow his every order, even to shoot at portraits of the Party leaders, thereby committing 

the crime for which he had been prophetically charged in the denunciation. Still Shibanov 

had not finished with him, launching into an invention, passed off as fact, about the 

restoration of democracy currently underway in Russia, and the dismantling of the 

Communist Party. Vlachkov believed the fable, swearing that he had long sensed 'the 

depraved nature of Bolshevism' (p.272), and begging Shibanov to spare his life for service 

in the new Utopia. Having proven once more the falseness of the System and the wretched 

pusillanimity of one of its servants, Shibanov finally carries out the execution (pp.262-77).

As this episode shows, Shibanov's treatment of his suspects is sadistic, but, in its 

way, methodical, even 'rational'. As Shibanov likes to repeat, 'MecTb Bcer^a pasyMHa...' 

(p.466). Moreover, it is not just revenge which is 'always rational' in Ruka, but also 

cruelty. As Shibanov observes, considering the cannibalization of Ponyat'ev, such

MVKH' are not to be blamed on God: 'Onu aejio pyx H pa3VMa caMHx

' (p.501). The comment echoes the Dostoevskian insight, articulated by Ivan 

Karamazov among others, that it is precisely clever or sophisticated people who stoop to 

inhuman levels of cruelty.

59 See Dostoevsky, XIV, p.219.
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However, as Shibanov acknowledges in a heavily ironic passage (pp.465-66), 

the identification of reason and revenge is deeply paradoxical. Revenge may be the 

product of reason, but it can never be 'reasonable', as those would wish who call for 

'pasyMHoe MiueHHe'; it is by its nature immoderate and linked to passion (strast'). Thus, 

Shibanov's carefully staged spectacles merge into anarchic improvisation in which he 

becomes carried away by his own invention. He remembers, for example, succumbing 

to his own fantasy about the restoration of democracy in the Soviet Union, and feeling 

that he was losing his mind as a result (p.273).

In broad terms, this pattern reflects that of the Zapiski iz podpol'ya, in which the 

narrator, desperate to avenge his spite on the world, also enmeshes himself in the 

interminable fabrications of his intellect at the risk of his sanity; he, too, is unable to 

break out of his monologue. But Aleshkovsky is considerably more explicit than 

Dostoevsky in demonstrating the self-defeating mechanisms of this psychological cul 

de sac. In the process of retribution, which Shibanov illustrates through the allegory of 

the conflict between Reason and Soul, the avenger harms himself:

He corjiacHBiiiHCb H npespee eepy /JyiiiH B TO, HTO He H36e>KaTb BHHOBHbiM B 3Jio,neHCTBe 
HaKasaHHfl, ecjiH OHO Toxnac MCC He nocxHrjio HX, OH [Razum] caM 6pocaeTca TBOpHTb cyzj, HO 
ne yrojifleT >Ka>KUbi, npHJibnys K nepHOH BO^C MCCTH, Koropaa cojioHa or BCKB, H mnbKO 

, Kor.ua He o6e3yMeer OT HCHaBHCTH... (p.466)

The logic of this self-appointed justice is not only self-defeating, but even obtuse. There is 

a proud and self-reliant way of thinking, Aleshkovsky is suggesting, that seems intelligent 

but is ultimately stupid and determinist, as can be plainly judged by its consequences: 

namely, the failure to attain one's aim (which proves illusory), and the complete lack of 

freedom that ensues. The 'vicious circle of reason' follows laws independent of the self- 

deluding actors, and Shibanov's narrative is shot through with a tragic awareness of his 

own mechanistic destiny. He doesn't even exist, he says, but merely 'functions

146



physiologically' (p.244); he considers himself devoid of independent thought. At one 

point, he calls Gurov a 'homunculus' (gomimkulus, p.304), but Shibanov too may be 

viewed as homunculus Sovieticus, cast loose, Golem-like, on the System that created him 

in its image.

Also implicit here is criticism of the Old Testament precept quoted by Shibanov: 

'OKO 3a OKO H 3y6 3a 3y6' (p.466). We will see that this law, revoked in the Sermon on the 

Mount (Matthew 5:38) and mourned by the Grand Inquisitor, 61 is opposed in Ruka by the 

evangelic themes of universal weakness, ignorance and compassion.62

Shibanov's unorthodox portrait of Stalin contains many of the narrator's own 

psychological traits. 63 Stalin, Shibanov asserts, loathed himself and the ideology which he 

represented. Nevertheless, he served it out of fear (a motivation which may cast a cynical 

light on Shibanov's own self-fashioning as an avenging Monte Cristo). As for Stalin's 

political ambition, the narrator explains: 'nonas B 3aKOJi#oBaHHbiH Kpyr, CxajiHH 3Jio6HO H 

HHdpaHTHjitHO peiUHJi, HTO JiVHiue yyK OH 6yaex ojinueTBOp«Tb HeHaBHCTHyio H^eio, HCM 

KTO-HH6ym> /npyroH. MOJIOTOB, nanpuMep' (p.382).

Shibanov's deliberately perverse interpretation of Stalin explicitly challenges the 

assumption that Stalin nurtured his 'cult of personality' out of self-love: 'H3 HenaBHCTH K 

ce6e OH ero jiejiejm'. It also serves to recapitulate, at the centre of his narrative,

60 '/Ja, rpa>KZiaHHH Typos, a CHoea nojibsyiocb ny>KHMH MbicjiflMH. J\a\ ft HMH HanaHKan! /Ja! V MQHH HCT 
caMOCTOfljejibHoro MbiuineHMfl!' (p.457) 
61 SeeMurav, p. 148.
62 Not all voices in the Old Testament, however, supported the philosophy of 'An eye for an eye'. In his famous 
essay, 'On Revenge', Francis Bacon quotes both Solomon, who, 'I am sure, saith, "It is the glory of a man to 
pass by an offence'" (Prov. 19: 1 1) and, with great approval, Job, who asks, 'Shall we take good at God's 
hands, and not be content to take evil also?' (Job, 2:10); see Bacon, 'On Revenge', in The Oxford Book of 
Essays, ed. by John Gross (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991), pp.3-4. Job's rhetorical question is the 
quintessence of the position taken in Ruka by the Brothers: see especially pp.3 17-18. The influence of the Book 
of Job on Dostoevsky was profound, and reflected in Brat'ya Karamazovy in its over-riding significance for 
Zosima: see Dostoevsky, XIV, pp.264-65.
63 Shibanov resists the comparisons between himself and Stalin which Gurov apparently suggests. The narrator
argues that: "ft yrpoxaji ^CCJITKH JICT B OTJIHHHC or CrajiHHa Ha JiHHHyK) H^CFO...' (p.382). But, as I will now 
discuss, Shibanov's claims to a uniquely 'personal' idea are questionable; his indignant disavowal of the 
parallel with Stalin serves ultimately to gesture towards it.
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Shibanov's fate in the "vicious circle of reason'. Stalin is said to have fallen into this circle 

through his own 'thick-headedness* ('no co6cTBeHHOH TynocTH'), rather than by force of 

necessity or destiny (p.382). But, though his fall was not preordained, once within the 

circle he could only cling to an illusion of free will, as Shibanov strongly suggests in this 

account of Stalin's behaviour (observed by him through the key-hole):

CranHH BBIXO^HJI H3-3a crojia, npoxa^KHBanca no Ka6HHery, nepe^eprHBaa njienaMH, pe3KO 
BCKHAbiBafl no^6opOAOK H BepTfl rojioBOH. OH, 6e3ycjiOBHo, npoeepjui, CBo6o/ieH JIH OH JIHHHO
B CBOHX ABHJKCHHflX, HOCTynKaX H B o6pa3e MblCJTCH HJ1H TWKC, K3K 3TH Tpynbl,64 

BepCBOMKaMH H UCJIMKOM nO^BJiaCTCH HFpOBblM npHXOTflM HCHaBHCTHOH H^CH. (p.380)

Like that of Shibanov, Stalin's whimsical and vain exercise of power resembles, in its 

malice and capaciousness, the pig-headedness of the samodur (though the term is never 

used), and of such Dostoevskian shuty as Fedor Karamazov. Stalin inhabits the realm of 

folly defined by false freedom, his petty tyranny reflecting the extent to which he is 

himself tyrannized by fear and the 'nenaBHCTHaa n^ea'. His love of the theatrical and the 

spectacular allows him to conceal these truths from himself.65

Above all, the interpretation of Stalin elucidates the role of revenge within the 

moral and religious agenda ofRuka. As often, we have to see beyond Shibanov's opinions 

to the connections which Aleshkovsky is suggesting through the narrator's words and, at 

best, partial understanding. For while Shibanov believes (most of the time) that his life has 

been dedicated to a personal and justified pursuit of vengeance, his narrative suggests that 

a feeling of resentment is the universal fate of all who are tainted by ideology, whether 

Stalin, Shibanov or their victims. In perpetrating revenge, he and others are merely paying 

the System back in its own currency, since the Soviet Union is itself described as an act of 

revenge: the revenge of Satan (and godless Reason). It is impossible for Shibanov, Stalin 

and others to gain any satisfaction for their grievances, since their quarry is illusory and

64 Namely, the colleagues whom Stalin has called to his study and will shortly have executed.
65 As Avital Ronell argues: 'A condition that requires covering up ? stupidity calls forth spectacle 1 ; Ronell, p.50.
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purely conceptual. 66 Theirs is a form of malign Quixoticism based on self-hatred, whose 

source is their separation from God, their isolation and self-imprisonment. Without God, 

Ruka suggests, nothing good is possible; and especially not true freedom and intelligence. 

Shibanov and Stalin remain within the sphere of the tupost', determinism and isolation 

which are, implicitly, the salient features of atheist Soviet ideology itself. 67

The assault on razum in Ruka, and its identification with the absence of freedom, clearly 

owes much, as I have suggested, to Dostoevsky, and also, undoubtedly, to his 20th-century 

religious interpreters, especially Berdyaev, who continued Dostoevsky's exploration of the

AS
nature of freedom.

At the same time, this assault may also be profitably viewed within an international 

tradition of Christian 'fool literature'. Like Stoicism, Stultitia's main philosophical target 

in Praise of Folly., reason is associated in Ruka with wilful self-reliance, calculation, 

destructive pride and the denial of transcendence. Another example of this tradition, and 

one much closer in time and theme, is Chesterton's Orthodoxy (introduced earlier in 

relation to Nikolai Nikolaevich).69 Its identification of reason with madness parallels that 

of reason with stupidity and insanity in Ruka.

In Orthodoxy, the Christian writer's knowingly childish and even foolish 

apprehension of the world is contrasted with the philosophy of modern materialists, whom 

Chesterton compares to the madmen of the Hanwell asylum in London. Early in his

66 As is suggested by its designations: 'Mr Ponyat'ev', for Shibanov; 'Idea', for Stalin.
67 The self-isolation of the Soviet leaders and Central Committee as a cause of the Great Terror is a theme that 
emerges strongly from historical studies, notably J. Arch Getty and Oleg V. Naumov, The Road to Terror: 
Stalin and the Self-Destruction of the Bolsheviks, 1932-1939 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1999). 
Aleshkovsky's critique is of course also a critique of an intellectual movement, Marxist-Leninism, whose 
combination of close-mindedness ('H^eHHaa saMKHyrocrb') and arrogant dogmatism was apparent to its critics 
from as early as 1910; see David Joravsky, Russian Psychology (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1989), p. 195.
68 See, especially, Nikolai Berdyaev, Mirosozertsanie Dostoevskago (Prague: YMCA, 1923). On Dostoevsky, 
the absence of freedom and Old Testament folly, see Kim Paffenroth, In Praise of Wisdom: Literary and 
Theological Reflections on Faith and Reason (New York: Continuum, 2004), pp.7-26.
69 See above, pp. 115-16.
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discussion Chesterton allies materialism and madness in order to undermine the putatively 

unquestionable authority of scientific materialism, on the one hand, and conventional 

notions of madness on the other. The materialist is 'mad' because he has a dangerously 

limited worldview, having stunted his faculties by relying exclusively on that of reason; a 

sense of the miraculous and of genuine freedom are denied to him. Chesterton may 

compare this to madness because, contrary to conventional wisdom, 'The madman is not 

the man who has lost his reason. The madman is the man who has lost everything except 

his reason'. Such a man is 'wrong' to view the world solely through the light of his 

rational faculties, but there is no point arguing with him, since he can defend his delusions 

with impregnable logic: 'his mind moves in a perfect but narrow circle'. This narrowness 

lends to the philosophy of materialism an 'insane simplicity'. But the madman's defence 

of his simplistic, solipsistic dominion also requires resources of cunning and argument, 

unless, that is, he is to break out (as Chesterton advises he should) from the 'tiny and 

tawdry theatre in which your own little plot is constantly being played'. As in Ruka, 

isolated reason, madness and folly in the negative sense understood by the Old Testament 

are further allied with an eventual dulling of the mind: 'Thinking in isolation and with 

pride ends in being an idiot'. 70

Chesterton's materialists may well be compared to the atheist authorities of Ruka. 

But if Chesterton was writing before the astonishing triumphs of the deterministic 

materialism which he execrates, Aleshkovsky shows the cruelty that results when such 

'madmen' are afforded the power to have their 'tawdry theatre' performed for them. 

Comparison of the two works may also be made at the level of rhetoric. In both, key terms 

of intelligence and sanity - above all, 'reason' and 'madness' - are employed in a manner 

that is either loose or questionable. The reader of both texts, and especially Ruka, is left

70 O.K. Chesterton, Orthodoxy (New York: Doubleday, 2001), pp. 13-17, 39. For an example of Chesterton's 
awareness of his potential foolishness in the eyes of the reader, see p.62.
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with a fairly loose sense of what intellectual processes are covered by 'reason* (often 

interchangeable in Aleshkovsky's writing with intellekt, mozg and um}\ while the notion of 

madness proposed is both vague and limited: not all 'madmen* have minds that move in 

perfect 'narrow circles'. 71 But if the literal meaning of such language is imprecise, its 

figurative purpose is clear and powerful, pointing, as Chesterton explains, to unfashionable 

notions of sin and evil: 'though moderns deny the existence of sin, I do not think that they 

have yet denied the existence of a lunatic asylum [...] Men deny hell, but not, as yet, 

Hanwell. For the purpose of our primary argument the one may very well stand where the 

other stood'. 72 Chesterton's articulation of this metaphorical basis illuminates also a 

rhetorical premise of Ruka, by which madness and tupost' similarly serve as metaphors for 

the misuse of the divine gift of the mind and, above all, of freedom, a value held sacred by 

both writers. 73

5. The Gifts of Folly

Like Chesterton, Aleshkovsky examines the mind in the light of faith. The approach of 

both writers is a universalizing one. Just as Chesterton concedes that we all bear the 

potential to condemn ourselves to the madness of excessive reason that he describes, so 

Aleshkovsky, through the infinite series of 'doubling' allowed for by his narrator's 

monologue, seeks to illustrate universal mechanisms of the mind. Thus, the parallel 

between Shibanov and Stalin helps undermine the notion that the latter possessed a 

qualitatively unique form of evil.

71 As Part Six, below, will illustrate, such terms are defined more by what they exclude (for example, 
compassion).
72 Chesterton, Orthodoxy, p.9.
73 On freedom as the greatest divine gift in Ruka, see, inter alia, pp.413, 510, 526; see also Sinen'kii skromnyi 
platochek, in Aleshkovsky, Sobranie sochinenii, \, pp.539-630 (p.624).
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In both Ruka and Orthodoxy, the purpose of this religiously informed psychology is 

not only to explore the misuse of the mind, but also to illustrate the gifts of life available to 

those who do not confine themselves to the 'narrow circle'. Following his discussion of 

'reason used without root, reason in the void', Chesterton sets himself the question: 'If this 

be what drives men mad, what is it that keeps them sane?' 74 Aleshkovsky may be said to 

pose a similar question, but one marked by the passage of history since 1908 (when 

Orthodoxy was written): namely, what can return man to sanity, and to his rightful image 

(obraz)!

In reply to this, Ruka asserts, in true Dostoevskian spirit, that the mind cannot 

reason its way back to sanity, since it cannot even explain the evil for which it is 

principally responsible. When the mind tries to confront evil (its own deeds), it buckles. 

Shibanov occasionally recognizes this pattern as the cause of his own bouts of insanity:

FIpocTO nopaacaex HHor/ja MOSF nojmaa HeBO3MC»KHOCTb npocenb B cmHH MHr a6cyp/jHyio 
HyaoBHinHocTb npOHCxoAfluuero, CCJIH K TOMy >KC HenoHHMaHHe MOMCHxa HC MOJKCT 6bm> 
KOMneHCHpoBaHO nocTynKOM. Bee KJianaHbi saKpbiTbi. OT BOHioqero napa noMpanaeTca 

. (p.279)

He recognizes it even more readily in others, as when he describes to Gurov the reaction of 

his father (Ponyat'ev) to his imminent political disgrace:

3anop BO3HHK B MOBrax y Baiiiero naneHbKH. OneHb TpynHO 6biBaex ocosHaxb
6ezjHOMy HejioBCHecKOMy Mosry, HecymeMy npaMVK) H KOCBCHHyK) BHHy sa Bee
HCnOCTH^CHMbie o6opOTbI >KH3HH, KOTOpblC npCBpamaK)T 6bIBUIHX naJiaHCH B Ka3HHMbIX 

CBOHMH JKCpTBaMH. (p.431)

Such instances of intellectual collapse, often described in crudely physiological language, 

echo through the novel. Thus, Vlachkov's appeal to Shibanov, shortly before his death - 

'HTO npOHCXo^HT, HTO? MejiOBenecKHH MO3r nonaTb axoro He B CHJiax!' (p.270) - is

74 Chesterton, Orthodoxy, p.22. Chesterton will begin his argument by asserting that Christian sanity depends 
on permitting free will to remain a 'sacred mystery' (p.23).
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repeated a few pages later, where it is said to have been made not only by Vlachkov but by 

numerous suspects, both 'pure' and vile (p.276). The impotence of the mind is 

accompanied by a sense of implication, whereby, echoing Dostoevsky, every man (and 

mind) is responsible for all others.

In their accumulated effect, these yells of incomprehension, articulated at moments 

of greatest weakness, amount to a collective 'Why?' that expects and receives no rational 

answer. They may be compared to a speech given by Aleshkovsky in 1983, when he 

discussed the need, in confronting his country's past, to eschew 'a convenient sociological 

system of explanation' in order to pose 'that extremely simple and even seemingly idiotic 

question: But why then the Soviet regime? Why does it exist, Lord, if three hundred 

million people have been deprived of the possibility of eating normally for decades'. After 

a series of such rhetorical questions, he concluded by quoting Gogol: 'There is no 

answer'. 76 Similarly, in Ruka, no rational answers are found for the major historical 

questions that arise. Despite the historical background that the narrator claims to have 

acquired at the orphanage, and despite the novel's saturation in historical realia, only one 

substantial explanation emerges for the Revolution itself and its consequences: namely, 

that it was the triumph of the Devil (see especially pp.266, 452). In terms of historical or 

sociological argument, we are offered only the simplifications and illusions of counter- 

factual fantasy: 'CCJIH 6bi KepencKHH, 6jifl#b xaKaa [...] He npe^aji KopHHJioea, TO 

6ojiLiueBHCTCKaa npocTHTyuna cpasy 6bma 6ti B3axa K norno, a POCCHH 6bi cxajia 

6yp>Kya3HOH aeMOKparaeH, r^e H napo/i;, cBo6o,zjHO ^bima, nmi H eji OT ny3a'

75 This emerges particularly clearly in Sinen'kii skromnyiplatochek, in the likeable narrator's recollections of 
his war-time experiences: 'CMorpio H3 OKonHHKa Ha ne6o, Ha nojie - H KpacHCK), Mapmaji, nepea
BcCBHUfllUHM, K3K naU3H nepCH 6aTbKOH, H3LUKO/IHBUJH HCPO-TO. KoaCHCK) BSFJlHIia EfO HC BbI,Hep>KHBaK) Hf " r

nyio, HTO Ha^ejiajiH MU, JIIO/IH, on»Tb TaKoro 3Jia y>KacHoro, onflTb Ha/iejiann TaKoro 3jia, HenoHSTHO, pazin 
nero na^ejiaiiH H KaK 3TO Boo6me MOP^O OPOHSOHTH'; Aleshkovsky, Sobranie sochinenii, I, p.560.
76 'Writers in Exile', ed. by William Phillips, Partisan Review, 50 (1983), 487-525 (p.508). Compare with Fan 
Fanych's rhetorical questions \nKengurn; Aleshkovsky, Sobranie sochinenii, I, pp.49-186 (p.53).
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(p.344). 77 As for the Terror, Shibanov concludes: 'riocxHrHyxb JIOFHKV pa3BHXHfl xeppopa

-jo

6buio a6cojiK)THo Heso3MO>KHo: oHa oxcyxcxBOBajia' (p.452). Evil, in Ruka, must retain 

its mystery, and, thereby, its ineradicable reality. The philosophical insight is similar to 

that expressed by Lev Shestov: 'One can ask, "Whence comes evil?" But one cannot 

answer this question. There are questions whose significance lies precisely in the fact that 

they do not admit of answers because answers kill them'. 79

By pointing beyond the resources of reason, the naive question, 'Why?', gains 

approval in the value-system of Ruka. It begins to mark the path of a return to sanity, since 

here it is (to use the novel's governing dichotomy) Soul rather than Reason who is 

speaking and who simplifies history to recognize the evil that Reason, caught in its own 

complex cycle, fails to apprehend.

The question also returns us to Dostoevsky, for whom an apparently simple-minded 

question, phrased in the simplest terms, may mark the beginning of the possibility of moral 

and spiritual regeneration. It recalls, for example, the dream of Dmitry Karamazov, who, 

on seeing a burned-out village and a crying baby, asks repeatedly: '^a noneiviy 310 TaK? 

HoHeMy?' In the dream Dmitry's coachman gives him obvious answers to these questions, 

but he continues to ask: 'noneMy 3x0 cxoax noropenbie MaxepH, noneMy 6e#Hbi 

noHCMy 6eflHO #Hxe, noneMy rojiaa cxenb, noneMy OHH He oGHHMaioxca, He 

He recognizes that his questioning is mad and senseless (bezumno, bez tolku\ but believes

Of\

that 'HMCHHO xaic H na.no cnpocHXb'. He thus exhibits a persistent naivete, even stupidity 

(Dmitry is described here twice as glupyi), which has the inverse value for both

77 These are comments made by Sasha Grinberg at the orphanage; see, similarly, Shibanov's observations about 
the Civil War, famines and dekulakization: they could have all been avoided, he hectors Gurov, if a dozen or so 
leaders had been sent into quarantine by the healthy forces of society (p.273).
78 This would appear to be contradicted by the Brothers, about whom Shibanov says: 'Hnqero HeoGtacHHMoro, 
Ha HX B3rjiflfl, B reppope HC 6buio' (p.454). But they too offer no rational, logical or 'sociological' explanation, 
pointing only to the influence of the Devil (ibid), and often preferring to remain silent rather than answer 
Shibanov's specific questions about guilt and evil (see, for example, the behaviour of the priest, p.315).
79 See Lev Shestov, A Shestov Anthology, ed. by Bernard Martin (Athens: Ohio University Press, 1970), p.88.
80 Dostoevsky, XIV, pp.456-57.
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Aleshkovsky and Dostoevsky of the stupidity that is born of reason and the devil (who, in

O I ^^

Brat'ya Karamazovy, is described as 'y>KacHO rjiyrf and *>KHBOTHO XHTep). This almost 

sacred stupidity signifies the surrender of the intellect to God. It is thanks to such glupost' 

that Alesha 'joined the angels'; while in Ruka we are told that glupost' may at times reflect

u "j

the 'HeocosnaHHoe corjiacne c TCM, HTO ,ZJ,OJI>KHO 6biTb no BOJIC Bora H cyijbGbi' (p.424).

The distinction between the ratiocinating stupidity (marked as tupost') that enslaves 

and the naive stupidity that saves informs the entire novel, and especially its treatment of 

history.

There are, on the one hand, types of blindness to the past that are roundly 

condemned in Ruka, such as the betrayal of one's parents (the sin that appals Shibanov 

above all others). Stubborn, falsifying efforts to make history conform to intellectual 

(rational) constructs also draw Shibanov's venom. This is the tendency of Ponyat'ev and 

other unreformed idealists who hold to their Marxist-Leninist faith whatever their own 

personal sacrifices, and even imprisonment:

3TH, ,ao>KAaBiUHCb nepe3 ^Ba^uaTb JICT CBo6o^bi, ,0,0 CHX nop onpea^bieaioT jiK)6yio 
cxpaiiJHyK), ^onymeHHyK) no xynocTH HJIH npoHSBOJiy oiiiH6Ky HCTOPHHCCKOH
HCOGxO^HMOCTbK), a ^KCJiaHHC OCMblCJIHTb npHpOZty 'OLUH60K' AJlfl TOFO, HT06bI 

HX H HCKOpCHHTb, - npeCTynHbIM peBH3HOHH3MOM. (p.504)

Yet, on the other hand, there is a willed naivete towards history and personal 

injustice that the novel actively encourages and demonstrates. The path back to sanity 

proposed by Ruka relies on history not being made sense of, a process that mirrors the 

refusal of Ponyat'ev and others to 'make sense' (osmyslit 1). But if Ponyat'ev's historical 

amnesia is aimed at saving Reason, then 'good' historical naivete (also a form of amnesia) 

enables Aleshkovsky to suggest the survival of a kind of perennial innocence (associated 

with Soul); here, naivnost', nevinnost' and nevezhestvo form a sacred lexical trinity. The

81 Dostoevsky, XV, p.87.
82 Compare with Sinyavsky's interpretation of the stupidity of Ivan-Durak; see my Introduction, pp. 19-20.
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implication is that the monstrosities of history, interpreted as the work of the devil and 

human reason, occurred without true knowledge, that is to say without the knowledge of 

the soul. Shibanov and others were thus both guilty and innocent. Hence Shibanov's 

assertion on the final page that his soul remains 'nenoBHHHa' (p.538). And hence also the 

persistent refrain throughout Ruka (and Sinen'kii skromnyiplatochek) of Christ's prayer on 

the cross: 'Father, forgive them; for they know not what they do' (Luke 23: 34). These are 

the last words with which Shibanov's father addressed his killers (p.249); and the words 

with which the 'Brother' Frol Vlasych describes Shibanov (p.467). This is also how Frol 

describes the events of 1917: 'o PCBOJIIOUHH nepBtiH pa3 cjibimy. BocciaBiiiHX Mace He 

saMCTHJi. BH^CJI Tonny SesyMueB, He Be^aiomnx, ^TO TBOpax. OTHCCCH K HHM 

COHVBCTBCHHO, npe,zjBH,rja 3Jio6Htie nocjieacTBHH 6yHTa' (p.422). Such a response to evil - 

proposed throughout Ruka as the Christian alternative to revenge - asserts the ignorance 

that, at some level, exculpates the perpetrator. It also asserts the ability of the observer or 

victim, in the face of historical trauma or personal tragedy, to render himself ignorant of 

the precise manifestation of evil, thus protecting his spiritual integrity. Moreover, as 

Shibanov suggests in his description of the raid on Odinka, such a reaction may, at times 

of greatest distress, be automatic and salvific:

He BH^eji a, KTO crpejiflji B 6ario Moero, Heana A6paMbina, H Bbicxpejioe He cjibiuuaji, noTOMy 
HTO B UUOKC naxoAHJicfl. He ycxoajia na Horax pe6flHba .nyuioHKa. R ^a>Ke AyMaio, HTO 
pa6oraeT BpeMenaMH y Hamefi HCHXHKH MexaHH3M cnacHTenbHOH OTIOIWMKH OT 6esyMHbix
MrHOBCHHH 5KH3HH... (pp.249-50)

Arguably, Ruka projects this reaction over the entire span of Soviet history. Its naive, even 

foolish overview of history appears to be governed by this same 'MexaHH3M cnacHTenbHOH 

OTKJHOHKH', whereby the Revolution and its consequences must be simplified as the work 

of the devil or of pure contingency to enable the survival of a faith in humanity's capacity 

to be saved (and also to preserve an uncritical view of the pre-Revolutionary past when
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Russia was on its way to becoming a bourgeois democracy, *r^e H napo^, CBOOO^HO 

Abiiiia, riHJi H eji ox ny3a').

Of course, the reader is free to object to the implications of these claims of 

ignorance, and question whether Shibanov and other murderers described in Ritka really 

do 'know not what they do'. They are, after all, not living before the message of Christ 

was revealed; and, despite their living in an atheist state, Christian language and modes of 

thought are not buried too deeply in their minds, as Shibanov's language of sin and 

damnation amply testifies. Nor are the evil-doers notable for their ingenuousness 

(prostodushie), the quality for which Dmitry Karamazov was told by his coachman that his 

sins would be forgiven by God. 83 Perhaps the acerbic observation of Stultitia is appropriate 

here: '[W]hen men pray for forgiveness, though they may have sinned in full awareness, 

they make folly their excuse and defence'. 84

This objection, however, may be countered by the fact that in Ruka each character

o c

addresses Christ's words not to himself, but to others. It is perhaps more accurate to say 

that here Aleshkovsky is taking to its conclusion the doctrine of his 'teacher', Dostoevsky, 

that all must be guilty for all, in order to be saved.

The praise of folly in Ruka does not only occur at this exalted level, and the drama 

between Reason and the rather nebulous notion of Soul is just one of the ways in which 

Aleshkovsky seeks to restore sanity and human likeness. In other respects, the thematics of 

folly are considerably earthier, even if, for obvious reasons, the Priapic exuberance of 

Nikolai Nikolaevich is absent.

83 Dostoevsky, XIV, p.372.
84 Erasmus, Praise of Folly, ed. by A.H.T. Levi, trans. by Betty Radice (London: Penguin, 1993), p. 126.
85 In addition to the examples given earlier, see Shibanov's comments on p.510: '.H MOJiiocb cefinac KOPOTKO H 
acne 3a npospeHHe cjienbix H cwibHbix, 3iibix, HO HC Be.aaK>mHx, HTO TBOPHT, eocxHmeHHbix HCKycciBeHHOH 
3BC3aoqKOH'. The theme is established in Aleshkovsky's work from as early as the 'Pesnya o Staline': 'B 
ny>KHX rpexax Mbi cxoay cosHasajiHCb,/ 3ianoM IIJJIH HaBcxpeny 3J1OH cy/ib6e'; on this song, see above, pp.87- 
89.
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The word 'folly' is appropriate here in the broad sense familiar from Erasmus, 

whose Stultitia recruits to her cause a vast range of activity, from drunkenness and 

childishness to sexual love and piety. The capaciousness of folly is essential to Stultitia's 

purpose: it stands, in her speech, for the universality of human nature once affectations 

have been discarded. She sees herself as the very source of life, and her notion of folly is 

entirely democratic: 'I don't leave a single mortal without a share in my bounty, though 

the gifts of the other deities are unevenly bestowed'. 86

A comparable levelling strategy is pursued by Aleshkovsky against the pretensions 

of human reason. Enid Welsford's comment that in Praise of Folly, 'Erasmus defends the 

creative vital instincts of humanity against the encroachment of the analytical reason', is 

equally appropriate to Ruka?1 Importance is ascribed to three groups of instincts in 

particular: laughter; animal life; and childhood. A background to these themes is supplied 

by the strong presence in Shibanov's narrative of the ordinary folk. These can be 

associated with both faces of folly. Generally, the tolpa is reminiscent of the infantilised 

masses of Ivan's Legend - such is the 'oxMypeHHaa xojina, HHCTHHKTHBHO HiuymaH KOMy 

6w noKjiOHHTtcfl' (p.391), or the 'oAypaneHHaa xojina' observed by Shibanov on Red 

Square (p.370). By contrast, the mind of the narod and the peasantry is more susceptible to 

positive evaluation. The narod may in Shibanov's estimation be frequently foolish and 

gullible, but it is also a testing-ground for the conceits of the powerful, and a refuge of

00

basic truths and common sense, in a trope canonized by Dostoevsky, Tolstoy and others. 

Particular emphasis is attached to the values of the peasantry which Shibanov was born 

into, and to the tragedy of its destruction. Seeking to convince Gurov of the sincerity of his

86 Erasmus, p.73.
87 Enid Welsford, The Fool: His Social and Literary History (London: Faber and Faber, 1935), p.238.
88 In Ruka the people's common sense is exhibited clearly in Shibanov's 'little fable' about a dressing-down 
given to Khrushchev by a metallurgist, Fedor Boronkov, After supplying Khrushchev with a comprehensive 
critique of his domestic and foreign policy, Boronkov tells him: 'Mne ocroe6eHH.no BHflerb Ha saeone H Ha 
yjimiax OAHO, a HHTarb apyroe [...] Mw He HAHOTBI, MBI BHUHM see 3x0, noHHMaeivi' (p.337).
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diatribe against the degeneration of Russia, he affirms: 'BO MHC opei He COBCTCKHH 

npHpyneHHbiH jiH6epaji, nonrioiuaioiUHH 3a cbiTHbiM 3aBipaKOM caMH3^aT, a KpecibanHH 

BO MHC opex, reHbi opyx KpecTbflHCKHe' (p.280). Once again, as in the fiction of Voinovich 

and Venedikt Erofeev, the 'praise of folly" is tied to an antipathy to the complacent 

intelligentsia.

Laughter

Ruka is not a comic work in the manner of Nikolai Nikolaevich or Kenguru, but laughter is 

nevertheless essential to its development, while the novel would be all but unreadable 

without its abundant word-play, low humour and varied use of irony. Comedy thus helps 

involve the reader in the grotesque and tragic material of Shibanov's narrative. In addition,

OQ

it serves its time-honoured role, within the plot itself, of dissolving hierarchy and enmity.

In Frol Vlasych's second deposition (pp.467-82), it is word-play which temporarily 

eases Soul's stand-off with Reason. Her punning on Reason's name ('PasoBbrii Tbi VM', 

p.472) and that of the State Planning System ('Ync He FocnofleH JIH njian?', p.475) enables 

her, for the first time, to criticize Reason without giving offence and to make the latter see 

himself 'co cioponbi' (p.472). Laughter thus provides a short-cut to self-knowledge: 'K 

PasyMy BMCCTC co CMCXOM Bosspainajiocb noHHMamie 3a6iiy>K,zjeHH5i' (p.475). Soul's 

humorous accusations of Reason's foolishness ('Pa3VM, Tbi rjiyn') prove self-fulfilling, 

reducing Reason to fits of giggling and making him all but fall out of the train on which 

they are travelling (p.472). Laughter also discloses 'HTO-TO necoMHeHHO aexcKoe' in 

Reason's expression (p.472), and returns him to childhood memories (p.476). In the case

89 As the narrator ofSinen'kii skromnyi platochek tells Brezhnev at the end of his epistle: 'Civiexy 
, Mapiuan'; Aleshkovsky, Sobranie sochinenii, I, p.629.
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of Shibanov, as we will see, the return of such memories serves as a sign of his 

transformation.

A different, more ambivalent source of laughter is Stalin, whose salient comic 

characteristic in Ruka is his asinine speech, comprising proverbial sayings that are 

alternately credible and ludicrous ('Tnuie e^euib, npHe^euib Ha MaciieHHuy'; 'He THHH 

Ko6ejia sa HHua: OH VKVCHTB MO^CCT!'); nuggets of faux-Confucian wisdom ('co6aKa Jiaer 

- Bexep HOCHT'); and similes recalling his Georgian stock ('HaM Ka^pbi ny>KHbi,

niaMnypa RJIZ uiauijibiKOB'). 90 His sense of irony and the level of his self-awareness are 

hard to judge. We first see him trying and failing to collect mushrooms. When it is 

explained to him that this is because he is unaccustomed to bowing down, he replies: 

'Xopoinee, Haynnoe oGtacHeHHe, ^a»e JICCTH He BH^cy B HCM' (p.362).

Shibanov' s portrait of Stalin presents a folksy caricature at which it is impossible 

not to laugh, and which successfully ridicules his public image as a wise and responsible 

figure of authority. 91 Such satirical horseplay may seem at odds with the brutal depiction 

of Stalinism in Ruka, and with Shibanov' s attempt, at the very centre of his monologue, to 

present a serious psychological analysis of Stalin as a self-loathing paranoiac. Yet the 

censure which Stalin's frivolity might invite is outweighed by the novel's imperative to 

disclose a levelling basis of folly, and thereby humanity, to which all, even Stalin, can be 

reduced (or raised). Far from alienating him, his foolishness renders him familiar within 

the text. His flagrant ignorance of history - he speaks, for example, of the 

'BoceMHa,zmaTbiH noMH^op JlyH BonanapTa' (p. 355) - merely exaggerates the more 

general tendencies discussed above, while his proverbial banalities are echoed throughout 

Ruka, whether by Shibanov ('Bopb6a co cxapbiM - He (Jumpx co IHJIIOXOH'), or the 

common-sensical metallurgist, and truthteller to Khrushchev, Fedya Boronkov (TanaHT,

90 See pp.362, 438, 406, 375. On Confucius, see p.378.
91 On this image, see pp.381-82.
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nojiararo, He Hyryn: ero no oziHHaKOBbiM (popiviaM HC Hazto pa3JiHBaTb'). ~ And while 

Stalin is himself in many ways a figure of ridicule (like Khrushchev, who is derided for his 

'anecdotal' passion for maize), he too finds life's circus ridiculous; 'human obtuseness" 

('xynocTb jiKWKaa') has him in stitches. 93 In this way he participates fully in a carnival 

atmosphere as both subject and object of laughter.

The World of Animals and the Model ofSt Francis

The teeming underworld of animal life in Aleshkovsky's fiction suggests, like comedy, an 

underlying and universal context to which all life bears a relation. It also supplies a moral 

commentary on human behaviour. Following a lengthy literary tradition stretching from 

the Renaissance to Vladimir Voinovich, Georgy Vladimov and others in recent Russian 

prose, Aleshkovsky indicates through animals natural instincts and knowledge which 

humans have forgotten. 94 His fiction, especially Sinen'kii skromnyi platochek, echoes 

Stultitia's view that 'the least unhappy [men] are those who come nearest to the instinctive 

folly of dumb animals', who, 'the theologians assure us [...] can't even sin'. 95 In the 

Partisan Review round-table, he warned of the consequences for entire civilizations that 

ignoring such 'instinctive folly' can incur: 'We humans are so full of the arrogance of 

superiority over the whole animal kingdom that, in a certain sense, we have dulled in 

ourselves a number of powerful instincts. I dare say that none of us has ever seen a wild 

animal [...] run headlong into the arms of its predator'. 96

92 See pp.430, 338. Stalin's proverbs are just one of his folksy characteristics. His coarse language and his 
constant derision of sycophantic intellectuals and political careerists also strike a popular chord, and have much 
in common with the populist prejudices of the soi-disant peasant, Shibanov.
93 See pp.337, 485.
94 See, especially, Vladimov's influential novel Vernyi Ruslan (Frankfurt: Posev, 1975).
95 Erasmus, pp.53-55.
96 'Writers in Exile', p.512.
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In Ruka, as in Aleshkovsky's Sinen'kii skromnyiplatochek and Vladimov's I'ernyi 

Ruslan, dogs play an especially prominent role. It is the assault of an Alsatian which 

enables Shibanov to save Stalin's life and win his favour, and the 'canine theme" persists 

in their professional relationship as a code whereby Shibanov, watching through the 

peephole, learns which of Stalin's colleagues are to be executed by the Leader's deliberate 

digressions on dog-related matters. This 'co6anb« TeMaxHKa' (p.375) recalls not only the 

event which brought Stalin and Shibanov together, but also the contemporary discourse of 

political opprobrium. 97

Characteristically, this political discourse is revived only to be turned inside out. If 

in the Show Trials the equation of humans with animals connoted humiliation of the 

person, in Ruka animals serve as a touchstone of vitality and basic values. Hence the 

disappearance of Gurov's two pets halfway through Shibanov's monologue, when the 

scale of their master's crimes have become clear. On their return they scratch and bite 

Gurov (p.395). Gurov richly deserves this mutiny in the view of the narrator, who is still 

livid at the massacre not just of the humans at Odinka, but also of the cats and dogs, an 

abomination for which he holds Gurov personally responsible (pp.292-93).

The native intelligence of animals is also to the fore in Sinen'kii skromnyi platochek 

in the war memories of the narrator, Baikin, who was saved by a stray dog as he lay on the 

battlefield with his leg torn off. The dog, whom Baikin nicknamed Mashka and called a 

'four-pawed Burdenko' (after the famous surgeon), licked clean his wound '6e3 ztOJirax 

paccy)K#eHHH'. 98 Animal instinct is thus identified with vitality and the soul in the broader

97 See Dermot Fitzsimons, '"Shoot the Mad Dogs!": Appellation and Distortion during the Moscow Show 
Trials, 1936-1938', Slovo [UCL], 13 (2001), 172-187.
98 Aleshkovsky, Sobranie sochinenii, I, p.562.
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polemic against reason, whose operations are described in Ruka as being infinitely slower 

than that of the soul (p.299). 99

In contrast to Stalinist discourse, then, and in common with Renaissance rhetoric, 

Aleshkovsky shames humans not for resembling animals, but for being unlike them and 

sinking below their level. 100 To the examples given should be added Mashka's refusal in 

Sinen'kii skromnyiplatochek to eat human flesh from the battlefield, 101 in stark contrast to 

the escaped convicts in Ruka who take Ponyat'ev along as a source of nourishment (a 

korova, in the jargon of the Gulag). In these ironic parallels between the world of animals 

and the zoo of educated humanity there are further echoes of the denizens of 

Skotoprigon'evsk, whether of Ivan Karamazov's objection to the phrase 'bestial' cruelty 

when applied to humans ('sBept ne MOJKCT 6i>rn> xaic ^KCCTOK, KaK nejiOBeK, Tax 

apiHCTHHecKH, xaK xvflOKecTBeHHO >KeciOK'), or of Kolya's affirmation that there are 

more idiocies (gluposti) to be found among men than among animals. 102

Perhaps it is also partly to Dostoevsky that we should trace the exuberant love of 

animals and the natural world which characterizes the most obviously luminous character 

in Ruka, Frol Gusev. In the extract from the Life of Zosima which supplies the structural 

riposte to Ivan's Legend, this theme dominates, particularly in the description of Zosima's 

elder brother, Markel, who, in the very course of his fatal illness, discovered a joy in 

nature and God. Previously an atheist, Markel experiences an epiphany that inspires him, 

despite his imminent demise, to declare to his grieving mother both that '>KH3Ht ecxt pan' 

and that 'BCHKHH H3 nac npe^ BCCMH BO BCCM BHHOBax, a a 6o;iee BCCX'. These two 

realizations are brought together in his plea to the birds outside his window for

99 When the studiedly irrational Frol Gusev enters Shibanov's office, his appearance is described as the arrival 
of'cawa >KH3Hb, peaiibHaa >KH3Hb, HC HyjK^aiomascji B rpy^HOM, MeiyieHHOM ocosHaHHH' (p.464).
100 This trope is to be found in Erasmus and, most commonly, writers of the later Renaissance such as 
Montaigne. See the commentary of A.H.T. Levi: Erasmus, p.70.
101 Aleshkovsky comments with double irony that Mashka 'BOHHy no-qejioeeMecKH nepOKHeana'; 
Aleshkovsky, Sobranie sochinenii, I, p.563.
102 Dostoevsky, XIV, pp.217, 473.
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forgiveness. 103 Markers acceptance of his death dramatically influenced Zosima's own 

philosophy, in which wonder and humility before creation, allied with the doctrine of 

universal guilt, do not so much answer Ivan's specific arguments and doubts as implicitly 

reject the very right of humans to construct and then question theodicies. A similar 

religious outlook emerges in Ruka.

However, there is another, more distant precursor to be considered here - namely, 

St Francis, whose likely influence on the portraits of Markel and Zosima has been 

indicated by Joseph Frank. 104 Francis, patron saint of animals, breezes into Ruka in fairly 

recognisable form as the veterinarian Frol, who refers to himself in his depositions as a 

'noKpOBHxejib 5KHBOTHbix' (p.423), 105 and who conducted a burial ceremony in the 

Summer Garden, during the October Revolution, of assorted creatures (p.422). 106

The specific parallels between Frol and Francis are numerous, including textual 

allusion ('CxoH, cecipa MOH - Jioma^b!'; p.468) l07and a quasi-pantheistic urge towards

1 f\ O ___ ___

pathetic fallacy. Like Francis, Frol is a bare-footed wanderer, whose 'nocturnal 

Odyssey' on the night of the October Revolution ends in his abandoning the city for the 

country (pp.422-23). He is, furthermore, head of a (notional) brotherhood; 109 displays a 

courteous, playful and joyful disposition, turning his childish smile to God in what

103 Dostoevsky, XIV, pp.262-63.
104 Frank, pp.624, 625, 633.
105 Frol also refers to himself twice as a 'noKpoBHTCJib JIKXUCH H JKHBOTHBIX'; pp.418, 482.
106 There is also a distant hint of St Francis in Shibanov, with his nostalgic love of 'grubby Vaskas' and other 
animals from his Odinka boyhood (p.293); in this, as in many other respects, Frol serves as yet another alter 
ego for the narrator.
107 The allusion to Francis's Canticle of the Sun also contains a further echo of Pasternak's poem (and 
collection title), 'Sestra moya - zhizn"; Boris Pasternak, Izbrannoe, 2 vols (Moscow: Khudozhestvennaya 
Literarura, 1985), l, pp.74-75. Pasternak, sharing a similar exuberance and vitality, is a poet of manifest 
importance to Aleshkovsky; see especially Persteri vfutlyare (1992), collected in Aleshkovsky, Sobranie 
sochinenii, 3, pp.3-168.
108 See, for example, p.467: 'TpaMean FIOXOTJIHBO, HO ao6po,aymHO 3ean K ce6e 6a6'. On these themes in 
Francis's life and writing, see James Cowan, Francis: A Saint's Way (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 2001), 
p. 145; and G.K. Chesterton, St Francis of Assist (London: Continuum, 2001), pp.98-99.
109 Frol's seniority among the Brothers (or edinomyshlenniki) is asserted by Shibanov on p.465. They seem to 
him to be 'members of a single order' (p.453).
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Chesterton calls Francis's 'great gratitude' and 'sublime dependence*; and embraces, prays 

for and pursues self-sacrifice.' I0

In Frol's despairing appeal to humanity, made on the streets of Petersburg during 

the October Revolution, these motifs combine with the humility of a Markel or Zosima, for 

whom life is a gift and a paradise; and with the ecstatic acceptance of what Aleshkovsky 

has called elsewhere the 'cnacTJiHBbie 6e/TBi ^CHSHCHHOH cyflbGbi'. 1 " It's 'stupid' (glupo) 

to curse God, Frol says:

'To HC Eor, TO /JbflBOJi reopHT 3.no! H flbflBOJi - ecTb Ham PasyM, yrpaTHBLUHH Bora. OH - B
Hac! [...]
HMCHHO B STOT MOMCHT K MOHM HoraM ynajia y6HTaa majibHOH nyjiefi Bopona.
Tocno^H,' CKasaji a. 'CnacH6o re6e 3a y^Kac H pa^ocrb >KHSHH, sa CBCT H MpaK, 3a necHK) H
CMepxb nxHUbi, 3a Heap H O3Ho6. Cnacn6o 3a TO, MTO B rejie MOCM npe6biBaK)T B
HeBO3MymeHHOM ynpCKaMH MHpe, corjiacHH H ACTCKOM yuHBJieHHH PasyM H /lyiiia.

MHC, KBK HTHU6, CJiyHaHHyK) CMCpTb Ha JlCTy!' (p.423)

The notes of self-parody and even kitsch in passages such as this, however, render Frol a 

barely credible presence. Indeed, his unreality underscores the sense in which he may be 

understood as a dream of Shibanov himself. Yet it is also clear that he is the favoured 

'voice' in Shibanov's mind, and the one to whose views most pages are given. At the end 

of the narrative Shibanov will thank Frol for having indirectly saved him and deterred him

11^ _ _
from his final act of revenge (pp.529-30). Furthermore, Frol sets the tone for the outlook 

and characterization of the other Brothers, 113 who are grouped together as 'csaxbie JIK>,HH' 

and 'pa3Hbie lopo^HBbie' (p.465). These descriptions are attributed by the narrator to 

Gurov, who wonders how Shibanov's respect for such folk can coexist with the sadism 

demanded by his profession.

110 Chesterton, St. Francis, pp.87-88. On Francis's courtesy, ibid, pp.43, 111; on his 'Search for Martyrdom', 
ibid, p. 141.
111 From Aleshkovsky's obituary of Yury Glazov: 'Nekrolog: Poslednii urok', Atovy/ Mr, 7 (1998), 241-42 
(p.242).
112 Shibanov spent three months in Frol's company; on his affection for Frol and his writings, see pp.464-65.
113 See, for example, pp.308-18.
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The comparison of the Brothers to yurodivye (not repeated elsewhere) is perhaps 

intended to suggest little more than eccentricity. But it gives cause to ask whether, if we 

accept that Frol is modelled to a considerable extent on St Francis, he can also be viewed 

as a yurodivyi. This question is relevant also to the parallel with Brat'ya Karamazovy, 

where both holy-foolish and Franciscan motifs are present.

Harriet Murav begins her study of holy foolishness in Dostoevsky with an incident 

from St Francis's life that, she argues quite convincingly, corresponds 'in many ways' to 

yurodstvo. 114 Yet, on the whole, Ewa Thompson is surely right to say that St Francis may 

be viewed as a God's fool but not a yurodivyi Khrista radi. ns Certainly there are important 

similarities: among others, the topsy-turvy view of the world; the following of the gospels 

to the letter; and the quality ofapatheia, or of being 'dead to the world'. 116 Yet there is no 

parallel in tearful Russian yurodstvo for the demonstrative joy and mirth, both in life and 

in the prospect of death, which was epitomized by St Francis. Conversely, there is little in 

St Francis of the deliberately provocative aggression and scandal-mongering of the 

yurodivye; their anti-aesthetics; and their extreme, and often puzzling didacticism. 

Hagiographic yurodstvo is a primarily urban phenomenon, while St Francis is associated 

with the open skies. For the yurodivyi the world lies in sin, and must be saved; for Francis, 

life is a paradise for which he never deems himself sufficiently worthy, rushing to commit 

ever-greater sacrifices. Both, of course, are moved by the imitation and love of Christ, and 

both show the wounds of this love to the world; yet the legends associated with them 

fascinate in quite different ways.

114 The incident in question is Francis's public rejection of his father, which Murav reads as an act of 
provocation reminiscent of yurodstvo. See Murav, p.l.
115 Ewa M. Thompson, 'The Archetype of the Fool in Russian Literature', Canadian Slavic Papers, 15 (1973), 
245-273 (p.245).
116 This was noted in St Francis by his contemporary, Thomas of Celano. See Cowan, pp.122, 130; Chesterton, 
St. Francis, p.79.
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In the character of Frol Gusev, the Franciscan model of religious folly is brought 

out much more emphatically than in Brat'ya Karamazovy, where the dominant prism for 

understanding religious folly remains yurodstvo, as a key topos in the personalities of 

Alesha ('Flo oxiiy cJWjocxpacTHHK, no Maxepn lOpo^HBbiH'), 117 Zosima, Ferapont, 

Smerdyakov, and others. The greater prominence of the Franciscan model in Ruka accords 

with a general tendency, which I will discuss further in the conclusion, towards an 

expression of the vitality and paradoxical sanity which is more easily found in the 

medieval and Renaissance examples of Francis and Erasmus than in the dark ambivalences 

of yurodstvo. These examples accord, moreover, with the widespread pursuit in non­ 

conformist prose of levity of mind and of style, discussed in relation to Moskva-Petushki

110

(see Chapter One), and clearly manifested by Frol in the passage quoted above.

Childhood

'What is childhood but silliness and foolishness?' asks Stultitia; but in the final, less 

frivolous section of her speech, she emphasizes 'the mystery of salvation' that, in Christ's 

words, 'had been hidden from the wise but revealed to little children, that is, to fools'. 119

1 70The 'childishness' of religious folly is regularly noted by biographers and scholars.

In Ruka, infancy bears all these associations, most plainly in the frequently 

emphasized childishness of Frol. 121 This quality communicates itself in some form to the 

narrator, through whom the theme is treated in a more dramatic and complex manner, 

developing both from the dialogue with Dostoevsky, and the narrator's own orphanhood.

117 Alesha is thus described by Rakitin; Dostoevsky, XIV, p. 73
118 Notably, in his request: Tocnozw! rioiiuiH MHC, KaK riTHue, cjiynaHHVK) CMepxb Ha Jiexy!' (p.423).
119 Erasmus, pp.23, 124-25.
120 John Saward argues that holy foolishness 'is always childlike and Christocentric'; Saward, Perfect Fools 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1980), p. 10. See also S.A. Ivanov, Vizantiiskoeyurodstvo (Moscow: 
Mezhdunarodnye Otnosheniya, 1994), p. 19. On Francis's 'inspired infancy', see Chesterton, St. Francis, 
pp. 103-4.
121 'Mjia^eHMecTBOM, CHacTJiHBbiM H HHHCM He 3a\iyTHeHHbiM, Bejuio Ha MCHH or Opojia BnacbiMa' (p.464).
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It is in the final section of Ruka, as Shibanov approaches and celebrates his sixtieth 

birthday, that the theme comes to occupy his thoughts most persistently. 122 In his rush of 

joy after deciding to renounce revenge entirely, he tells Ryabov: "a ManbHHKOM ce6a 

nyBCTByK) 3a Mac #o npuxo^a HoHflTbeBa B MOK> aepeBHio' (p.530). This recollection ties 

in with a dream-parable forty pages earlier which marked the beginning of Shibanov's 

transformation and which was set in his family's allotment, imagined in the dream as the 

only barren allotment in the village. The ghost of his father appears to him, making a final 

plea for Shibanov to abandon his pursuit of revenge, and asking him to consider, 'xax xaK 

npOH3orujio, HTO Tbi ceMeHKO n KJiy6eiiiKH noceflji, a HHHero ne B3OiiiJio' (p.494). The plea 

is successful: Shibanov is left in the allotment, where, embracing and kissing the earth, he 

recognizes that he must foster life. Explaining his change of heart to Gurov, he says he has 

taken his last chance to see his father again (p.495).

The correspondences with Brat'ya Karamazovy remain prevalent and significant. In 

Dostoevsky's 'mystical ethics', as understood by Zenkovsky, 'super-reasonable' love rises 

'to a sense of inner connection with the whole world, even with the dead'; and W.W. 

Rowe illustrates how the connection with the dead is negotiated by dreams, which 'are not 

infrequently the special medium whereby a dead child can communicate with the living'. 

In Ruka dreams play a similar role, although here it is not a dead infant communicating 

with the living, but the former infant in Shibanov communicating with his dead father; 

through dreams, Shibanov keeps alive the memory of Odinka, and also the child within 

himself 123

The content of Shibanov's dream, and the death of the dreamer shortly afterwards, 

suggest a playing out of Dostoevsky's chosen epigraph: that a corn of wheat brings forth

122 See, for example, pp.512-13: 'B KOHUC >KH3HH repaeujbcji, KaK nauaH, He 3Haeuib, 3a mo B3flTbca, rnasa 
pa36eraK>Tca, CJIOBHO epeMCHH enepenH saroH'.
123 William Woodin Rowe, Dostoevsky: Child and Man in His Works (New York: New York University Press, 
1968), pp.121, 123.
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fruit only when it dies (John 12: 24). 124 In its consequences, Shibanov's dream proves as 

transformative as Dmitry's nightmare of the burned-out village and crying baby, which 

also rendered the dreamer childlike in its aftermath. 125 Dmitry's second childhood, as 

Andre Gide emphasized, is that of the Christian who renounces his adult self and follows 

the Gospel injunction: 'Except ye be converted, and become as little children, ye shall not 

enter into the Kingdom of Heaven' (Matthew 18:3). 126

This verse is also cited by one of the Brothers as a response to Shibanov's doubts 

about the balance of good and evil. Not for the first time in Ruka, discussion of a 

philosophical dilemma is curtailed by an appeal to the non-rational:

- 6yAbTe KaK ^CTH!' OTBCTHJI MHC, HQ noMHFO y>K KTO, H /jo6aBHJi: '}KH3Hb 
6ecKOHeHHO crapme Pasyivia [...] ,na, JKHSHB crapme Pasyiwa, HO B TOT caMbiH MHF, Koryja OH,
3aBH,HyjI B3pOCJ7OCTH, OTna/jaeT OT ee 6eCKOHCHHOH HaHBHOCTH H AO-BCpHfl, a AO-BCpHC 3TO H

ecTb .neTCKafl Heoco3HaHHaa sepa, B TOT >KC caMbiH MHF OH CTaHOBHTca ManeHbKHM
CTapHHKOM, B KOTOpOM OCTaJlOCb OT 5KH3HH, 6CJ1H HC BblpOAHJTOCb, OflHO VMCHHe H OAH3

CTpacTb - jiorHMecKH Mbic^HTb. By^bTC KaK fleTH, rpa^naHe cjie^QBaTejiH!' (p.454)

The child is thus enlisted with Soul against Reason, entering Ruka's virtuous circle of 

naivety, innocence, ignorance, instinct and vitality. The passage also echoes the advice

i -^*y

given by Alesha Karamazov to his brother Ivan to love life more than its meaning.

It should also be noted that the theme of childhood in Ruka is marked (and rendered 

powerful) by an ambivalence characteristic of the novel and its narrator. On the one hand 

the truncation of Shibanov's childhood in Odinka was a trauma which kept him trapped in 

a loathsome and formless pre-pubescent physical state. It condemned Shibanov to 

unremitting rancour, and to the fate of Dostoevsky's child victims, whose memories 

become 'permanent mirrors of the experience, hauntingly prolonging both the cruelty of

124 Dostoevsky, Xiv, p.5.
125 The dream led Dmitry to the conclusion that 'each is guilty for all - for all "babes". There are only little 
children and big children. All are "babes'"; cited by Rowe, pp. 124-25.
126 Cited by Rowe, p. 120.
127 Dostoevsky, Xiv, p.210.
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the deed and its crippling consequences' (Rowe). 128 Yet the curse of Shibanov's childhood 

trauma, both physical and psychological, also proves to be the thing that saves him; it is to 

his residual, unvanquished immaturity that he is returned in the final pages. This reflects a 

broader pattern in the author's treatment of folly and idiocy, which acts as a curse in 

preventing the Aleshkovskian hero from rising to the intellectual challenges posed by the 

world, but which also saves him from intellectual pride - the path influentially condemned 

by Dostoevsky in the person of Ivan Karamazov.

6. Rousseau, Compassion, and Common Sense

Moving closer to his biological father, Shibanov is implicitly also moving closer to his 

Maker, even though he accepts that he is damned. 129 Rowe's words on divine parenthood 

in Dostoevsky are equally relevant to Ruka:

God's parenthood, then, is essential for meaningful relationships between men [...] But the 
denizens of Dostoevsky's world generally fail to recognize this parenthood. And when they do 
not, in the words of Vyacheslav Ivanov, "men, those children of God" embrace a "solipsistic 
nihilism" and "must inevitably destroy themselves and one another." 130

The response to the threat of 'solipsistic nihilism' offered by Ruka involves not only 

acceptance of God, but also, as discussed in the previous section, a return to sources of 

vitality and common humanity. As Shibanov's narrative speeds towards death, its thematic 

argument pulls backwards towards a celebration of origins and instincts, not least in its 

eulogy of childhood and filiation. In Frol's second 'deposition', which better resembles a

128 Rowe, p. 12.
129 The patronymic of Shibanov's father, Abramych, underlines this connection.
130 Rowe, p. 120. See also Shibanov's apparently frivolous words about the Devil earlier in the narrative, which 
adumbrate this theme and provide a ready interpretation for Shibanov's adult life: 'CrpaHHO, HTO, noiviHHaa
OKCMHHyTHO MCpTOBy M3Tb, MbI HHKOPfla HC oSlVIOJIBHMCfl HH CJ1OB6HKOM O CFO nanCHbRC. CrpaHHO... MO 

6bITb, OH HX 6pOCHJl, H TpaBMHpOBaHHblH MaJlbMHUIKa CT3J1 H3OIHpeHHbIM 6aHflHTOM, MCTflLUHM JIKXOflM 33 

OTJiyMCHHC OT OTUOBCTBa?' (p.3 10).
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parable, this movement is given literal expression. Here, Indignant Reason has become the 

exhausted stoker of a train headed backwards, stopping at each station to allow Frol to buy 

cherries or baked milk (pp.467-69). The arrow of Soviet history has been reversed.

This desired return to man's better nature and truth - accompanied, as we have 

seen, by the dismantling of intellectual pretension - strongly suggests the enduring 

influence of Rousseau. 131 In broad terms, echoes of Rousseau may be heard throughout 

Aleshkovsky's work, and to the comparisons that follow may be added in particular a 

shared hostility towards the intellectual class and urban prejudice. 132

The thought of Rousseau, especially as expressed in his Discourse on the Origin of 

Inequality (the 'second' discourse; 1755), leaves a manifest impression on the assumptions 

that underpin the more optimistic arguments internalized, or cited, by the narrator ofRuka. 

These arguments, which supply a counter-current to the suicidal drift of Shibanov's 

'hangman's narrative', draw above all on the need for man to be reconnected to his 

putatively pre-rational feelings and original nature, and thus to be restored.

Shibanov is, however, no 'natural man' like Nikolai Nikolaevich or Voinovich's 

Chonkin. Rather, he may be said to represent (at least until the final pages) the very 

epitome of the modern man estranged from himself, in Rousseau's terms, and condemned 

thereby to a life determined by fear and false values, the absence of freedom, the spiteful 

need to dominate others and 'the frightful contrast of passion mistaking itself for reason 

and understanding grown delirious'. 133 Yet, being acutely aware of his own deformation, 

Shibanov remains a fitting vehicle for some of Rousseau's fundamental principles. He

131 Rousseau begins the first part of his second discourse with the intention to 'strip' man 'of all the 
supernatural gifts he may have received, and all the artificial faculties he can have acquired only by a long 
process'. Jean-Jacques Rousseau, 'A Discourse on the Origin of Inequality', in Rousseau, The Social Contract 
and Discourses, trans. by G.D.H. Cole (London: Everyman's Library, 1993), pp.31-125 (p.52).
132 On these well-known themes in Rousseau, and in particular his loathing of the intelligentsia, see 'Rousseau' 
in Isaiah Berlin, Freedom audits Betrayal: Six Enemies of Human Liberty, ed. by Henry Hardy (London: 
Chatto and Windus, 2002), pp.27-49.
133 Rousseau, p.43. In the portrait of Stalin given inRuka, the Rousseauian vices of amour propre and caprice 
are especially exaggerated.
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knows, for example, that evil is not inherent in man, being 'npoTHBHoe 

HejioBCHecKOH npHpo^bi' (p.251). Hence in good part his susceptibility to the views of his 

religious interlocutors. Frol's parables about reason and soul recapitulate many of 

Rousseau's themes, such as the potential tyranny of reason and the need to locate 

fundamental principles, the 'most simple operations of the human soul' that exist 'prior to 

reason', according to Rousseau, and that should serve as our true moral compass. 134

These resemblances are reinforced by a comparably mythic, and deliberately 

unintellecrualized, representation of history. In the second Discourse, Susan Neiman has 

written, Rousseau provides 'an alternative to the story of the Fall', in which 'the problem 

of evil and its solution depend on the idea that evil has developed over time'. 135 For 

Aleshkovsky, also, human nature appears mutable. This theme emerges particularly 

strongly in Shibanov's conversations with the Brothers, serving Shibanov's cynical 

dystopian fantasies on the one hand ('Mbi Bbme^eM B KOHije KOHUOB noKOJienne JiiofleH, 

Koxopbix 6y#eT TOIHHHTI> OT opra3Ma, MaxepHHCTBa, cbmoBnero noHTCHHa'); and, on the 

other, the Brothers' faith in the ability of mankind to reassert its predisposition towards 

good. 136 In the Gulag diary of a Christian cited by Shibanov, the zek discusses the trace 

(sled) of our actions, whether good or bad, that will be inherited by the generation that 

follows (pp.322-23). Such arguments suggest the possibility that future generations can be 

oblivious to the original 'trace', and no longer know or even care where their nature was 

corrupted. As in Rousseau, evil in Ruka perpetrates itself collectively, as an obtuse, even 

involuntary process. At the same time, this mythical and highly subjective interpretation of

134 Rousseau, pp.46-47. At the same time, Rousseau, like Frol, does seek to establish the rightful role of reason, 
and its potentially harmonious interaction with the soul; but for both reason must know its place. See N.J.H. 
Dent, A Rousseau Dictionary (Oxford: Blackwell, 1992), pp.201-3.
135 'This assumes, in turn, that human beings develop over time, both as species and individual beings. Human 
nature has been altered. Thus begins the second Discourse, and its force becomes clear only when we recall 
how earlier thinkers saw human nature as much the same through time and space.' Susan Neiman, Evil in 
Modern Thought: An Alternative History of Philosophy (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2002), pp.44-46
(p-44).
136 See especially Chapter 25, pp.308-18 (p.312).
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the past, with its deliberately naive assumptions about the progress of history and its 

absence of detailed explanation, retains the implicit memory of a moment, represented in 

Ruka by 1917 (and, in Frol's parables, by the divorce of Reason and Soul), to which this 

degradation can be traced, and therefore of a time preceding this moment of comparable 

innocence (and healthier society). For Aleshkovsky, as for Rousseau, 137 man's moral 

history could have been otherwise; and its vector could yet be altered again.

It is Shibanov who, through his obsessive interest in the emotional rather than rational 

responses of his interlocutor, Gurov, locates most effectively the innate principles 

mentioned above. In doing so, he indicates (though he cannot exemplify) the alternative 

ethical framework that Ruka proposes in response to the Soviet ethos - one which elides 

Rousseauian values with the re-evaluation of notions of intelligence and wisdom.

In Shibanov's narrative the opposition of Reason and Soul favoured by Frol is 

elucidated as the contrast between a worldview which tries to suppress the guiding role of 

instinctual feelings (specifically, that fostered by Marxist-Leninist 'objectivity') and one 

which accepts it. Emotions, Shibanov realizes, are the indicators of the God-given values 

(tsennosti) which, he feels certain, persist in some form even in the most depraved

1 1 Q

Communists as evidence of the survival of their souls. Hence his protracted attempts to 

flush out of Gurov a confession of remorse for his cruelty towards his own mother, for 

whose death from illness and hunger he was partly responsible. Incensed by Gurov's 

attempts to give him 'objective', rationalistic answers, Shibanov inveighs:

Tbl MHC CKa>KH! 5KOJ1KO Te6e MEMeHbKy HJ1H HC JKaJlKO? EblJlO Te6e HCBblHOCHMO >KHTb HJ1H HC

6bijio (p.289)

137 See Neiman, pp.43, 45-46.
138 He describes Bolshevik class morality as 'aHTHMopajib, opy>KHe CaraHa HepTHJibina B 6opb6e c
UCHHOCTflMH, ^aHHblMH MCJlOBCKy EOFOM' (p.305).
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HHTepecyjor MCHJI HC MBICJIH, a ncK/iK)HHTe;ibHO HyecTBa, HV a CCJIH (hopMyjiHpoBarb TOHHCC, 
TO AyweBHbie peaKUHH 'MeJioeeKa HOBOFO THna" Ha paspymeHHe HOpiviajibHbix OTHomeHHM K 

. Passe MavieHbKa c naneHbKOH HC UCHHOCTH? (p. 298)

As these passages suggest, and many others confirm, the deepest 'feeling' that interests 

Shibanov, and Aleshkovsky, is compassion, the emotion which clearly connects the 

narrator to his own childhood before the massacre of Odinka and to the value (sacred, in 

his eyes) of the family. 139

The disposition to compassion is one of Rousseau's two innate principles by which 

we should take our moral bearings (the other being amour de soi). m It is also the 

disposition in reference to which the paradoxical re-evaluation of intelligence in Ruka is 

finally resolved. The hyperbolic attempts to prove that reason is 'obtuse' (tup) and that the 

instincts are wise point ultimately to the contrast between minds that are blunted to pity by 

slavery to the constructs of ideology and reason (p.515), and those which are still open to 

the promptings of compassion. The former are defined by the 'cepaa xynocxt' which 

Shibanov perceives in himself as his habitual frame of mind, and which is shared by the 

Devil, who is 'xyn'and 'cjien' (pp.379, 515). It is the same 'greyness' mentioned by Frol 

when he speaks to Shibanov 'o HenyBCXBHxejiBHOM K GOJIH cepoM BemecxBe MO3ra, Kax 

MaxepnantHOM cy6cxpaxe HejiOBenecKoro PasyMa' (p.436).

This re-evaluation through compassion of the nature of intelligence accords closely 

with recent work by the philosopher, Martha Nussbaum, who, drawing heavily on 

Rousseau, argues that emotions can and should be viewed as 'essential elements of human 

intelligence, rather than just supports or props for intelligence'. 141 Like Shibanov,

139 Shibanov specifically discusses compassion (sostradanie) on pp.507, 515.
140 '[Contemplating the first and most simple operations of the human soul, I think I can perceive in it two 
principles prior to reason, one of them deeply interesting us in our own welfare and preservation, and the other 
exciting a natural repugnance at seeing any other sensible being, and particularly any of our own species, suffer 
pain or death'; Rousseau, pp.46-47. Rousseau discusses compassion (pitie) at length inEmile; see also the 
useful entry on compassion in Dent, pp.51-55.
141 The re-evaluation also accords with the theories of Jung, who similarly argues for the 'rationality' of 
feelings and their intrinsic link to values. In his 'Psychological Theory of Types', Jung makes the important
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Nussbaum finds compassion to be the emotion which best exemplifies 'intelligent 

responses to the perception of value'. Indeed: v Compassion itself is the eye through which 

people see the good and ill of others, and its full meaning. Without it, the abstract sight of 

the calculating intellect is value-blind'. Where Shibanov explores Soviet ideology, 

Nussbaum provides examples from Nazi Germany of how compassion, with its 'intimate 

connection to a true "core theory" of values', could subvert 'ambitious false theories of 

value' and 'Nazi rationalizations'. Finding a contingent but 'deeply rooted' link between 

the 'obtuseness' of such rationalizations and the absence of compassion, she cites for 

support Auden's description of Europe in the late 1930s: 'Intellectual disgrace/ Stares from 

every human face,/ And the seas of pity lie/ Locked and frozen in each eye'. 142

Most specifically, Nussbaum helps clarify the very literal identification suggested 

in Ruka of intelligence and compassion. For her, as for Aleshkovsky and Rousseau, 

compassion is not a purely altruistic emotional response. Indeed, its 'intelligence' as an 

emotion rests on its acknowledgment of the correlation between the good of another 

person and one's own. Referring to Aristotle, Nussbaum calls this the 'eudaimonistic 

judgement', namely, an awareness that, 'this person, or creature, is a significant element in 

my scheme of goals and projects, an end whose good is to be promoted'. 143

In Ruka this essential point underwrites a key image summoned by Shibanov to 

describe humanity's natural vocation, which has been destroyed by the Bolshevik ethos:

point, borne out by Ruka, that it is precisely the 'thinking type' (in the terms of Ruka, the type most beholden to 
Razum) who is most reluctant to accept the fact that 'feeling values and feeling judgements - that is to say, our 
feelings - are not only reasonable, but are also as discriminating, logical and consistent as thinking'. The reason 
for this reluctance, Jung posits, is that in the thinking type 'the feeling function is always less developed, more 
primitive, and therefore contaminated with other functions - these being precisely the functions which are not 
rational, not logical, and not evaluating, namely, sensation and intuition'. See Carl Gustav Jung, Modern Man 
in Search of a Soul, trans. by W. S. Dell and Gary F. Baynes (1933; London: Routledge, 2001; repr. 2005), 
pp.93-94.
142 Martha C. Nussbaum, Upheavals of Thought: The Intelligence of Emotions (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2001), pp. 1-3, 392, 375.
143 Ibid, p.321.
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Kjiaccoeafl iviopajib pa3pyujaer no/ie HejioBenecKoro cymecTBoeaHHa, COBMCCTHO 
BO3/ie^biBaeMoe /iK>,nbMH c HaHana BpeMeH. HoJie CBjnbiBaer, o6fl3biBaer, BOcrwibiBaeT 
cnoco6HOCTb K conepoKHBaHHK), y/iep>KHBaK)LueMy HOHTH Bcema OT npHHHHeHHfl GJIH/KHCMV 
6ojiH H oGHAbi, Mbi pojKAaeivicfl B 3TOM nojie, B HCM Hac xopoHHT, H CCJIH craHOBHMca copHofi 
rpaBOH, TO c no;ui Hac - BOH! (p.368)

Compassion, or fellow-feeling (soperezhevanie), plays a crucial role in the economy of 

this virtuous cycle. The passage implies that the person who lacks compassion betrays both 

his duty and his self-interest, risking summary eviction from the 'field', and closely 

resembles Rousseau's description of the 'internal impulse of compassion' and the manner 

in which this impulse dictates man's duties to others. 144 It is also notable, and typical of 

Shibanov's narrative, that the metaphor of the weed (sornaya trava) should echo the 

rhetoric of Stalin at the height of the Terror, while giving to it an entirely different 

meaning. If Stalin spoke, from the late 1930s, of Enemies of the People as 'poisonous 

weeds', in Shibanov's treatment the metaphor forms part of an appeal to compassion as 

the emotion that should serve as the foundation of any philosophy of true communality. As 

throughout Ruka, the apparently virtuous but deceitful labels and rhetoric of Soviet 

Communism are being subtly refilled with their rightful content.

The above passage, and its emphasis on mutual interest and dependency, is also 

consistent with the Erasmian tradition of fool literature in which I placed Aleshkovsky in 

Chapter Two. A key concern of this tradition has been to deride philosophies that fail to 

account for shared human experience and entrap their followers in isolating intellectual 

constructions founded on false promises of rationality and control. For Chesterton, the 

target was materialism; for Erasmus, in Praise of Folly, it was Stoicism, the philosophy 

that, as Nussbaum demonstrates at length, influentially rejected compassion, insisting

144 Rousseau, p.47.
145 See Anne Applebaum, Gulag: A History of the Soviet Camps (London: Alien Lane, 2003), p.21.
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instead on the self-sufficiency of each individual. 146 Aleshkovsky similarly seeks to strip 

away intellectual pretension to search for common bonds (what Stultitia calls the 'binding 

force' of society), and finds their greatest expression in compassion. 147 His 'praise of folly* 

results, like those of Chesterton and Erasmus, in an appeal not to the irrational but to 

universal values that rest on something comparable to the 'sound common sense' of which 

Stultitia boasts. 148 The worldview of Reason is exposed as damaging and even insane; 

while the apparently non-rational, or foolish, perspective - based on feelings and Soul - 

ultimately provides a reasonable basis for co-existence.

Within this paradoxical process, whereby the apparently non-rational elicits the 

genuinely reasonable or rational, can be traced the 'transvaluation of values' found by 

Walter Kaiser in Erasmian rhetoric and discernable also in Chesterton's Orthodoxy. Just as 

Chesterton ends up describing himself (rightly) as a rationalist, after lambasting those who 

are limited by their misdirected reason, 149 so razum in Ruka is reinvested, in the speeches 

of the Brothers and other religious figures, with positive connotations, regaining its place 

as one of the important, but not exclusively dominant, faculties. 150 This process is part of a 

pattern that can be traced throughout Aleshkovsky's literary career, being linked to his 

socio-political critique, whereby original (and often religious) meanings are returned to 

value-laden words that have been abducted and corrupted by Soviet discourse. This 

involves the re-evaluation of further terms within the discourse of folly and wisdom, such

146 To feel compassion for a person, according to the Stoics, was to insinuate humiliatingly that person's 
attachment to 'external goods' over which one has no control. See Nussbaum, pp.368-86. Whereas Stoics 
believed that the compassionate person, by paying too much heed to his emotions, would be susceptible to 
revenge, Ruka compellingly illustrates how the opposite can be true - blindness to another's pain and the terror 
of swapping places with the victim (see pp.457-58) entrenches the will to cruelty and the dominance of that 
incontinent single emotion.
147 Erasmus, p.34.
148 Ibid, pp.32-33. Chesterton also appeals to 'common sense' in Orthodoxy (pp.17, 46) as he does to 'common 
morality' (p.39) and the 'consensus of common human voices' (p.44). Like Aleshkovsky, Chesterton associates 
himself with the wisdom of the village over that of the intellectual (p.44).
149 'I am a rationalist. I like to have some intellectual justification for my intuitions.' Chesterton, Orthodoxy, 
p. 150.
150 See, for example, the diary of the Gulag prisoner, cited pp.321-24. Here the value of razum and of what is 
rational (razumno) is implicitly upheld in his argument against suicide: 'orpeneHHe or >KH3HH Hepa3yMHO, H6o 

ro>Ke cjien, H Hacjieayer ero cneayioiuHH 33 ToGoR' (p.322).
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as uchenie, but also others only contingently related, such as freedom (svoboda), suffering

(stradanie) and martyrdom (muchenichestvo}. 151

These two chapters would remain incomplete without considering where they leave two 

important strands of Aleshkovskian folly - namely, the influence of Dostoevsky, and the 

relevance ofyurodstvo.

The discussion above ultimately highlights the distance that, that, despite the many 

close echoes, separates Aleshkovsky from his 'teacher'. The philosophy promoted by Ruka 

- whether in the speeches of the Brothers, or Shibanov's metaphor of the field - combines 

pity with the characteristics of the typical Aleshkovskian hero of other works, such as 

Nikolai Nikolaevich'. among them, vitality, good sense, decency, and dutifulness. It is at 

odds with the most striking features of the positive hero of the mature Dostoevsky, who, as 

in the cases of Alesha Karamazov or Zosima, tends to be characterized primarily by 

extraordinary humility and selflessness. Compassion is certainly as important a value for 

Dostoevsky as for Aleshkovsky, but in the work of the former it bears an essentially 

altruistic form (the case of Prince Myshkin). Moreover, the faith in the potentially 

redemptive value of suffering and distress suggested by so many of Dostoevsky's 

characters is alien to Aleshkovsky's fiction, where, as in the case of Shibanov (or Baikin in 

Sinen'kii skromnyi platochek), the effects of trauma and cruelty are demonstrated in a 

disillusioned manner. Within the Russian canon, it is Chekhov, not Dostoevsky, who

151 On martyrdom, see pp.518-19, where Shibanov explains the difference between bogus Bolshevik self- 
sacrifice and the genuinely spiritual experiences of the early Christian martyrs. On uchenie in Ruka, see the 
narrator's 'correction' of Lenin: 'VveHue MapKca ececmibHO, nomo.wy nmo OHO neeepno' (p.267); Shibanov 
believes that his own life has provided a different and more valuable lesson, telling Gurov: 'Mofl >KH3Hb Bac 
Koe-Mewy HayHHJia' (p.510).
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anticipated most closely Aleshkovsky's treatment of suffering and compassion, notably in 

Gromov's indignant response to Andrefs 'parody' of the Stoics in 'Palata No. 6'.'^

These considerations also highlight the distance separating Aleshkovsky's narrators 

from the ideals of yurodstvo. Martyrdom and self-abasement are not sought by 

Aleshkovsky's narrators, but are rather imposed upon them. If the narrators ofMaskirovka, 

Ruka, and Sinen'kii skromnyiplatochek come to resemble yurodivye, then it is at the cost 

of the simple values they hold most dear, while the Brothers, especially in the person of 

Frol, bear Franciscan rather than Russian Orthodox trappings of holy foolery.

Yet, despite this, the sub-textual code of yurodstvo remains critical to an 

understanding of the writer's work, since the values asserted by the Brothers - of freedom 

and humanity - belong only to an ideal space (like the Brothers themselves, who never 

seem wholly real). The Russian reality that is actually inhabited by the protagonists of 

Aleshkovsky's central period (Maskirovka, Ruka, and Sinen'kii skromnyi platochek) is 

determined by the total absence of freedom, and by agents, directly named as Evil, that 

enforce the deformation of the personality. In this context, yurodstvo becomes perhaps the 

only available response by which the individual can protect himself from evil, albeit at a 

great and tragic price. This is suggested by Shibanov in his fantasy to 'put on' (zakosit ') 

yurodstvo and, at greater length, in Sinen 'kii skromnyi platochek, an epistle to Brezhnev 

that casts its tearful narrator, Baikin, very much in the mould of a holy-foolish truth-teller, 

wallowing in the metaphorical dirt in order to save his soul (while losing his mind in the 

mental hospital to which he has been unfairly assigned) and hoping to prick Brezhnev's

conscience. 153

152 Calling himself neither a sage (mudrets) nor a philosopher', Gromov rails at Andrei's 'sleepy stupefaction' 
(sonnava odur'} and his contempt for suffering, declaring, 'Ha 6onb a oTBCHaK) KPHKOM H cjie3aMH, Ha

- HeroflOBaHMCM, Ha MepsocTb - OTspameHHCM. Flo-MoeMy, 370 coGcieeHHO H Ha3biBaeTca >KH3HbK> 
[...] .ZJoKTOp, a He 3Harb raKHX nycTHKOB'; Chekhov, vili, pp.103, 101.
153 '.H scab nniny re6e H jura roro eme, MTo6w cosecTb B re6e npocnyjiacb OT npOHmaHHoro, noKa ne 
no3/iHo'; Aleshkovsky, Sobranie sochinenii, I, p.615.
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Sinen'kii skromnyiplatochek also reveals the mounting difficulty in Aleshkovsky's 

work for the narrator to claim the distance required for the humorous philosophical 

speculations typical of fool literature in the tradition of Erasmus or Chesterton. Baikin is 

well aware of the absurdity and evil of the psychiatric system to which he has fallen prey, 

but his ability to intellectualize the ridiculous aspects of this situation will, the reader 

suspects, become ever more fragile, given the course of aggressive psychotropic 

medication to which he is being forcibly subjected by Vtupyakin, and the regular signs of 

his mental deterioration. The governing metaphor of Maskirovka, in which the narrator 

imagines he has been literally raped by the state, is realized here at the psychological level. 

In this social context, to claim the outsider status typical of the literary fool has become 

impossible, and the thematics of folly have been overtaken by those of literal idiocy and 

madness. The loneliness of the Aleshkovskian narrator has become purely malign and 

devoid of any consolation. Forcibly appropriated by the state, on the one hand, he is 

drastically isolated on the other, with the chosen form of Aleshkovsky's fiction - the 

monologue - becoming a tragic expression of the narrator's fate. Like Shibanov's father 

who, in a motif of Ruka, sent a letter to Stalin and received a reply from Ponyat'ev (Mr 

Concept), Baikin's narrative evokes the absence of dialogue with any human (or divine) 

other.
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Chapter Four 

Yury Mamleev and the Dissolution of Thought

Widely translated, widely known in his own country since the belated first publication of 

his fiction there in 1990, and the recipient of distinguished awards, 1 Yury Mamleev 

remains nevertheless a figure of uncertain status in Russian literature, both at home and in 

the West. He seems to have few admirers on the editorial boards of the tolstye zhurnaly, 

where his works are rarely published, and where they are discussed in highly derogatory 

terms, if at all. 2 Not one article devoted primarily to Mamleev's work has appeared in a 

major English-language academic journal;3 while book-length studies of recent Russian 

fiction simply ignore him.4

Yet Mamleev (b. 1931) has been a significant figure in Russian intellectual life for 

almost half a century: as a shaping spirit of a notorious artistic and literary circle of

1 Mamleev was awarded the Andrei Bely Prize for prose in 1991 and the Pushkin Prize (Alfred Toepfer 
Foundation) in 2000. The first of his many publications in Russia was the collection of short stories Utopi moyu 
golovu (Moscow: Vsesoyuznyi Molodezhnyi Knizhnyi Tsentr, 1990).
2 See, for example, Leonid Kostyukov, 'Forma pustoty' [review article], Znamya, 2 (2003), 214-15; and Oleg 
Dark, 'Maska Mamleeva', Znamya, 4 (2000), 185-87.
3 Interesting critical writing on Mamleev exists elsewhere, in longer and shorter fragments, and includes: 
Aleksandr Gol'dshtein, Rasstavanie s Nartsissom: opyty pominal'noi ritoriki (Moscow: Novoe Literaturnoe 
Obozrenie, 1997), pp.277-301; Ulrich Schmid's exposition of Mamleev's philosophy in 'Flowers of Evil: The 
Poetics of Monstrosity in Contemporary Russian Literature (Erofeev, Mamleev, Sokolov, Sorokin)', Russian 
Literature, 48 (2000), 205-22 (pp.208-13); Eugene Gorny, 'The Negative World of Yuri Mamleev', 
<http://www.zhurnal.ru/staff/gorny/english/mamleev.htm> [accessed 14 October 2005]; Tatyana Goricheva, 
'Krugi ada', Kontinent, 36 (1983), 382-85, and 'Pronzennye pustotoi', Sintaksis, 20 (1987), 196-99; Natal'ya 
Mazur, 'Kobob', Literaturnoe Obozrenie, 7-9 (1992), 76-80; I.P.Smirnov, 'Evolyutsiya chudovishchnosti 
(Mamleev i drugie)', Novoe Literaturnoe Obozrenie, 3 (1993), 303-7; Mikhail Ryklin's analysis of the visual 
and symbolic aspects of Mamleev's world as a response to Stalinist terror, 'Tela terrora (tezisy k logike 
nasiliya)', in Bakhtinskii sbornik, ed. by D. Kuyundzhich and V.L. Makhlin, 2 vols (Moscow: Prometei, 1990), 
I, pp.60-76 (pp.71-76). There is also a good entry on Mamleev by E.Yu. Zubareva in Russkiepisateli 20 veka: 
Biograficheskii slovar', ed. by P.A. Nikolaev (Moscow: Bol'shaya Rossiiskaya Entsiklopediya, 2000), pp.446- 
47. Of the above, only Gorny discusses a specific text (Shatuny) in any detail.
4 He is barely mentioned, for example, in M.N. Lipovetsky and N.L. Leiderman, Sovremennaya russkaya 
literatura, 3 vols (Moscow: URSS, 2001) and I.S. Skoropanova, Russkaya postmodernistskaya literatura: 
Uchebnoeposobie, 4th rev. edn (Moscow: Flint, 2002); and is entirely omitted in Robert Porter, Russia's 
Alternative Prose (Oxford: Berg, 1994); and Mark Lipovetsky, Russian Postmodernist Fiction: Dialogue with 
Chaos, ed. by Eliot Borenstein (Armonk, NY: Sharpe, 1999). All these books cover the years of Mamleev's 
literary activity, and many writers who, like Mamleev, are not obvious 'postmodernists'.
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Moscow underground culture that met at his flat on Yuzhinskii pereulok in the 1960s and 

early 1970s; as a representative of the 'third-wave* literary emigration in the 1970s and 

1980s, gaining widespread recognition for his fiction in America and in France, and 

through the emigre journals, where his stories were frequently published and discussed; as 

a philosopher with a specialist interest in Indian thought; and, following his return to 

Moscow in 1994, as a magnet of post-Soviet literary culture. The notion of a 'uiKOJia 

MaMJieesa' is occasionally invoked to describe the author's literary influence in Russia at 

both ends of his career: on the underground writers to whom he read his stories before his 

emigration (or who knew them through samizdat and magnitizdai)-? and on young Russian 

authors today, especially those who participate in Mamleev's current circle, the 'Club of 

Metaphysical Realism'. 'Metaphysical realism', with its implicit genealogical link to 

Dostoevsky's 'fantastical realism', has long been Mamleev's preferred definition for the 

literary genre in which he works.6

The reluctance of critics and scholars to engage with Mamleev may suggest that 

ethical scruples have obscured a full consideration of the author's aesthetic and 

philosophical originality. 7 As Eugene Gorny has written: 'His name is surrounded with an 

aura of the most extreme spiritual perversity which keeps his writings beyond the scope of 

"normal" literature [...] It sometimes seems as if critics avoid his writings merely out of a 

sense of self-preservation'. 8 On a purely literary basis, I would suggest that two essential 

features of Mamleev's fiction (which has changed little over time) serve to discourage 

critical attention - the very same features, moreover, which, in their combination, render

5 See Yury Mal'tsev, Vol'naya russkaya literatura, 1955-1975 (Frankfurt: Posev, 1976), pp.116-20 (p.l 16).
6 See Mamleev's aesthetic statement, 'Metafizika i iskusstvo', written in the 1960s and appended to the 
author's philosophical workSud'ba bytiya: <http://www.rvb.ru/mamleev/03philos/01sb/sb.htm> [accessed 19 
July 2006], pp.48-53 (page references to this long web document correspond to the print-out). See also 
Mamleev, Rossiva vechnaya (Moscow: AiF-Print, 2002), p.283, and the author's preface to Mamleev, Vechnyi 
dom: povest' i rasskazy (Moscow: Khudozhestvennaya Literatura, 1991), p.3.
7 According to John Glad, 'Mamleev's fetishism inspires sheer revulsion. His tales combine pathological 
violence with incredibly sordid sexual topics whose language and images would be inappropriate anywhere'; 
Glad, Russia Abroad: Writers, History, Politics (Washington, D.C.: Birchback /Hermitage, 1999), p.464.
8 Gomy, <http://www.zhurnal.ru/staff/gorny/english/mamleev.htm>
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Mamleev's art among the most original in recent Russian prose. The first is its 

monochromatic emphasis on the most infernal human urges; the second, its use of 

language.

In Gorny's apt description, Mamleev 'made the realm of negative, destructive 

drives the only object of both metaphysical reflection and artistic representation'. 9 

Certainly, this makes for a very limited account of human experience, in which virtue, 

compassion and love directed beyond the self (all key concerns of the Russian literary 

tradition) are virtually proscribed; and in which the author appears actively to require the 

extremes of evil and suffering manifested by his characters. At the same time, the 

disturbing receptiveness of Mamleev's world to pathology, cruelty, egoism and moral 

obscenity (notably, cannibalism), permits catharsis and a paradoxical type of narrative and 

philosophical freedom - the freedom to look beyond the vicissitudes of human suffering 

on to the plane of the 'metaphysical'.

A concise illustration of this pattern is the story 'Kover-samolet', in which a mother 

abuses her three-year-old child for damaging her new rug (to the extent that the boy's 

hands need to be amputated), and then hangs herself. 10 The 'metaphysical' perspective is 

supplied by an apparently feeble-minded relative, Maria, one of Mamleev's many infantile 

adults. Her unpredictable response to events appears to make of her the interpretive key for 

the story, a suspicion which is confirmed by the closing passage, with its ascent to a 

qualitatively different apprehension of reality:

, HHHCrO B 3TOM HCTy CTpaillHOrO, TBCpAHJia OHa.

Ho B ee riiaaax ascTBeHHo orpa^ajrca KERCH-TO HHOH, BWCIUHH cxpax, KoropbiH, oAHaKo, HC
HMCJl HHKaKOFO OTHOllieHHH HH K 3TOMy MHpy, HH K npOHClIJe/UiieMy. HO HJIH 3CMHOrO 3TOT

MpaK, 3TOT CTpax, B03MO5KHO, 6biji CBeTOM. H, BbwejiflflCb ox 6e3AOHHoro y^Kaca B ee maiax, 
3TOT CBCT oHHinaji oKpy>KaK)mee. (p.514)

9 Ibid.
10 References after quotations in the text are to the largest published edition of Mamleev's fiction: Izbrannoe 
(Moscow: Terra, 1993). A useful on-line resource, containing most of Mamleev's writing in fiction and 
philosophy, is Russkaya virtual'naya bibilioteka: <http://www.rvb.ru/mamleev> [accessed 19 July 2006].
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The language and imagery of Mamleev's fiction are as bold as his subject-matter. 

Early in his career, Mamleev developed an impoverished and radical aesthetic which has 

changed little ever since. His style is deliberately unrefined in its syntax, collocations and 

descriptions; functional in its construction of narrative; and bathetic in its strong echoes of 

Dostoevsky, Zoshchenko and others. It lends itself to being dismissed by guardians of 

good taste as 'sub-literary', or plain bad. 11 Yet, in his most effective fiction, Mamleev 

turns this eschewal of stylistic sophistication to powerful advantage. Emerging from an 

underground culture in which stories were generally read aloud, Mamleev cloaks his 

philosophical and psychological enquiry in narratives that are direct and often folkloric. 

They are also very strange. Through his style as much as his themes, Mamleev aims to 

bring the non-material world closer, to implicate the reader in a murky, otherworldly 

reality. 12 Hence the pervasive vagueness of description and the abundant use of idiotic- 

sounding similes; of hyphens and prefixes that suggest uncertainty and smudged 

boundaries; and of other, often outlandish mannerisms. 13

Just as Mamleev's language may be said to aim beyond language, so the sense of 

his words aims beyond reason, and beyond the conventional categories imposed by the 

mind. Mamleev often describes his characters as 'ouiajiejibie', and this is clearly the fate 

that he also plans for his readers (as, in his view, Dostoevsky and Esenin had done before 

him). 14 By shaking his readers strongly enough he wishes to render accessible to them the

11 See, for example, Kostyukov, pp.214-15. The philosopher Mikhail Ryklin, while arguing eloquently for 
Mamleev's importance, concludes his discussion with a provocative comparison: 'MaMJieee H EpoflCKHH - 310, 
MO>KeT 6biTb, flea nonioca HbmeiiJHeH pyccKOH CJIOBCCHOCTH: aGcojuoiHO cocroflBLiiafloi JiHiepaiypa, 
JimueHHafl CHMBOJIHHCCKOH 3cj)(J)eKTHBHOCTH [Brodsky, one assumes], H jiHTeparypa, nosopHO npoBajiMBLuaflca 
B CHJiy CBOCH orpOMHOH CHMBOJiHHecKOH 3(J)(J)eKTHBHOCTH [Mamleev]'; Ryklin, pp.75-76.
12 Vail 1 and Genis perceptively describe Mamleev's fiction as a 'HacTOHHHBaa nonuiKa yGeanib Mac B 
peanbHOCTH HppeajibHoro'; Petr Vail 1 and Aleksandr Genis, Sovremennaya russkayaproza (Ann Arbor: 
Ermitazh, 1982), p. 167.
13 In the first sentence of'Kover-samolet', for example, the mother's eyes are described as 'cypOBO- 
3aMOpo>KeHHbie'; while the boy, being beaten, 'opan, OK opajia 6u o^HBLuaa nem<a' (pp.510-11). In 
Mamleev's recent novel, Mir i khokhot (Moscow: Vagrius, 2003), this style approaches self-parody. I discuss 
Mamleev's language further below, pp.235-38.
14 See Rossiya vechnaya, p.23.
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'metaphysical' level of his realism. The antitheses of traditional Western categorial (and 

dualistic) thought - such as good and evil, love and selfishness, God and man - are 

swallowed up in the pursuit of this over-riding ambition.

Philosophically, such a strategy is rooted in Mamleev's vituperous polemic with 

rationalism and its limitations. Mamleev says in justification of his crazy and monstrous 

characters that, 'MoH repon aa^aiOTCH BonpocaMH, na Koxoptie paayivi He B COCTO^HHH 

OTBCTHTL'. Such a distinction, between those aspects of existence amenable to rational 

explanation and those that lie beyond reason, echoes Kant's separation of the phenomenal 

and the noumenal, the knowable and unknowable. 16 Whilst making this distinction, 

however, Mamleev refuses (both in his fiction and philosophy) to respect the inviolability 

of the boundary between these realms.

As I will discuss, anti-rationalism is an ideological and philosophical contention of 

all Mamleev's writing. It is also present in his fiction as an imaginative imperative, for, as 

Mamleev has repeatedly emphasized, 'O6pa3 rjry6»ce li^en'. 17 Alongside the pervasive 

imagery of monstrosity, representations of folly, idiocy and madness enable Mamleev to 

suggest realities beyond the world of phenomena. It will become apparent that very 

different manifestations of'folly' form a continuum in Mamleev's fiction, from idiocy and 

madness to durachestvo andyurodstvo. Mamleev's 'praise of folly' is a praise of threshold 

states of mind. 18 Moreover, these states are described in a manner that is itself on the edge 

of reason, lacquering the narrative in shades of idiocy, or even schizophrenia.

15 Ibid, pp.285-94.
16 Kant plays an unexpectedly prominent role in Mamleev's story, 'Upyr'-psikhopat'. The vampire in question 
finds Kant a congenial thinker in his awareness of the strict limitations of reason in grappling with the divine 
and immaterial, and the illusoriness of the world: 'nacHer reopHH OH [Kant] MOJioaeu: neHCTBHiejibHO, Hy 
H3 pasyMa MO>KHO BbieecTH cymecTBOBaHHe Bora? KaKoro, Hanpmviep, Bora MO>KHO BbiBecTH H3 Hauiero 
BypaajiaKCKoro yivia? HHnero, KPOMC TbMbl, He BbmeaeiiJb [...] KaK 3,aopOBO OH onpenejimi, MTO secb Hauj 
- HBjieHHe, Ka>KHMOCTb B KOH6HHOM CHeTe!'; Izbrannoe, pp.486-90 (p.487).
17 Sud'ba bytiya, p.3; Rossiya vechnaya, pp.7, 48-49.
18 As Zubareva comments: 'Ero uejib HC B TOM, HTo6bi H3o6pa3HTb cyMacwecTBHe, a B TOM, HTo6bi noK33aTb 
ncHxojiorHHecKHH "nopor", nepexoa OT "sflopoBoro", "nopMajibHoro" COCTOHHHJI K 6e3yMHK)' (p.447).
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The second part of this chapter (pp.204-44) will be devoted to discussion of the 

imagery of folly in Mamleev's fiction and to a close analysis of a selection of short stories. 

Prior to this, in Part One, I will discuss the intellectual premises of his anti-rationalism, 

after first setting in greater context Mamleev's biography and intellectual formation, and 

introducing the fundamental themes of his fiction. The digressions from the principal 

concerns of my thesis that this will entail may be justified firstly, by the absence of a 

satisfactory critical apparatus on Mamleev and secondly, by the need to place the elusive 

thematics of folly within a framework that is meaningful for the author in question (by 

taking into account, for example, a family background in psychiatry), and that pays due 

attention to other equally prominent, and mutually related, aspects of Mamleev's fiction.

Throughout the chapter, I will be concerned primarily with Mamleev's writings 

before his emigration in 1974, including his main philosophical work, Sud'ba bytiya 

(written 1960s-1970s). In Part Two I will focus in particular on stories from the so-called 

Yuzhinskii (or Central) Cycle. I will, however, make occasional reference to some of his 

later fiction (Mamleev has continued to produce novels into his seventies), and will 

conclude with a discussion of two stories written in emigration in the folkloric style, which 

serve to recapitulate the themes of this chapter.
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Part One

The many substantial interviews conducted with Mamleev since the early 1990s pay 

greater attention to philosophical and literary concerns than to the varied circumstances of 

the author's life (about which Mamleev is not especially forthcoming). Nevertheless, one 

can extract from them the bones of a biography, in both its official and unofficial guises. l9 

Mamleev was born in Moscow in 1931. His father was a professor of psychiatry and a 

follower of Freud,20 who was arrested in the 1940s and died in the Gulag, events which 

Mamleev's mother concealed from him until he was older. 21 Warned off the study of 

literature and philosophy at university (because, in his words, 'MOH CKJIOHHOCTH 6biJiH 

HERO HCMapKCHCTKoro xapaKTepa'), Mamleev entered the Institute of Forestry. After 

graduating he became a teacher of mathematics at evening school, a job he held until his 

emigration with his wife in 1974, which brought him to America the following year, where 

he taught at Cornell, and then, in 1983, to Paris. Mamleev claims to have resorted to 

emigration as the only means of ensuring the physical survival of his writing, none of

00
which had yet been published in the West.

Experiences associated with his childhood and family appear to have left a 

particularly deep imprint on Mamleev; and also perhaps on what we will see to be the 

infantile aspects of his fictional world. One of Mamleev's strongest memories of 

childhood is of his father's ability to cure him of phobias through hypnosis.23 Another 

important influence was his aunt, a psychopathologist at the Kashchenko Hospital. He thus

19 The best of these was carried out by Sergey Shapoval: 'Izobrazhenie zla ne est' zlo...', Ural'skaya nov', 1 
(1998). This interview is available online at < http://www.mutabor.land.ru/faselist/Mamleev/mamleev_int.htm 
> [accessed 25 July 2006]; see also the other interviews on this site, and the useful biographical information 
provided.
20 Author's interview with Mamleev in Moscow, April 2000.
21 '[K]aK 3TO Macro 6bieano B penpeccHpoeaHHbix ceMbflx, ona CKasajia, HTO OTCII yexaji B 
Shapoval < http://www.mutabor.land.ru/faselist/Mamleev/mamleev_int.htm >
22 Ibid.
23 Ibid.
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had ideal sources at hand to provide the real-life case studies on which, by his own 

account, many of his stories are based. 24

In general, Mamleev remains reticent about aspects of his own psychological and 

spiritual development, such as his reaction to the knowledge of his father's death; or the 

sources, in terms of actual (or mystical) experience, of his 'metaphysical' outlook (though 

he has suggested that these, too, were located in childhood).25 His fiction is similarly self- 

effacing, encouraging critics to speak of Mamleev's 'mask'. 26 What is undeniably apparent 

is a stark non-correspondence between certain biographical data and the intellectual 

convictions expressed in Mamleev's writing, where mathematics and psychiatry are, as we 

will see, frequently derided.

Further light is shed on Mamleev's intellectual development by his and others' 

accounts of the cultural context of his life in the 1960s and early 1970s. Mamleev 

describes himself as one of the 'centres of gravity' for a group of artists, writers and 

'wandering mystics' that often met at his flat on Yuzhinskii pereulok and that included the 

poets and writers Leonid Gubanov, Eduard Limonov, Vladimir Bukovsky, and (in the 

years immediately prior to Mamleev's emigration) Venedikt Erofeev; and many artists, 

among them Sasha Kharitonov and Anatoly Zverev.27 By the standards of the burgeoning 

non-conformist culture of the time, this circle has achieved a remarkable notoriety. The 

kvartira na Yuzhinskom has been portrayed by the journalist Aleksei Chelnokov as the

24 Mamleev's aunt is also said to have tried to curb the young author's alcoholic excesses, finding Mamleev a 
bed in the hospital, 'MTo6bi npepearb ero /uiHTCJibHbie 3anon'; Vyacheslav Ogryzko, Izpokoleniya 
shestidesyatnikov: materialy k slovaryu russkikh pisatelei XX veka (Moscow: Literaturnaya Rossiya, 2004), 
pp.158-59.
25 Mamleev limited himself to the following comments in an interview with Aleksandr Voznesensky, 'Metod 
"skrytogo cheloveka"': 'onpeziejieHHbie eemn rjiy6HHHbie co MHOH cjiynajiHCb. Ho roeopnTb 06 STOM n He 
Mory - 3xo oHCHb jiHHHoe. H 3TO Mo>KeT npoHcxoflHTb c Ka>K,abiM. Oco6eHHo Macro 3TO B aeicTBe Gbieaer. A 
FIOTOM 3a6biBaeTCfl'. See <http://exlibris.ng.ru/printed/fakty/2003-12-l l/l_mamleev.html> [accessed 25 July 
2006]. See also Sud'ba bytiya, pp.4, 9.
26 See, for example, Dark, 'Maska Mamleeva', pp. 185-87.
27 See Rossiya vechnaya, p. 192; Shapoval, < http://www.mutabor.land.ru/faselist/Mamleev/mamleev_int.htm>; 
and Igor Shevelev, 'Dukhovnyi otets russkogo post-upyrizma' (interview with Mamleev, 2000), 
<http://www.mutabor.land.ru/faselistMamleev/mamjDt.htm>.
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home of Moscow's 'HepHyiiiHO-nozuiojibHafl 6oreMa'; the site of extreme alcoholic, 

narcotic and sexual excess, and of a fascination with the occult. Notably, Chelnokov 

emphasizes the self-conscious craziness of the Yuzhinskii boheme: '"HeJioBCK, He

-) <>

no6biBaBiiiHH B ncHxyuiKe, - HenojiHoueHHbiH HeiiOBeK", - O^HH H3 ee zieBH30B\ At the 

same time, psychiatry itself appears to have been a frequent topic of discussion in the

^Q
circle. Indeed, Mamleev, according to Chelnokov, was known as its 

': 'OH co snaHHCM aeua paccxaBJiflJi noByiiiKH aymaM CBOHX

nx na 6e3yMHbie nocxynKH, BHHMaTejibno, KaK no/j MHKpocKonoM, 

H saxeM caznuicfl nncaxb paccKasbi'. 30 Mamleev himself has acknowledged 

his debt to modern psychiatry and compares his use of psychiatric cases to Dostoevsky's 

professional interest in krimanilistika. Where the latter served Dostoevsky's purposes of 

moral investigation, 'snaHHH H3 ncnxnaxpHn' served Mamleev 'zum noxa3a 

napaflOKcajibHbix, "sanpexnbix" cxopon HejiOBenecKOH /ryiira'. 31 Instances from the history 

of psychiatry aided him, he comments, in his task of showing exceptional people in 

exceptional circumstances. 32 They are rare recorded examples of the type of non- 

repeatable phenomena of human existence which, Mamleev argued in an article of 1979, 

science has generally chosen to ignore. 33

Mamleev rejects the more lurid rumours associated with the Yuzhinskii crowd, 

admitting only to widespread excesses of drinking, a symposium-like atmosphere of 

creative discussions and readings, and the 'unclothing of souls' (obnazhenie dusk) in a 

Dostoevskian manner. 34 Myths aside, two connected features of this sub-culture bear 

particular significance for an appreciation of Mamleev's thought and fiction: firstly, the

28 Aleksei Chelnokov, 'Melkie i krupnye besy iz shizoidnogo podpol'ya', Litsa, 1 August 1999.
29 Ogryzko,p.l58.
30 See Chelnokov.
31 Rossiya vechnaya, p.281.
32 Preface to Vechnyi dom, pp.3-4.
33 See 'Skazka kak realnost" in Rossiya vechnaya, pp.262-65.
34 See Rossiya vechnaya, pp. 191-92; and Maria Efimova, 'O chudesnom i real'nom', Nezavisimaya Gazeta, 13 
October 2005, <http://exlibris.ng.ru/fakty/2005-10-13/2_mamleev.html> [accessed 15 July 2006].
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putative detachment of this circle, whose members Mamleev describes as 'npe/jCTaBHTemi 

HHCTOFO HCKyccTBa', both from political life (whether Soviet or dissident) and from socio­ 

political debates;35 secondly, its immersion in mystic and esoteric literature, from the 

canonical writings of Eckhardt and Boehme to the twentieth-century Traditionalist 

movement associated primarily with the esotericist Rene Guenon (1886-1950), a Roman 

Catholic turned Sufi whose ideas I will discuss shortly. 36 Both these features merit 

consideration in their relation to Mamleev's intellectual and artistic principles.

With regard to the first, Mamleev's writing reflects a desire to transcend socio­ 

political and ideological considerations. Its location, however, remains the Soviet Union, 

and aspects of the Soviet context are everywhere to be found (such as the kommunalka, the 

scene of many of his stories),37 while Soviet values appear to have had a deep-rooted 

influence as an ideological antithesis. As will be seen, the alienated Mamleevan 

protagonist subscribes in many respects to a counterimage of Soviet culture: against an 

optimistic propaganda of health and vitality, death; against collectivism and civic 

endeavour, solipsism; against atheism and materialism, an obsession with the
"\ 8

metaphysical; against urbanization, a yearning for the forest and country. Indeed, 

Natal'ya Mazur has read Mamleev's stories not just as an inversion of Soviet values (and 

of Socialist Realist norms), but as their parasitic dependents, resulting in art as limited in 

its emotional range as the ideological system which (in her view) is being satirized. The

35 Shapoval, <http://www.mutabor.land.ru/faselist/Mamleev/mamleev_int.htm >.
36 Mystic literature was available in copies made from the spetskhrany of the Lenin library, or in translations 
from English and Polish; see Shevelev, <http://www.mutabor.land.ru/faselist/Mamleev/mam_ot.htm>.
37 A stimulating analysis of the oppressive effects of the kommunalka on the psychology of Mamleev's 
characters is provided by Ryklin, pp.73-76. Among Mamleev's many stories in which the kommunalka plays an 
important role are 'Vanya Kirpichikov v vanne' and 'Khozyain svoego gorla', both discussed below.
38 In his article of 1979, 'Skazka kak realnost", Mamleev criticizes the mentality 'HauieH yp6aHHCTHHacKOH 
UHBH.nH3au.HH XIX-XX B6KOB': see Rossiya vechnaya, pp.262-5 (p.262). The Marxist-Leninist mentality was 
profoundly city-orientated. For Marx, as Lionel Trilling has written, 'the city offered escape from what he 
called "the idiocy of village life'"; Trilling, Sincerity and Authenticity (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1972), 
p.20.
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tone of his stories ('yrHexaiome 6e3bicxoziHbiH') is, she argues, 'rax >Ke HeniMeneH, Kax H 

pa^ocTHo-npHnoaHHTbiH, >KH3HeyTBep>KaaiomHH TOH con;peajiH3Ma\ 39

This interpretation, however, is itself limited, since Mamleev's principle of 

inversion also needs to be situated in its relation to the broader denunciation of modern 

civilization and spirituality that informs all Mamleev's work. His implicit critique of the 

materialistic, rationalistic and anti-transcendental premises of Soviet ideology forms only a 

part of a wider rejection of a centuries-long process of spiritual and intellectual involution 

(involyutsiyd) in the Western world. To Mamleev's mind, the West is currently in a state 

of 'spiritual death' (dukhovnaya smert r), in which rationalism, scientism, widespread 

agnosticism and pseudo-religions have blunted the awareness of metaphysical reality that 

has underpinned all healthy spiritual traditions (such as that which survives in India).40 The 

'inverted' behaviour of many of Mamleev's protagonists - their escape into unreason, 

solipsism and an obsession with death - reflects the author's artistic response to a 

contemporary world that is itself upside down.

The primary model for this narrative of Western decline appears to have been 

provided not by Dostoevsky or Spengler, but by Guenon, whose works made a profound 

impact on the Yuzhinskii circle. Guenon is cited as an authority in a number of Mamleev's 

most substantial interviews, and his singular influence on intellectuals of Mamleev's 

acquaintance is explicitly attested in Sud'ba bytiya.41 It would be mistaken to suggest that 

Mamleev's own worldview originates or fully coincides with that of Guenon; but it is clear 

that the discovery of Guenon led to an extremely fertile meeting of minds. Guenonian

39 Mazur, p.79. A different analysis of Mamleev's departure from Soviet ideology is provided by I.P.Smirnov, 
who perceives a deliberate process of de-politicization in Mamleev's recourse to the grotesque and the
monstrous. Mamleev's texts 'paBpyiuaioT CTajiHHCKyio KOHcrpyKUHio oGmecrea, B03epama« 
co6cTBeHHbiH cMbicji, oTHflTbifi y Hero B TOTajiHTapHyio 3noxy'; Smirnov, pp.304-5.
40 Rossiya vechnava, p.240. For a caricature of pseudo-religiosity, see, inter alia, the key story of Mamleev's 
American cycle, 'Charli'; Izbrannoe, pp.602-20.
41 See, inter alia, Sud'ba bytiya, p. 5; Rossiya vechnaya, pp.203-7; and the continuing references to Guenon in 
Mamleev's most recent novel, Mir i khokhot, pp.72, 104.
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Traditionalism was a key concern of Mamleev's circle, having been discovered by the poet 

Evgeny Golovin in the Lenin Library in the early 1960s.42

In such works as The Crisis of the Modern World (1927) and The Reign of Quantity 

(1945) Guenon elaborated to powerful effect the 'principle of inversion' mentioned above. 

The modern Western world was, in his view, monstrous, 'abnormal', ignorant and 

'mentally disturbed' in its very progressiveness, rationalism and apparent sanity; its 

privileging of physics over metaphysics; and its self-satisfied agnosticism ('men glorying 

in their ignorance').43 It was experiencing the Kali-Yuga, the 6,000-year period of decline 

that represents the fourth and final age of the Hindu cycle and that is itself characterized by 

inversion. The end of the Middle Ages marked the end of authentic Christianity and the 

point when the 'tradition' had been broken.44 The Renaissance and Reformation had, 

Guenon writes, 'completed the rupture with the traditional spirit, the former in the domain 

of the arts and sciences, the latter in the sphere of religion itself. The legacy of this 

rupture would be individualism and rationalism; and, instead of'intellectual intuition', the 

fragmentation of knowledge and the victory of the 'profane' point of view, with its 

advances in 'practical applications of the kind which constitute the sole real superiority of 

modern civilization - hardly an enviable superiority, moreover, which by its development 

to the point of shifting every other preoccupation has only succeeded in endowing this 

civilization with the purely material character that makes of it a sheer monstrosity'. 5 For 

Guenon, in Mamleev's own approving precis, contemporary Western civilization 

'oKasanacb npenaxcxBHeM ^Jia ^VXOBHOH peajinsaijHH HejioBexa, n6o ona

42 Discussed in Mark Sedgwick, Against the Modern World: Traditionalism and the Secret Intellectual History 
of the Twentieth Century (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), pp.221-40. Golovin and the philosopher 
Geidar Dzhemal', with whom Mamleev collaborated on Sud'ba bytiva, have since brought Traditionalism into 
post-Soviet Russia's political mainstream, through the Neo-Eurasian movement.
43 Rene Guenon, The Crisis of the Modern World, trans. by Marco Pallis and Richard Nicholson (London: 
Luzac, 1962),p.41.
44 Sedgwick, pp.28, 21.
45 Guenon, p. 10.

192



KOHXpXpa.imU.HH, B KOTOpOH BCC HCHHOCXH HCpeBepHVXbl H o6paTHbI HOpMajIbHOH

In all these arguments, Mamleev's writing echoes that of Guenon. In particular, I 

would suggest, Guenon ghosts the thematics of folly and anti-rationalism in Mamleev's 

fiction and philosophy. The notion of an inverted spiritual norm translates for both writers 

into paradoxical evaluations of the intelligence of modern (Western) humanity. Its 

dominant species - atheist/agnostic, materialist, and rationalist - is simply stupid, party to 

a process in which, Mamleev has said in an interview, 'KyjibT /jener, xyjibx o6bmeHHOH

)KH3HH H MaCCOBOH KVJIbTVpbl H6H36e}KHO BC^VX K HflHOXHSaHHH >KH3HH'.4? Thus, the

ordinary citizens to whom Mamleev's protagonists react may be described - as in the story 

'Tetrad1 individualista' - as 'pathologically stupid' in the emptiness of their spiritual lives; 

it is the apparently crazy protagonist who is, at least in his own eyes, intelligent and 

spiritual (if not normal: no 'norm' actually exists in the disharmonic Mamleevan 

universe).48

For Guenon, modernity had mistaken reason, 'a purely human and relative faculty', 

with 'the highest part of intelligence', and had condemned itself to the rationalism 'of 

which Descartes was the real originator', thus obscuring higher, divine forms of 

knowledge ('intellectual intuition').49 Mamleev's hostility to rationalistic interpretations of 

being is similarly acute, leading him to posit, in Sud'ba bytiya: ^ He MMCJIIO, 

cjie/joBaxejibHO, a cymecTByio'; and to argue in interview that, '4)HJioco(J)H5i - 3x0 Bcero

paiiHOHajiHCXHHecKafl nonbixxa nonaxb xo, HXO pairHOHaiiHCXHHecKH nonaxb

46 Rossiya vechnaya, p.207.
47 Ibid, p.208.
48 On this disharmony, see Schmid, 208-9. I discuss 'Tetrad' individualista' below, pp.228-38.
49 Guenon, Crisis, p.53.
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Heeo3Mo>KHo\ 50 In his fiction, the critique of reason (razum) expands into a frustration 

with the mind (um) per se. His characters are either in flight from thought - *OT yiua o^Ha 

ToiibKO CKyica' (p.636); 'Hro B nac BCHHO? He yM'(p.l68) - or are caricatured for their 

absurd obsessions with rationalistic, problem-solving pursuits, which are presented as 

deliberate attempts to avoid the essential questions. 'Iznanka Gogena' (pp.418-32), for 

example, begins with the mathematician Vadim Lyubimov being informed by telegram 

that his father is dying: 'Jlio6nMOB, noxycKHeB OT TOCKH, peiiiHJica noexaib, B3«B c co6oH 

>KeHy - HpHHy. B noes^e OH MHOFO KypHJi H o6flyMbreaji reoMexpHnecKoe pemeHHe 

O^HOH aanyxaHHOH npo6jieMbi' (pp.418-19). Lyubimov's father returns to the living as a 

vampire to haunt (and bite) his children. Unable to find a satisfactory 'scientific 

explanation' for the occurrence, the son begins to recite mathematical formulae (p.422); 

but even these incantations (recalling Gogol's 'Vii') fail to ward off his father's 

reappearances, and the son never recovers from this intrusion of the supernatural onto a 

rationalistic worldview. 51

The allergy to Cartesian rationalism shared by Guenon and Mamleev is linked, in 

the latter's fiction, to a rejection of a dualist view of the mind and body, and of any dualist 

philosophy. Those of Mamleev's characters who are not obsessed by mathematics and 

other putatively secondary and illusory forms of knowledge tend to resist any form of 

activity which exerts the mind more than the body. 52 Typically they escape from such 

activity into contemplation of the body itself, a process exemplified by the protagonist of 

the story 'Khozyain svoego gorla' (pp.506-509), who finds himself unbearably frustrated 

by his accountancy work, and even by the act of reading the Bible. All such mental

50 Rossiya vechnaya, p.211. As Schmid observes: 'Since the true meaning of human existence lies in self- 
realization as God, Mamleev has to invert Descartes' famous sentence "I think, therefore I am". Thinking 
belongs to the human sphere of existence and hinders the realization of God'. Schmid, p.209.
51 'B aajibHCHUjeM BanHM COBCCM CKHC; epanH craeHJiH iiJH3O(})peHHK), HO OH npocxo enpyr oiyneji 
MareMaTHHecKH' (p.426).
52 We frequently see them eating and thinking at the same time. As one character says in Mir i khokhot: 'Koraa 
a CM, a jiK)6jiK> ayiviaTb - ana KOHTpacry, HJIH npoTHBopenHfl' (p.91).
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exertion strikes him as a waste of his spiritual energies: 'Tonno OH HcnwibiBaeT CBOH ^y\ 

He no Ha3HaneHHio' (p.507). It threatens to lure him away from the purpose of his life, 

which he locates in his throat (pp.508-9). The Marxist conviction of the unity of mind and 

body (requiring therefore a unified science)53 is thus ironically mirrored in the monistic 

worldview of Mamleev's fiction. But if the Chernyshevskian tradition eliminated dualism 

by accepting only the material as real, Mamleev does so by accepting only metaphysical 

reality. 54

Mamleev's anti-rationalism echoes Russian thinkers as well as Guenon. 

Dostoevsky, whom Mamleev avows as his primary literary influence (in particular, for his 

Zapiski iz podpol'yd), is a tangible presence. As Tatyana Goricheva has suggested, both 

authors examine and criticize, in their different ways, a perceived excess of human 

consciousness. 55 An author who invites equally close comparison in his treatment of urn 

and soznanie, and his mockery of Cartesian rationalism, is Andrei Platonov, to whom 

Mamleev acknowledges a 'strange kinship' (strannuyu blizost'), albeit not as a direct 

influence (he first read Platonov in emigration). 56 In their highly literal exploration of 

mind, matter and death through seemingly ordinary and foolish characters, Mamleev and 

Platonov appear to share deep cultural roots; certainly, Mamleev's observations about 

Platonov's writing are often equally applicable to his own. 57

53 See David Joravsky, Russian Psychology: A Critical History (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1989), p.264.
54 On Chernyshevsky, see T.R.N. Edwards, Three Russian Writers and the Irrational: Zamyatin, Pil'nyak and 
Bulgakov (Cambridge: CUP, 1982), pp.23-24. Terry Eagleton notes the broader philosophical interdependence 
and mirroring of the atheist and the metaphysician', taking for his examples Ivan and Alesha Karamazov. See 
Eagleton, Sweet Violence: The Idea of the Tragic (Oxford: Blackwell, 2003), pp.47-48.
55 Goricheva, 'Krugi ada', p. 198.
56 Rossiya vechnaya, p.284.
57 See Rossiva vechnaya, pp.228-29, 253-56, and the comment that, TlpOH3Be/ieHHjj FIjiaTOHOBa - 370 MHp 
BbinaaeHHfl H3 pauHOHajibHOH BCCJICHHOH, jjociHrHyTbiH KaK pe3yjibTai BbiciueH "OTKJUOHCHHOCTH" ero repoes 
H MX CBH3H c nepBo6biTHbiM, HO BejiHKHM xaocoivi' (ibid, p.43).
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Unlike Platonov, however, Mamleev's exploration of what is beyond reason is 

undertaken on elitist principles. 58 His doctrinal philosophy affirms a hierarchy of spiritual 

experience, and this vertical structure informs his fiction also, eschewing the values of 

humility and weaknesss promoted by Dostoevsky, Platonov and many other major Russian

59writers.

Although Mamleev's short stories generally trade in unusual imagery rather than 

doctrine (unlike such novels as Shatuny and Mir i khokhof), they also bear the imprint of 

doctrinal certainties in their assumptions about the nature of reality. The confusion which 

defines the Platonovian hero in his struggles to evaluate the claims of the physical world is 

strikingly absent. In Sud'ba bytiya the body is not rejected, but is described as one of the 

lowest levels of the self, whose claims are valid in so far as it can assist the disclosure of 

the higher levels. 60 Some of Mamleev's characters illustrate this principle in a quite literal 

way, finding in a part of their anatomy a foretaste of their divinity, and even an object of 

worship. 61 Many others fail to recognize the body's role as an instrument of transcendence 

and remain trapped by it; hence, in part, the grotesque sensuality of Mamleev's world. In 

both cases, what is at stake is not a conflict between body and spirit (both belong to the 

sacred self), but a degree of enlightenment. His characters act 'rightly' or 'wrongly' to the 

extent that they achieve spiritual self-realization; and this achievement is made possible by 

knowledge of their potential, a knowledge which brings with it an inversion of 

conventional evaluations of wisdom and folly. If there is any compassion to be found in

58 In Guenon's view, the interpretation of the Tradition should be the task of the elite. The Reformation elicits 
his particular scorn, since by establishing freedom of enquiry Protestantism left interpretation 'to the private 
judgement of individuals, even of the ignorant and incompetent'. Guenon, pp.56-57.
59 Merezhkovsky argued that, 'All Russian literature teaches humility'; though he made an exception for 
Lermontov; Edwards, p. 12. Perhaps only the literature of the Silver Age supplies a meaningful precedent in 
Russian literature for the spiritual elitism of Mamleev. On this link, see Gol'dshtein, pp.277-301, and 
Mamleev's autobiographical essay, 'Opyt vosstanovleniya', in Antologiya gnozisa, ed. by A. Rovner, 2 vols (St 
Petersburg: Medusa, 1994), I, pp.25-27.
60 Sud'ba bytiya, p.10.
61 See, for example, the story 'Noga', in Chernoe zerkalo, pp.201-7.
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Mamleev's writing, it is pity for humans' widespread ignorance about their own spiritual 

potential, their 'cTpaiiiHbiH COH o ce6e KaK o CMepraoM (leapHOM) cymeciBe'. 62

In general, however, one is always aware of the pull towards a mystic plane of 

consciousness from which suffering and conflict appear as secondary, even negligible. 

This 'higher level' was described by Guenon as one where the antimonies of ordinary life 

cease to exist;63 it represents the permanent (and generally unfulfilled) aspiration of 

Mamleev's characters, who inhabit a fictional world that is disharmonic yet seeks to point 

beyond paradox and conflict.

So far I have been concerned primarily with the intellectual premises of Mamleev's anti- 

rationalism. In Part Two I will be concerned more with its imagery in his fictional 

characterization of the foolish, the idiotic and the mad. Before addressing this, however, I 

will introduce two themes vital to an understanding of Mamleev's fiction - namely, death 

and solipsism - and indicate some of the points at which they intersect with my topic.

The isolated existence of non-conformist intellectuals in the late Soviet period was 

experienced by Mamleev, as has been suggested, at the spiritual level above all. Beyond 

the enclosure of his social and intellectual circle lay a world marked by the 'spiritual 

vacuum' (dukhovnyi vakuurri) into which members of his generation were born in the 

1930s and 1940s. In his interviews and his brief essay, 'Opyt vosstanovleniya', Mamleev 

returns repeatedly to the profound consequences of an initial experience of total atheism in 

fostering a sense of existential terror and a heightened consciousness of death: ' 

axeH3M, KOTOpbra HaM npe^Jiarajicfl, po>KaaJi omymemie, HTO CMepib ^OMHHHpyex

62 Ibid, p.4. Mamleev continues: 'Her HHHero 6ojiee KoulMapHoro, new TO npeacTaejieHHe, KOTOpoe HMCCT caw 
o ce6e HCJIOBCK'.
63 Guenon, Crisis, p.29.
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BceM'. 64 Many within the intellectual elite of his generation "npoiiuiH Hepe3 TaHHbiH OOBIT 

"cMepTH", T.e. nepes onbiT BOcnpHflTHH CMepTH KaK a6cojiK>THoro KOHua". The process, he 

writes, had the positive effect of forcing him and others in his circle into a lucid and self- 

reliant spiritual quest: 'Taicon nyrb xpyanee, HO Bepnee, nocKOJibKy cpe^a He 

no^coBbreaex roxoBbix urraMHOB, HVCTOH 6yKBbi BMCCTO ayxa'. 65 At the same time, this 

acute awareness of death appears to have been responsible for supplying the obsessions of 

his fiction, whose essential elements include graveyards, corpses, vampires, cannibalism 

and necrophilia, and whose overall atmosphere remains knowingly infantile, as if locked in 

that childhood past. 6 Mamleev's stories describe what one character calls his 'cxpaHHbiH,

HHCpaHTHJIbHO-HHChepHaJIbHblH MHp' (p.405).

Death determines the entire landscape of Mamleev's inverted world. As one 

character remarks in Bluzhdayushchee vremya (2001): 'secb MHp - orpoMHbiH rpyn'. 67 In 

confronting death in this way, Mamleev was confronting a taboo felt especially strongly in 

Soviet culture and Socialist Realism. As Viktor Erofeev, one of Mamleev's epigones, has 

rightly observed: '3xo Bcenonromaiomafl oGceccna, Bocxopr oiKpbiTHH Ta6ynpoBaHHoro 

cK»KeTa (ana MapKCH3Ma npo6jieMbi cMepra He cymecTBOBajio), nepnaa zjbipa, Kyzja

fO

BCaCblBaiOTCfl JTK)6He MbICJIH'.

This fearlessness in the face of taboo was one consequence of the author's 

underground environment, which liberated its participants from internal as well as external

64 Dmitry Ol'shansky, Tri metafizicheskie Moskvy' [Interview with Mamleev], Vremya MN, 26 April 2002, 
p.ll.
65 'Opyt vosstanovleniya', p.26.
66 Several of his stories describe children being overwhelmed by death; see, for example, 'Yama', in Izbrannoe, 
pp.462-68 (p.462).
67 Mamleev, Bluzhdayushchee vremya (St. Petersburg: Limbus, 2001), p.36. The narrator of'Yama' meditates 
on the consequences of his inverted perspective: how he lives as if dead, and how he sees others in their hidden 
relation and attraction to death; Izbrannoe, pp.462-63.
68 Russkie tsvety zla, ed. by Viktor Erofeev (Moscow: Zebra-E Eksmo, 2002), p. 16. In Marc Slonim's words, 
'Socialist Realism negated human limitations and avoided the problem of death and the human condition in the 
universe'; cited in Geoffrey Hosking, Beyond Socialist Realism: Soviet Fiction since Ivan Denisovich (London: 
Granada, 1980), p.2.
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censorship. 69 Yet, in a paradox described by Mamleev himself, such freedom to face 

metaphysical reality was equally a form of constraint. 70 As a writer Mamleev is bound to 

death, and so are his characters, in whom this bond both embraces and exceeds the 

pervasive imagery of erotic yearning. 71 TIpHKOBaHHOCTb' - a word more familiar in the 

literary context of romantic or sexual attachment72 - is one description given to this bond, 

not least in the very short, powerful story of the same name, in which the young narrator 

becomes obsessed by a paralysed female doctor, as an image of living death and non- 

being. He gives up his career and family to spend all day by her side:

yme/i OT ecex MHPOB B 3Ty npHKOBaHHOCTb, TOMHO pywa Moa npHLjenmiacb K 
>KHpHOMy rejiy [...]

, o/jHa Heno,a,BH}KHOcTb npecjie/ryeT Hac. [...] 
Ho nocTeneHHO y MCHJI cxaHOBHTca BCC MCHbiue H MeHbme Mbicjiefi. OHH HcnesafOT.
HCnOABH^HOCTb CKOBblBaCT MOC CO3HaHHC, H BCC CymCCTBOBaHHC KOHljeHTpHpyeTCfl B

TOHKy. (p.492)73

The imagery of immobility, with its rejection of growth and thoughts, shares much in 

common, as will be seen, with the imagery of idiocy in other stories.

Living in a world which they generally perceive in its phenomenal appearance to be 

a joke, a mistake, an illusion, or a game, many of Mamleev's characters treat death as the 

only important reality. It should be noted, however, that this does not guarantee the 

seriousness of death in their eyes. Indeed, the potentially comic aspect of death - 

especially when caused by some entirely banal accident or trivial impulse - is a well-

69 See Ol'shansky, p. 1 1 ; and I.S., p. 1 30.
70 '3TO, T3KHM o6pa30M, CHTyaUHfl a6cOJlK)THOH CBo6o/lbl, KOTOpafl B TO XC BpeMfl TO>KfleCTBeHHa a6cOJ!K)THOH

HecBo6oae;' 'Opyt vosstanovleniya', p. 25.
71 The narrator of Yama' comments: 'Ha/io JKHTB BO CMeprn, Ka>K^yio MHHyry cosHasafl ee, Konomacb B HCH,

B jiioSHMOH >K6HmHHe. McjioBCK, 6biTb MO)KCT, H ecTb Bcero-HaBcero Mbicjib o CMepTH' (p.462); it is a play, 
perhaps, on Spinoza's proposition (LXVII) in his Ethics (1673) that, 'A free man thinks of nothing less than of 
death, and his wisdom is a meditation not of death, but of life'.
72 Cf the opening lines of Akhmatova's poem of 191 1: 'Cepziue K cepauy He npHKOBaHO,/ ECJIH xoneiub - 
yxo/iH'.
73 See also the opening paragraph of the story 'Udovletvoryus'!': '>KHTb B CMepTH - 310 3HaMHT >KHTb B oiKase 
or Bcero, MTO HanojiHHCT cosHaHHe. CMepTb - HC uiyTKa npHpoaw, a, HanpOTHB, Heo6bmaHHO rny6oKoe

, Tpe6yjoinee cepbC3HOH H BcenornomaiomeH npHKOBannocTH'; Chernoe zerkalo, pp. 183-88 (p. 183).
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spring of Mamleev's idiosyncratic humour. 74 He frequently subverts lofty notions of death 

as the surest gateway to the mysteries of the unknown, notably in his bathetic treatment of 

the motif of the vampire. 75 In general, those of Mamleev's characters who are most 

advanced in perceiving the absurdity and fundamental irreality of the material world study 

death only to be returned to an awareness that metaphysical knowledge (or the 'HCTHHHO 

noTycTOpoHHee') must be sought 'ne no xy cxopony >KH3HH, a no xy cxopoHy 

HejiOBenecKoro cosnaHHa' ('Yama', p.468). For such characters, death, like the world in 

general, can become an object of play and childish folly. 76

For less enlightened characters, however, death is the reality by which a 

conventional and philistine view of the world can be purified and altered. In much of 

Mamleev's fiction the 'discovery' of death as an urgent fact exposes false assumptions and 

releases the repressed self. A lurid instance of this pattern occurs in Shatuny (written 1966- 

68), when the ailing Andrei Khristoforov - a seeming paragon of holiness and smirenie, 

and preacher of optimism and love - fails to come to terms with his mortality:

[E]ro B^pyr oxBaxHJi y^cac [...] OH nonyBCXBOBaji, MTO BHyxpH ero pacxex KaKoe-xo 
ny^oBHme, Koxopoe CMexaex BCC ero npoKHHe AOBOAbi pasyivia o cMepxH H orojinex ero nepeA 
caMHM co6ofi. [...] 3xo HyAOBHine Gbijio ero Bxopoe cymecxso, Koxopoe HHor^a BH^ejiocb B 
HCM paHbiiie, B rjiy6HHe ero jiacKOBbix, xpncxHaHCKHX rjias - cymecxBO, Koxopoe ynpaMO 
xoxeno 5KHXb H >KHXb. 77 (p.43)

In the wake of this experience (a parody, perhaps, of the saintly death of Dostoevsky's 

Zosima), 78 Khristoforov sheds his rationalistic arguments about universal love and starts 

impersonating a chicken, which earns him the nickname kurotrup.

74 'Udovletvoryus'!' begins: 'Mro MOKCT 6biib HenoHHTHee H BMecre c TCM KOMHMHCC CMepiH?!'; ibid.
75 See especially 'Iznanka Gogena' (pp.418-32) and 'Upyr'-psikhopat' (pp.486-90), in which the vampire cuts a 
banal figure, bored and nauseated by his existence in the zagrobnyi mir.
76 See 'Pryzhok v grob', in Chernoe zerkalo, pp.22-36; or 'Yama', whose narrator tells us: 'fl eme B fleicTee 
[...] oneHb jiK)6HJi Hrpaxb BOKpyr CBOCH 6y ay men MOPHJIKH. H crpoHJi ee H3 necKa HJIH riiHHbi, ciaeHji
>KajlKHH aCTCKHH KpCCTHK H3 najlOK H HFpaJl OKOJ1O HCC B npflTKH. MaM3 OOpO^a MCH51 33 3TO...' (p.462).

77 'Shatuny', Izbrannoe, pp.5-136.
78 Kissing the ground and praying, Zosima 'THXO H pa^ociHO orjiaji ay my Bory'; P.M. Dostoevsky, Polnoe 
sobranie sochinenii, 30 vols (Leningrad: Nauka, 1972-90), XIV, p.294.
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Showing characters to themselves, the prospect of imminent death thus also 

discloses a desperate attachment to life. This new-found vitality is accompanied by an 

egotistic rejection of previous constraints imposed by rational or moral scruples. Beyond 

these constraints lies what would conventionally be designated as the monstrous 

(Khristoforov's 'ny^oBHme'), as madness and violence. From the point of view of the 

subject, however, existence has undergone an extraordinary simplification, since nothing 

now matters other than the self. 79 Realization of this turns the subject against the world, 

and towards himself. If for Zosima, hell meant not being able to love others, for 

Mamleev's characters hell means not being able to love oneself.

In Mamleev's writing, then, the theme of death is thoroughly enmeshed with that of 

solipsism. The term, which surfaces explicitly in several stories, is central also to Sud'ba 

bytiya and its exposition of a 'Religiya "Ya"'. In the introduction to this text Mamleev 

argues that the term 'solipsism' serves merely to underscore 'TOT (hynziaMeHTajibHbiH 

4>aKT, HTO - no KpaHHCH Mepe, B npe^enax HH^HBH^yajibHoro cymecTBOsaHna - GBITHC 

aano HCJioBeKy TOJIBKO xaK ero co6cTBeHHoe JIHHHOC 6biTHe'. 80 This fact, however, is 

transformed by Mamleev into the absolute conviction that the self is the only available 

reality and the only available source of truth. His own notion of solipsism is distinguished, 

he writes, by a perception of the world beyond the self as the 'cymecTBOBaHHe 

HecymecTBOBaHHH': 'MHP HC-H CCTB ne6biTHe, CTasmee cymecTBOBaHHCM, nppnpaK, 

KOTOpbiH MO)KeT BFiHTbCfl, MHpa^K, KOTOpbiH npHHHHfleT 6ojib\ Solipsism reveals the truth 

about this world, eliminating pseudo-reality and drawing its sting. 81

79 A typical illustration of this pattern is given in 'Smert' ryadom s nami (zapiski nekhoroshego cheloveka)', 
where the narrators describes his feelings after a close shave with death: 'Tenepb [...]» HyBCTBoeaji TOJibKO 
Henpo6HBaeMbiH XOJIG/I K ny>KHM crpaziaHHflM' (p.389).
80 Sud'ba bytiya, p.4.
81 See, for example, ibid, p. 12: '>KH3Hb urn ce6fl (H jiK)6oBb K Ce6e) ecib nocrojiHHoe paipyineHHe MHHMOH
peanbHociH MHpa'.
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From such premises, it is not far to the contention of Mamleev's 'Religiya "Ya"", 

which he developed in Moscow in the 1960s: namely, that the higher self should be an 

object not merely of knowledge, but of worship (poklonenie). Man's obligation, according 

to this 'religion', is the disclosure of his divine status. This doctrine, as Mamleev discusses 

at length in Sud'ba bytiya, has much in common with the metaphysics of the Vedanta even 

though it arose, he claims, before his fuller acquaintance with Indian philosophy. 82 It also 

represents an antithesis to the Soviet imperative of enforced collectivism, itself a 

corruption, in Mamleev's understanding, of traditional spiritual and religious practice. 83 

Above all, Mamleev's system rejects the dualism central to Western spirituality, and its 

corresponding themes of growth, revelation, and dependence on others. 84 To Mamleev, the 

'abyss' lies between man and the world, not between man and God. He makes about 

Indian philosophy an observation equally applicable to his own: 'xaiiHa nejioBCKa COCTOHT

B TOM, HTO OH HC CCTb HeJIOBCK'.85

In developing a philosophy of solipsism, and even 'ecstatic narcissism' (which he

J?Aties, as in the myth of Narcissus, to the trope of death), Mamleev plays with a variety of 

more specific cultural traditions in the West and in Russia. One is stated in passing in 

Sud'ba bytiya, when Mamleev compares this desired, absolute narcissism to God's infinite

87love of himself as described by medieval mystics. Another is suggested by his emphasis

o o

on the aspects of Orthodox thought that celebrate the divine nature of man, and on the 

practice of various sects, such as the khlysty, to whom he attributes the belief that,

82 Ibid, pp. 17, 15.
83 'H3J1HUJHHH KOJUieKTHBH3M COBCTCKOrO MbIIlJJieHHfl TOFO BpeMCHH, HO MOCMy MH6HHK),
npaBHUbHbiH 6anaHC MOK/iy rpa^HUHOHHOH "co6opHOCTbFo" H HHiepecoM K BHyxpeHHCH cropoHe ayiun B 
pyccKOH .ayxoBHoff HCTOPHH'; ibid, p.3.
84 Within the Russian intellectual context, an influential antithesis of Mamleev's solipsism may be found in the 
thought of Berdyaev, with its emphasis on the creative relationship between man and God as separate beings, 
each inadequate and unfulfilled without the other; see Nikolai Berdyaev, Ekzistentsial'naya dialektika 
bozhestvennogo i chelovecheskogo (Paris: YMCA, 1952).
85 Sud'ba bytiya, Trimechaniya', n22.
86 Ibid, p. 11
87 Ibid, p. 16.
88 Rossiya vechnaya, p.241.
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nenoBeK - 370 noTCHUHajibHbiH XPHCTOC, Heo6xo^HMO TOJibKO OTKpbiib ero B 

ce6e, B HCM H COCTOHT Bbiciuaa uenb ceKTbi*. 89 Thirdly, Mamleev suggests in Sud'ba 

bytiya that his themes of solipsism (and, by extension, narcissism) follow from a central 

concern of the Russian literary tradition, namely the description of the inner self "KaK 

6eccMepTHoro, nesaBHCHMoro, CBo6o,zmoro nanajia'. 90 Mamleev cites Tolstoy as the prime 

exponent of this tradition, yet it seems certain that Tolstoy would not have approved the 

absolute narcissism advocated in Sud'ba bytiya, even if he appears at times to have

experienced it. Tolstoy's diary records an arduous and vigilant struggle with self-love: 

nacTO B sepxajio. 3-ro myrioe, 4>H3HHecKoe ce6ajiio6He, H3 Koxoporo KpOMe 

H cMeiiiHoro HHHero BHHTH He MO^KCT' (8 March 1851). 91 For Mamleev, in 

contrast to Tolstoy and to a venerable tradition in European thought (enshrined in Holbein 

the Younger's illustration for Praise of Folly of the fool looking into his bauble), 

narcissism is no longer 'stupid'.

This is one example of how Mamleev exposes, consciously or otherwise, the 

underside (iznankd) of his native literary tradition. The self-absorption and self-love of the 

Russian intellectual, moreover, is a theme not only of Mamleev's work but of many of the 

authors studied in this thesis. While in Mamleev's writing it may be welcomed, in the 

work of Viktor Erofeev, Dmitry Galkovsky and others it is subjected to mockery and the 

charge of idiocy in an entirely pejorative sense. 92

89 Ibid,p.71.
90 Sud'ba bytiya, p.3. See also Mamleev's comments on Gorky in Rossiya vechnaya, p.45
91 L.N. Tolstoy, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, 90 vols (Moscow: Khudozhestvennaya Literature, 1928-58), XLVI, 
p.48 (I have modernized the orthography); quoted in translation in Galina Galagan, 'The Young Lev Tolstoi 
and Laurence Sterne's A SentimentalJourney\ in Reflective Laughter: Aspects of Humour in Russian Culture, 
ed. by Lesley Milne (London: Anthem, 2004), pp.57-62 (p.60).
92 See below, Chapter Five and Conclusion.
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Part Two

Mamleev's short stories, which will be the focus of the remainder of this chapter, are 

better suited than his longer fiction to a critical approach that explores the tensions 

between the relative claims of folly and wisdom, madness and sanity. The numerous 

protagonists of Shatuny, to take Mamleev's most important novel, go far beyond the stage 

at which such dichotomies (which they would perceive as false) retain much meaning or 

usefulness. They all, multifariously, embrace the ecstatic madness (bezumie) commended 

in Mamleev's 'Religiya "Ya"' (a text which clearly underpins their solipsistic spiritual 

quests). 3 Occasionally the narrator does step back to remark, for example, that the 

characters' 'Manepbi [...] BCC 6ojibine nanoMHHajiH MaHepti oGHTaxejieH cyMaciiie^inero 

#OMa' (p. 101). On the whole, however, the novel feigns ignorance of its own 

outlandishness, describing an enclosed environment that becomes ever more delirious and 

esoteric, with narrative development giving way to extended exposition of philosophies 

akin to that of the author. Close acquaintances of Mamleev in the 1960s, such as 

Aleksandr Dugin, are perhaps justified in claiming Shatuny (despite its cult success) as 

'HCHTO saKptixoe, He nozmeacamee npo^anauHH, npe^HaanaHeHHoe RIM neMHorax'. 94

The metaphysical concerns of Mamleev's stories, by contrast, are developed in 

more familiar contexts and lend themselves more readily to exoteric interpretation. 

Seeking to shock the reader into a spiritual awakening, they encourage a radical re- 

evaluation - if not outright collapse - of conventional intellectual categories. I will begin 

with a survey of general features of Mamleev's representation and imagery of folly, before 

discussing a selection of specific texts.

93 SeeSud'baBytiya,p.\2.
94 See his essay on Mamleev, 'Temna voda', <http://imperium.lenin.ru/LENIN/27/russ-veshch.html> [accessed
25 July 2006]. Dugin discusses the novel almost as a roman- a-clef about members of Mamleev's circle.
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The imagery and language of folly and mental derangement in Mamleev's stories borrow 

from both archaic and modern models of discourse and representation. The contemporary 

vocabulary of mental pathology is situated in a fictional landscape which often recalls 

imagery associated with folly and damnation in the pre-modern West.

In Russian studies, this context is now associated most famously with Bakhtin's 

interpretation of Rabelais. 'Mamleevian grotesquerie', however, is not to be confused (as 

Caryl Emerson may have done) with Bakhtinian 'carnival grotesque'. 95 There is nothing of 

the cyclical vitality of Bakhtinian carnival in Mamleev's fiction, where all flesh is dead 

flesh ('secb MHp - orpoMHbifl ipyn'). Closer to Mamleev's thought and imagination are 

the apocalyptic visions of late-medieval artists, notably Hieronymus Bosch. Like Bosch, 

Mamleev presents teeming and highly variegated canvases of grotesque human activity, in 

which natural appetites appear to have been wholly distorted.96 And like Bosch, Mamleev 

depicts hell; or, in James McConkey's more accurate observation, he depicts a world in 

which it is 'as if Earth has become Hell without human awareness that such a 

transformation has taken place'. 97 Mamleev describes the spirit trapped in flesh and 

illusion, and in the anonymity of urban spaces: 'OopMajibHO 3TO MCCTO nasbmajiocb 

o6me>KHTiieM, a na caMOM ^eiie 6bmo CKomieHHeM MepTBbix, 6e3 BCHKOFO 

noTVcxopoHHero Bbixo^a, TOHHO sacTbiBinnx #ym' ('Khozyain svoego gorla', p.506).98 On

95 'Mamleevian grotesquerie does indeed recall the Rabelaisian world that so disgusted Losev and Isupov with 
its incipient "Satanism". What can be said of these various successive readers of carnival grotesque? Bakhtin, 
by all accounts, was delighted by its products. Isupov was repelled. Ryklin and Mamleev coolly observe'; 
Caryl Emerson, The First Hundred Years of Mikhail Bakhtin (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1997), 
p. 192.
96 Whether in 'natural' surroundings (see Shatuny, in Izbrannoe, pp.90-92), or in the urban context of 
kommunalki. In interview Mamleev has himself drawn attention to the comparison between his art and that of 
Bosch (Rossiya vechnayd), p.269.
97 James McConkey, [Review of Yuri Mamleyev, The Sky Above Hell], Epoch, 30 (1980), 93-94 (p.94). 
Occasionally, Mamleev lays bare this vision of the world as hell. The narrator of'Upyr'-psikhopat' exclaims: 
'O 3x0 He6o, He6o Ha# anew!' (Izbrannoe, p.489).
98 Hans Belting finds similar imagery in Bosch's Hell, commenting that 'the window reflected in the cauldron 
[worn by the Prince of Hell] must surely be a metaphor for a room with no way out'; Belting, The Garden of 
r ,,z.7,. rWiVr/ifo f\/fiiniVVv Prpstp! ^OO?^ n ^SEarthly Delights (Munich: Prestel, 2002), p.
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other occasions, Mamleev's scenes recall the Ship of Fools, medieval paintings of which 

(by Bosch and others) provided metaphors of damnation, illustrating, in Foucault's words, 

a 'false happiness [that] is the diabolical triumph of the Antichrist; it is the End, already at 

hand'. A similar 'triumph' informs many of Mamleev's mass portraits of urban life. In 

'Serye dni', for example, the drunken, gluttonous, cacophonous and lustful bestiary of the 

Ship of Fools appears to have sailed into the 'cyMaciiie/uiiee npeeo' (p.394) of Soviet 

communal life:

TaM oGHTaeT pa3Hoo6pa3HbiH nojrynbflHbiH JKHTCJIB. OMCHB MHOFO mipHbix, c
>KHBOTOM H 3a^OM ^fl^CK, JlblCblX, MaTCpmHHHKOB H CJia^OCTpaCTHHKOB. )KeHUlHHa >KHBCT

(p.393)'°°

When it comes to the specific terminology of folly, however, Mamleev is more 

likely to borrow from modern discourses of mental pathology than from the language and 

imagery of sin, ironically resorting to the clinical language of materialist modernity to 

describe its psychic disorder. (Terms with pre-modern connotations, such as yurodstvo, 

appear far less often.)

The liberal and apparently careless scattering of terminology from psychology, 

psychiatry and psychoanalysis helps define the absurdist outlines of the Mamleevan world, 

where human experience is so saturated in varieties of mental derangement and 

inadequacy that pathologies leak out onto furniture, windows and stairwells (emphasis 

mine):

, o KOTopoM H,zjeT peHb, pacnojio>KeH no FlHine3a,ayMHHBOMy nepeyiiKy, BO 
Ero j^aBHO nopa CHCCTH, an HCT - OH #ep>KHTCfl. Ha BTOpofi 3xa>K BCACT JiecTHHua c 
iiiH3O(|)peHHHecKH!viH ymaMH H npOBajiaMH. B KsaprHpKe no.n ce^bivibiM HOMepOM 

ro/i >KHByr HeTbipe ceMCHCTBa. Y Ka>KAoro H3 HHX CBOH npHBbiMKH, ncnxonaTHH,
; CCJ1H 6bl OHHCaTb BCC HX MHOrOJieTHHC OTHOIUCHMJI, TO nOJiyMHJICJl 6bl AJlHHHblH

'BoHHbi H MHpa', HO c ncHxoaHajiH30M, nepTOBmHHOH, Mopao6HTHeM H

99 Michel Foucault, Madness and Civilization, trans. by Richard Howard (London and New York: Routledge,

2001), pp. 19-20.
100 The story ends with the image of a 'Kpy>KamHHCfl B jierKOM cyMacmeaiueM ramie MHp' (p.401).
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OZIHHOKHM 3anumbiBaHHeM B ca\ioro ce6a. Ho MBI onmueM JIHUJB OJHH jenb (Tol'ko by 
vyzhit'*, p.372)

>KHJI B yrpfOMOM, 40 crpaHHOcTH HAHOTCKOH zibipe r^e-io B ryme MOCKBBI. H/UIOTIUM
oGpasoM Bbipawancfl B OKHax, Koropbie cMorpejiH Ha Ha6jiKxaaTejifl IOK 

rnasa /jepeBflHHoro cymecTBa. ('Lyubovnaya istoriya", p.584)

Such urban settings are characteristic of nearly all Mamleev's short fiction and suggest 

that mental pathologies are, at least in part, the corollary of a process of cultural and 

geographical dislocation, identified by Mikhail Ryklin as the 'saBHcaHHe' of Mamleev's 

characters between town and village. As Ryklin notes, the imaginations of Mamleev's 

'urban bodies' are cramped by their communal surroundings; they now belong neither to 

the city nor to the country. 101 In 'Tol'ko by vyzhit" this zavisanie can be felt in the very 

survival of the ancient 'AOMHIUKO', now divided into communal flats.

The modern urban mentality has produced, according to Mamleev, an 

unprecedented plague of psychic disorder, 102 and his fiction has been influenced, as was 

noted earlier, by the science of psychiatry. However, while it can be interesting to identify 

the psychological syndromes that are described, if not always named, in Mamleev's 

fiction, it is also the case that psychiatry and clinical evaluations of insanity - what 

Foucault has called the 'monologue of reason about madness' - are frequently the objects 

of the author's deepest antipathy. 103 Indeed, Mamleev's fiction may profitably be read 

alongside, and illuminated by, the work of Foucault, Laing and other critics of modern 

Western psychiatric practice writing in the 1960s and 1970s, even though he evidently 

arrived at his own views on these matters quite independently. 104

101 'OHH HCToiuaiOTCfl B CJIHIIIKOM TCCHBIX ZUIH HX 3eMJieneJibHecKnx (})aHTa3HH ropoacKHX npocrpaHCTeax, HO 
H OT KpecTbflHCKOH MCHiajibHOCTH OHH 6ecKOH6MHO jiajieKH'; Ryklin, p.74.
102 Rossiya vechnaya, pp.262, 206.
103 Foucault, p.xii. Among Mamleev's stories that particularly lend themselves to interpretation as psychiatric 
or psychoanalytic case-studies, see 'Ne te otnosheniya' (Izbrannoe, pp.447-50) and 'Noga' (Chernoe zerkalo,

pp.201-7).
104 I develop these comparisons below.
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Mamleev's stories continually emphasize the culpability and absurdity of the 

psychiatric profession, often to ironic effect. In 'Dushevnobol'nye budushchego' (pp.370- 

72) Soviet psychiatric norms are inverted in an allegory set five hundred years in the 

future. The patient Gorrilov is diagnosed with a '6ojibHO HHTepecHbiH ncHxo3' and 

'xpoHHHecKoe cocTOflHHe HCBMeHaeMocTH' because he never experiences delirious states 

of mind, delusions or suicidal impulses: 'H BH no^vMaeTe,' says one doctor, 'HH OAHoro 

6pe^oBoro Hioanca... HuxaKHx CTpeMJieHHH Ha TOT CBCT... KaKoe T5DKejioe 

noMemaTejibCTBO...' (p.371). He is promptly isolated. Several other stories, among them 

'Nepriyatnaya istoriya' and 'Iznanka Gogena', contain more direct stabs at the ignorance 

of the contemporary psychiatric and psychological professions. 105 This satirical vein is 

prominent also in Mamleev's 'American' cycle. In 'Otrazhenie' (pp.596-600), seventy- 

year-old Mary, about to die from cancer, is told by her psychoanalyst: 'y Bac eme MHOFO 

Bnepe^H: uejibie Tpn HC^CJIH. )KnBHTe aKTHBHO. FOHHTC neraTHBHbie MWCJIH H ne ffyuavne 

o CMepra' (pp.598-99).

Evidently, Mamleev's quarrel is not just with repressive Soviet psychiatry, but with 

the modern science of the mind per se, which, he suggests, derives from a limited view of 

human experience and spiritual potential; from what Guenon perceived as the 'spiritual 

ignorance' of modernity. 106 In 'Lyubovnaya istoriya', modern psychiatry is presented as a 

debased science, infinitely inferior to esoteric mysticism (p.586); while psychoanalysis, 

Mamleev has said in interview, appeals only to man's basest nature. 107

The sciences of the mind enable Mamleev to focus his universal polemic against 

the pretensions of nauka generally and its 'mechanical', 'naive' efforts at rational

105 See Izbrannoe, pp.374-78 (p.375), pp.418-32 (p.426).
106 Rossiya vechnaya, p.55.
107 Author's interview.
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explanations of super-rational' phenomena. ios These features inform the three stories from 

the Central (Yuzhinskii) cycle to which I will now turn. The first two, 'Poslednii znak 

Spinozy' and 'Vanya Kirpichikov v vanne\ form a diptych of richly (if disturbingly) 

comic stories. If the former emphasizes the depersonalizing and despiritualizing aspects of 

institutionalized medicine, opposing these with the figure of an inspired 'idiot'-figure, the 

latter shows a fool reclaiming, in the most graphic manner, his rights to his own body.

'Poslednii znak Spinozy' (pp.451 -57)

This story - whose title refers to a schizophrenic who believes he was once Spinoza - 

begins by describing a medical anti-world set not in the future (as in 'Dushevnobol'nye 

budushchego'), but in the malodorous Soviet present. The opening paragraph sets the tone:

noJiHKJiHHHKa NO 121 rpflSHa, HeyiorHa H TOHHO nponHrana rpyrmbiMH
. O6CJiy>KHBaK>T 6oJlbHbIX B HCH CTpaHHblC, TOJICTO3a.abie J\K)JHi C TJDKCJlblM,

6eccMbic;ieHHbiM BsrjumoM. HHoma TOJibKO nona^afOTca BHsnriHBbie ceKcyaJibHbie cecrpbi, 
CJIOBHO roTOBbie cjiH3HVTb HOT c 6ojibHoro. Ho y BCCX - H cecrep H Bpanew - nepeAKO 
BOBHHKaiOT B ronoBe cTOJib Hejienbie, Hea,zjeKBaTHbie MbicjiH, MTO OHH no6aHBaK)TCfl ce6a
6oJlbLUe, H6M CBOHX CBMblX CMpa^HblX KJ1HCHTOB. O/IHH 3AOpOBbIH, OTKOpMJlCHHblH BpBH -
OTOJiapHHrojior - nniOHyji B pox 6ojibHOMy, Kor^a yBH^eji raM MacHCiyio onyxojib. (p.451)

The grotesque evocation of the poliklinika is both fantastic (the doctor spitting into the 

patient's mouth) and realistic. The dirt and discomfort are perfectly credible, as is the terse 

account of the brutal experience of the patients that follows, reflecting Mamleev's 

concerns with the spiritual impoverishment of contemporary society: 'BonbHOH 3^ect - 

KaK H Be3#e - 3aruaH, 3a6HT H na Mnp CMOTPHT 3BepeM. B Bora FIOHTH HHKTO HH BepHT. A 

o 6eccMepTHH AymH BOBce HO3a6biJiH' (p.451).

108 The limitations ofnauka are the topic of Mamleev's article, 'Skazka kak realnost", and science is often 
deprecated in his fiction. Investigating the link between 'zhivotnost" and 'soznanie1 , the animal-loving
protagonist of Kogda zagovoryat?' tries to grasp this connection 'B UCJIOM, a He oGtacHHTb MexaHHMecKH, 
H3HBHO, KaK yMCHbie': Izbrannoe, pp.495-499 (496).
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If hospital life is conventionally thought of as clinical, beneficent and correct, 

Mamleev asks us to see it from its psychological interior - as sexualized, selfish and 

pregnant with taboo. The ironizing principles of his fiction are able to wreak particular 

havoc on the medical context: death and pain elicit not pity and good works, but despair on 

the part of the patients and erotic solipsism on the part of the well-fed, complacently 

healthy and psychologically estranged doctors. Another example of this pattern of 

psychological estrangement from the task in hand occurs in the early story, 'Urok' 

(pp.378-80). Such contexts allow Mamleev to bring his favoured themes to the fore, by 

juxtaposing the apparently practical demands of a hospital or school with the very 

abstracted, 'metaphysical' behaviour of his characters. They express a sense of the irreality 

(or 'folly') of public life in the late-Soviet era, a feeling hardly confined to Mamleev and 

his circle. 109

Nelya Semenovna, the doctor who supplies the initial focus of 'Poslednii znak 

Spinozy', is a woman of voracious appetites who scares her patients with medical 

terminology and rejoices in their fatal diseases. Her absence of compassion is shocking in 

the conviction of its common-sensical egoism. 110 Reflecting the twin Mamleevan 

tendencies towards solipsism and an obsession with death, Nelya views external reality as 

a threat, a hallucination (p.452), or a trap (lovushka, p.452), whose very existence is to be 

denied or 'eaten up' ('TOHHO xoxejia ctecTb OKpy^caiornnH ee ropoa', p.451) - hence her 

pleasure at the death of her patients, especially the young (p.452). 111 The only realities she

109 It is reflected even in the fiction of a writer as far removed from Mamleev as Solzhenitsyn. In Rakovyi 
korpus, Solzhenitsyn makes great play of how Zoya enjoys her sensation of good health amidst her very sickly 
patients. And in a brief cameo towards the end of the same novel, we meet a shop-girl described in a sentence 
more than worthy of Mamleev: 'OHa eoo6me CMorpeJia K3K-TO MCTa(})H3HHecKH, yrnyGjieHHaa BO HTO-TO 
AajibHee, 6yATO 3aecb nepe/i Hen He peaJibHbie noKynarejiH cjiOHflJiHCb, a cKOJib3HJiH MX 6e3pa3jiHHHbie TCHH'; 
Solzhenitsyn, Rakovyi korpus (written 1963-67; St Petersburg: Azbuka-Klassika, 2003), pp.149, 443.
110 At a consultation she tells the mother of a sick child: 'EcnH BW, MaMawa, 6yaeTe ran nepe>KHBaTb H3-3a 
Toro, MTO Bailie AHTC see paBHO noMper, BW ewe paHbme ero sarHexecb' (p.453).
'"'BooGiue noMTH BCFO CBOK> >KH3Hb \\3rn CeMCHOBHa flywajia TOJibKO o cMep .' (p.452) The similes of the 
opening pages emphasize the self-containment of her world: she relaxes in her armchair, 'K3K B MHpe'. and 
walks 'KaK ayMaiOFomafl 6yjiKa' (p.451).
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accepts are her own bodily existence and death, of which life is just a 'frame" 

(obramlenie). A lifelong meditation on death and the world beyond has, as with many of 

Mamleev's protagonists, forever 'shaken' (rasshatalo} her consciousness, leading her to 

conclude that whatever follows death must be inexpressible in human language and 

categories of thought; all human notions of the afterlife must be false, being 

'BbicocaHHbiMH H3 seMHOH )KH3HH, H3 TenepeiuHero co3HaHH5T. Death for her is the 

beginning of sense (the only thing 'o HCM ona eme Morjia £VMaTb "JIOFHHHO"'); yet it calls 

for a response that is beyond known sense: 'En #a>Ke Ka3anocb, HTO HCM 6eccMbicjieHHee - 

H BHC o6biHHbix paMOK - ona BH^HT MHp H ce6fl, TeM 6jiH5Ke ona K Bory H K HCTHHC 

nocjiecMepxHoro 6bmra' (pp.452-53).

In her thoughts and behaviour, and her frustration with the limits of ordinary 

thought and consciousness, Nelya is entirely in the mould of Mamleev's philosophy and 

typical protagonists. The story departs from this monologic pattern with the aggressive 

introduction of Petr Nikitych (Petya), who demands immediate medical attention and 

informs Nelya that he was once Spinoza, 'a xenepb - H^HOT' (pp.454-55). He even has a 

huge tattoo of the philosopher ('npHHCM B napmce') emblazoned on his chest. Petya's 

behaviour is alternately manic and subdued, and he appears to have come to the clinic in 

search of a cure both for his malfunctioning bowels and for the schizophrenia which he is 

scared of taking with him to the other side (pp.453-54). Such a conflation of physical and 

mental ailments is in line with Mamleev's rejection of dualism and categorization; so too 

is the implied continuum between madness and idiocy.

Nelya is disinclined to believe Petya's claims, but she is nevertheless fascinated by 

this 'idiot' and invites him to sleep with her. As their relationship develops, we see Petya 

in two contrasting aspects: firstly, as a figure of idiocy and abjection (from Nelya's 

monopolizing perspective); and secondly, as Nelya's philosophical antagonist, offering an
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alternative, optimistic metaphysics to the dark visions shared by most of Mamleev's 

characters.

The initial, visual impression made by Petya is that of literary and artistic cliche, an 

'idiot' whose mental impairments are clearly stated by his physiognomy, which is 

repeatedly described as 'degenerate' (pp.453, 455). They are also symbolized by his 

incontinent drooling (pp.454, 456). This motif is significant, since the imagery of fluids in 

Mamleev's stories is a pervasive one, and, in its variety of implications, will be a theme of 

the remainder of this chapter. As we will see, the history, treatment and literature of folly - 

and in particular madness - has ancient associations with water; in Mamleev's writing 

idiocy, folly and madness persistently draw the imagery of liquids and spit. Thus, Petya 

declares his identity to Nelya '6pw3>Ka CJIIOHOH' (p.454), and the association of Petya's 

idiocy (even madness) with liquid emanations returns emphatically after their 

philosophical dispute: 'OH Hanan xnxHKaxb, nycicaTb CJIIOHH'; 'O6pbi3raHHbiH CBOHMH 

3MOiniaMH, KaK MOHOH, OH CKaicaji no KOMnaxe' (p.456).

Such imagery is highly redolent of the symbolism of abjection described by Julia 

Kristeva in Pouvoirs de Vhorreur (1980) and discussed, with reference to Mamleev's 

Shatuny, by Jan Peters. For Kristeva, in Peters' accurate summary,

the abject refers to the human reaction to a human breakdown in meaning caused by the loss of 
the distinction between subject and object or between self and other. An abject reaction is 
primarily triggered by the sight of corpse, or more commonly, by our bodily fluids and waste 
products, as these phenomena traumatically remind us of our own materiality, mortality and

117
potential non-being.

Mamleev's fiction is flooded in such signs of the abject, which serve as countless 

mementi mori. In 'Tetrad' individualista', the cemetery where the narrator spends his time

112 Jan Peters, 'Mamleev's Shatuny as a Negotiation of the Absolute and the Abject', (unpublished paper given 
at 2004 AATSEEL conference, Philadelphia), p. 1. See also Julia Kristeva, Powers of Horror: An Essay on 
Abjection, trans. by Leon S. Roudiez (New York: Columbia University Press, 1982).

212



is described as 'rpjBHCHbKoe, 3a6pbnraHHoe' (p.535). In 'Poslednii znak Spinozy" the 

imagery of liquid bodily excrescence is especially abundant, from the 'rpyrmbie 

BbmejieHHfl' of the first paragraph to Nelya's '>KH^Koe or ce6flJiK>6Hfl TCJIO* (p.452). At the 

same time, the 'abject' retains its essential link with its antithesis, in accordance with the 

Kristevan paradigm. Petya, as we will see, is an idiotic emissary of the absolute, while in 

the story 'Dnevnik sobaki-filosofa' (pp.458-61), the narrating dog relates the conviction of 

his acquaintance, Laika, 'HTO 6oHcecTBeHHaa 3MaHamifl npoaBJiHexca maBHbiM o6pa3OM B 

Bime CJIIOHH, HJIH, 6ojiee o6me, cjia^ocTH. 3xa 3ManauHH HCXO^HT H3 pxa Co6aKH N° 1' 

(p.461). Indeed, throughout Mamleev's fiction, the imagery of liquids and waste appears to 

be reinvested with a sacred significance, suggesting an attempt to reconnect with the roots 

of the religious imagination and the first myths of creation. In the Enuma Elish of 

Babylonian myth, as Karen Armstrong has written, 'the gods emerged two by two from a 

formless, watery waste - a substance which was itself divine'. 113

According to Martin Halliwell, who draws on Kristeva's Pouvoirs de I'horreur to suggest 

the link between idiocy and abjection, the characteristic ambivalence of the literary idiot 

generates both 'intense fascination' and 'revulsion', and 'draws the inquirer near to the 

point beyond which meaning and social identity collapse'. 114 Such an ambivalent reaction 

is provoked, for example, by the 'idiot' of Victor Erofeev's story 'Zhizn' s idiotom' 

(1980). 115 In Mamleev's stories the association of the abject and the idiotic is also 

pronounced, but a modification of Halliwell's (and Kristeva's) model is necessary in order 

for its role to be properly understood.

113 Karen Armstrong, A History of God (1993; London: Vintage, 1999), p. 14.
114 Martin Halliwell, Images of Idiocy: The Idiot Figure in Modern Fiction and Film (Aldershot: Ashgate,
2004), pp.51-52.
115 Discussed in my Epilogue.
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Most importantly, the fear and disgust which Kristeva posits as our instinctual 

reaction to the abject (as a token of death) 116 are not shared by Mamleev's characters. The 

abject for them is a source of pleasure, whether emanating from their own bodies, or from 

other people, who are acceptable, and can be engaged with, only at the point of their 

extinction. What is unacceptable and repulsive, by contrast, is the healthy, non-abject 

'other' who, in accordance with Mamleev's philosophy of radical solipsism, partakes of a 

reality that is understood to be false but that can nevertheless cause the solipsist pain, 

threatening to divide his self-contained world.

Only one type of living being escapes this pattern, by being both a living 'other' 

and acceptable, indeed attractive: namely, the physically and mentally infirm. Like the 

paralysed doctor in the story 'Prikovannost", Petya in 'Poslednii znak Spinozy' is 

attractive to Nelya as an absent presence; he does not repel, despite the imagery of 

abjection by which he is identified. As we are told emphatically in a single paragraph, 

'Hajie OH HpaBHJica HMCHHO KaK HJTHOT' (p.457); and the appeal is of a primal, sexual 

nature.

As throughout Shatuny, sexual desire is indistinguishable from desire for non- 

being, and Nelya's attraction to Petya is of a piece with her attraction to the dead, her 

'vBJieneHHe yMHpaiomHMH' (p.457). It is also of a comparable nature to the 'BjieneHHe K 

He6biTHK>' noted by one critic as characteristic of the protagonist of 'Lyubovnaya istoriya', 

Fedor, who falls in love only once the object of his affections, male or female, has died,

1 1 Q

and whose only other human attachment is to his idiot sister, Nata. Nata is '^ypna' 

(p.584), a 'Henymiafl Beint' (p.587); her look, like that of Petya, is 'TynoH'. 119 Yet Nata is 

the one living creature whom Fyodor is unable to do without, even though he can't explain

116 Kristeva, pp.3-5.
17

* ̂ .i iikj *.^/ » i^^ r r *

See for example, Fedor Sonnov's conversations with his murdered victims in the first part ofShatuny. 
118 1.S., p. 130. On the 'sexual attraction of non-being' in Shatuny, see Corny, 
<http://www.zhumal.na/stafffgomy/english/marnleev.htm> 
119 Petr stares at Nelya 'ryno' (p.454); Nata's eyes are 'lynue' (p.585).
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to himself why (p.586). In both these stories, the protagonist perceives the idiot as a 

kindred spirit: Petya's tupost' is matched by that of Nelya, while both Nata and Fyodor are 

characterized by their idiotizm, and even the idiocy of their physical surroundings. 120

The protagonist's attitude to the idiot (or infirm) is thus one of self-identification 

and appropriation. Alien to growth and conflict, the idiot supplies a desired image of 

passivity and stasis. Appopriating him, the protagonist populates his or her solipsistic 

world with similar, but subordinate beings. 121 H. William Tjalsma's translation of an 

alternative (and still more scabrous) version of 'Poslednii znak Spinozy' contains the 

following elaboration:

Nelya liked him primarily as an idiot. And the knowledge that she was being screwed by a true 
imbecile was a pleasure to her, as if his sperm therefore would be blacker and her enjoyment 
more intense. It seemed to Nelya that she was now surrounded by unseen little idiot boys to 
whom she had somehow given birth. 122

1*") 1

Nelya's fantasy might well strike a psychoanalyst as a symptom of imminent psychosis. 

In the context of Mamleev's fiction, with its inverted evaluation of the abject, it asks to be 

read as a fantasy of power, self-propagation and personal immortality, where possession of 

the idiot (sexual and otherwise) becomes equivalent to the possession of death. Implicitly 

linking the idiot to the otherworldly knowledge of the mystic, Mamleev makes of him a 

shortcut to the absolute, symbolized here by Petya's 'black' sperm. 124 The idiot thus refers 

to what is beyond language and representation.

120 See the opening lines of the story, quoted above, p.207. Fedor is also perceived as an 'HAHOT' by the father 
whose dead children Fedor falls in love with (p.585).
121 Similar fantasies will be observed in Galkovsky's Beskonechyi tupik; see below, pp.269-70.
122 Yuri Mamleyev, The Sky above Hell and Other Stories, trans. by H. William Tjalsma (New York:

Taplinger, 1980).
123 Jung came to such a conclusion about a dream of a comparable nature; see Halliwell, p.52.
124 Nelya wonders about Petya's self-assurance: 'TO JIH STO 6bijio npocio BHyrpeHHee y6e>K,aeHHe, TO JIH OH 
3H3J1 KaKHe-TO TaHHbi'. A similar contact with higher forces is manifested by the protagonist of Mr / khokhot, 
Stasik, whose name and role as an absent presence suggest close comparison with idiot figures in Mamleev's 
fiction. He says of himself: 'Mepe3 MCHS npoxo^HT TO, nero HBT B 3TOM MHpe'; Mir i khokhot, p.224.
125 Halliwell discusses the idiot of post-Romantic and modernist writing 'as an enigmatic symbol for that which 
cannot be understood or fixed in a stable frame of reference'; Halliwell, p.51.
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All this, however, accounts only for Nelya's perception of Petya. The story's key 

conflict stems from the revelation that Petya is able to challenge Nelya's solipsistic 

subjugation of him, and to articulate, albeit briefly, a contrasting philosophy. Such an open 

conflict is unusual in Mamleev's fiction, which generally avoids the tension of competing 

ideas; in Petya, Mamleev creates a character against the grain of his own thought.

Petya and Nelya's philosophical differences are clarified in the bedroom, after 

Petya takes offence at Nelya's continued scepticism about his true identity. In his brief 

speeches Petya invokes moral harmony and the law of justice to explain his reincarnation 

as an idiot (p.455). He does indeed appear to echo Spinoza in his belief that the world is 

driven by a logical, if inscrutable design, from the perspective of which apparent evil is 

negated. In Spinoza's interpretation of sin and evil, elaborated in his Ethics (1673) and 

summarized by Bertrand Russell, 'negation exists only from the point of view of finite 

creatures. In God, who alone is completely real, there is no negation, and therefore the evil

I T7in what to us seem sins does not exist when they are viewed as parts of the whole'. 

Petya makes a similar argument, drawing on the same distinction between the part and the 

whole, and the gulf in cognition by which the two are separated:

[H]C AyMaH, HTO fl, K3K BCe 3TH BCpyiOIUHe, FIOHHMaK) TOJlbKO HpaBCTBCHHOCTb, 3a6bIBafl O
no3HaHHH. Hao6opOT, a y6e>KAeH, HTO HMCHHO B no3H3HHH KJIHDH K HpaBCTBCHHOCTH. Kor^a 
Mbi AeficTBHTejibHO no3HaeM noTycTopoHHee, Kor,zja cna^ex nenena H Mbi yBH^HM, B KaKOM
KOHKpCTHOM OTHOIUCHHH HaXO^HTCfl HaiUa SCMHafl >KH3Hb —— 3T3 MaJiafl HaCTb BCJlHKOrO —— KO 
BCCMy OCTaJlbHOMy, TO, eCTeCTBCHHO, BCe HaiUH npCACTaBJlCHHa H3MCHflTCa, H Mbi yBH£HM,
HTO 3Jio   3TO muiK)3Hfl, H HE caMOM ^ejie MHp no-HacTOflineiviy cnpaBeAJiHB... /I,a, ^a... H 
3TOT caMbiH KPOJIHK, KOTOporo Tbi TaK ciia^Ko nepe^ceBbiBaeiub... ^a, &a... He CMCHCH... H ero 
cymecTBOBaHHe 6y^eT onpaB/jaHO... (p.456)

Characteristically for recent Russian fiction, Mamleev introduces philosophy through 

comedy and bathos, via the foolishness and low social status of the speaker (the tattoos

126 The story 'Krysa' is typical in this regard, describing the overwhelming impact of an aggressive philosopher 
on an accidental interlocutor in a pub; Izbmnnoe, pp.547-52.
127 Bertrand Russell, History of Western Philosophy (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1972), p.548.
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covering Petya's body mark him out as 'npHOJiaxneHHbiH', pp.454, 455). Nelya laughs at 

the incongruity of such fine words *B ycxax xaxoro H^HOia, KaK Flexjf (p.456). 

Nevertheless, she answers his arguments, challenging him: 'noncMy TW yeepeH, HTO, 

Kor^a cna^ex neirena, BCC OKa^KCTCH xaKHM y>K 6jiaronojiyHHbiM?\ She dismisses what she 

perceives to be his narrowly ethical concerns as secondary to a cosmic process whose aim 

is 'cBjnana c pacumpeHHeM caMoGbiraa, caMoco3HaHHfl' (p.456).

Nelya's metaphysical intuitions about a cosmic mystery that is potentially both 

terrible and mind-transforming are, once again, reminiscent of Mamleev's own in Sud'ba 

bytiya and his stories; so too is her rejection of the primary significance of ethics. Petya's 

reaction after Nelya's speech might suggest that she has won the argument: 'B KOHUC 3xon 

sjifl B^pyr saiviexHJia, HTO Hexa onnxb no^ypeji. Ero B3n«m noxyx, JIHUO 

npH^ypKOBaxoe, BbmyMaHHoe Bbipa^ceHHe; OH Hanaji xHXHKaxb, nycKaxb 

CJIIOHH... H naKOHeu sancji nonyjiapnbie necHH' (p.456).

But the story does not quite end here. The affair continues and Nelya even starts 

taking Petya on her rounds. He exerts a surprising influence on her patients: TlexH BCCM

CBOHM BH£OM H HCJienblMH BbICKa3bIBaHHflMH BCeJIHJT B 6oiIbHbIX yBepCHHOCTb B

ycTOHHHBOCTb 3arpo6Horo MHpa'. Inexplicably, however, the public in the area serviced 

by Nelya's hospital begins to die off in vast numbers. Nelya's joy at this development is 

unconfined: 'ona nosaGbuia 060 BCCM Ha CBCTC, aa>Ke o CBOCM 3K3HCTeHiniajibHOM 

HpeBoyro^HH' (p.457). She forgets about Petr Nikitych, too, who disappears. The story 

ends on an ambiguous note, suggesting perhaps, as at the conclusion of Mamleev's skazka 

'Erema-Durak i smert" (p.630), that the enigmatic wisdom of the fool has not been 

heeded:

[O]AHa crpaiiJHafl HcropHfl Hanyrajia ee. flexp HHKHTHH HCMCS. 
Ha CTOJie jie>Kajia sanncKa: 'Yexaji B TojuiahWHKy . 
'Hpo3eBana, npoieeajia, - MyHHTejibHO no/ryMana H3J1JI CeMCHOBHa. - H3-3a Moero 

yMHpaioiUHMH... OH HC BbiHec paBHOAyuiMH K ce6e.
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H OHa ocrajiacb o/jHa - Hae^nne co CMeprbK). (p.457)

This coda emphasizes the serious concerns veiled by the story's vigorous comedy. The 

intensity of Nelya's distress at Petya's disappearance ('CTpaiunaH Hcxopnfl'; 'MyHHTenbHo 

no/iyMajia') suggests that Petya, uniquely, has succeeded in undermining her 

philosophical, self-centered outlook. What, then, is the essence of this conflict?

On the one hand, Nelya and Petya are mirror-image antagonists, linked by their 

language and even by their assonant nicknames. 128 Their 'philosophical' speeches echo 

one another closely, as in their shared conviction that the mysteries will be revealed 'Koraa 

cnaztex nejiena' (p.456) - a reference, it seems, to the Buddhist and Hindu notion ofmaya, 

which is connected in Sud'ba bytiya to the assertion that those who exist under the power 

of its illusion, and fail in the mission of divine self-realization (Bogorealizatsiyd), are 

obliged to play a 'inyTOBCKyio H CTpaiimyio pojib'. 129

Nelya's intuition of what will be revealed once the veil is lifted ('MO^CT OTKpbiTbca 

HOBoe 3Jio, 6ojiee nry6oKoe H CTpaiimoe...', p.456) directly opposes Petya's optimism. 

Mamleevan anti-rationalism, in the thoughts and words of Nelya, is set against its apparent 

opposite: the Spinozan rationalism that was advocated as an important predecessor by 

Hegel and, subsequently, the Russian materialists of the nineteenth century. 130 The story 

proposes antithetical systems that also share similarities in their inherent mysticism, and in 

their hierarchical and teleological tendencies. Both appear to brook no argument.

Yet, beyond his skeletal philosophy, Petya does bring something qualitatively new 

to the established concerns of Mamleev's fiction, challenging its tyranny of solipsism. He

128 Petya's use of the phrase 'ara Ma^aa nacrb eejiHKoro' (p.456), for example, echoes Nelya's awareness, 
expressed before Petya comes on the scene, that 'TO, MTO MU BM^HM; TOJIBKO >KajiKafl nacTb ecero MHpa' 
(p.452).
129 Sud'ba bytiya, pp.33-36 (p.36).
130 T.R.N. Edwards notes that 'Chernyshevsky finds Spinoza, together with Aristotle, an early advocate of his 
"anthropological theory", which denies unknowable areas in the field of human conduct and thought'; 
Edwards, pp.8-9, n 10.
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serves, however unconsciously, as an agent of division and change, not just for Nelya, but 

also her patients, who respond to Petya as a new god or father, and even wish to enter his 

skin ( 4 KaK 6bi Bjie3Tb B ero cymecTBOBanHe", p.457). In his frequent absurdity, apparent 

naivety and idiocy, he tempts comparison with various celebrated manifestations of 

Christian folly in Russian literature, such as Bulgakov's Yeshua, who like Petya appears to 

deny the reality of evil; 131 and, above all, Dostoevsky's Myshkin. Like Myshkin he arrives 

out of nowhere, as if from the other world, to present a naive idea of optimism to a cynical 

audience that is more inclined to find him absurd. 132 His unpredictable and transient 

mental states recall those of Myshkin, and the relapse into total odurenie that follows his 

argument with Nelya recalls the black-out of consciousness that marks the final stages of 

Myshkin's epileptic fits. Both Petya and Myshkin challenge the borders between madness 

and sanity, sickness and health; and both are mystified by society's definition of them as 

idiots and eccentrics. 133 Finally, like Myshkin, Petya vanishes at the end of the story, 

unable, the narrator explains, to endure Nelya's indifference. 134

Yet there are key revisions, too, in Mamleev's idiot. While remaining a figure of 

extremes, opposed to indifference, Petya brings the message not of love but of near- 

mystical cognition, as Nelya recognizes (p.456). Like Viktor Erofeev in 'Zhizn' s 

idiotom', 135 Mamleev responds to the capacity of the Dostoevskian idiot to attract others 

by revising the nature of this attraction in a coarsely sexual key. He transforms Myshkin's

131 Edwards cites Yeshua's 'simple-minded assertion that "there are no evil people on earth'" and finds in him 
'something of the Holy Fool'; Edwards, pp. 166-67.
132 "Bbi MHC HC eepHTe," c HeHaBHdbio Bbi^aBHJi OH, niflAfl Ha hbjiK). "Bee BU laKHe 3^ecb, Ha ICMJIC, 
cKenTHKH'"(p-454).
133 See Martin Halliwell's excellent discussion of 'epilepsy and idiocy' in Idiot; Halliwell, pp.79-86. Halliwell 
cites Myshkin's question, applicable also to Petya: 'But what sort of an idiot am I now when I know myself 
that people take me for an idiot?' (p.83).
134 Though not even an avowed Christian, Petya is interpreted by society (Nelya's patients) as a saviour figure. 
In this sense, he plays the role of the 'missing person' perceptively identified by James McConkey. Mamleev's 
concern, according to McConkey, 'is with a world which, having lost any shared religious or metaphysical 
values, has become meaningless. In a sense, the missing person in these stories is Christ: deprived of His 
example, Mamleyev's characters turn wholly inward 1 ; McConkey, p.93.
135 See my Epilogue.
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Christian folly of love, however, not into the aggressive madness of Erofeev's idiot, but 

into what Nelya perceives as the folly of philosophical optimism.

'Vanya Kirpichikov v vanne' (pp.503-6)

One of Mamleev's many eccentrics of the kommunalka, Vanya Kirpichikov is given to 

spending inordinate amounts of time in the bath, taking with him a guitar and a bundle of 

filthy clothes. Once in the tub, Vanya likes to look at his body and sing, in a manner 

described in the very brief preface to Vanya's '3anHCH' as 'jiHXO-nojioyMHoe' (p.503). 

Generic words for 'half-witted' or 'crazy' are dotted throughout the story. Vanya describes 

how, in the bath, '51 Ha co6cxBeHHoe TCJIO KaK KOT na cyMacine,zniiee Macjio cMOipio... 

Bpo^e BKycHO, HO nyzjHO 6ojn>Ho'(p.503). Bathing brings him to ecstasy, 'nojioyMHe' and 

the complete absence of thought (p.505). Vanya's actions are also 'crazy', including a 

minor act of auto-cannibalism and attempts to run away from his own body.

Vanya's behaviour is a source of some anxiety to his neighbours, who lock their 

doors and at one stage call the police (p.505). But there appears to be affection as well as 

caution in their attitude towards him: the neighbours try to help Vanya after he injures 

himself (p.504), while old Nastas'ya Vasil'evna calls him 'Haui-xo' (p.503). The 

neighbours, one feels, are prepared to put up with Vanya: he is, at least, their 'madman', to 

whom they can afford some indulgence and pity - rather as the Russian village once 

treated its fools.

Idiocy in Mamleev's writing invites associations with immobility, infirmity and the 

sudden illumination and darkening of consciousness; stories such as 'Vanya Kirpichikov', 

by contrast, suggest foolishness or durachestvo. Needless to say, both paradigms are 

hardly fixed, and bear a certain relation to madness: to schizophrenia and apparent mental
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damage in the case of Petya; and to a less readily definable quality of blessed craziness in 

Vanya.

Although Vanya does not identify himself as a durak, he recalls other characters 

who do, both in Mamleev's fiction and in the work of other writers studied in this thesis - 

most notably, Yuz Aleshkovsky's Nikolai Nikolaevich. And although the story is set 

largely in one room (the bathroom), Vanya Kirpichikov is characterized by a radical 

unpredictability of movement and thought, similar to that of the protagonist of the 

comparable story 'Chelovek s loshadinym begom' (pp.468-71), who readily defines 

himself as a durak (p.468). In both these stories, the narrator-protagonist is a compulsive 

runner who expresses and enacts his desire to escape from himself ('HS TiopbMbi CBOCH 

BbipBaxtcfl', p.471) in accesses of spiritual yearning. 136 This emphasis in both stories on 

running suggests a possible comparison with the beguny, who, in Mamleev's brief survey 

of Russian sects in Rossiya vechnaya, are mentioned alongside the netovtsy as examples of 

religious anarchy. Certainly, Kirpichikov's religious practices are highly unconventional 

and, as we will see, explicitly opposed to state authority; they are also as anti-rationalist as 

any of the sectarian practices Mamleev describes. 137

The setting and style of 'Vanya Kirpichikov' also call for broader literary 

comparisons. Describing the bliss of bathing, Vanya compares himself to Dostoevsky's 

idiot: 'yjibi6Ka-TO Ha MHC xor^a Bo>Kta, KaK BCC paBno y KHHSH MtmiKHHa' (p.505). This 

throwaway reference - which is better understood as an example of Mamleev's 

affectionate parodying of Dostoevsky than as a meaningful parallel 138 - serves to remind 

us of the observation made in the preface: that Kirpichikov is something of a bookworm

136 See the last page of Chelovek s loshadinym begom' (p.471): 'ft no6e>Kan. ft or MWCJICH Macro 6ery'. In the 

final sentence he asks, Tocnoan, Kor/ia >KC * K re6e yjieny?!'
137 Rossiva vechnaya, p.73. At the start of his survey, Mamleev contrasts native Russian 'caxioGbiTHbie ceKTbf 

with the Protestant 'rationalist' sects that arrived from the West; ibid, p.70.
138 Cf Gol'dshtein, p.278: 'C /JOCTOCBCKHM [...] y Mawjieeea pasroeop HenpocroH: OH Oe/iopoM

, npH BceM K HCMy KOJioccanbHOM pecneKTe, 6o;ibmeH HacibK) MaHHnyjiHpyer B CTHJIC non-

apiHoro
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(p.503). Certainly, Kirpichikov's account is not without literary pedigree. The upheaval in 

hygienic practice demanded by urban, Soviet life was observed with amusement and good- 

humoured irony by several writers before Mamleev. Zoshchenko, himself an acquaphobe, 

set two of his most celebrated stories, L Banya' and 'Krizis' (1925), in watery contexts. 139 

In 'Krizis' the narrator relates how, during the 'crisis' of living space, he was fixed up with 

a bathroom as his home. The story might well be compared at length to 'Vanya 

Kirpichikov', whether for its setting, its skaz, or its none-too-clever, innocent-sounding 

protagonist, who is, however, not quite as eccentric as Vanya (rather, it is the situation in 

which he finds himself that is abnormal). 140 Another significant precedent from the 1920s 

has been suggested by Natal'ya Mazur, who cites Mayakovsky's poem, 'Rasskaz 

liteishchika Ivana Kozyreva o vselenii v novuyu kvartiru', as an 'anojiornfl xejia' in which 

the act of bathing becomes almost equivalent to the cleansing of one's spirit in church. 141 

In Mamleev's story, I would add, bathing ceremonies are similarly presented as a 

surrogate religion ('Haui-TO y^ce B ijepKBy CBOIO 6e36o)KHyio no6er, - roBopHT o6i>iMHO 

CTapyuiKa HacxactH BacHJiteBHa'), though Vanya likes to stand the Soviet ideal of good 

hygiene on its head: 'jno6jiio, H3 BaHHbi BbiJiesaioHH, BO Bee rpasnoe oaexbca, xaic 

npoTHBOpeHHfl 6ojii>nie' (p.503). 142

The contradiction between dirt and cleanliness is just one of many sustained by 

Vanya Kirpichikov. In their totality, these contradictions serve to emphasize the self- 

sufficiency and self-containment of Vanya's existence, the encompassing of the binary

139 On Zoshchenko's fear of water, see Zinovy Zinik, 'Fish in a Nice Dry Box', Times Literary Supplement, 4 
January 2002, p. 11.
140 See Mikhail Zoshchenko, 'Banya' and 'Krizis', in Sobranie sochinenii, 4 vols (Moscow: Imperium, 2002), 
pp.288-90, 331-33. The influence of Zoshchenko on Mamleev, both stylistically and generically, seems 
undeniable, whether in the construction of the comic vignette or in the colloquial register used.
141 Mazur, p.79.
142 A parallel can be found in Sasha Sokolov's Palisandriya. As the critic 'I.S.' has written about Sokolov's 
hero: 'Ozma H3 M3HHH repoa - rpjneebie BaHHbi. OHHiueHHe paBHO 3arpfl3HeHHK). BOJIH cyGteicra 6biTb
TCJieCHO CaMOTOK/ieCTBCHMblM (HHCTbIM) HC OTflCJlHMa OT yKCJiaHHfl 6bITb HV>KHM Ce6e (rp5BHbIM)\ I.S., p. 139.
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patterns of being within the experience of a single individual. Like Petya ('Spinoza'), 

Vanya provides an image of wholeness unavailable to the non-foolish.

The development of the thematics of folly in v Vanya Kirpichikov v vanne' revolves 

around two central elements, which I will discuss in turn: Vanya's body and the water into 

which it is immersed.

Vanya regards his body as miraculous and sacred; but also as an obstacle to full 

spiritual self-realization. 143 This ambivalence relates to a broader ambivalence prevalent in 

literary representations of the fool, whereby the fool is marked by a pronounced 

physicality and sexuality on the one hand, and, on the other, by a porous sense of self and 

a tendency to imitate and identify with others. 144 Mamleev's fools regard their physical 

reality, and especially their brain matter, with quizzical fascination, as something 

incommensurable with their perceived selves. In 'Chelovek s loshadinym begom', for 

example, the narrator interrogates his anatomy ('HHTepecno, MOSFH y Memi cepbie, a Kaic 

M05KHO cepocxbio zryMaxb?!' p.470), and is himself interrogated by it: 'ica^tm KOHHHK 

CBOH Bonpoc HMeex. Hora cnpaniHBaex - saneM?!' (p.471). His wish to query the 

importance and relevance of his body has the ironic effect of foregrounding the 

physiological, thus underlining its undeniable claims. 145 At the same time the narrator is 

able to be transfigured, albeit fleetingly, through his ready identification with external 

phenomena, such as a song, which plants itself in his brain like a nail: 'fl caM ce6a 

necHCH-rBos^eM HyBCXByio... TOJIBKO KTO Mena B cxemcy 3a6HBaxb 6y#ex? A a, Kor#a 

noio, caM B ne6eca FBOSACM 3a6HBaiocb' (p.470).

w SeeSucfbabytiya,p.lO.
144 Italo Calvino provided a brilliant example of this pattern in his novella, // Cavaliere Inesistente (1959), in 
the character of Gurdulii.
145 According to Avital Ronell, 'idiocy has something to do with the nearly existential fact of being stuck with a 
body or, to put it differently, with the fact that the body has claims upon us [...] the body exists as if to mark 
the dumb impassiveness of our being'; Ronell, Stupidity (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2003), p. 180.
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Similar concerns are elaborated with still greater persistence by Vanya Kirpichikov, 

who even examines his body through a microscope. In the opening paragraph of his notes 

the word 'TCJIO' appears five times, and recurs with comparable frequency throughout the 

story. In its positive manifestations, the narrator's obsession with his body is marked by a 

sense of the miraculous, 146 and is contrasted with the medical and professional perspective. 

Calling himself a doctor, and comparing the bathroom to an operating theatre (p.503), 

Vanya invokes medical imagery for purely satirical purposes, mocking the 'professors' 

(p.504). The kind of surgery which he carries out on himself- cutting open his leg to drink 

the blood - is of a strictly non-scientific nature. Vanya rejects medical practice and 

discourse in favour of a wholly subjective experience in which the dualist understanding of 

mind and body is overcome; both brain and body, Vanya tries to suggest, are made of the 

same stuff. 147

Vanya's wonder at his body resembles the amazement of Nikolai Nikolaevich at 

the construction of the universe. Like Aleshkovsky's hero, Vanya expresses his sense of 

the miraculous in the least pretentious manner possible. His prevalent use of prostorechie 

marks him out as every bit a man of the people. 148 Comparing himself at one point to a 

monkey in his movements (p.504), Vanya is anything but an intelligent; his delusions are 

of a different order: '6oeBOH TBI, Bana nanxejieHH, - .zryMaio, - Bonanapxe, H HOHTH no3T' 

(p.504). The imprecise articulation of his feelings and the idiosyncrasies of his logic 

further set him apart from what he takes to be conventional wisdom: 'A ny^ec Ha MHC

BH£HMO-HeBH£HMO... E5K6JIH B3OTB, HanpHMCp, BOJlOCbC, T3K HTO 5K fl, FIO BoKbCMy

noHHMamoo, Bcero-naBcero Jiec zipeMyHHH?! Xa-xa... Mena He oGManeiiib...' (p.503). His

146 The word chudo and its cognates recur throughout the story.
147 'HHorvia Jiyny BO3bMy H Mepe3 Hee B nory BCMarpHBaiocb - HSBHJIHH-TO cKonbKo, HSBHJIHH, a eme 
npoej>eccopa roBOpar, MTO OHM rojibKO B MO3ry... ft re H.ZM B MO3ry... ft caM ce6e noKiop' (p.504).
148 Prostorechie comes through in almost every sentence. To take a few examples from the opening paragraphs: 
'H sepHOHTb, saHHa nauia rpa3Ha«, HHKynbiuiHafl'; 'Mepe3 Ka>KflbiH JICH, 3arpa6acraB one>KOHKy

a, J1K)6J1K), H3 B3HHbI BbIJlC3aK)MH, BO BCC rpH3HOe OUCTbCfl' (p.503).
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language veers, quite naturally, from the low to the elevated, especially when he talks 

about his body, which he occasionally names by the Old Church Slavonic form 'Teneca' 

(p.505). In a holy-foolish manner comparable to the discourse of Nikolai Nikolaevich, a 

religious sense of wonder and reverence commingles with coarse interjections:

Mosra FIOHTH He pa6oraeT, TOJIBKO ynHBJieHHe ran meeejiHTca, nocreneHHO, HacaMH: yx,   
flyMajo, - TCJIO KaKoe 6e;ioe, c 3aKoprc>HKaMn, sara^oHHoe, yx H Hyaeca, MepxoBa Marb, H 
noHCMy Hora BnpflMb pacTex, a He BKOCB... Hiub... (p.504)

Also redolent of the yurodivyi, and other religious ascetics, is Vanya's craving to be 

rid of his body. Vanya claims to love his body (p.503), but his attitude towards it is highly 

ambivalent. He describes how he likes to look at his tongue in the mirror, but feels repelled 

by its meatiness: 'EojibHo GOJIBUIOH H cTpammiH, KaK cbipoe Maco... A Kaxoe a, HBan, 

HMCK) OTHomeHHe K cbipOMy Mflcy. Bo MHC Ayma BO BHyrpax - a He cwpoe Mflco' (pp.503- 

4). Then he remembers the occasion when, feeling 'religious', he tried to eat himself in the 

bath, drinking his own blood from a wound in his leg (p.504). Finally, we learn how, 

having been pursued by his body, he succeeded in liberating himself from it for good: he 

simply denied its existence, and now washes a coat-hand instead (pp.505-6). Self- 

possession has been spiritualized to such an extent that it has turned into a kind of 

dispossession, as Kirpichikov sheds (in his imagination, at least) both body and thought, 

gaining the mystical tranquility described in the final paragraph: '...O Focno^H, Kaxoe BO 

MHC cnoKOHCTBHe. TanepHHa Bane nanreJieHHy 6ojibinne flejia npeacTOflTb' (p.506).

In 'Chelovek s loshadinym begom', the agent of change is song, which brings the narrator 

to the desired state oftupost' (a key word to which I will return later in the chapter). 150 In 

'Vanya Kirpichikov' the agent of the protagonist's transformation is bathwater, which

149 Furthermore, instead of talking of'my body', he generally says 'this body of mine 1 : 'co CMCIIJKOM B 
e/tHHCTBCHHOM MO6M rjiasy jiK)6yK>cb MyaecaM TCJia CBoero...' (p.503).; and p.506: 're.no CBOC"; 'TCJIO MOC".
150 'MHC MTO, MHC xopouio... ttycTOTbi HCT, OflHa Tynocib...' (p.470).
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similarly dissolves his physical selfhood and processes of thought ('MbicjiHiiieK HHIOIKHX", 

p.505). In both cases, we can observe the characteristic association of literary folly with 

insubstantial or changeable phenomena. 151

Water defines Vanya's privileged position between worlds (the typical location of 

Mamleev's fools and madmen), and reflects a mystery of explicitly divine provenance:

Bo^a pjix MCHJI, HTO cjie3bi ECOKBH, jiacKanjr, a ece paeHO HenoHflTHbie. (p.503)

.H Be.nb noGajiOBaTbCfl jiK)6jiK). Ho rojibKO HC B cyxon saHHe. .H y>Ke roBopHji, HTO so/ia - K3K 
Eo>KbH cjiesbi. Kor^a a rHycHocxb CBOKD - Tejieca - OKyHaio B 3,naKoe Teruioe npocrpaHCTBo,
TO fl COBCCM C3M HC CBOH ACJiaiOCb. TOHHO MCHfl Jfyllia paCCJlPOHflBHJia. H BCCb H OT MHpa - 

3TOH - OrOpOKCHHblH. MblCJlHlUCK HHK3KHX, HO 33TO CJiyX - H3 pa^OCTb H H3
o6pameH. (p.505)

In this striking image Vanya, an uncomprehending fool, is bathed in the tears of a 

sorrowing god, tears which are also, a few sentences later, described as the 'cjie3KaMH 

MHpa cero' (p.505). Mamleev's fiction may be alien to compassion, but folly does allow 

for limited intuitions of cosmic grief; as it does more copiously in the foolish or idiotic 

creations of so many other writers, among them Faulkner and Venedikt Erofeev. 152 Also 

notable here, alongside tears, is the recurrent motif of spit. A characteristically imprecise 

expression articulates the sensation that Vanya experiences in the water: 'TOHHO MCHH

A cultural precedent for this association of watery imagery and folly is suggested 

by Foucault's exploration of the ancient link 'in the dreams of European man' between 

water and fo lie (translatable as both 'madness' and 'folly'). 154 Like Mamleev, Foucault

151 Water and music, it should be added, also have long histories as therapies for madness; see Foucault, 
pp. 158-64; 169-70.
152 In Shatuny, Anna wakes from a dream and sees the flickering stars, and it seems to her, 'mo 3TO - 
o>KHBiiJHe, pa36pocaHHbie no MHpy rojioca ecex HJIHOTOB, TOCKyiomHX Ha 3CMJie...' (p. 100). Compare with 
Faulkner's Benjy: 'But he bellowed slowly, abjectly, without tears; the grave hopeless sound of all voiceless 
misery under the sun'; William Faulkner, The Sound and the Fury (1929; New York: Norton, 1994), p. 199.
153 The central meaning here may be that Vanya's soul 'softens' or 'melts' (perhaps '/fyiua pacc;iK)HflBHJiacb' 
is what Vanya is actually trying to say). Thanks to Eugene Gorny for suggesting this.154154 Foucault, p.9.
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attempts to recover sacred, otherworldly significance in the pre-modern, pre-clinical 

experience of folie, arguing that the symbolic role of the madman on the cusp of the 

Renaissance replaced that of the leper, whose punishment was evidence that he had been 

chosen by God. 155 In 'Stultifera Navis', the opening chapter of Madness and Civilization, 

Foucault discusses the historical precedents for the literary and artistic topos of the 

Narrenschiff(Ship of Fools). Asserting that in the Rhineland of 15 th-century Germany the 

mad really were expelled from towns and handed over to boatmen as a regular occurrence, 

he speculates about the obscure paradoxical symbolism of this practice, which 'haunted 

the imagination of the entire early Renaissance'. 156 The sea to which the mad were 

consigned was a symbol of turbulence and unreason, from which the soul could be 

'brought to port' only by the grace of God: such was the language of the fifteen-century 

mystics who saw the soul, in Foucault's phrase, as a 'skiff, abandoned on the infinite sea 

of desires'. 157 Yet at the same time - and here Foucault looks more to the creative 

imagination for corroboration (citing Tristan et Iseuf) - the sea is also the place of an 

otherworldly, esoteric wisdom. 158 The manner of the madman's expulsion is a symbol of 

both confinement and liberation, punishment and opportunity:

On the one hand, we must not minimize its incontestable practical effectiveness: to hand a 
madman over to sailors was to be permanently sure he would not be prowling beneath the city 
walls; it made sure that he would go far away; it made him the prisoner of his own departure. 
But water adds to this the dark mass of its own values; it carries off, but it does more: it 
purifies [...] It is for the other world that the madman sets sail in his fools' boat; it is from the 
other world that he comes when he disembarks. The madman's voyage is at once a rigorous 
voyage and an absolute Passage.

155 Ibid, p.4: 'his existence was yet a constant manifestation of God, since it was a sign both of His anger and 
His grace'. In the Classical Age, Foucault will go on to argue, madness will no longer be considered 'in its 
tragic reality, in the absolute laceration that gives it access to the other world; but only in the irony of its 

illusions' (Ibid, p.29).
156 Foucault, pp.6-7. Foucault's factual claims about this practice have since been questioned by historians; see 
Erik Midelfort, 'Madness and Civilisation in Early Modem Europe', in After the Reformation: Essays in Honor 
ofJ.H. Hexter, ed. by B.C. Malament (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1980), p.254.

157 Foucault, p. 10
158 Ibid, p.9: 'those unknown highways which conceal so much strange knowledge'.

159 Ibid! p.8.
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The sea-voyage "develops, across a half-real, half-imaginary geography, the madman's 

liminal position on the horizon of medieval concern'; 'He has his truth and his homeland 

only in that fruitless expanse between two countries that cannot belong to him'. 160

In however bathetic a manner, Kirpichikov's tub is a similar 'point of passage', and 

a similar type of 'home' and locus of truth. The story recovers the the same paradox 

between 'social exclusion' and 'spiritual reintegration' reflected, for Foucault, by the 

experience of the lepers and, subsequently, wandering madmen of Western Europe. 161 

Only by being cut off from his neighbours and society can Kirpichikov recover a sense of 

wholeness. For him, as in Foucault's reading, water is an escape from the ordinary world, 

from secular values and authority: 'M BCCB a OT MHpa - Bo,zmueH STOH - 

'MHJIHUHIO BBisbraajiH, HO a ox BCCX ^naBOJiOB Bo^nueH STOH saBcerzja

i f\*y(p.505). His cleansing rituals take him ever further 'beyond the grave'.

'Tetrad' individualista' (pp. 524-3 7)

For Mamleev, as for Foucault, la folie may be said to represent 'the deja-la of death': 163 

this is apparent in 'Vanya Kirpichikov v vanne', and, even more emphatically, in 'Tetrad' 

individualista'. Here, the 'madness' of the death-obsessed narrator is once again the means 

and symbol of the otherworldly, having been returned to the 'ultimate regions', or the 

mystical space of'the Great Secret', deserted by European culture, according to Foucault, 

after Shakespeare and Cervantes. 164 At the same time, the narrator's detailed description of 

his descent into a state resembling derangement is cast in terms borrowed from modern

160 Ibid, pp.8-9.
161 Ibid, p.5.
162 'H CJIOBHO fl renepb craHOBJiiocb 3arpo6H6H', p.506. Vanya is obsessed with spiritual cleansing, telling his 
neighbours to scrub their souls (p.503), and is clearly plagued by a violent sense of his own filth (' 
CBOFO', p.505) which he temporarily overcomes in the bath.
163 Ibid, p. 13.
164 Foucault, pp.28, 18.
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psychiatric and literary discourse. Indeed, the narrator's experience accords quite closely 

with clinical accounts of schizophrenia, as I will show.

'Tetrad' individualista' belongs to the more exoteric of Mamleev's fictions. The 

narrator's febrile account of his inability to accommodate himself to society, his separation 

from his wife and his withdrawal into solipsism, mysticism and apparent madness, is 

contextualised in an unusually explicit manner. The rejection of empty modernity and the 

embrace of death and the metaphysical are emphatically spelled out:

6bijia HacTOJibKO MpaHHa CBOCH 6e3bicxo#HOCTbK) H MaTepHa/iH3MOM, CBOCH >KHBOTHOH 
xynocTbK) H flCHOcxbK), HTO CMepTb - e^HHCTBeHHafl, BH^HMafl H omymaeMafl BceMH, BejiHKafl 
TaHHa, npHHCM rafiHa, Gbiomaa no 3y6aM - HBjifljiacb HacToamHM oasncoM cpe^H aroro 

noTOKa ^eKperoB, OBCHHOH Kpynw, TejieBH3opOB H Henpo6HBaeMOH 'jiorHKH'. (p.535)

These comments are made towards the end of the story, by which time the narrator has 

devoted himself almost exclusively to the ecstatic contemplation of death, watching 

funeral ceremonies and sometimes pushing through to kiss the corpses (p.537). His 

behaviour is, in the figurative sense, schizophrenic: sometimes he accompanies the 

ceremonies with great solemnity, at others with fits of idiotic giggling - and occasionally 

he experiences both reactions at the same time (p.536). When he giggles, it is at the 

realization that, '« BOT-^C >KHBOH, a OH MepxBbra' (p.535). By contrast, his flights of 

spiritual, even religious ecstasy are caused by his perception of the corpse as being, at least 

partly, his own. Like Vanya Kirpichikov, he stands on the threshold between worlds:

CnerKa no/mpbirHBaa, a TpycHji 3a rpo6oM, H MHC Bcenja Kasanocb, HTO xopOHST 
HH6y#b MOW nacTHuy: noiiHorH, Kaniuo MOCH ^ymoHKH HJIH npocTo najieq. iloaTOMy 
Henozipa>KaeMO TaHHCTBCHHbiM rpo6oBOH nyTb 40 aMbi a omyma^ KaK co6cTBeHHbm 
6ojie3HeHHo-po/iHOH nyTb rae-TO B npocTpaHCTBe MOK^y nauiHM H 3arpo6HbiM MHPOM, Kor/ia 

y>Ke OTXOAHT, HO eme HC OTomjia. (p.536)
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In these final pages, the key term by which the narrator describes his mental state appears to 

be slaboumie^ but by this stage the reader is unlikely to be paying too much attention to 

terminology since the narrator's entire account has been drenched in imprecise descriptions 

of derangement and disease. These apply both to himself - his 'cyMacmeame- 

npoHHKHOBCHHbiH B3m5m' (p.524); the 'HeBpacxeHHHHo-rHOHHbie paHKH' of his soul 

(p.529); his 'noTaeHHo-GesyMHbie MBICJIHUIKH,' (p. 530) - and to his surroundings, be they 

the 'uiH30(J)peHHi>ie KOMHaxbi' of his flat (p.528) or his wife, who is described as 

exceptionally schizoid. 166

The terms recruited to describe the narrator's shaken consciousness are no more 

than vague approximations. Scholarly, 'expert' explanations are derided. Death, the 

narrator emphasizes, is inaccessible to the language of 'xeopHH, KHHF, anccepTauHH' 

(p.534). Only an experience of mental ecstasy at its threshold makes understanding 

possible:

^ yriHBajicfl xojio^Ho-BacTbiBiiiHMH nepraMH MepTBeua; MHC Kasanocb HTO ecjiH a 6y#y 
#ojiro /jo GesyMHfl BmflAbiBaTbCfl B ero JIHUO, TO a copsy 3Ty Heno,HBH5KHO-KoiiiMapHyK), 

MacKy H yBH>Ky 3a HCH paara^Ky JKHSHH, pasra^Ky caworo ce6a. (p.536)

The dense vocabulary of madness and pathology gathered around the narrator 

contrasts with the language used to describe the narrator's in-laws, a family of 'cojiHflHbie 

HH^cenepbi' (p.526) who in their 'idiocy' are said to typify nine-tenths of the world's 

population (p. 525). Simply by finding himself in the company of his in-laws, the narrator 

feels 'npHpaBHeHHbiM K neMy-xo H/nioTCKOMy' (p.526). Idiocy here denotes respectability 

and conventionality: it enforces on the narrator an 'H^HOTHHecKaa CBa£b6a c

165 ' Ha BepiiJHHe 3Kcra3a a raK norpy>KajiCfl B MHCTory BTOH MWCJIH, MTO MyecTBOBaji ceda - H 3x0 6biJio caMoe 
coBceM cjia6oyMHbiM' (p.536); he describes kissing the corpses 'B cjiaGoyMHCHbKOM oryneHHH'

(p.537).
166 See p. 525: 'no-CBoeiviy ujH3OHjiHa ona 6biJia Heo6biKHOBeHHo'. As the story progresses, and the narrator 
pushes her away, her behaviour becomes increasingly hysterical; she exhibits 'cjia6oyMyK) peuiHTejibHocTb' 
(p.531) and creates 'HSJiOMaHHO-ujHso^peHHbie cueHbf (p.532).
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* (p.525). From the perspective of the family, the narrator's 

spiritual strivings represent mere insanity.

If one reads Tetrad1 individualista' alongside the work of a psychiatrist deeply 

sympathetic to the schizophrenic mind, such as R.D. Laing, one can see how closely 

Mamleev's protagonist follows established clinical patterns of schizophrenia. It is also 

interesting to compare the common motives of Mamleev and Laing's fascination with 

schizophrenia, with how 'the cracked mind of the schizophrenic may let in light which 

does not enter the intact minds of many sane people whose minds are closed'. 167 Writing in 

the same period, both Mamleev and Laing looked to the experience of the 'mad' for the 

survival of the urge to transcendence which is otherwise self-censored in a society of 'one- 

dimensional men', a society that encourages the adaptation of, in Laing's expression, false 

selves to false realities. Mamleev would surely subscribe to the sentiments expressed in 

Laing's 1964 preface to The Divided Self '(1959):

Our civilization represses not only 'the instincts', not only sexuality, but any form of 
transcendence. Among one-dimensional men, it is not surprising that someone with an 
insistent experience of other dimensions, that he cannot entirely deny or forget, will run the 
risk either of being destroyed by the others, or of betraying what he knows.

In the context of our present pervasive madness that we call normality, sanity, freedom, 
all our frames of reference are ambiguous and equivocal.

The availability of the schizophrenic to other dimensions issues in what Laing calls 

'ontological insecurity': a weak sense of the reality and identity of oneself and others. 169 

Such a state is fundamental to Mamleev's prose, as the critic 'I.S.' has argued in his 

discussion of 'schizoid' postmodernism. 170 In 'Tetrad' individualista', the narrator's 

'ontological insecurity' is clear to see.

167 R.D. Laing, The Divided Self (\9 59; London: Penguin, 1990), p.27.

168 Ibid, p. 11.
169 Ibid, p.39.
170 'BbiTb MOJKCT, HanGojiee pa^HKajibHO Hnea cyS-bCKxa, HC aaHHoro caMOMy ce6e, 6biJia Bbipawena B npo3e 
MaMJieeea. Cy6i>eKT, Koroporo onHCbieaei MaivuieeB, JinGo Mepis, jinGo cy6cTHTyTHpyer Mepisoe, nn6o 

HHTepecoM K cMepiH ece CBoe 6biTne'; I.S., p. 129.
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Unlike Laing, in whose interpretation the schizophrenic seeks to cling on to his 

selfhood - efforts which render him "desperate, simply without hope' - Mamleev depicts 

schizoid protagonists who often desire the loss of selfhood, embracing the 'non-being' 

which the schizophrenic, in Laing's account, perceives as a threat. 171 In this sense, 

Mamleev goes beyond Laing, who views the schizophrenic situation as unambiguously 

tragic. However, Mamleev's characters are as unwilling as Laing's to surrender 

themselves to the hateful, 'ordinary' other. Both authors are interested in how the 

schizophrenic mind defends its own perception of 'reality' against that held by others. So 

radically different are these perceptions that they are mutually exclusive, hence the 

loneliness of the schizophrenic and the improbability of his experiencing love. 'I have 

never known a schizophrenic who could say he was loved,' writes Laing. 172

The 'individualist' did once his love his wife, but now professes amazement at the 

fact: 'KaK 3x0 ynHBHxejitHO - JiK>6nTi> apyroro nejioBeica' (p.524). After his rejection of 

Zina, his expulsion of her from his mind and life accords with the schizophrenic 

'technique' described by Laing as 'petrification'. The schizophrenic, Laing writes, often 

tries to deal with his dread of losing his fragile subjectivity, of becoming 'no more than a 

thing in the world of the other', by petrifying the other in his mind and thus destroying 

him. 173 Correspondingly, the 'individualist' turns Zina into a tree, a wall, or a thing:

crana KasaTbca MHC COBCCM o6biMHOH, npocroH H nomrrHOH, a JIOBHJI ce6a Ha TOM, MTO 
He BH^CJI pasjiHHHH Me>KAy HCH H .nepeBOM, ruflAflinHM Ha Hac B OKHO.

, noxjionbiBafl no ee orojieHHOH, npo3paHHo-6ejiOH CHHHC, Macro B/ipyr ne^oy Meson: He no 
JIH a xjionaK).

ft V5KC MyBCTBOBaJl, MTO OTHOUiyCb K HCH K3K K BeilJH, KBK K MaiUKC, KOTOpyK) MO>KHO

H He noiiieBejibHeTca B cep,uue. (p.531)

171 Laing, pp.38, 42-43.
172 Ibid, p.38.
173 Ibid, pp.46-52.
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The clinical pattern observed by Laing is completed in Mamleev's story by the narrator's 

redirection of his affection towards himself: 'Ho neivi 6o;iee a 6biji rpy6 no OTHOIUCHMK) K 

HCH, TCM 6ojiee HOKCH no OTHOIUCHHIO K ce6e... He^KHOCTt 3ia Roxojwna ,30 

CTeneHH, HTO fl CTpeMHJicfl nopsaTb co BCCM, HTO MeHfl oxpy^ajio, H 

5Kajieji ce6a' (pp.531-32). In Laing's words, 'To consume oneself by one's own love 

prevents the possibility of being consumed by another'. 174

Equally significant are the parallels between the two authors' representation of the 

schizophrenic in society. In 1967 Laing wrote of schizophrenia as being 'a special strategy 

that the patient invents in order to live an unlivable situation'. 175 For Laing, society was 

maximally culpable in the distress of the 'patient'. Lionel Trilling summarized the plight 

of Laing's patient as follows:

The malignant influence which he fails to withstand commonly masks itself in benevolence, 
yet its true nature is easily detected, for it is always the same thing, a pressure exerted by 
society through the agency of the family. It is the family which is directly responsible for the 
ontological break, the 'divided self of schizophrenia [...] We may put it that Laing construes 
schizophrenia as the patient's response to the parental imposition of inauthenticity. 176

The parallels to this analysis in 'Tetrad' individualista' are remarkably close. The 'family' 

is that of the narrator's wife, with whom the couple lived for a brief period after their 

marriage (pp.524-27). The situation was indeed 'unliveable': 'a opraHHnecKH He MOP c 

HHMH ne TOJIBKO cnopHTb, HO H pasFOBapHBaTb' (p.526). The narrator perceives the 

family's outward shows of 'benevolence' and kul'turnost' as an affront to his personal 

dignity, and their idiocy and materialism as a threat. Simply by communicating with them, 

he feels that he is descending to their level ('Kor^a a HM OTBenaio, a ciaHOBiiiocb

174 Ibid, p.51. See also the story 'Nezhnost" (Izbrannoe, pp.403-7), which replicates the pattern of Tetrad' 
individualista' in pitting a similar narrator against a similar wife (who also suffers from lunatism). The narrator 
finds that his self-love, his 'tenderness' to himself, overpowers his love for his wife. The imagery of 
petrification is also present here, to describe the narrator's soul and thoughts: 'KaKHMH Ta>KejibiMH 
HanonHeHa MOH nyiua... H MHp raKOH >KC: H3 KaMHCH... MHC XOJIOHHO...' (p.405)
175 Laing, The Politics of Experience (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1967), p. 115.
176 Trilling, pp. 159-61.
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o6biHHi>iivf; p.527). The ways by which he tries to protect himself from their 

contaminating, 'malignant influence' and inauthenticity are identified as deliberate 

strategies (his 'nojiHTHKa'; p.527): first he tries to say nothing but to conform in his 

actions, then, when this fails, he decides to defend himself from his in-laws 'KOJILLJOM 

HHaKopeHHfl' answering their questions in a nonsensical manner (p.527).

The maneuvers of the schizophrenic described by Laing are reflected in countless 

stories: the turn to self-love, the fear/desire for petrification or 'engulfment' (consider 

'Vanya Kirpichikov v vanne' with his mania for water and fire), and the destruction of the 

other in one's mind. 177 This is not to say that the psychiatric prism should be employed to 

the exclusion of others (religious, philosophical), but it does confirm the familiarity of 

Mamleev, a psychiatrist's son, with clinical practice, and an empathy with the existential 

situation of the 'mad'. This empathy points up another common thread between Mamleev 

and Laing: the radical rejection of society as it is. As Trilling argues in his critical 

summary, Laing was hardly original in his 'inculpation of society'; what was new was the 

degree of this inculpation, and the maximalist position to which it led him, a position from 

which 'it follows that we must not give our assent to any form of rearing, education, or

1 78
socialization in which prescriptive influence has a part'.

If Laing's ideas now seem exaggerated and impractical, it is to a large extent 

because of their reluctance to deal with modern society as it was (and indeed with the 

reality of mental illness) in favour of an impossible ideal of authentic being and of a 

society without prescriptions. For Laing and Foucault mental illness became the focus of a 

broad-brush critique of modern society. A similar pattern, and a similar reluctance to 

countenance modernity, may be traced, not just in Mamleev's writing but more broadly in 

the cult of folly in recent Russian prose. For psychiatrists, the division between the

177 On engulfment, see Laing, Divided Self, pp.43-45.
178 Trilling, p.161.
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individual and society must be interpreted as tragic; for the writer it is an artistic 

opportunity, one that has been eagerly taken up by Aleshkovsky, Mamleev, Sokolov, both 

Erofeevs and many others, all of whom have situated fictions in the minds of 

schizophrenic or otherwise unbalanced narrators.

om Komopou uymneem ym

The last aspect of 'Tetrad 1 individualista' that I wish to discuss is its illumination of the 

relationship between the mental state of the typical Mamleevan protagonist and the 

unconventional stylistic features of the author's prose. In the case of 'Tetrad' 

individualista', this relationship is linked to the narrator's self-conscious literary posturing. 

'Tetrad' individualista' demonstrates many of the concerns of nonconformist prose 

that recur frequently in this thesis, among them: the satirical references to nauka ('xeopHH, 

KHHF, flHccepraimii'), to what the narrator calls umstvennye gluposti (p.525), and to 

intelligenty in general; the related loathing of the written word ('# HenaBHAeji 6yMary, 

HHTaxejiefi, nepo, 6yKBbi'; p.532); 179 and the protagonist's recourse first to silence and then

i sn
to his own nonsensical language.

The narrator's attack on intellectual pretension, however, does not prevent him 

from indulging in literary reference and self-fashioning. Art and poetry are identified by 

the narrator with higher yearnings and, by extension in the context of the story, with 

madness; they are rejected by his wife's family (p.527). The narrator is both artist - he 

composes stories in his head which he will never write down or relate (p.532) - and 

himself a literary cliche. As the latter, his key features are his rebelliousness and sense of

179 It is a paradoxical assertion, of course, given that we are reading his story, although the fact that it takes the 
form of a tetrad'(which breaks off suddenly) underlines the unfinished, unofficial nature of the text.
180 On the importance of these features in non-conformist prose, with specific reference to the fiction of Nikolai 
Baitov, see Oleg Dark, 'Novaya russkaya proza i zapadnoe srednevekov'e' in Novoe Literaturnoe Obozrenie, 8 
(1994)', pp 287-301 (pp.288-99).
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unrecognized greatness, poses which are struck in a variety of manners, whether absurdly 

high-flown and romantic ('H 6eraji a, H CKVJIHJI, H B He6ecax napHJi, H rpo3HJicfl - HO 

TH>Kejio MHC Bce-xaKH 6bmo*) or Dostoevskian (the narrator's opening salvo, 

TloraHeHbKHH a Bce-xaKH nejioBeHHiiiKo', reworks, not for the only time in Mamleev's 

fiction, the opening line of Zapiski iz podpol'ya) m Like Baudelaire, he praises the 

criminal, the debauched and the alcoholic (pp.524-25); and like Sartre, he appears to 

believe that hell is other people.

Through such frequently crass allusions and echoes, the narrator cultivates the 

provocative but familiar persona of the contrary, anti-social hero. More original, and more 

specific to Mamleev's prose, is the further provocation implicit in the burlesque treatment 

of this literary topos and, more broadly, in the type of language used by the narrator. To 

begin an account with the declaration, TloraHeHbKHH a Bce-xaKH nejioBeHHuiKo' - with its 

two superfluous diminutive suffixes, and the highly colloquial particle vse-taki - is to 

begin in an almost offensively sub-Dostoevskian and sub-literary fashion. It reflects the 

tone not just of this story, but of Mamleev's writing in general, whose texture is defined 

most strikingly by the obsessive abundance of absurd diminutives, such as 

'Hacjia>K4eHbHn,e', 'aKXHKH', 'cocxoanbHue', to take a few examples from a random 

passage (p.528).

Such features are surely an important reason why, as Ryklin claims, Mamleev's

I 8"?
prose falls 'HHHCC Jiio6oH jinxepaxypnoH BaxepjiHHHH'. However, they have the purpose 

of seducing, as well as provoking, the reader. Mamleev's diminutives, opaque hyphenated 

nouns and pervasive use of aposiopesis are not only deliberately ugly and vague, but also 

affectionate and 'tender' (nezhnosf being a key Mamleevan word). Used to describe death 

and other horrors, the language also seeks to engage the reader in a kind of complicity. The

181 See pp.534, 524. Zapiski izpodpol'ya begins: 'ft nejioeeK GOJIBHOH... a 3J1OH nejioeeK.
fl MCJiOBeK'; Dostoevsky, v, p.99. See also 'Utopi moyu golovu', in Izbrannoe, pp.439-47 (p.439).
182 Ryklin, p.75.
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more conventionally unattractive the protagonist, the more unnervingly lyrical his rhetoric: 

see, for example, the diary of the vampire in 'Upyr'-psikhopaf (pp.486-90).

It is a pattern that is reflected very explicitly at the level of action as well as 

language in 'Tetrad 1 individualista', where the narrator manages to seduce and keep his 

wife (at least for a while) by offering her nezhnost' as well as morbid obsession. 

Explaining why his wife continued to visit him, the narrator remarks, 'ona 3Hajia, HTO 

Haiiaex TEM HOKHOCTB. HOKHOCTB, OT Koxopoft Myxneex VM' (p.529). This clouded state 

of mind suggests once again the imagery of fluids (as in the collocation 'Myxnaa so^a'), 

and is linked here - as in some other stories, such as 'Krysa' - to the effects of alcohol. 

The narrator adores the beer-joint (pivnushechka\ where he feels enveloped by 

'xeniibiMH CBOHMH cnoHxanHbiMH MbicjiHMH' and experiences the first phase of a 

spiritual revelation (p.535). In this and other respects, Mamleev's stories have much in 

common with Moskva-Petushki, whose narrator describes at length his tearful

181zamutnennost'.

In contrast to Erofeev's quick-witted Venichka, however, Mamleev's characters 

are literally in flight from thought. Also alien to Venichka is the imprecise way in 

which this escape is described. Mamleev's frequent and contradictory use of the word 

'xynofi' can serve as a good example. The common type of spiritual philistine criticized 

in 'Tetrad' individualista' is described as 'naxonornqecKH xyn'; his tupost' is 

'3Bepnnaa' (p.525). But tupost' also colours the narrator's flights of madness: '# B^pyr 

naHHHan xyno xHXHKaxt' (p.535); 'HecKOJibKo pa3 6bmajiH 3Kcxasbi, Korzja a B 

cjia6oyMHCHbKOM oxyneHHH [...]' (p.537). Thus, the apparently clear-cut opposition 

between the narrator and his 'idiotic' in-laws is to a certain extent blurred. Similarly, in 

'Poslednii znak Spinozy' Nelya looks out of her window 'c xynbiM Bbipa:>KeHHeM,

183 See Venedikt Erofeev, Moskva-Petushki (Moscow: Zakharov, 2004), pp.74-77.
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TOHHO xoTejia ctecTt oKpy>KaiomHH ee ropoa' (p.451), while Spinoza stares at her with 

a similarly dull expression: v 6o;ibHOH ryno ycxaBHJica Ha nee* (p.454). Arguably, one 

effect of this deliberate imprecision of expression is to dissolve the reader's own 

rational thought-processes; to bring the reader, too, into the sphere oftupost'.

Mamleev 'sfolk tales: The 'Narodno-mifologicheskii tsikl'

A postscript to this chapter is suggested by a fairly minor branch of the author's oeuvre: 

his 'Narodno-mifologicheskii tsikl', written in emigration. 184 Two of the four stories which 

comprise this cycle - 'Blazhenstvo i okayanstvo' and 'Erema-Durak i smert" - offer 

insights into the themes of this chapter. While the cultural archetypes of the yurodivyi and 

the folk durak are absent from Mamleev's main story-cycles (a fact which reflects, among 

other reasons, the author's refusal to be tied to established cultural models), in these two 

stories they serve as examples of liminal figures whose customary cultural and religious 

associations are revised by Mamleev in line with his own metaphysics. Taken together, the 

stories suggest that the universal sway of folly and idiocy in Mamleev's fiction derives not 

only from the author's scepticism about the human intellect, but also from his low 

estimation of any form of constructive action, and a lack of interest in ethical questions. 

Finally, I will speculate that the figure of the fool also serves Mamleev as a metaphor for 

the writer, and for his own authorial position.

'Blazhenstvo i okayanstvo (poema-legenday (pp.635-47) is set at the time of Peter the 

Great and evokes obvious associations with the prologue to Pushkin's Mednyi vsadnik. 

Indeed, the main character in the story, the holy fool Ivashko, recites, or rather prophesies,

184 It is numbered as the fourth cycle by the editors ofRusskaya Virtual'naya Biblioteka, the third being the 
'American Cycle'; see <http://www.rvb.ru/mamleev/contents.htm> [accessed 25 July 2006]
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a famous couplet from Pushkin's poem as he sits on the bank of the Neva: *W 3^ecb 

BOFOM cyyKReno/ B Eepony npopy6HTb OKHO' (p.644). As in Mednyi vsadnik the 

construction of Petersburg inspires an ambivalent reaction. The narrator recognizes the 

majesty of the new city (pp.644-45), but the predominant tone is negative and apocalyptic. 

Furthermore, the building of Petersburg is associated not with the tragedy of a humble 

family, as in Pushkin's poem, but with turmoil at a cosmic level. The dying Ivashko 

prophesies that, 'TeMHbie BpeMena 6y#yx [...] BCJIHKO 6e3yMcxBO jiK>6oe 6y#ex... F#e 

CBCT, r^e xbMa - BCC cnyxaexca...' (p.647). As elsewhere in Mamleev's writing, however, 

this vision of impending 'xbMa' is potentially both a catastrophe and an opportunity: 

'OKCJIH B rp^aymeM Bbmep)Kax see naniH - xaicoe HM oxicpoexca, xaicoe' (p.647). With the 

death of Ivashko, his follower Aleksei is left to wonder: 'Ebrrae, 6brrae, HCM no/uxepexb?' 

The story emphatically connects Russia's breakthrough into Europe and modernity with a 

crisis in its spiritual life and native traditions; the provincial world of yurodivye and 

kolduny have been deemed alien to Peter's new city (p.645).

However, while suggesting nostalgia for pre-modern Rus and an implicitly negative 

attitude towards modernity, 'Blazhenstvo i okayanstvo' also presents, in Ivashko, a 

deliberately problematic example of a yurodivyi (or blazhennyi: Ivashko is referred to as 

both, most often the latter). Although Ivashko exhibits some typical features of the 

yurodivyi, including his bizarre behaviour (p.636), prophesying and 'nyzjHbie cjiosa' 

(p.643), other yurodivye shy away from him. 185 A vision in a prison-pit at the beginning of 

the story, whose contents Ivashko will never disclose, has transformed him into an 

unrecognizable figure: 'HBaiiiKO COBCCM o^ypeji: panbiue 6bm lopo^HBbm KaK 

cjiiony nycKaji, necajica, co6biTHa 6y#ymero paccKa3biBaji, rjraa 6bm cBexjibm. A

185 See p.639: 'Mecrmie lopojjHBbie 6o*uiHCb 6;ia>KeHHoro: "Tbi yyKQ HC TOKMO Ham, MsaiUKO, - po6KO 
roBOpHJiH OHH, - TW BOHHa K3KOH CTOJi, 6e3 BcaKoro nojioGHfl... AHrejioB He cnyrHH"...' Even by the standards 
of holy foolery, Ivashko appears to go too far in his behaviour, befriending demons and feeding them with his 

own flesh in his sleep, pp.641-42.
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3Toro ma3 cjaji zrypHOH H xaKOH-xo Heno/TBH>KHbiH (p.636).' In Mamleev's treatment, the 

yurodivyi has become a figure of inertia (nepodvizhnost'} and idiocy (odurenie). The sense 

of heaviness which has accompanied literary portraits of the yurodivyi is here annexed to 

aspects of Mamleev's non-Christian mysticism. Behind Ivashko's actions lies not the 

promise of Christian salvation, but, implicitly, the ambivalent prospect of the abyss 

(familiar from Sud'ba bytiyd), which is directly named in this story as the 'rjiaBHaa TbMa'

1 Qf __

(p.647). The Orthodox rationale for holy foolishness is absent. Ivashko's yurodstvo does 

not manifest itself in provocative public behaviour that carries some sort of implicit 

rebuke. Rather, his holy-foolish desire for self-abasement ('6ojibiiie Bcero H3 MHpcKoro 

ero TflHyjio Ha #HO: xaM, cpe^H JIKMJCH cnoKOHHtrx, ribflHuu; H ornaJieBiiiHx'; p.637) 

reflects the drift towards the void which is the mystical goal of many of Mamleev's

\ 8^7
characters.

Elsewhere in Mamleev's fiction, the figure of the yurodivyi or blazhennyi makes 

only fleeting appearances. The provocative essence of yurodstvo Khrista radi, with its 

implicit faith in human choice and agency, is, it seems, alien to Mamleev. In the novel 

Bluzhdayushchee vremya (2001), a character is introduced under the nickname 

'ICpo^HBbiH Bes^Hbi', but his desire to 'provoke the abyss' through his absurd behaviour 

is immediately rejected by Klin, one of the protagonists: 'n6o KJIHM nonaran, HTO 

xaicoe, H #a>Ke eme 6ojiee H3ompenHoe npOBOimpOBaHne Gecnojiesno: EesjjHa 

caMa H TOJibKO Kor^a saxonex. Fjiyno ee xoponnxb. BOJIH HeJiOBenecKaa xyx ne Hrpaex

,188 
HHKaKOH pOJIH .

186After Ivashko dies Aleksei experiences 'rjwejibie CHW': 'Bynro yxojwr m Pycn B npocropbi HeH3BecTHO- 
BOKHC 6jia^<eHHbiH HBaiijKo, H raKHe re npocxopbi, raKHe, mo jiynme H He 3peib HHMCPO TaKoro (p.647).'
187 It may be compared in particular with the physical and intellectual degradation towards nothingness 
described in 'Golos iz nichto' (pp.552-567).
188 Bluzhdayushchee vremya, p.90.
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In his article 'Skazka kak realnost" (1979), Mamleev wrote of the danger for the modern 

writer of being too faithful to the skazka genre; instead, a writer should create his own 

myths. 189 In general, Mamleev follows his own advice in his modern, urban stories, while 

at the same time building in numerous echoes of skazki formulae, which often serve to 

suggest the residual folk mentality of his characters. 190 'Erema-Durak i smeif (skazka)' 

(pp.625-30) marks an exception from this approach, since it is written in the skazka style 

and derives its power from the effectiveness of this imitation.

Mamleev's Erema shares the complete incompetence of Emelya-Durak and other 

folk fools. The description of his attempts to hunt - 'EpeMa py>Kbe na CVK nosecHJi, 

CBCHKy B pyKH B3HJI, saucer H co CBCHKOH Ha 3aHua nomeji' (p.626) - recalls the anekdoty o 

gluptsakh collected by Afanas'ev; so does his ability to mistake a bear for a tree (p.626). 

Erema, we are told, 'CFIHT Ha HCHKC, KaK ziypaK Ha6HXbra (626)', an allusion both to a 

pervasive motif of fools' behaviour in folktales (lying on the stove) and to the two dark 

tales entitled precisely 'Durak nabityi'. 192

The development of broader, formulaic themes suggests further important 

similarities. As in the skazki, the villagers try to instruct the fool (pp.625, 627), whose 

idiocy proves contagious: 193 "'Mbicjra ox Hero TOJIBKO Memaioxcfl," jKajiOBanncb 

6a6oHbKH' (p.626). Erema's stupidity even has an effect on the village animals. When he 

leaves, the dogs lose their appetite: 'Ox rjiynocxn, KOHCHHO. CJIOBHO HX EpeMa OHenennji

189 Rossiya vechnaya, pp.262-64.
190 These include the abundance of skazki formulations such as 'nee apeiviyMHH' ('Vanya Kirpichikov v vanne', 
which I discussed above, is especially rich in such examples); the frequent personification of death (see the 
comparison drawn below between the last sentences of'Erema-Durak' and 'Poslednii znak Spinozy'); the use 
of skazka-type titles, for example 'Smeif ryadom s nami' (pp.388-93), or 'Kogda zagovoryat?' (pp.495-99), 
recalling 'Kto zagovorit pervyi?', collected in Russkaya bytovaya skzazka, ed. by V.Ya. Bakhtin (Leningrad: 

Lenizdat, 1987), no. 158.
191 'Emelya-Durak', in A.N. Afanas'ev, Narodnye russkie skazki, 3 vols (Moscow: Nauka, 1984), I, pp.320-26.
192 Afanas'ev, III, pp. 130-31; quoted and discussed in V.Ya. Propp, Russkaya skazka (Leningrad: Izdatel'stvo 
lenigradskogo universiteta, 1984), p.278.
193 Daniel Rancour-Laferriere cites various proverbs that describe this contagious idiocy, such as, 'AypaK, KTO c 
aypaKOM CBfl>KeTCfl'; Rancour-Laferriere, The Slave Soul of Russia: Moral Masochism and the Cult of Suffering 
(New York: New York University Press, 1995), pp. 124-25.
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(p.625)'. As in the folk-tales, attempts to educate Erema fail completely, echoing the 

Russian proverb that, 'Teaching a fool is like curing the dead'. 194

The association of folly and death in this proverb is far from unusual: death is a 

subject of fairy-tales generally, and many of the best-known durak stories feature the 

macabre to an extreme degree. 195 In 'Erema-Durak' the theme of death is also salient, but 

it is explored in a way which expresses the specific qualities of Mamleev's fool.

Death, in fact, is demystified in 'Erema-Durak i smert" and deprived of the didactic 

role it plays in folklore. 196 Folk wisdom suggests that death, if nothing else, will bring the 

fool to his senses, and the villagers express their confidence that this will be the case with 

Erema: '"HHHero, Kate CMepTb no^6epeTCH, xaic sanjiauiex no-HejioBenecKH," rosopHJiH 

flpyrae. "CMepTb, ona KOFO xomb HayHHT'"(p.627). However, the meeting between Erema 

and Death proves humbling to the latter, not the former. When the nezhivoe tsarstvo sends 

Marusya to ensure a horrible death for Erema, it is Marusya who finds that, 'ona 

HOHeMHO)KeHKy OT EpeMHHoro Bsmafla B ^CHBVIO npeBpamaeTca' (p.629). At the end of 

the story, the nezhivoe tsarstvo finally gets its way, but its victory seems insignficant: 'na 

#ejie OKaaanocb   CMepTb ^ajieico He BcesnaHKa. He ^ano eft TO^CC MHOFOC H3 TaHHOBa 

3HaTb'. As for the fool, we are told: 'yuieji EpeMa B CBOC uapcTBo   co6cTBCHHo roBopa, 

OH B HCM Bcer^a npeGbiBan. Ho HTO 3TO 3a uapcTBo H ecTb JIH OHO, He JIKWM 3HaTb. HH 

na 3CMJie, HH na ne6e, HHiTje ero He nan ' (p.630).

Erema's mystery thus remains intact. He seems to be a personification of non- 

being, a figure beyond death or life, who challenges the categories by which folk culture is 

structured. Just as Ivashko is in some sense beyond yurodstvo, so too Erema is beyond 

ordinary durachestvo: 'TaKOH aypaK, HTO COBCCM Heo6biKHOBeHHbin' (p.625); Ta3Hbie

194 Rancour-Laferriere, p. 124.
195 In 'Durak nabityi', the fool kills his mother. See also the pair ofskazki, 'Mertvoe telo', in Afanas'ev, III, 
pp.184-85 (nos 395-96).
196 See, for example, 'Pochemu lyudi ne znayut, kogda umrut?', V.Ya. Bakhtin, p.295.
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, pa3HOH creneHH, HO 3xox 6biJi a6cojiK)XHbiH. HHKorna xaKHe He 

(p.626). Worldly and unworldly categories cannot contain his folly: the 

townsfolk amongst whom he later appears find that he is neither 'cBexjibiH*, nor 'azjCKHH* 

nor '3CMHOH' - he is simply 'HHKaKOH' (p.627).

It is tempting to see Erema, even more emphatically than Ivashko, as a herald of 

the 'Eo5KecTBHeHHoe HHHXO' described in Sudba bytiya. This work culminates in a 

'Final Doctrine' (Poslednyaya doktrina), which Ulrich Schmid has described as 

philosophically unique in its claim for 'a non-entity that lies beyond God', a Trans- 

Abyss' or Trans-Darkness' which is 'transcendental to God, reality and the higher 

"I"'. 197 If such a 'non-entity' can be imagined, then Erema might be its mirage-like 

personfication: 'Hex AJM Hero HH cMepxH, HH 6eccMepxHfl, n mi3Hb ixme no xy 

CTOpony ero. He H3 xoro OH coxKan, H3 Hero MHp He6ecHbiH H MHp SCMHOH co3#aHbi, 

anrejibi #a H MM, rpeuiHbie JHOJJH. H ecxb JIH OH BOo6me? (p.630)'

As a figure connected with the unknown, Erema also has much in common with the 

author's own perception of his role as artist. It seems that Mamleev perceives the writer as 

a kind of fool from beyond, communicating and spreading the non-rational nature, or folly, 

of the universe.

Such speculations are suggested by an article of 1987, 'Mezhdu bezumiem i 

magiei', in which Mamleev compares cultural approaches, Indian and European, towards 

the definition of the 'neJiOBCK HCKyccxBa'. Mamleev puts forward two fundamental and 

opposed images of the artist: the 'Mar' ('xox, KXO BJia^eex HCBH^HMOH peajibnocxbio') and 

the '6e3yMeu;' ('xox, KCM neBH^HMaa peajibHocxb Biia^eex'). The argument gravitates 

towards approval of the second notion:

197 Schmid, pp.209-10.
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, MTO no3T> 6/iH>Ke 'nepHbifi Berep' HeH3BecTHoro, Hepnbin Beiep Ee3jHbi. iie\i ncna 
no6e.HMTe.nfl Ha^ HCBHAHMOH peajibHocrbio. OH, BoruiomHeHHbiH Ha KpaK) Ee%iHbi,

townocbuiaxb CHFHajibi Eory, Koropbix He cymecTByer B LJeHTpe. c

This position of such a bezumets is that of an observer, and indeed Mamleev has 

emphasized his detached perspective as a writer. 199 We may infer that for Mamleev the 

writer is, like Erema, a 'cold' rather than sympathetic figure. 200 He shares the qualities of 

the folk fool noted by Sinyavsky: a 'passive receptivity' (vosprimchivaya passivnost'), and 

an intrinsic awareness that 'OT nejioBenecKoro yMa, yneHociH, cxapanHH, BOJIH - HHHero 

He saBHCHx'. 201 Despite his distance, the author, too, seeks the dissolution of thought, as he 

secretly dreams for his consciousness to be 'flooded' by the 'great waves of the unknown' 

(yelikie temnye volny Neizvestnogo). 202

198 Mamleev, 'Mezhdu bezumiem i magiei', Beseda, 6 (1987), 178-84 (p.179). See also the discussion of this 
article in Schmid, pp.211-12.
199 Author's interview.
200 Erema's coldness and impassivity is repeatedly underlined. See, for example, p.630: 'Bapyr 3aceeTHJic« OH 
n3HyrpH 6ejibiM njiaMenew xojioflHbiM H KaK 6u HecymecTByroinHM'.
201 See above, p.20.
202 'Mezhdu bezumiem i magiei', p. 179. The identification of fool and writer was noted also by Aleksandr 
Genis: 'Omioco(j)Hfl "nypaKa", oTCbiJiaFomaa MHTaxeJia Ha BOCTOK, K pejiHrHO3HO-(J)HJioco4)CKOMy yneHMK) o 
FlyTH-^ao, o6i>acH5ieT HeocosnaHHyK), BHejiHHHOCTHyK), HHryHTHBHyK), HHCTHHKTHBHyio, ecjiH yro^Ho, 
">KHBOTHyjo" npHpo^y TBOpnecTBa - no3T, norpy^a^Cb B HCKycciBO, HZICT Br;iy6b, MHHya CBOC >!'; Genis, 
Ivan Petrovich timer: Stat'i i rassledovaniya (Moscow: Novoe Literaturnoe Obozrenie, 1999), p.36.
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Chapter Five

Dmitry Galkovsky's Beskonechnyi tupik\ 

A Treatise on Russian Folly

Dmitry Galkovsky (b. 1960) completed Beskonechnyi tupik (BT) in 1988 but had to wait 

nine years before seeing it published in full in Moscow (his native city), in a print-run of 

500 copies financed by friends and acquaintances. The author introduced the work in his 

preface as a '(j)HJioco(J)CKHH poMaH, nocBflmeHHtiH HcxopHH pyccKOH KyjibTypw XIX-XX 

BB., a xaioice cy,m>6e "PVCCKOH JIHHHOCTH", cna6oH H HecnacTHOH HO BCC >KC

\^f

CyLU,ECTByiOIl],EH' (the use of capitalization, here and throughout, is Galkovsky's). A 

year later, in 1998, Galkovsky managed to publish 2000 copies of a corrected and 

supplemented second edition; it is to this edition that I will be referring in this chapter.'

The extensive text consists of almost 700 densely printed outsize pages subdivided 

into 949 primechaniya (I will call them 'entries'). It is framed by paraphernalia that give 

an accurate impression of the author's literary persona. Two portentous images of the 

author - a stylised black-and-white photo-portrait at the front, and a photograph of a bust 

of Galkovsky at the back - are offset by the deflated tone of the short afterword, in which 

the author claims that, 'Moa KHHra OKaaajiact HHKOMy He ny>KHa', despite its merits; that 

his life, that of a non-entity (nichtozhestvo], has been forever ruined; and that, between the 

completion and eventual publication of BT, 'a H3 "aBiopa HenaneqaTaHHOH KHHFH" 

B "asropa O/JHOH HenanenaTaHHOH KHHFH", H3 "MOJIO^OFO HenoBeKa" - B 

no)KHJioro neyaaHHHKa", H3 "neH3BecTHoro JiHiepaTOpa" - B "oGtacnaiomyio ce6a 

(p.689). The two prefaces show the other side of Galkovsky's reaction to this

1 Dmitry Galkovsky, Beskonechnyi tupik (Samizdat: Moscow, 1998). The foreword from the first edition 
(1997) is republished here, before the main text.
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period of limbo. He describes the rejection of the work by scores of publishers (although 

fragments were published in many leading literary journals and newspapers), and rails 

against his persecution by leading representatives of the post-Soviet 'Soviet intelligentsia', 

who conspired to keep his book from the reader (p.iv). Appropriately, given the 

anachronistic flavour of Galkovsky's paranoia, the 'publisher' of the second edition carries 

the name Samizdat. Yet BT has also proved to be a consummately contemporary work, 

lending itself ideally to the Internet, where Galkovsky has posted the book as a hypertext. 2 

Largely through his prominent presence on the web, he has maintained the fame which he 

garnered in the late 1990s for his work as a columnist for Nezavisimaya Gazeta, and for 

his rejection, in 1997, of the then-prestigious Anti-Booker Prize. 3

BT intertwines extensive literary and philosophical debate with a personal narrative 

based on the author's biography, in which the putative failure of the national intellectual 

tradition is found to be reflected. As a 'philosophical novel', BT is more a work of 

philosophy than of fiction. Indeed, it illustrates a failure to turn life into narrative, or into 

anything more than a succession of fragmentary memories. Furthermore, these 

recollections trace a life which, in its adult years, has been lived among books and in the 

absence of 'external events' (vneshnikh sobytii), especially love. The narrator mocks its 

tragic nature: 'Moa >KH3Hb yziHBHTejibHO TparHHHa. A, co6cxBCHHO rosopa, xparanecKHx

Co6bIXHH B HCH HCT. CMCpXb OXIja XOJIbKO. Ho BC^b 3TO TO5KC XaK 6aHaiIbHO, XaK

ecxecxBCHHO MCJIKO' (234, p.153).4 The failure of the life, as much as the life itself, 

becomes the author's preoccupation, and it is in the elaboration of this failure that the book 

attains its artistic complexity. It also allows Galkovsky to present himself in the light of

2 See <http://www.samisdat.com> [accessed 19 July 2006]. The structure of ̂ proves more effective on-line 
than on paper, since each entry, posted on a separate web-page, provides instant links to all the other entries on

associated topics.
3 Galkovsky describes his reasons for rejecting this award for BT in a later book, Propaganda; this essay is 
posted at <http://www.samisdat.eom/2/214-otk.htm>.
4 Subsequent references to BT will follow this model, providing in parenthesis both entry number (italicized) 
and page number.
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folly, casting himself as a comic dropout, an inveterate bookworm and helpless durachok. 

He gives himself a somewhat ridiculous alias, Odinokov, emphasizing both his solitary 

nature and his literary pretensions (by assonance with Nabokov, an important presence in 

the book). Not only does Odinokov wear the cap and bells, so too does his book: Odinokov 

appears to the reader 'B myxoBCKOM KOJiaxe "EecKoneHHoro Tynmca'" (577, p.622).

The description is merited, since BT treats its principal subject - the Russian 

intellectual tradition - in a polemical and topsy-turvy manner, drawing writers and 

thinkers into its theatre of failure. The many interpretations it gives of individuals and texts 

are idiosyncratic in the extreme, corresponding to the philosophy of the 'wise mistake' laid 

out by Galkovsky in an autobiographical essay of 1995 ('Tragicheskii ratsionalist'), where, 

writing of himself in the third person, he commented: '^CusHeHHaa <J)HJioco(J)Hfl P. - He 

"ncxHHa" H #a5Ke He "IIOHCK HCTHHH", a "Myzipan oiimGKa" [...] BsaHMHoe nano^ceHHe 

ouiH6oK npespamaeTCfl B HCTHHy.' 5 As I will show, Galkovsky misinterprets others in 

order to arrive at his own truth, seeking wisdom by persisting in folly.

Availing itself of the fool's licence to exaggerate, confuse and scandalize, BT also 

explores that strand of literary folly which is particularly salient in Russian writing: 

namely, the total implication of the narrator-author in the processes which he mocks and 

criticises. In doing so, and in providing another example of solipsistic 'fool narrative', BT 

fits squarely into the tradition of non-conformist prose studied in this thesis, especially as 

represented by Vasily Shukshin, Venedikt Erofeev (with whom Galkovsky shares a 

reverence for Vasily Rozanov), and Yuz Aleshkovsky.

The love-deprived, God-forsaken and almost exclusively male world which is the 

favoured territory of this tradition (from Platonov onwards) also defines the contours of 

BT. Its underlying determinants can be located without particular difficulty. Odinokov's

The essay can be read on-line: <http://old.russ.ru/antolog/inoe/galkov_o.htm> [accessed 19 July 2006].
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flight into introspection is plainly a response to the Soviet cult of collectivity; and his 

painful sense of alienation from Orthodox Christianity is explicitly linked to Soviet 

atheism, as it influenced his own upbringing:

B KOHCHHOM CMCTC 51 \iory npHHTH B uepKOBb, HO Ky^a >KC MHC AeeaTb woe ACTCTBO, 
cBCTJibix o6pa3OB pejiMFHosHoro onbira, STOH ocHOBbi npaBoanaBHfl? [...] Boo6me, 

MHC BMecTHTb paspocLueccfl MbiiujieHHe no,n uepKOBHbiH Kynoji, ecjiH ^yma MOJI 
HCKa>KeHa, .nedpopMHposaHa, npocro BO MHOFOM HHdpaHTHjibHa, HCAopasBHra? (830, p.587)

Odinokov, to judge from the authors he cites at great length, has sought to emigrate 

intellectually into the pre-Soviet past of Russian religious thought, while remaining 

historically bound to his own past and to the Soviet culture that has deformed him, 

resulting in a sense of profound isolation. In Tragicheskii ratsionalist', Galkovsky wrote 

of himself:

HpOHHfl B TOM, MTO, FIOKa OH 6opOJICfl 33 yFOTHblH MHp H3CTHOH 5KH3HH, B nCHXHKC H B CaMOM 
COCTaBC /ryillH npOH3OLLIJlH T3KHe H3MeHCHHJI, HTO HMCHHO 3TOT a6cOJ!K)THO BpaHC^e 
aHOHHMHOrO KOJIJlCKTHBHCTCKOrO XaMCTBa H CXaJT pO/lHbIM HJ1H HO KpaHHCH 
OTHOCHTCJlbHO nOHJITHblM, HpHBblHHblM, CnO/lpyMHblM. F. FiepOKHJl Tpare^HK) O^HHOHCCTBa
ran rjiy6oKO, HTO Hascer^a ocTanca nae^HHe c caMHM co6oH B saMKHyroM npocTpancTBe

As its very title suggests, Beskonechnyi tupik is a work of sustained dichotomies and 

contradictions. It has been touted as a leading example of a new wave of Russian 

postmodernism, and certain of its features, such as its structure (which I will shortly 

discuss) appear to support this view. 8 Such an interpretation, however, risks promoting a 

reading of the work as essentially ludic, when Galkovsky's exploration of the structures of 

Russian thought is anything but light-handed. Rather, he aims to show how, within the

6 A pattern comparable to the experience of the much older Mamleev; see Chapter Four.
7 See <http://old.russ.ru/antolog/inoe/galkov_o.htm> [accessed 19 July 2006].
8 1.S. Skoropanova calls Galkovsky the leading figure among a new generation of postmodernists in a useful 
chapter dedicated to Beskonechnyi tupik and the critical responses it has elicited. See her Russkaya 
postmodei-nistskaya literatura: Uchebnoeposobie, 4th rev. edn (Moscow: Flint, 2002), pp. 441-65 (p. 441).
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Russian intellectual processes which BT both explicates and illustrates by its own example, 

such polarities as faith and reason, speech and silence, the individual and the collective, 

are experienced as painful and inflexible.

Among these dichotomies, those organized around the taxonomy of intelligence 

(idiocy and genius, yurodstvo and cunning), are of primary importance. Indeed, it is hard 

to think of another work of Russian literature that treats these concerns with greater 

comprehensiveness, or that seeks to locate them so insistently in the native context. 'YBbi, 

MM rnynbi', Odinokov says in connection with Russian history of the last two centuries 

(408, p.289). BT attempts an analysis of this specifically Russian stupidity, often 

identifying it with the flawed quest for rationalism. In doing so, Beskonechnyi tupik 

recapitulates and extends the concerns discussed in previous chapters. Various 

manifestations of folly prove critical to Odinokov's complex discussion of Soviet history 

and Russian thought, and a notion of yurodstvo Khrista radi plays a pivotal and 

ambivalent role.

This chapter is divided into four parts. In the first, I provide an introduction to BT, 

describing its structure, its method of argumentation, and the assumptions about Russian 

philosophy and Russian thinking upon which it builds. In the second, I describe 

Odinokov's identification of Russian folly with mockery; here, as throughout BT, the 

aggressive dynamics of Russian culture hold sway. In this section I discuss the 

presentation of Odinokov's father as a fool, and Galkovsky's attempts to show what may 

be called a cultural genetics of stupidity. In the third and fourth parts, I treat successively 

the negative and positive poles of folly in BT: Lenin, whom Odinokov presents as 

Antichrist, and those writers whom he exalts (or appears to exalt) as yurodivye, above all 

Rozanov, the interpretation of whose role in BT will involve a broader consideration of 

Rozanov's significance in non-conformist prose. Throughout, the chapter is aimed at an
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elucidation of BT and its arguments, rather than the polemical engagement which, at times, 

the book all but demands in its forceful claims for Russian exclusivity.

1. A Guide to Beskonechnyi tupik

Design and structure

The design of Beskonechnyi tupik betrays two of the work's chief inspirations - Rozanov 

and Dostoevsky. The composition through fragments of varying lengths follows in the 

tradition developed by Rozanov in Uedinennoe and Opavshie list'ya (1912-1915). BT also 

begs comparison with Dostoevsky's Dnevnikpisatelya (1873-81) in its origins as a diary, 

in the variety of its entries and in its use of interpolated material (extensive quotation from 

various writers). 9 Aside from Odinokov's direct engagement with both Rozanov and 

Dostoevsky in BT, other features further suggest these links, notably the narrator's love of 

polemic and paradox, his frequent flirtation with anti-Semitism, and his desire to locate the 

unique features of the Russian psyche. 10

Yet BT, in structure at least, is not a work of imitation. Galkovsky informs the 

reader in the first of two prefaces that the work's true title is Primechaniya k 

'Beskonechnemu tupiku', since its 949 numbered entries have their source in an earlier 

essay (written 1984-85) which, confusingly, also bears the title 'Beskonechnyi tupik', but 

which Odinokov refers to in BT as the Iskhodnyi tekst (IT). Rozanov is as central to the 

essay as he is to BT, though the format and tone of the discussion is more conventional.

9 In stark contrast to the Dnevnik pisatelya, however, BT is resolutely uncontemporary, its polemic being 
largely directed at thinkers and writers of the past. If the Dnevnik provides a scrapbook of current events, and 
reactions to them, BTcan be seen as a scrapbook of Russian literature and thought.
10 Dostoevsky wrote in the Dnevnik in 1876 that his aim was to clarify 'the idea of the uniqueness of our 
national spirit'; cited in Kenneth Lantz, The Dostoevsky Encyclopedia (Westport, CT: Greenwood, 2004), 
p 474. The anti-Semitic aspects of this work have been frequently noted. Odinokov's attitude towards Jews is 
complex; what is clear is that he wishes to separate Jewishness from his model of Russian thought.
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When IT was published in Kontinent in 1994, Odinokov added a short afterword which 

effectively renounced the essay, claiming that it added nothing to the still unpublished 

book. Above all, he rejected its 'incorrect tone': 'Ton 3TOH nacTH - TOH 50-JiexHero 

npocj)eccopa, eemaiomero c Ka(j)e,qpbi. Ho MHC 6bmo He 50, a 24'." This hostility to the 

affectation of professorial authority suggests one reason for the assumption of various 

masks of folly in BT, and for the shift towards a more personal, Rozanovian manner of 

addressing the reader.

Only individual phrases from IT remain in BT, but these underpin the work's 

elaborate structure, while the essay itself remains a valuable source for understanding the 

book. In the map provided as an insert for the revised edition, the design of BTis presented 

in an image reminiscent of a Christmas tree: the numbered entries branch off from forty- 

seven points on the main trunk, with each point referring back to a sentence or phrase in 

IT. The first entry on each branch thus takes its cue from a quotation in IT; the second 

entry refers to the first, and so on. Thus, point 36 on the trunk represents a quotation, cited 

in IT, giving Rozanov's opinion of Nekrasov. This point leads off along one branch to 

entry 650 (in which Odinokov asserts Nekrasov's yurodstvo in poetry) which then leads to 

901 (again on Nekrasov) and finally along this branch to 944, which picks up on a separate 

comment in 901. The entries are numbered consecutively, but are often unrelated: 650, for 

example, is followed by an entry on political revolutionary history (657). Thus, the reader 

has two ways of working though the book, a choice that reflects the author's conflicting 

impulses towards orderliness and chaos and the contradiction between his desire for non- 

rational freedom (elaborated, as we will see, through his praise of yurodstvo} and his own 

intellectual disposition as a 'tragic rationalist' (who, in contrast to other writers studied in 

this thesis, but in common with Lenin, is entirely sober). 12

11 Dmitry Galkovsky, 'Beskonechnyi tupik', Kontinent, 81 (1994), 220-307 (p.307).
12 On Odinokov's sobriety, see entries 244, 572; on Lenin's dream of a sober Russia, see IT, p.292.
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The very need to provide any sort of structure, however loose, is at odds with the 

putative tendency of Russian thought that Odinokov claims to epitomize himself. 

According to this tendency, 'HeM rjiy6>Ke aHajiH3, TCM paccbinaHHee cf)OpMa 

oxenecxBeHHoro MbimjieHHfl1 (7, p.6). It is also at odds with the ostensible spontaneity and 

randomness of Rozanov's approach. Indeed, Odinokov stresses that his own essay and 

book ought to be seen only as, 'CBoeo6pa3Hbie npojioroMCHbi K Po3anoBy, nnaBHWH 

nepexo,a OT "nojinoro xeiccxa" K ero FIOJIHOH paapyineHHOcra'. The total textual 

disintegration of Opavshie list'ya is a stage beyond Odinokov's Christmas tree: 'Docjie 

"onaBiiiHX BexBCH" HaHHHaexca caM PosanoB' (7, p.6).

Of arguably greater interest are the patterns that emerge independently of these 

processes. Repetition and reformulation of key ideas, words and topics occurs in a way 

that is more subtle and complex than the external design might suggest. It is above all this 

internal structure that enables Odinokov to enact a 'nonbmca pyccKoro MbiiujieHna' (7, 

p.6), and an 'onbix OBJiaaeHtm HauHonajibHOH H^een' (144. p. 102).

Along BT s verbal stream, to switch metaphors, the reader keeps encountering 

familiar features. These include the often eccentric tics which Odinokov considers to be 

characteristic of, and often exclusive to, Russian thinking and language, among them: 

spokhvatyvanie, glumlenie, oborachivaemost', zaglushechnost', and zloradstvo. Certain 

Russian historical topics also recur frequently, such as the Decembrist and Slavophile 

movements, Freemasonry, Christianity and Socialism. Especially prominent is the 

relatively small group of authors with whose writings and personalities Odinokov engages 

at length, with hostility or (more rarely) affection. Chief among them are Rozanov, 

Dostoevsky, Chekhov, Nabokov, Solov'ev, Berdyaev and, as the twentieth century's 

'central figure' (544, p.391) and the personification of its nihilistic 'idea of evil' (448, 

p.347), Lenin. All these men, and especially Lenin, serve as doubles and even father-
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figures for the narrator; 13 and all are implicated in the quest for self-knowledge (or 

samopoznanie, as Berdyaev called one of his best-known works). This is at the same time 

a quest for national self-knowledge: TosaHOB nHcaji, HTO eMy HHKTO He HHTepeceH, KpOMe 

pyccKHX. A MHC HHKTO He HHTepeceH, KpOMe MCHH. Mena KaK pyccKoro. Oco3HaHHe ce6a 

KaK pyccKoro, npHHa#Jie>Kamero K pyccKHM, coe/mnaeT Mena eme c MHPOM' (508, p.361). 

Despite this qualification, the narrator encourages us to see the whole book as an exercise 

in solipsism ('B 3TOH KHHFC a roBOpio TOJIBKO o ce6e'; 664, p.481) 14 and 'extreme 

subjectivism' (krainii sub"ektivizm; 625, p.444). Continuing a motif frequently remarked 

in this thesis, he links the idiotic with the inability to escape the enclosed self:

KaTacTpcxha "BecKOHeHHoro ryriHKa". OAHHOKOB npeepamaeTCfl a 6ecu,ejibHyK) CTnnH3au,mo,
H^HOTCKH ()6birpbIBaK)myK) COGCTBCHHVK) rCHHaJIbHOCTb. A COJlOBbCB, HepHblllJeBCKHH,

JleHMH, Ha6oKOB, HexoB H /jp. o6opaMHBaiOTCfl jimiib /jBOHHHicaMH Moero "a". (912, p.648)

Perhaps as much as half of BT consists of quotation, much of it from the works of 

the authors listed above. A small but significant proportion of this mass recalls Rozanov's 

trademark use of quotation marks whereby attention is drawn to individual but generally 

commonplace locutions without reference to their use by any particular writer. 15 The vast 

majority of quotations, however, are lifted from specific texts. One effect is of an infinite 

recess of words in which Odinokov recognizes himself to be lost (a fate he shares, as will 

be seen, with Lenin and the Bolsheviks). Conscious of his alienation from the faith of his 

intellectual forbears, he mourns the absence of a single authoritative Book. To quote one 

entry in its entirety:

fl... EUOJIWO 30Memui duonuomeKou.

H nbiTaiocb Tenepb H3 TbicaH npOHHTaHHbix KHHF c^e/iaTb ce6e KHHry. PosaHOB 
CKa3aji: 'BCTKHH 3aseT-HecKOHnaeMOCTb.

13 The book's dedication, 'MoeMy omy', is thus quite ambiguous.

]4 664,pA8l.
15 See, for example, 22, pp. 19-20.
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TynHK". CMewHO. He noJiVHHTCfl. >KH3Hb nponana. (783, p. 564)

Odinokov"s imprisonment in other texts and himself is itself experienced as an infinite cul- 

de-sac. In this way, as Skoropanova comments, TanKOBCKHH pasBHBaex TesHC "co3HanHe 

K3K TCKCT'". Even when he is not quoting others, she argues, he sees life through the prism 

of Russian literature, aware, like Barthes, of how life imitates the book. 16 His protagonists, 

as we will see, are interpreted on the basis of literary models.

In BT, it should be emphasized, intertextuality serves a quite specific and self- 

explanatory purpose in the context of the work's unusual ambitions. Extended quotation 

enables Odinokov to illustrate the putative unity of all expression in Russian writing, its 

hidden mechanisms and determinants. Disagreeing with Nabokov's reading of Gogol, 

Odinokov argues that no writer can create a separate world in Russian: 'Her, MHp

coBepuieHHo C^HH. HcxopHa - e,mma. ^IstiK - e/iHH. Pa3JiHHne B HHTepnperauHH, 

B3ni5max. Ho na npeaeJie - CAHHCTBO' (505, p.360). Odinokov suggests this unity in part 

by his organization of his material. Other voices are brought in unobtrusively, and the 

ensuing quotation may last a few lines or a few pages. The highly polemical interpretations 

that connect the quotations are somewhat camouflaged by the sheer flow of words. 

Russian thought is thus presented as a single, self-propelling text, a polyphony that is at 

the same time a monologue, anchored in common themes and mechanisms of thought. If 

Dostoevsky's writing (like that of Rozanov) invites the reader's 'nojinoe pacTBOpenne B 

aBxopcKHX Mbicjmx' (22, p. 19), BT aspires to the reader's immersion in the totality of all 

Russian thinkers.

16 Skoropanova, pp.442-43.
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Argumentation

Within this attractive edifice (or 'folly'), the narrator, Odinokov, is bent on subversion and 

provocation. He strikes an authoritative air, but his arguments are tendentious and his 

laconicism of style leaves lacunae of argument, despite his disingenuous comment that his 

every opinion is well-founded (777, pp.555-56). Paradox and provocation are taken to 

deliberate excess. Thus, the biologist Trofim Lysenko is said to have been intellectually 

'stronger' (posil'nee) than Kant, given the conditions in which he worked (343, p.229).

To take a more serious example, Odinokov claims the fundamental quality of the 

Underground Man to be his 'tender-heartedness' (laskovosty. 'Ocnosa ero BHyrpeHHCH

5KH3HH - KOJIOCCaJIbHBIH 3apfl,ZJ nepBHHHOFO ^OBepHH K MHpy, JiaCKOBOH OTKpblTOCTH.

,ZJa5Ke HC /jo6pOTbi, a HMCHHO JiacKOBOcxn, JiacKOBoro ^cencKoro HenpHjrrafl 3Jia' (22, 

p. 19). Such a reading is wilfully contrary, given the Underground Man's treatment of Liza, 

in particular, which is defined by an absence of trustfulness (doverie) and tenderness of 

heart. Odinokov provides some support for his assertion of the Underground Man's 

'HenpHflTue 3Jia', though the quotation he chooses gives only a partial glimpse into a 

complex character, and might easily be countered with other passages. One's suspicions 

are reinforced by the manner in which the very brief discussion is framed. There is 

disingenuity, and even fool-playing, in Odinokov's warning that his assertion about the 

Underground Man's character will strike a foreign reader as surprising (22, p. 19) - as if it 

would strike the Russian reader as pure common sense; while the merging of this 

discussion with a much longer section on Odinokov's character, and the abuse of his 

trustfulness in childhood, may well suggest that it is only Odinokov who interests 

Odinokov, not the Underground Man.
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Yet Odinokov's speculations about the Underground Man's character prove 

stimulating as well as eccentric, and not so far-fetched as to be plainly dismissed. They 

succeed in making important connections with the character of Odinokov, not least in the 

suggestion of the two men's shared childishness as an aspect of their injured pride. While 

offering the Underground Man as a further double for Odinokov, Galkovsky also suggests 

the internal doubling within Dostoevsky's character, seeking out, as he does throughout 

BT, the underside of familiar topics and individuals. In implicit contrast to the 

Underground Man's stated desire to satisfy his caprice, to do the wrong thing, and to 

overturn people's expectations, about all of which Galkovsky's narrator says nothing, 

Odinokov comments on the 'SaHCKHBamie repoa "3anncoK us nozrnojiba", cxpeMJienHe 

GBITL xoponiHM, TO ecTb KaK MO5KHO TOHHee OTBCHaTb jno6i>iM npe^cxaBJieHHHM o cc6e' 

(22, p. 19). The observation suggests that the Underground Man's deep-rooted desire to 

please, and his ostentatious attempts to displease, are the two sides of one medal; and that 

the issues of freedom with which he so preoccupies himself are ultimately secondary to his 

excessive and constricting dependence on the opinions of others. 17

This comment is my own extrapolation of Odinokov's observations, and thus a 

small demonstration of the way in which BT seeks to provoke the reader into subjective 

response through its exaggerations, unstated connections and silences, whether within the 

entries or at their interstices. The reader won't agree with all Odinokov's comments on the 

Underground Man but the insights remain, as a contribution to the jigsaw of the entire 

work. Exaggerations and distortions may thus be seen as the fool-narrator's 'wise 

mistakes'.

17 Odinokov's emphasis on the Underground Man's childish desire to please may be compared with aspects of 
the fictionalized biography of Chernyshevsky in Nabokov's Dar. see Vladimir Nabokov, Sobranie sochinenii 
russkogo perioda, 5 vols (St Petersburg: Symposium, 1999-2000), IV, p.397 and passim. I discuss further the 
relevance of Dar to BT below, pp.281-83.

256



As this example suggests, BT both analyses the antinomial tendencies of Russian 

thought, and is itself shaped by them. As a rule, the logic of inversion is directed towards 

the disclosure of negative polarities or doubles; most typically, towards the exposure of the 

intellectual limitations of the various intelligent)? Odinokov is discussing, their foolish 

underbelly. Thus, Odinokov asserts the illogicality of Lenin's triumphant syllogisms (402, 

pp.206-7); the naivety and even 'stupidity' (glupost'] of Berdyaev's meandering eulogies 

to Russianness (23, p.21); and the 'monologic' and 'monotonous' thinking that produced 

Bakhtin's paeans to dialogicity (935, pp.657-58). He delights in exposing writers' absence 

of self-awareness, and the gaps between intention and expression. It is what is not intended 

in the text - often described as progovarivanie - that interests him. 18

Yet Odinokov's self-fashioning as a scourge of folly is a precarious construction, as 

he never ceases to remind us. He, too, feels that he deserves to have his limitations 

exposed; indeed, he longs to meet the person who will shove his stupidity (glupost 1) in his 

face (24, p.22). His entries goad the reader to do to his arguments what he does to those of 

Lenin, Berdyaev and others. His polemics are at once aggressive and vulnerable, uninsured 

by the necessary detail. Thus, he cites Lenin's statement, 'Mti OTBepraeM B3flOpHyrc> 

no6aceHKy o CBo6o#e BOJTH', and declares: '3TO KaKoe-xo necjitixaHHoe npeneGpe^ceHHe

3JI6MeHTapHOH J1OFHKOH. CBOGo^a BOJIH OTBEPFAETCfl, TO eCTb npOHCXO^HT HHCTO

BOJIEBOH axx' (402, pp.276-77). But the conclusion that Lenin's rejection of freedom of 

will is self-contradictory needs further elaboration: the act of otverganie does not have to 

connote volition, and may often be said of subjects (such as a physical body, or organizni) 

that have no volitional capacity. 19 It is impossible, of course, to assert the extent to which 

Galkovsky, through Odinokov, deliberately weakens his own arguments, but it is also

18 See 23, p.21, which develops the following premise: 'MHOFHC crpaHHUbi npoH3ee/ieHHH Eepnaeea OHCHB 
HaHBHbi. HpesBbiMaHHO HaHBHbi. Ho 3x3-70 HaHBHOcTb H fla>Ke raynocTb no3BOJi5jei eiviy BbiSajiTbmaib 
coKpOBCHHoe. MMCHHO B "CaMono3HaHHH" a ysHfleji pyccKyK) HACK). Ee HC ysHneji cam Sep/mes'.
19 Odinokov's point seems even less convincing in the general context of BT, since the many discussions of 
Lenin frequently focus on his putative lack of free will. See Part 3, below.
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impossible to ignore the extent to which Odinokov mirrors the faults he is exposing in 

others: the ' zaglushk? of his argument, their ''oborachivaemosf'. In the case of Lenin, the 

mirroring is especially obvious: with his penchant for capital letters, overstatement, 

sweeping generalization and aggressive ad hominem rhetoric, Odinokov is a worthy 

inheritor of Leninist polemic.

The internal dynamics of BT derive in large part from this pattern of ambivalence 

and reflexivity. The book is both a critique of Russian philosophical writing and the 

Russian intellectual, and a self-critical demonstration of their characteristic features. 20 In 

this next section, I will identify the governing mechanisms that, according to Odinokov, 

structure the thought and personality both of himself and of the Russian writers he 

discusses; and the assumptions that lie behind the interpretive prism through which these 

mechanisms are discerned.

The premises 0/Beskonechnyi tupik

The basis of Odinokov's generalizations about Russian philosophical writing is his view of 

the Russian language, which, from the opening pages of IT, is deemed inadequate for 

systematic, rationalist argumentation. It is defined by its sham quality (mnimost r), its 

ambiguity and formlessness (reflected in its inclination to long sentences), being 'TCMHMM, 

aMop(J)HbiM H napa^OKcajibHbiM'. 21 Even the particle 'ne' is held to be 'weak' (349, p.235); 

while '#a' can be used in a non-affirmative manner as a synonym of 'BnponeM' (352, 

p.238). Russian is a poetic language (349, p.235) which is ill-suited to proofs and 

demonstrations, a fact Odinokov sees reflected in Berdyaev's admission in Samopoznanie

20 Cf 657, p.477: TyccKoe MbiuuieHHe cna6oe, HO caivtoKpHTHHHoe'.
21 Galkovsky elaborates: TyccKaa peHb noxo»a Ha wen B corax. Ona cjianKo-iaryqa H 
npOHH3ana npecnbiMH BOCKOBbiMH neperopOAKaMH' (IT, p.222).
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that, *% HHnero HC Mory TOJIKOM pa3BHTb H £OKa3aTb\ 22 He describes the philosophical 

language of Berdyaev, Dostoevsky and others in agonistic terms, identifying the putative 

mechanisms of attempted self-correction (such as 'oroBOpKH' or 'cnoxBaibiBaHHtf') by 

which they try, quixotically, to fight the inherently anti-rational tendencies of Russian 

speech. 23

This process of verbal oscillation is determined also by the antinomial quality of 

Russian thought (and culture). Since no polarity reflects the truth, the Russian thinker is 

constantly 'correcting' or 'justifying' himself by moving towards the other pole. This 

perpetuum mobile is, Odinokov suggests, the 'Russian idea' which Berdyaev sought but 

failed to see under his very nose:

onpeACJieHHe xapanrepa pyccKoro Hapo^a. ,ZJe, crpaHa KpaHHOCTefi... 
FIoTOM no^yMaJi, noAyMaji H .nonncaji: pyccKHe KpaHHHe H B CBOCH cpe/jHHHOCTH. TaKHM 
o6pa3OM, Eep^fleB HHMero HC CKasaji. M 3x0 OMCHB no-pyccKH. OH 'saonpaBAbiBajica', 
'3aonpaB,aajicfl'.

EepAfleB HC noHflu, MTO caM 4>aKT nocxaHOBKH Bonpoca o 'pyccKOH H/jee' H flBjiaeTCfl ee 
ocymecTBJieHHCM. Tyr ruraHTCKaa sarjiyiuKa. Mbi no/i-neubi, HHMTO^cecTBa, HO CBHTbie. Mbi
HC HHMTO^eCTBa H He CBflTbie, a nOCpe^CTBCHHOCTH. Mbi HOCpeACTBCHHOCTH, HO 

HOCpe^CTBCHHOCTH HCKJlfOMHTCJlbHbie, B KOTOpblX MaKCHMaJlbHO npOSBJlCHa nOAJIOCTb H 

CBflTOCTb [...] HO H.T.^., H.T.H. (23, p.21)

The result in Russian philosophical writing is the production by these mechanisms 

of endless verbiage, immoderate 'BbiroBapHBaHHe'. Excessive speech and literary self- 

expression is unambiguously condemned by Odinokov in a book whose length repeats the 

crime. The explosion of literature in post-Petrine Russia is perceived as a deformation of 

the country's mission: 4 Haunn c TaKHM H3biKOM HV^KHO 6buio MOJinaxb'. Silence, he 

argues, was Christian Russia's natural idiom, and garrulousness was once seen as sinful:

22 IT, p. 223.
23 See, for example, IT, p.240: 'B ^OCTOCBCKOM cKa3ajica, Bbipa3HJiCH pyccKHH THFI MbiiiuieHHfl: cynopo>KHbiH,
npepblBHCTblH, H OAHOBpeMCHHO TflryHHH, C GeCKOHCMHblMH OFOBOpKaMH H CnOXBaiblBaHHJIMH'.
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'PyccKoe xpHCTHancTBO HOHHoe, ^ocjioBccHoe. A B CJIOBC nepxoBLUHHa" (127, p.91).~ 

Dostoevsky is described as having emerged from this silent Rus; his 'Russian Christ", 

Alyosha, who replies with silence to the Grand Inquisitor in Brat'ya Karamazovy, reflects 

the 'BbicoKHH #ap pyccKoro MOJinaHHfl' (224, p. 146). Yet Dostoevsky also showed how a 

culture of silence had, in literature, given way to its opposite: 'B pyccKOH Kyjibxype ecxb 

#ap MoiRaHHfl, HO Hex #apa vMOJinaHHa. PVCCKHH nejioBCK HC MOKCX 

ocxanoBHXbca H HaHHHaex BbiroBapHBaxbca. 3xox npouecc BbirosapHBaHHa 

H3o6pa>KeH B "3anHCKax H3 noanojibfl'" (7, p.5). It is through the ambivalences of 

yurodstvo that, as we will see later in this chapter, Odinokov proposes a type of literature 

in which this polarity of speech and silence may be reconciled.

An evaluation of Odinokov's evaluation of the Russian language as an inadequate 

philosophical tool is a task for separate study, but the genealogy of his critique seems 

clear. It includes most obviously Chaadaev, who questioned whether Russia had any 

thinkers of its own; the Slavophiles, who tended to define themselves in contrast to 

Western rationalism; and 20th-cenrury religious thinkers who wondered, in the words of 

Fedotov, whether the Russians, and Slavs in general, had a 'natural organic incapacity' for 

rational thought. 25 Odinokov fully shares these thinkers' exceptionalist interpretation of 

Russian intellectual culture, appearing to view it, like Fedotov, as an inheritor of 

Byzantium's Christianity but not its Hellenism.

The image of Russian civilization given by Odinokov is overwhelmingly and 

eccentrically Christocentric, as the cover of the revised edition suggests, with its image of 

a deformed cross. Indeed, Christianity is portrayed as a cultural and intellectual fetter:

24 See also IT, pp.227-29. The opening episodes of Tarkovsky's Andrei Rublev illustrate Galkovsky's point, 
their mood of virtual silence broken only by the rumbustious and implicitly sinful perfomances of the

skomorokh.
25 Quoted in Charles Lock, 'Bakhtin Among the Poets: Towards a History of Silence', Dialogism, 5-6 (2001).

44-64 (p.50).
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witness Odinokov's comments on Belinsky ('H BCC >KC, KaK HH pyraji BCJIHHCKHH XpHCxa, 

yfixH OT Hero OH He cMor'; 268, p. 175), or on Bulgakov's Master i Margarita: 'FlHJiax 

ByjiraKoea 3x0 pyccKHH 6oJibHOH yM, pasonapOBanHbiH B MHpe H (fmxajibHO CBsnaHHbiH c 

xeMOH XpHcra. Bee paBHO. Bceraa' (849, p.602). Outside Christianity, a Russian ceases to 

be a Russian (839, p.596); within it, he identifies himself so strongly with Christ's 

example that he becomes a diminutive Christ: 'Ka^biH PVCCKHH, xonex OH 3xoro HJIH He 

XOHCT, flBjiaexcfl ManeHbKHM XPHCTOM, KoxopbiH npHuicji B MHp Bcex cnacaxb. 3xo 

xaHHaa, HHXHMHafl MCHxa JiK)6oro pyccKoro' (411, p.290).

To illustrate the distinctiveness of Russian faith, Odinokov quotes at length the 

distinction made by Berdyaev, in Smysl tvorchestva, between the perception of Christ in 

the Catholic West as an 'object' to whom the believer aspires as an ideal, and the 

experience of Christ in Orthodoxy within the believer's soul as 'subject' (429, p.301). 

Berdyaev's anthropocentric interpretation of Christianity in Dostoevsky's novels,26 and the 

philosophies of 'Godmanhood' variously developed by Solov'ev and Berdyaev, issues in 

BT\n the total identification of man with Christ.

This idiosyncratic development of Christianity reaffirms the exceptional status of 

Russian culture and the 'Russian logos' (IT, p.295). The Christian paradigm, in its unique 

Russian manifestation, trumps all others, whether rationalist or Romantic. This leads 

Odinokov to posit uniformity within Russian culture, where it is the fate of all to be 

'khristosikr. 21 There can be no exceptional individuals according to the Western paradigm 

of (Romantic) genius, whose application to the Russian context is repeatedly castigated by 

Odinokov as a category error: TTo-pyccKH reHHes 6bixb He MOJKCX. Bee pyccKHe renHH 

KOHBenuHOHajibHbi' (803, p.574). Russian 'genius' is always identified with the example 

of Christ, and, just as emphatically, with folly and intellectual kenosis: TVCCKHH

26 See Nikolai Berdyaev, Mirosozertsanie Dostoevskago (Prague: YMCA, 1923), esp. pp.35-63.
27 On Odinokov's use of this word, see 411, pp.290-91.
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3x0 xpHCiocHK, H^HOTHK, ziypaHOK* (429, p. 301). 28 Here, the words 'genius' 

and 'fool' are interchangeable polarities within the fixed vocation of attempted self- 

realization as Christ. A Russian can be, like Gogol, a *reHHH-CBHxo*r (839, p.595), yet an 

'idiot', like Prince Myshkin, is also only ever one step away from sanctity (161, p. 114). 29 

To Odinokov, the highest form of this national genius is, as we will see, yurodstvo.

2. Mockery and Durachestvo in Beskonechnyi tupik

These key cultural determinants - the 'Russian logos' and the example of Christ - are 

themselves examined in the light of a third related factor which to a large extent generates 

the book's thematics of folly, namely, the putatively ubiquitous role of mockery in Russian 

culture. In different guises, mockery pervades every page of BT and represents an 

important focus of Odinokov's exploration of the Russian mentality, hence the attention 

given to the meanings, etymology and tonality of the very words that express types of 

mockery in Russian, especially glumlenie: 'TaKHe cjiosa nenepeBO^HMbi, H B HHX 

pacKpbiBaexca HaijHOHajitHaa cymnocxb'. 30 This entry also brings out the universally 

performative quality of mockery in BT: TjxyMHXbCfl 3x0 snaHHX 3a6aBJwxbCfl

Ha£ KeM-JiH6o, "xeuinxbca". Ilpn 3XOM caM rjiyMamnfica XO>KC 

B H3^eBaxejibCKoe ^CHCXBO. OH myx, noxeuiHbiH CKOMOPOX' (377, p.249). 

Mockery is theatrical but not spontaneous; indeed, it is ritualized in a cultural context 

modelled on the relations between the powerful and the weak or humiliated, where free 

and equal interaction between individuals is deemed impossible. Even 'normal

28 The key example studied in BT of the Russian encounter with Romanticism is Pushkin; see below, pp.290- 
94. Odinokov's approach is paradoxical, since it seems to be indebted to Romantic thought, especially the 
German Romantic intellectual tradition from which the Slavophiles drew so much inspiration. In particular, 
Odinokov's conviction about the limits imposed by language on Russian thinking recalls the ideas of von 
Humboldt, who argued for the dependence of thought on each specific language; see Lock, pp.45-46.
29 Cf the saying, 'rjiyn no CBHTOCH'.
30 See also the entry on'aaHor' and 'HAHOTHHHaib' (767, pp.114-15).
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conversation' is proscribed. A Russian conversation is, according to Odinokov, 'JIHOO 

nbHHoe 3aciojibe, jiH6o #onpoc, jiH6o Boo6me HX >KyxKoe Hano>KeHHe. A BO3MO>KeH JIH 

BooGme HopMajibHbiH .zmajior no-pyccKH? Box ^Jia MCHH? /Ja, HO KaK onenb TOHKOC 

rjiyMJieHHe Ha,a, co6ece^HHKOM H caMHM co6on' (205, p. 135).

Odinokov's investigation of subtle but malicious forms of mockery (glumlenie, 

izdevatel'stvo) reflects the manifest influence, once again, of Dostoevsky, whose less 

saintly characters, from the Underground Man to Fedor Karamazov, frequently seek to 

dominate or humiliate others through cruel teasing or buffoonery. Equally Dostoevskian is 

the premise that such mockery, as an exercise of power, should take place between two 

people in conversation. The mechanism of doubling which this leads to in Dostoevsky's 

fiction (as in that of Yuz Aleshkovsky) is fully operational in BT, where the object of 

mockery is always liable to be a reflection or echo of the perceiver. This has already been 

seen in Odinokov himself, who loves to mock and criticize others, yet seeks with equal 

ardour his own humiliation and unmasking. He interprets his own book in a similar 

fashion. It is an example of glumlenie: 'CaMa ee 4>opMa - Hs^eBaxejitcxBO Ha# HHxaxejieM' 

(205, p. 135); but the author is at its mercy, too: 'Knura 3xa - 3Jiopa#cxBO, xynmc, nexjia na 

MOCK mee' (869, p.618). This double-edged dynamic, deprived of freedom or merriment, 

might be seen as a malign form of the type of two-way carnival laughter described by 

Bakhtin. It also recovers the experience of the righteous Christian who, like Paul (or even 

Jesus), is both scorner and scorned. 31 Yet it is ultimately singular, having developed within 

a specific cultural tradition and being tied to Dostoevskian polarities whereby humility 

threatens to reveal itself as pride, intelligence as stupidity, and love as tyranny. In contrast 

to the mystical ' coincidentia oppositorum perceived by Berdyaev in Dostoevsky's

31 On Christ's irony and mocking, in Luther's exegesis, see M.A. Screech, Laughter at the Foot of the Cross 
(London: Penguin, 1997), pp.54-55.
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psychology and 'gnosis', 32 Odinokov suggests that the extremes of the Russian psyche 

meet only at one end, where the prosaic truth of illusory ideals is disclosed. Idealist and 

intellectual (rationalist) aspirations make a fool of the individual, as the example of 

Odinokov is meant to illustrate.

Central to all these processes of glumlenie and their production of folly and idiocy 

is a perception of the Russian cultural space as inherently malevolent, prone to reversing 

intentions and exposing their falsity. This reversibility, noted above in Odinokov's 

discussion of'HC' and '#a', pervades the narrator's entire interpretation of Russian thought 

and speech, exposing the mechanisms of glumlenie, zloradstvo, and oborachivaemost'. 

Prophecies, for example, inevitably turn against their speakers, however perspicacious. 

Thus, Dostoevsky's and Leont'ev's predictions about the advent of socialist tyranny in 

Europe proved correct, but not in the way they intended. They had foreseen it to be 

Russia's role to be the potential saviour of the socialist West, not the other way round 

(280, p.ISO). 33

The West is an important agent of glumlenie in BT. The image of the West that has 

filtered into Russia since Peter the Great has had, Odinokov suggests, a cruel and 

stupefying effect. The appeal of Western objectivity and rationalism has preyed on the 

vulnerable aspects of the Russian character that Odinokov repeatedly emphasizes, such as 

its childishness and trustfulness, its receptivity to authority (especially the printed word),34 

and its desire to impress, to be liked and, ultimately, to imitate. Yet the 'Russian logos' is 

fatally ill-suited to objectivity and rationalism, and transforms them into their opposite, 

mocking the individual's aspirations. Already in IT, Galkovsky argues that, 'HaBepnoe, 

O B noaco3HaHHH y pyccKoro ecxb BapBapcKoe cxpeiviJieHHe K 3ana#HOH HayHHOCTH,

32 See Berdyaev, p. 10.
33 Compare Odinokov's views with the essay on the 'irony of Russian history' that concludes James 
Billington's work, The Icon and the Axe: An Interpretative History of Russian Culture (1966; New York: 
Vintage Books, 1970), pp.590-97.
34 Described as the 'pyccKaa naeajibHaa BOcnpHHMHHBOCTb K cjioey' (462, p. 319).
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'. But such efforts are doomed since 'pauHOHOJibHaa Mbicjib B ycrax 

pyccKoro npHo6peTaex HppauHOHajibnyio OKpacxy'. Mere stupidity (glupost"} is the result 

(IT, p.224). The Russian appropriation of rationalistic, logical thought is fatal, firstly 

because it is resisted by the Russian language, and secondly because it is naive, gullible 

and invariably hitched to the requirements of immediate application, to the realization of 

objective abstractions in subjective experience. As Odinokov notes in parenthesis, 'HM 

[pyccKHM] xojibKO 6pocnib ^Ba-TpH CHJiJiorH3Ma, OHM OTua po^Horo 3apy6flx' (85 3,

p.608).35 If the result is not stupidity or cruelty, it is intellectual folly, as Odinokov 

suggests when, alluding to the hopes of Nikolai Fedorov for humanity's resurrection of its 

ancestors, he imagines what would happen if he too tried to think 'elegantly and rationally' 

(stroino i ratsional'no): 'B pesynxaxe nojiyHHJiacb 6bi npHMHTHBHaa "(he'ztopoBrnHHa". 

Ilojiesjia 6bi xaicaa HepxoBmima, HTO BCC 6bi 3a ronoBy cxBaxHjracb, - o)KHBjieHne 

MepTBbix H TOMy no^o6naa axHnea' (28, p.23).

These traits can combine with the Messianism described above, generating further 

nationally specific forms ofglumlenie and stupidity. One of the best demonstrations of this 

pattern is, as often in BT, a personal one. In a single entry (853, pp. 607-8), Odinokov 

segues from a description of caricatures in pre-Revolutionary humorous magazines - 

where Russians' derision of Russians displays 'biological hatred' - to an autobiographical 

instance of the mockery to which Russians are habitually subjugated and mocked by one 

another. He describes how his aunt ('Koxopaa MCHH He jiK>6HJia') would order him in his 

childhood to sleep on his back: lying in other positions, she told him, would give him a 

twisted spine. Unable to sleep, Odinokov would not even complain: 'KOT cxan 6bi opaxb. A 

pyccKHM aoKasajiH. KaKOH-xo coBepnieHHO nocxopoHHHH qejiOBCK 3a nepBOHeq B

35 Similar thoughts are voiced with more sophisticated rhetoric by Saul Bellow's Mr Sammler, as he muses on 
'the meaning of historical stupidity': 'And the Russians also, with their national tenacity. Give them a system, 
let them grasp some idea, and they would plunge to the depths with it, they would apply it to the end, pave the 
whole universe with hard idiot material'; Bellow, Mr Sammler's Planet ( 1970; London: Penguin, 1996), p. 143.
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"3#opoBbe" saMCTKy nanHcaji, xexxa nponjia H cxajia MCHH "cnacaxt"'. The episode, and 

Odinokov's interpretation of it, brings together many of the themes discussed in this 

section, including Russians' credulity towards objectivity and the written word, and the 

cynical interpretation of the khristosik paradigm. The objective, scientific proof of a single 

comment in a journal is enough to convince his aunt, whose response takes the familiar 

form of 'saving'. But this impulse conceals her true pleasure in wielding power, and her 

indifference as to whether her nagging yields any benefit. The aunt's aggressive 

didacticism reveals the 'cnoco6nocxb pyccKHx K lopo^cxBy, rjiyMjieHHK), xpaBJie. "YHeOe" 

apyrux ,zm6HHOH H ^PCKOJIBCM. [...] Tyx eme H cxpacxt K rocno^cxBy, oStflCHCHHio'. Her 

behaviour might be seen as a form of samodurstvo; it also recalls the Underground Man's 

realization that only a false type of love can be compatible with the need to tyrannize and 

to flaunt one's moral superiority. 36

Another striking, and characteristic, feature of the episode is its suggestion of the 

complicity which Odinokov felt in his aunt's behaviour and in its stupidity. The phrase 

'pyccKHM AOKasajiH 5 suggests the credulity of both aunt and nephew, while the roles that 

the two play in this putatively timeless enactment of Russian glumlenie may be seen as 

representing the two sides of the khristosik paradigm: the aunt as the one who, in seeking 

to 'save', persecutes, and the nephew who suffers and is humiliated. Also notable here is 

the pattern, familiar from the stories of Shukshin (see Chapter One), of male impotence 

before tyrannical women.

Other similarities might be drawn with the processes of odurachivanie in the stories 

of Shukshin. Shukshin's fools share with Odinokov, his father and other duraki in BT an 

absence of original malice, but a similar complex of inadequacy, inviting the fate of being

36 Remembering Liza, the Underground Man says: 'fl H nojuoGHTb y>K He MOP, noTOMy HTO,
jiK)6HTb y MCHfl - 3HaMHJio THpaHCTBOBaib H HpaBCTBCHHO npeBOCxoflCTBOBaTb'; P.M. Dostoevsky, Polnoe
sobranie sochinenii, 30 vols (Leningrad: Nauka, 1972-90), V, p. 176.
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played for a fool, and assuming this role with theatrical gusto. The world of both writers is 

determined by fears of cultural inauthenticity. 37

To a far greater extent than Shukshin, however, Galkovsky wishes to elucidate the 

malevolent cultural dynamics that produces fools out of unmalicious people, and deprives 

them of freedom. He is interested in the cultural genetics of stupidity, whereby duraki 

bring others down to their level, foisting on them the same stultification of good qualities. 

This is brought out with particular clarity in the relationship between Odinokov and 

Odinokov-otets.

The durachestvo of Odinokov's drunkard father is of an eccentric nature, 

sometimes cruel and hardly straightforward. Most obviously, the father acts foolishly 

during his binges, lying in the sand-pit in the courtyard or, at home, deliberately crawling 

on the floor towards an exposed electricity socket. As a young child, Odinokov often had 

to be called to rescue him (22, p. 20). In a long entry (152} the father is portrayed, in a 

succession of scenes, as acting in ways that defy easy comprehension. At the Pioneer 

camp, he joins seven-year-old Odinokov in the canteen: 'CMOxpnT, KaK a CM. H B^pyr 

pyxa oxu;a BbicoBbiBaexcfl c najibrjeM, CBepnyxbiM VJIHTKOH, H UICJIK - yjinxica 

cxpeMnxejibHO pacnpaMJiaexca. Y Mena H3 mas nocbinaJiHCb HCKpti, a FIOTOM - cjiesbi'. 

On the Moscow metro, returning from a party with Odinokov, he travels two stops in one 

direction, then two stops in the other - and continues doing this for an hour. On other 

occasions he roars with laughter (khokhochef) and smashes crockery. The entry closes with 

two scenes of thoughtless cruelty towards adolescents: in the first he finds Odinokov's 

reproduction of a depiction of a naked woman and shows it to his mother in a fit of 

hilarity; in the second he reads out his niece's 'intimate diary' (p. 109).

37 See my discussion of Shukshin's stories in Chapter One.
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Odinokov chooses not to attribute outright malevolence to his father, commenting 

in parenthesis: ^JioGbi He 6biJio, xojibKo 03Jio6jieHHOCxb" (p. 109). He portrays a deformed 

personality, in which good traits appear in a tainted and harmful form: the father's love is 

'egoistic', and his intelligence warped. As a result, he epitomizes some of the worst 

national traits discussed in the work, notably his inability to conduct dialogue, both in a 

literal sense and in the metaphoric sense of being able to accept another's reality and 

understand it (',H,o6poxa oma conexajiacb c KaKOH-xo opranHHecKOH cnoco6HOCTbio 

npoHHKHyn, B HV5KOH MHp, noHflXb ero'; p. 108). The father is unable to understand other 

people, yet is nevertheless driven by an overpowering need to engage with them. The 

combination leads to mannered, 'inside-out' forms of behaviour, of acting in an 'artistic' 

sense; as throughout BT, theatricality and play are interpreted in an exclusively negative 

sense. 38 Quoting Rozanov's description of Russians, Odinokov comments: 'Mow oxen;

xo)Ke 6biJi XHHHHHOH "epyH^OH c xyflO^cecTBOM". /Ja^Ke B nocTeneHHOM nbHHOM pacna^e 

ero JTHHHOCTH 6biji KaKOH-xo apTHCTH3M. (6, p. 4)'. 39

It can hardly be coincidental that several of the descriptions of Odinokov' s father 

are interspersed with discussions of Dostoevsky,40 among which is the interpretation of the 

Underground Man discussed above, suggesting that we should view the father along 

similar lines, as a childish, non-malicious character. Unlike most observers, Odinokov was 

aware from childhood that his father was 'joking' even in his cruelty. In a canteen the cook 

shouted at the father when she saw him hurting his son, but Odinokov rushed to defend 

him: "Mofi nanoHKa xopoiiiHH, Bbi He noHHMaexe, OH uiyxHx!" (p. 108). In some respects 

the portrait that emerges is more reminiscent of the Dostoevskian buffoon than the 

Underground Man, with its cocktail of drunkenness, raucous laughter, provocation, 

sentimentality, childishness, hysteria, violence, and the cruel urge to shame others. But,

38 Compare with Aleshkovsky's Ruka; see above, Chapter Three.
39 It is worth noting that the father actually was an artist, who once worked at a Pioneer camp; 108, p. 152.
40 See especially entries 22, 752.

268



whether we see him as the Underground Man or General Ivolgin, it is clear that we are 

meant to see Od'mokov-otets as a victim as much as a villain, and as a man deprived of 

freedom. 41

The mechanisms by which such durachestvo is perpetrated are demonstrated in the 

way in which he inherited the farcical atmosphere of his father's life as a failure and fool. 

The psychological deterioration of the father coincided with Odinokov's childhood, just as 

his agonizing death coincided with Odinokov's own awakening as a personality ('co 

CMepTbio oxija CBH3ano Moe npo6y>KAeHHe KaK JIHHHOCTH'; 228, p. 150). The defining 

humiliation that marked his 'awakening' occurred shortly before his father died, when he 

was hung up by his jacket and swayed by his class-mates. The mock-crucifixion, tying him 

to the fate of his father, is interpreted in the same fashion as the slow death of the father 

that frames it - as both tragedy and farce:

[CJMepTb oTu,a, ee y^cac, KOMHSM H Hejienocrb H BonnoTHjiHCb Haecer^a B o6pa3e ' 
[...] 3#ecb npOH3Oiiuia H^eHTHqbHKauHJi c OTUOM. # KaK 6bi BoGpan B ce6a ero
OHblT. H TCM CaMbIM BbUIOMHJlCfl, BbinaJl H3 3TOFO MHpa. R nOHflJl, HTO B 3TOM MHpe 3

6yay HHKHCMHbiM flypaKOM, H BCC y MCHH 6yaeT H3 pyK BajiHTbCfl, H MQHH BCKD >KH3Hb 
Ha eeuiajiKe, KaK pacKanHBajiH Moero oxua. (228, p. 150)

In Odinokov's recollections of his relations with his father, marked by ' 

AypauiJiHBoro KOMH3Ma' (20, p.22), the two appear as a kind of comic duo of dropouts, 

durak and dumchok, with the son constantly rushing to the latter's defence or rescue. The 

son acts as protector, the father as both a child and a saviour, who likes to smooth over his 

displays of aggressive buffoonery towards his son with the phrase, '# xe6e #o6pa xony' 

(899, p.637). This mirroring of roles, suggesting how trapped Odinokov is in the example 

of his father, is particularly striking in Odinokov's many fantasies and dreams about 

himself and his father. He describes, for example, an adolescent dream of life on an

41 In this sense, the interpretation of Dostoevsky and the Underground Man suggested by BTis, most definitely 
non-existentialist: the father's attempts to assert himself through absurd or aggressive actions are taken to be a 
sign of his lack of free will.
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enormous spaceship, which would be unpeopled save for Odinokov's sick father, whom he 

would cure. It is described as a closed world (mir zamknutyi), a 'BOcco3^aBaeMa» no 

MoeMy 5KejiaHHK) ManeHbKaa SCMJIH' (588, p.423). His father's inability to engage with 

others has been passed on to his son.

In another dream, Odinokov replays the scene in the canteen, with the roles 

reversed:

H BOT ceHHac a, jjocTOHHbiH cbm CBoero OTua, npoTflrHBaio pyny Hepe3 TQjimy BpeivieHH H 

MeTanjiHHecKOH npy>KHHOH pacnpaMjiaio naneu B meuMKe. H rnasa orija BbiBajiHBaioTCH B 

6opm, H Mosr 6pbi3>KeT H3 OKpOBaejieHHbix masHHij. OTCU no-ziercKH npHCJioHaer K 

TbijibHbie cropoHbi jia^OHCH H cjieno njianer. (752, p. 108)

This violent, Karamazovian hatred of the father is nourished also by the memory of the 

sexual humiliation which he experienced at his father's hands. The moment that enshrined 

this stunting influence was the father's mocking of his drawing, an incident described with 

transparent symbolism:

BO3bMCM MOJieHbKVK), TOJIbKO HTO pO^HBlliyK) CJlOMKy H OTpOKCM CH MaHHKK>pHbIMH

HOKHHuaMH BepxyiiiKy. HopManbHoro Aepeea y>Ke HC noJiyMHTca [...] Oreu B3flJi HWKHHqbi H 

HHK-HHK - OTpesan ceKcyajibHbiH ceKTop Moero MMpa. (152, p. 109)

While the overcoming of the 'castration complex' was seen by Freud as a necessary stage 

in the development towards adulthood, for Odinokov the threat has proved impossible to 

address and seems to have been enacted in reality: his adult life is marked by a complete 

lack of sexual relations.

As he grew older, however, Odinokov's recurring dreams about his dead father 

changed from nightmare to nostalgic fantasy. In them, the memory of his father ceases to 

define Odinokov's sense of self: '# cxaji CBo6o#en, H B 3TOH CBo6o^e OH >KHB'. The two

42 "ft aeBCTBCHHMK H HHKorna HH c OHHOH >KeHmHHOH aa>Ke He pasroBapHBaji' (793, p. 568)
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men come together in a meeting of "dream-thoughts' (mysli-sny) and become the meaning 

in one another's meaningless lives:

ft oGHHMy ero, npH>KMycb K KOJIKJMCM mene, H OH JiacKoeo yjibi6HeTCfl, ro>Ke o6HHMer. A 
nojoivi a cKa>Ky: HMKOMy Mbi, nan, He Hy>KHbi. Mbi >Ke 3TH... 'HHHTO>KecTBa'. H Mbi 
pyKa 06 pyKy no THxoMy, 3acHe>KeHHOMy nepeyjiKy. (741, p. 532)

Failure thus affords its own consolations, and this is part of the Dostoevskian bind through 

which folly is interpreted in BT. Humiliation and mockery bring stultification, but also a 

lack of responsibility and an escape into the world of childhood and fantasy, where 

conflicts and complexes can be finally reconciled: '# CMBICJI ero 6eccMbicjieHHOH JKHSHH. 

H 3TO ecxb 3JieM6HT ocMticjicHHfl H MOCK co6cTBeHHOH >KH3HH' (741, p.532). At the same 

time, it is possible to see BT itself as the further perpetration of the father's cruel folly, 

trapping the reader in its aggression and mockery.

3. Odinokov's Lenin

Odinokov's engagement with intellectual predecessors is, as I have suggested, both 

promiscuous and profound, involving both provocative misreading and penetrating insight. 

The narrator is if anything too close to Rozanov, Dostoevsky, Nabokov, Berdyaev, 

Solov'ev and others, whether in sympathy or antipathy, and this excessive proximity may 

be posited as one reason for Odinokov's avowed failure as a creative artist in his own 

right. Like the Underground Man, he is arguably too impressionable for his own good, a 

feature which he masks with cynicism.

Yet, intense as these relationships are, none is as strongly charged as that between 

Odinokov and Lenin, his evil double.43 This tension derives both from the paramount

43 He recalls intuiting, between the ages of 17 and 20, that Lenin was his 'CHMBOJIMHCCKHH HBOHHHK, 
aKTyajiH3auMfl 3Jia' (139, p.98).

271



historical significance which Odinokov attaches to Lenin as the Antichrist through whom 

the Soviet catastrophe came to pass,44 and from the uniquely troubling centrality of Lenin 

and his writings, all 55 volumes of which the narrator has read (557, p.395), to Odinokov's 

self-perception and attempted samopoznanie. In the study of Lenin, the drama of nation 

and individual coincide entirely. Odinokov describes as accidentally prophetic the 

comment of the Old Bolshevik Ol'minsky, Tlo3HaBaTb B.H.JIeHHHa AJUI nac osHanaex 

no3Haxt caMHx ce6a' (544, p.391), and suggests that Lenin is a historical phenomenon on 

the scale of Jesus Christ, and therefore too recent to be fully comprehended (462, p.320). 

Stalin presents no such enigma:

CrajiHH noHjrreH: noJiyrHpaH-no^yna/iHiiiax (sziecb cKasajiocb
rpysHHa) - HCHHTepecHaa jiHHHocTb. OH npmiieji Ha roxoBoe, Korna ero y>Ke 

. JleHHHa TO>Ke >K£ajiH, HO npHnjeji OH BOBCC He Ha roTOBCHbKoe. B HCM pyccKOH
HCTOpHH 'nOBC3.no', H 663 Hero, KOHeHHO, HHHCrO 6bl HC 6bIJlO, KOHHHJIOCb 6bl KpH3HCOM, HO

He KpaxoM. Hy^ceH 6biJi xaKOH KaxajiHsaTop, GHOKJIIOH, Koropbifi OTBopH/i 6bi eopora B a,n 
caraHH3Ma. A a,a, 6yiueBan, KHneji CTOJICTHSIMH. (653, p.475)

Although Lenin is cast as the construction of Russian culture and especially literature, 

these premises do not make him any more transparent, or lessen the mystery attached to 

his myth. Rather, Odinokov suggests that the phenomenon of Lenin is not calculable, and 

is not to be understood primarily in terms of historical cause and effect. 45 Instead, Lenin is 

approached through analogies with Russian literary characters;46 and also, to a surprising 

extent, through his style, as expressed in his behaviour, appearance and language. Unlike 

Berdyaev, who remarked on Lenin's total absence of theatricality (while also noting that 

his simplicity bordered on cynicism),47 Odinokov is determined to cast Lenin as an actor 

and performer, and above all to draw him into BTs varied thematics of folly. As I will

44 The identification of Lenin as Antichrist is implicit throughout BT; see, for example, 797, p.571.
45 A similar approach is taken to the Revolution - TlpHMHHa peeojiiouHH BO MHOFOM B ee 6ecnpHMHHHOCTH, 
HejienocTH' (547, p.393) - as by Shibanov in Ritka.
46 'JleHHH - nepcoHa>K. OH BOSHHK He H3 pyccKOH HCTOPHH, a H3 pyccKOH JiHieparypbi' (462, p.319).
47 These comments, from Russkaya ideya, are cited by Odinokov in 478, pp.338-39.
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discuss below, the motifs of buffoonery (shutovstvo), clowning, circus acts, and 

(malevolent) yurodstvo are nearly always at hand in the many entries devoted to Lenin.

Not only does Odinokov's Lenin embody the Russian cultural mechanisms 

identified by Odinokov (especially its aggressive, mocking didacticism and Messianism), 

he is a sinister impersonator of them. Crucial here are Odinokov's claims for Lenin's non- 

Russianness as the descendant of Jews, Germans and Mongols - he was at most, Odinokov 

argues, a quarter Russian (420, p.296). Paradoxically, it was the foreignness of his blood 

that enabled him to become maximally 'constructed' by Russian culture (442, p.312; 420, 

p.297). In himself, Lenin is described as faceless (bezlik) and even 'HOKHBOH' (488, p.347; 

600, p.430); he is compared to a puppet or a Pavlovian dog (442, p.312), and cast as a 

reanimated Chichikov (488, p.347).

On the one hand, these features reflect the need to present Lenin as a Satanic false 

personality, and therefore as a wearer of masks. The heavily emphasized 'facelessness' of 

Lenin accords with the folk image of the devil as described by Florensky, in comments 

cited with approval by Odinokov (556, p.397). The devil has no lik, only lichiny (masks), 

which must be exposed. In discussing Lenin at such length, Odinokov follows his own 

precept: 'O Bore Jiynme roBopnxb Mano, BO cne, xyiviaHHo. Hepx - aojixcen 6bixb 

pa3jiO)KeH no nojioHKaM. Be^b jiHHHny, Macxy napHCOBaxb ropas^o npome, HCM JIHK' 

(556, p. 398). This task is all the more urgent given the incongruity, interpreted as another 

form of mockery, between Lenin's banal appearance, 'B KenoHKe', and the scale of his 

destructive impact, in bringing down a civilization (478, p.338).48

This approach to Lenin, however, is complicated by the fact that all the 

protagonists of BT tend to be viewed as performers and one-man theatres (and all are

48 Odinokov is clearly reacting not only to the banality of Lenin's appearance, but also to the conclusions that 
might drawn by the humdrum quality of his total immersion in political life. Thus, G.S. Smith cautions against 
seeing in Lenin an idea of evil, since he was a man who thought and lived only for politics; see G.S. Smith, 
'Proud to Suffer', London Review of Books, 19 October 2006, 30-31 (p.31).
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implicated in the work's thematics of mockery). Philosophers in general, from Socrates to 

Odinokov's beloved Rozanov, are specifically said to live 'B leaxpajibHOM npocipaHCTBe' 

(141, p. 100). The problem which Galkovsky is addressing, therefore, is the difference 

between good and bad forms of theatre and masquerade. In a culture which places such 

value on hidden virtue and spirituality, on kenoticism and the appearance of simplicity, the 

question of how to distinguish the masks of evil and good becomes as crucial as it is 

vexed, bearing in its train, as BT shows, a complex historical, literary and artistic 

ancestry. This explains the extraordinary centrality of the paradigm ofyurodstvo in BT as 

a controversial form of behaviour maximally liable to cynical interpretation and 

appropriation (hence the primarily pejorative connotations which the word has come to 

bear in modern Russian). As I will show, this negative sense of yurodstvo is applied to 

Lenin, while, in his portrait of Rozanov, Odinokov seeks to recover yurodstvo - or rather, 

reformulate it - as an ideal for how the intellectual, and specifically, philosopher, should 

live in the world and in the Russian logos.

I will now look in greater detail at what Lenin represents for Odinokov, and how he 

is represented, under three categories closely related to one another and to my general 

topic: rationalism, language, and aspects of theatrical folly.

Pathological Rationalism

Lenin is identified with negative manifestations of folly in BT as a paradoxical 

consequence of his own excessive identification with rationalism. The pattern is similar to 

that observed in Aleshkovsky's Ruka in the portraits of Shibanov and, in particular, Stalin.

49 On distinguishing Satanism as a problem specific to Russian culture and history, see 653, pp.473-76. Related 
to this is the 'problem of recognition' posed by yurodstvo; treated at length in Harriet Murav, Holy 
Foolishness: Dostoevsky 's Novels and the Poetics of Cultural Critique (Stanford: Stanford University Press,

1992).
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In BT, too, the excessive dependence on reason is held to be incompatible with genuine 

intelligence; and the self-alienation from God that results is linked to the madness of 

solipsism. 50 These themes are developed in a more theoretical manner in BT than in Ruka, 

being underwritten by the premises which I discussed in Part One. They are treated in 

relation to Lenin and the Bolsheviks in general.

In IT the Bolshevik Revolution is viewed as the culmination of Russia's attempted 

appropriation of Western rationalist thought and culture - a process whose agents include 

the 'fools' (duraki), Chernyshevsky and Belinsky51 - and its repudiation of its own social 

and religious traditions:

JlCHHH 3TO H CCTb KOHKpCTHOe BOnJlOmCHHe CMVTHOH pyCCKOH MCHTbl O 

paUHOHa/lbHOH H OCHOBaTCJlbHOH 5KH3HH: pVCCKOH LlITyHUbl '663 HKOH H C MCT.T1OH'. 52 C

KyjrrypHbiM eeponeficKHM 6acceHHOM BMCCTO rpJBHbix K>po,n,HBbix, TcmnflmHxcfl no/i 
3OJiOHeHHbiMH KynojiaMH. 17-H roa - axo npHxo/j K BJiacTH 'VMHWX pyccKHx', 'pyccKHX 
4>Hjioco(J)OB'. C rex nop no KOJiHMecTBy npcxheccHOHajibHbix (JmjioccxboB Haiua crpana 
npOHHO saHHMaer nepBoe MCCTO B MHpe. 3ro pacqBer. KOHCHHO, HHMero He no.nyHH.nocb. 
BMCCTO ripaB/ibi nojiyHHJiacb 'OpaB^a'. (IT, p. 292)

This attempt to transplant Western reason and culture is, as discussed earlier, interpreted in 

BT according to the law of reversibility (oborachivaemost'). The search for rational truth, 

Odinokov indicates through his sarcasm, led in Soviet Russia to the absence of any truth,53 

while the accompanying attempt to expel old Russia's religious essence (symbolized 

above by the hordes of dirty holy fools) would also ultimately rebound on its perpetrators 

- hence the portrayal of Lenin in BT as a kind of malevolent, false yurodivyi, and the 

extended discussion of his obsession, manifested in his rhetoric, with dirt and swamps 

(653, p.473). In Russia's inescapably Christian culture, Odinokov suggests, the rejection of

50 Other motifs familiar from Ruka also persist: Odinokov's Lenin, like Shibanov's Stalin, is following a 
project of revenge (see below, pp.284-85), the working-out of which takes theatrical forms.
51 The 'aypaK BCJIHHCKHH' is described as the 'jiHHHHKa HOBOH pauHOHajibHOH POCCHH'; IT, p.248.
52 An allusion to Rozanov, who wrote: 'LUryHna - 3TO see, MTO aejiaji Flerp BCJIHKHH'; cited by Galkovsky, IT,

p.251.
53 On this see also the important entry 714, pp.510-11.
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religion is always a religious act and a curse against oneself. It is an expression of 

nihilism that ultimately rebounds on, and annihilates, the individual, and not the culture's 

idiosyncratically Christian past. The individual's didactic fantasies will always be trumped 

by the didacticism (nazidatelnosf; 6, p.4) of his country.

The attack on Soviet 'professional philosophers' in the quotation above is 

elaborated further in BT, where Odinokov suggests that there were no philosophers in the 

Soviet Union, only scholars (uchenye; 343, p.229),55 who are firmly identified with 

Bolshevik power. 56 The contrast drawn between these two types of intellectuals is 

absolute. Socrates is the model philosopher of antiquity, Aristotle its uchenyi (593, p.427). 

Nauka studies something (nechto), crushing the personality; philosophy studies 

nothing/everything (nichto), thereby developing the personality (848, p.601). It is argued 

that the Russian personality is affected particularly adversely by nauka, since Russian 

scholarship did not develop out of theology, as it did in the West. As a result, 

'cymecTBOBaHHe pyccKoro B nayice BOSMOKHO TOJIBKO 3a CHCT cepteBHoro o6e;meHH5i 

JIHHHOCTH' (200, p. 133). The result is mere rassudok and a putative atheism which, as in 

Aleshkovsky's Ruka, is defined as tupost'. 51 The uchenye are thus both clever (in an

c o

insidious sense familiar from Dostoevsky) and obtuse.

Soviet scholarship is said to reflect the 'faceless dominion' (bezlikoe gospodstvo) 

of evil and to be marked by the 'seal of non-existence' (pechaf nebytiya). Such 

descriptions echo precisely the characterizations of Lenin throughout BT. And it is

54 See 6, p.4, where Odinokov is discussing the Show Trials: 'HOCHTCJIH H/ICM orpHuaHHfl H^CH caMH ce6a 
OTpeioiH (H orpeKJiHCb nepeA cMeprbio)'.
55 Lenin himself acknowledged in a letter to Gorky that, 'I am not a philosopher. I am badly prepared in this 
domain'; see Lesley Chamberlain, Motherland: A Philosophical History of Russia (London: Atlantic, 2004),

p.197.
56 See, for example, 573, where the delegates at a Party congress are compared to "Becejiwe, Mo^ozibie ynenbie, 
coSpaBLUHecfl Ha yHHBepCHTCTCKHH KanycTHHK' (p.411).
57 'A pyccKHti [yneHbiH] 3y/ia. H 3ynHT, 3yanT, 3yziHT. TynocTb MyaoBHiUHaa. VTmiHTapHbiH a6crpaKTHbiH yw.
Tpy6bIH, CJT3B51HCKHH. H3BHJ1HH M3J10, 33TO KOpa TOJlCTaa' (200, p. 133).

58 'Or HHX yMOM ne 3amHTHiiibCfl, OHM rjiy6^ce Jiesyi' (343, p.229). Chernyshevsky is described as 'aypaK, 
<, a yMHbifl'; 432, p.302.
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doubtless in Lenin's writings that Odinokov's anger against Soviet ucheuost' has its 

source. The objectivity which Lenin sought as his model of truth, and his swingeing 

attacks on idealist philosophy, are in direct contrast to Odinokov's principle of "extreme 

subjectivity', even if this antithesis is not explicitly stated. 59

Odinokov finds an exemplary manifestation of the Leninist dependence on reason 

and scientific objectivity in the authorities' reaction to the resurgence of religion among 

the millions of peasants caught up in the Volga famine of 1921-22, and their failure to 

help:

B OKpecTHbix AepeBHflx xaioKe CTEJIH noflBJiflTbCfl oGHOBJie'HHbie HKOHBI, H HC TOJIBKO B 
xpaMax, HO H B AOMax KpecTbflH. A HTO ocraBanocb ^ejiarb? - MOJiHTbcfl H yMHpaxb. H BOT Ha 
3TOM axane HOBOC npaBHTejibCTBO HaKoneu, noiviorjio. Ho He x^e6oM, H6o HC x^e6oM 
e/jHHbiM... BopoHOKCKHH ry6epncKHH peeTpH6yHaji BosGyzjHJi yronoBHoe .zje.no npoTHB 
KOHTppeBOJuouHOHHbix MOJiHTB o Ao>K#e H xjic6e. B npHroBope or 22.10.1921 ro/ia

3KcnepTH3a ycraHOBHjia pasBHTHe anH^eMHH MaccoBoro 
pejiHrHO3Horo ncnxosa'. (573, p. 41 1)

The Bolshevik cult of reason which could permit such inhumanity was given voice by 

Martynov-Pikker at the Twelfth Party Congress (April, 1923), whom Odinokov cites in the 

same entry: 'HCTOHHHK CHJIM HameH KOMMVHHCTHHecKOH nap-ran H BJiacTByiomero y Hac 

npojiexapHaxa 3aKjnoHaeTca B TOM, HTO OHH, KHSBeprnvB BCC KyMHpti, npOAOJi^caioT 

MOJiHTbca o^HOMy Bory, Gorane paayMa, HCTOpHHecKoro paayMa' (573, p.411). For 

Odinokov, however, it this faith in the 'neyMHaa CKasxa' of rationalism that represents a 

form of delirium and intoxication (9JO, p.648), an impoverished religion which moreover 

bears in an unconscious and therefore irresponsible form traces of the Christianity which it 

tried to replace. The irony of the Biblical allusion ('Ho He xne6oM, n6o He xjie6oM 

...') implies that the demanding aspects of the Christian doctrine, once transferred

59 On Lenin, see Chamberlain, Motherland: k Lenin wanted the criterion of truth not to be "how it strikes me", 
but "the view from no one" [...] He wanted a downgraded "I" and an upgraded objective world, a balance 
which would afford something like the certainty and containedness of the medieval world' (p. 196).
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onto the rationalist terrain of Marxist-Leninism, led to a hardening against the suffering of 

others. 60 Certainly, Odinokov is unambiguous about the pathological and solipsistic 

insanity caused by socialism and its dependence on reason: 4 CouHanH3M 370 HMCHHO 

6ojie3HeHHo paspociiiHHCH pyccKHH M03r, BbipBaHHbiH H3 opraHH3Ma H aroHH3HpyioinHH B 

co6cTB6HHOM cojiHncHHecKOM 6e3yMCTBe' (54, p.42). The further irony, implicit in every 

entry on this topic, is the narrator's awareness that solipsism and excessive rationalism are 

features of himself also, as a product of socialism.61

Another important feature of the depiction of the early Bolsheviks is the emphasis 

Odinokov places on their external frivolity. Reading through the protocols of the Twelfth 

Party Congress, which took place in the aftermath of the famine described above, he finds 

the note 'CMCX B sajie' repeated 49 times:

npOTOKOJibi H ayMaji: Hy XOTB KTO-TO, XOTB OAHH 'nyzjaK' HC BbwepjKHT, 
'Hxo >KC Mbi Ha/jejiaiiH! Her HEM npomeHHfl!' HHnero no/ioGHoro. O6maa axivioc^epa - 
JIEFKAX, LUyTOHHA^L [...] Becejibie, MOJiozibie yneHbie, coGpaeiiJHecfl Ha
yHHBepCHTCTCKHH KanVCTHHK. (573, pA\ 1)

The Bolsheviks' leaden-footed and inflexible thinking thus co-exists with irresponsible 

joviality. A different, but related type of frivolity is described more fully in 547, where, 

following the example of Bunin in his diaries, Odinokov draws attention to the 

ceremonious and grandiloquent burials awarded for propaganda purposes in 1917 to 

numberless undistinguished individuals, passed off as heroes who died for the noble 

causes of the Revolution: 'IIIyTOBCKne noxoponbi H HeKpoJiora 310 CHMBOJI "pyccKOH 

, Bcero "pyccxoro ocBo6o#HTejibHoro ^BH^ceHHa". IloTOMy HTO cepbe'3HO 

na Bonpoc: noHCMy? 3aHCM? - HeBO3MO)KHo' (547, p.393). 62 The Revolution is 

cast simply as the victory of stupidity (glupost 1), made possible by the advent of

60 Marxist-Leninism is described elsewhere as the 'HOBeHiuaa nceenoxpHCTHaHCKaa epecb'; 547, p.394.
61 As expressed for example in 507, p.361, and 572, p.410.
62 Bunin, cited by Odinokov, wrote in similar terms in spring 1917 about the 'KOMCUHJI noxopon 6ynro 6bi 
naeiiJHX sa ceo6ojiy repoee' and their 'H3/ieBaTe;ibCTBO ma MepiBbiMH'; 547, p.394.
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doctrinaire second-raters and the ascendancy (since Peter the Great) of Potemkin-village 

politics (see 547, p.393).

In the context of the work as a whole, it seems clear what this stupidity signifies: a 

lack of awareness of the processes at stake, leading to an unconscious surrender to the 

negative tendencies of Russian thought already described: dogmatism and mockery, 

excessive objectified rationalism, and an infatuation with words for their own sake. It also 

seems clear that Odinokov's polemic is not with reason or intelligence per se but with 

excessive rationalism and its irresponsibility. He comments in another entry that, in the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries, 'Kopa6jit POCCHH pasBajiHBajica na xo/ry. H 

pa3BajiHBanca HMCHHO B xex Mecxax, r#e xpe6oBanoci> cepbesnoe, neuiyxoHHoe 

HanpJDKCHHe yivia' (408, p.289). Against the rationalist, garrulous idiocy of the Bolsheviks 

(see 335, p.225), Odinokov finds a model of authentic, internalized intelligence in 

Rozanov, to whom he refers in the Iskhodnyi tekst when he argues: 'CaM no ce6e paayM 

6biJi flymen pyccKOH Kyjibxype, HO paayM, HrpaiomHH He KOHCXPVKXHBHVIO, a

pout' (IT, p.237).

Utko-rech'

Odinokov finds the combination of cleverness and non-reflexive stupidity just described 

best expressed in the language of Lenin. It is precisely Lenin's absence of qualities, his 

lack of selfhood or personality, that permits him to become maximally illustrative of the 

processes of the Russian language, an empty shell echoing the 'opymaa nycxoxa Hamero 

fl3biKa' (442, p.312). Empty or not, it is the Russian language, as opposed to force of 

personality, that endows Leninist polemic with its savage energy, rendering it dynamic.

63 Similarly, Lenin's facelessness, and the 'idea of evil' that it represents, is held to be dynamic; Stalin, by 
contrast, 'y»e craTHHCH, 310 ycTOflBuieec* 3Jio'; 488, p. 347.
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Rather as Hannah Arendt found evil to be embodied in banality, where banality is 

interpreted as the inability to think critically and self-reflexively, 64 so Odinokov's Lenin, 

'B KenoHKe', is evil through his uncritical surrender to the malign forces of the Russian 

language and thought when turned to the services of dogmatic rationalism.

The key dynamics of Lenin's language are those I have already discussed in Part 

One, in which didactic reasoning inevitably takes the form of humiliation, mockery and 

psychological oppression.65 Commenting, for example, on one of Lenin's public letters in 

Pravda, which responds to a university professor's complaints about the treatment of the 

intelligentsia, Odinokov finds in it the 'ideal of pure mockery' (ideal chistogo glumleniyd). 

It is the lack of conscious design on Lenin's part that particularly interests Odinokov, the 

fact that Lenin was writing in complete earnest: 'CCJIH CHELJHAJIBHO nocxaBHTb ce6e 

uejibio H3,n,eBaxejibcxBO, TO nojiynnxcfl ropas^o 6jie^Hee, HCM y JleHHHa' (462, p.320). As 

with the Bolsheviks in general, Lenin's language seems to write itself and create its own 

effects. He doesn't understand the processes at work, nor even necessarily the phrases he 

uses: 'KOHCHHO, penn JleHHHa 3x0 HCHTO 3BepHHoe, HenejiOBeHecKoe. Kaicafl-xo 

opyenjioBCKaa "yxico-peHb". Cfioero HHHero. O6pbiBKH <J>pa3 - MaranecKHe 3aKJiHHaHHfl. 

OH ne noHHMaji HX CMbicjia, CMbicjia nponcxo^imero' (600, p.430).

The word-flood, unleashed in the nineteenth century, develops under the 

Bolsheviks, into the recycling of rationalist delirium and the production through speeches, 

newspapers and books of a new social reality and a complete but artificial spiritual world 

(343, p.229), sculpted out of a closed and hollow language (652, p.472). Lenin, a 'slave of 

the book' (rab knigf) who epitomizes Russia susceptibility to the word, provides the model 

for these processes, which generate an endless chain of abstractions:

64 Hannah Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem: The Banality of Evil (1963); Arendt is not mentioned in BT.
65 See, for example, 291, pp. 194-95. Such rhetoric accompanies Lenin's policies upon taking power, which are 
described as a 'LUHpoqaHmafl nporpaMMa HBaeearejibCTBa Man MHJuiHOHaMH JiKxaefi' (614, p.438).
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nOJieMHMCCKHH npHCM JlCHHHa: ynOTpeOJlCHHe BMeCTO (j)aMH/lHH CBOH.X 
npOTHBHHKOB "3B(heMH3MOB" THFia "HCNieUKHH FljiexaHOB" HJ1H "pVCCKHM KaVTCKHH".
HjiexaHOB - PVCCKHH KayrcKHH, a KayTCKHH - He\ieuKMH RnexaHOB. FepiMaHHfl - HeMeuKaa 

. POCCHH - pyccKaa FepMaHHa. Jlyna - HOHHOC cojiHue. [...] Cssnb Menuy eeiuaiMH 
, HO caMH semH a6crpaKTHbi H ncmoiviy B3aHMO3aMeHHMbi. (775, p.560)

This critique accords with Galkovsky's cynical account of what is meant by cleverness in 

Russia: not truth, but knowledge of the relationship between signs (or words):

TaK KTO >KC "yxiHbiH HenoBeK" no-pyccKH? B/ia^eiomHH HCTHHOH? Hex - sHaHHevi [...]
3HaHHC HCC 3TO 3H3HHe 3HaKOB, 3H3XapCTBO. FtOHHMaHHe COOTHCCeHHOCTH CMblCJia. (34, p.28)

Lenin's cleverness, masked as the voice of reason, is the cleverness of proverbial 

cunning, in which znakharstvo replaces Christian truth (istina). It is echoed in 

Odinokov's comments elsewhere on the 'yMHHnaHHe' and 'xmpocTb' of Marxist 

dialectics, whose repeating spirals Odinokov views as an essentially artistic and stylistic 

construction. As in the case of Lenin, it is the image of Marx, and the style of his writing 

(the 'magic secret' of his 'scholarly method'), that bewitched Russians, not his actual 

philosophy (528, p.373).

An important literary source used by Galkovsky must be introduced here, since 

Odinokov clearly grafts onto Lenin aspects of the portrait of Chemyshevsky given in the 

fourth chapter of Nabokov's novel, Dar, even if Odinokov's Lenin is presented as a 

considerably more malign character. The theme of the 'dialectical spiral' is one explicit 

borrowing from Dar, but closer inspection reveals that Odinokov's debt to the fourth 

chapter is even greater than he lets on.67 Indeed, Cherdyntsev's mocking but double-edged 

biography of Chemyshevsky appears to underwrite many of the important themes ofBT. If

66 Expressed in the phrase used to describe his approach to power and its attendant cruelty: 'Ciosji c3a,aH H 
CMorpeJi: "Tyaa yMHoro He Haao"' (412, p.291). Lesley Chamberlain also finds that Lenin 'was simply much 
too cunning to associate himself directly with killing'; Chamberlain, The Philosophy Steamer: Lenin and the 
Exile of the Intelligentsia (London: Atlantic, 2006), p.95.
67 1 am grateful to Thomas Karshan for pointing me towards the most relevant passages and strands of imagery 
in Dar. The aspects of the novel which I mention below are treated at fuller length and in much greater depth in 
his doctoral thesis on play (and work) in Nabokov.
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Nabokov exposed the fragility and self-contradictoriness of Chernyshevsky's thinking 

while also showing, according to Odinokov, "HTO B Ka>K£OM H3 Mac CH^HT MajieubKHH 

porarbiH HepHbimeBCKHH' (402, p.277), so BT makes Lenin the devil at the centre of its 

self-analysis of the Russian mind.68

One important and unstated borrowing relates to Cherdyntsev's understanding of 

the 'fatal error' of materialism generally, in comments anticipating Odinokov's critique of 

Leninist polemic (quoted above):

HaM Boo6me Ka>KCTca, MTO MarepHanHCTbi ero THna enaAaJiH B poKoeyio ouiH6Ky: 
npeneGperafl CBOHCTBaMH caMOH BCIIIH, OHM npmvieHajiH CBOH cyry6o BemecTBCHHbiH MCTO/I 
jiHiiib K OTHoiueHHHM MOK^y npeAMeTaMH, a HC K npe^Mery caMOMy, T.e. 6bijiH, no cymecTBy,
HaHBHCHLUHMH MCTadpH3HKaMH K3K pO3 TOF^a, KOr/ja GoJlCC BCCFO XOTCJ1H CTOflTb H3

This ignorance of the 'tangible object' results in 'terrible abstraction' (strashnaya 

otvlechennost 1}™ vitiating Chernyshevskian materialism. Ratiocination is founded on 

ignorance, a combination which Cherdyntsev discerns in Chernyshevsky's early writings 

and which he connects to Chernyshevsky's tendency to attain the opposite of his 

aspirations (foreshadowing Odinokov's obsession with reversibility): 'sa BCC ero jiaraex 

co6cTBeHHafl ^HajicKTHKa, 3a see MCTflT eMy 6orH'. 71 All these aspects are recovered in 

BT, along with many others in Cherdyntsev's essay, such as the emphasis on 

Chernyshevsky's desire in his youth to create a perpetual motion machine. 72 Odinokov's 

descriptions of Lenin's mechanical thinking evokes this image, as does Odinokov's own 

construction, BT itself, with its structural potential to continue ad infinitum.

68 'JleHHH 3TO MaKCHManbHO B03MO>KHoe, "flo ynopa", pa3BHTne MepHbiiueBCKoro' (420, p.277). Odinokov 
considers inadequate Nabokov's estimation of Lenin as a 'conceited failure 1 (samolyubivyi neudachnik), 
arguing: 'Cy/ib6a Hey/iaHHHKa OHCHB y^aMHO HajiojKHJiacb Ha neyaany caMOH pyccKOH UHBHjiHiauHH. H 
noiiyMHJiacb rojioBOKpy>KHTejibHas yziana' (462, p.320).
69 Nabokov, iv, pp.420-21. 
70 Ibid,p.421.
71 Ibid, p.396. Odinokov alludes to Nabokov on this theme in 6, p.4.
72 Nabokov, iv, pp.395-96.
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The motif of copying as a form of idiocy also links the two works, being explicitly 

underwritten in Dar by scorn for the materialist "copy theory' of knowledge (that we see 

all objects as they really exist) beloved by Lenin for its denial of independence of 

perception. 73 While Cherdyntsev mentions Flaubert's stupid copyists Bouvard and 

Pecuchet in his discussion of Chernyshevsky, 74 Odinokov bluntly compares Lenin to 

Gogol's Bashmachkin (462, p.320). The anti-creative quality of his thought ties in both 

with Odinokov's definition of stupidity as backward-looking (547, p.394); and with his 

interpretation of Soviet socialism, which suggests a Berdyaevan emphasis on creativity as 

the highest good:

CaM (J>aKT coTBOpeHHH BoroM AaHHoro KOHKpeTHoro MejiOBCKa CBHACTejibCTByer o ero
HCKJUOHHTCJlbHOCTH, HCnOBTOpHMOCTH. TBOpCHHe HC MOKCT 6bITb KOnHpOBaHHCM.

Cou,HajiH3M >KC, KaK o^Ha H3 pasHOBHAHOCTCH pauHOHajiHSHpoBaHHoro caxaHH3Ma, CHHTaer 
nejioBCKa HMCHHO KonHeH, noAo6H6M, HO HC o6pa3OM. Be/ib H caM caxana ^Hiiib no/io6He, a 
He o6pa3: reHb, napo^Ha, KapHKarypa. (714, p.510).

But Odinokov, too, is a copyist, as we have seen.

Lenin as Charlie Chaplin

Another feature of Cherdyntsev's essay which resurfaces, in greatly expanded form, in 

Odinokov's characterization of Lenin, is Chernyshevsky's love of clowning, examples of 

which Cherdyntsev finds in the 'joke ceremonies' with which Chernyshevsky amused 

himself (if not his biographer) in Saratov. The son of a priest, he also enjoyed playing 

pranks in church, though Cherdyntsev is quick to reject the Marxist interpretation of this as 

salutary blasphemy. 75 In other of Nabokov's works, the theme of clowning and fool- 

playing becomes identified with the sadistic use of power (see, for example, the jailer

73 Ibid,p.421. 
74 Ibid, p.406.
75 Nabokov, IV, p.408.
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Monsieur Pierre in Priglashenie na kazn'}. This identification followed directly from the 

author's view of Lenin and Bolshevism, which foreshadows that of Odinokov. As 

Nabokov wrote to Edmund Wilson: 'It is this atmosphere of joviality, this pail of milk of 

human kindness with a dead rat at the bottom, that I have used in my Invitation to a 

Beheading". In the same letter, he comments on Lenin's mannerisms (his screwing up of 

the eyes) and 'bluff geniality'. 76 In BT Lenin is extensively associated with such features, 

whether in his language his appearance or his demeanour. This does not necessarily attest 

to the particular influence, in this instance, of Nabokov. Lenin's 'bluff geniality' struck 

Stalin as strongly as it did Nabokov,77 while his appearance and gestures have had a 

perennial appeal to impersonators.

__ "j O

Lenin's writing, as cited in BT, is full of clowns and sadistic comics. His 

preference for branding his many enemies as idiots and fools and his conviction that they 

could be taught only through violence is well illustrated. Such diatribes are frequently 

coloured by elements of the comic, even vaudeville. Odinokov cites an instruction of 1922 

concerning the plague of red tape in Moscow:

flpecce nopyHHTb BbicMearb xex H ^pyrnx H OFLJIEBATb HX. H6o nosop ryr HMCHHO B TOM,
MTO MOCKBHHH HC yMCJlH 6opOTbCfl C BOJ7OKHTOH. 3a 3TO HB^O 6HTb naJIKOH ... A H^HOTbl £66

He.ae.nH XCWIT H roBOpax! 3a STO nazjo FHOHTb B TIOPbME ... MOCKBHHCH 3a mynocTb Ha 6 
MacoB KJionoBHHKa. BHeiiJHeToproBueB sa rjiynocTb - Ha 36 nacoB icnonoBHHKa. Tan, H 
TOJibKO ran YHHTb Ha/io. (614, p.438)

This is the anomalous timbre of Lenin's petty nihilism, assumed, according to Odinokov, 

ever since his return from exile in 1900, when he set out to revenge himself on the world:

'MeCTb HOCHJia HH3M6HHO-)KHBOTHI>IH, MCJIKHH H HO3TOMy 3JlO-KOMHHHbIH,

76 Dear Bunny, Dear Volodya: The Nabokov-Wilson Letters, 1940-1971, ed. by Simon Karlinsky, rev. edn 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001), p.38.
77 See 775, p.511.
78 Odinokov points out Lenin's 'ycroHHHBoe o6pauieHHe K rewe KjioyHanbi, ujyiOBCTBa, 6ajiaraHHoro 
CKOMOpoinecTBa' (478, p.337). This entry contains several examples.
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" xapaKxep: HHHKH, 6pocaHHe xopxoB, oGpbieaHHe (j)paMHbix 

nueBKH, y^apbi najiKOH no ronoBe' (614, p.437).

Lenin (portrayed in BT as an archetypal intelligent) liked to call other members of 

the intelligentsia 'cjiosecHbie KJIOVHM' (291, pp. 194-95). In portraying him as a buffoon 

and an 'evil clown' (zloi kloun; p. 194), Odinokov pays Lenin back in his own coin. The 

discourse of clowning and the circus thus become another manifestation of the 

oborachivaemost' which Lenin is held to exemplify, and which the Chekists discovered to 

their cost when they tried to arrest the circus clown Bim-Bom on stage in 1918, only to be 

taken for clowns themselves by the audience (it is surprising that Odinokov does not report 

this incident). In another entry, 478, it is the very people Lenin insults who return the 

compliment: his description of the politicians Nabokov and Trepov as 'acrobats' who 

should be tipped into a pit was thrown back at him by the liberals, who deemed it 

'IIIVTOBCTBO HJIH Henpoxo^HMaa xynocxb' (p.33 7).

Odinokov also provides evidence of Lenin's actual association with circuses: his 

speeches in the Chinizelli circus soon after the Revolution, and his fascination with the 

'3Kcu,eHxpH3M' of circus clowns. As he told Gorky: 'Tyx ecxb Kaicoe-xo caxHpnnecKoe HJIH 

CKenxHHecKoe oxHouienHe K o6menpHHflxoMy, ecxb cxpCMjienHe BbraepHyxb ero 

naH3HaHKy, HCMHO^CKO HCKasnxb, noxasaxb ajiorasM o6biHHoro. SaMbicjiosaxo - a 

HHxepecHo!' (478, p.338). Odinokov follows this quotation with an ironic,

': in his eyes, Lenin himself distorts reality and turns it inside-out.

Indeed, Lenin's impersonation is so good that it convinces and implicates others:

3xo BbiJiaMbieaHHe MB noroca. MojinaHHe JleHHHa y>Ke HC pyccKoe. 3xo MOjmaHHe KJioyna. 
KnoyH, pacKpameHHbiH, B >Ka6o H c /rypauKOH KapjiHKOBOH rapMOUJKOH B pyKax, jioivuime
ynOpHbIM BOJIMbHM B3rJI5mOM CMOXpHX H3 3pMXeJia. H 3pHXCJlb OUiyiHaCX CEB.H KJlOyHOM.
(412,p.291)

79 See Orlando Figes, A People's Tragedy: The Russian Revolution 1891-1924 (London: Pimlico, 1997), 
pp.631-32.
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Like the itinerant English clown who fascinates and troubles the narrator of Gorky's 

'Kloun' (1916), a story which Galkovsky does not mention, Odinokov's non-Russian 

Lenin is made to seem sinister and fake for his otherness, for his extraneousness to the 

culture within which he is operating. Both narrators evince suspicion towards the clown- 

figure's removal from the crowd and his unwillingness to besmirch his hands in the dirt of 

Russian life. 80

As a putative non-Russian who is at the same time a product of Russian culture, 

Lenin is presented in BT as an impersonator both of Russia's sacred values (such as 

silence) and of her fatal flaws (such as the tendency towards impersonation itself). He is 

thus a figure of absolute death and vacancy: the mask in his case (unlike in that of 

Rozanov) conceals nothing. This applies also to the references to Lenin as a type of 

yurodivyi, a term whose ambivalence epitomizes the fragile nature of the evaluations on 

which BT is founded. If both Lenin and the hero of the work, Rozanov, are described as 

yurodivye, then what is the difference? The answer, it seems, is that Lenin recalls only the 

appearance of the yurodivye, and not their spiritual essence. This is clarified in a 

comparison between Lenin (as shown on film during an interview with the American 

journalist Lincoln Eyre) and the yurodivyi portrayed in Surikov's painting Boyarynya 

Morozova. Lenin looks like the holy fool who expresses his sympathy with Morozova 

('3xH ry6bi, xonbipamHecH jopo^cKOH Bape5KKOH, nptim na meice, rpoxecKHaa MHMHica H 

>KecTHKyjmma...'), but his malicious nature actually identifies him with the boyar on the

80 t B CBOCH nOJIHTHHeCKOH ACflTejIbHOCTH JleHHH BCCFJia npflTaJICfl 33 CHHHbl "TOBapHlUCH" H flOHTH

He cnopun, HC Bcrynaji B nojieMHKy >KHBbe'M, rnaaa B rjiasa. CTOHJI C3a^n H CMOTpeji: "ryaayMHoro He na/io'"; 
412, p.291. Gorky's narrator contrasts the clown, whom he follows on the town's streets, with the 'serious 
Russians' (ser'eznye msskie) going about their daily business, and comments:

'HO OH npOXOflMJl CKB03B HOTOKH JIJOflCH H3 naHCJlflX, K3K 6y/TTO HHHCrO HC BHflfl, HC FlOHHMafl, H fl

cep/iHTO /ryiviaji:
"OpHTBOpfleiUbCfl, He sepio a re6e..."
Ho a CHCJI ce6fl nojio>KHTejibHO o6H>KeHHbiM, 3a\ieTHB o,HHa>K/ibi, KaK 3TOT merojib noMor Bcxaib 

nbflHOMy, KOTOporo onpOKHHyjia jiotiiaab, nocxaBHji ero Ha HOPH H xoiMac, CH«B OCTOPOKHWMH aBH>KeHHaMH 
najibuee CBOH >KejiTbie nepHarKH, 6pocHJi HX B rp«3b.' 'Kloun' in M. Gorky, Sobranie sochinenii, 30 vols 
(Moscow: Gosudarstvennoe Izdatel'stvo Khudozhestvennoi Literatury, 1949-56), II, pp.316-21 (p.319)
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other side of the canvas who is celebrating Morozova's punishment for her support of the 

Old Belief (478, p.338).

This assertion of Lenin's false holy foolery, his yurodstvo without sanctity or 

virtue, leads one to posit an implicit cultural association capable of explaining Odinokov's 

obsessive need to identify Lenin with clowning and 'bad' folly. It sends us back to the 

examples of previous Russian rulers who experimented with folly (and mockery) as tools 

of power. It recalls, for example, the conduct of Ivan the Terrible as described by Lotman 

and Uspensky: TIoBe^eHJie Fpo3Horo - 3TO IOPO^CTBO 6e3 CB^TOCTH, iopo,/jcTBo ne

caHKU,noHHpoBaHHoe CBbiuie, H TCM caMtiM 3TO Hrpa B ropoflCTBO, napo^Hfl na nero'. 81

The danger of such parodying - of entering the zone of diabolical play - can certainly be 

perceived in Odinokov's portrait of Lenin, not least in the latter's tendency to view politics 

as an 'nrpa apxHCJiomiafl' (809, p.578). Lenin's frivolity and love of foolery should be 

linked also to Peter the Great, who brought into Russian culture the European models of 

folly that would fascinate Lenin and whose reforms of merry-making (yesel'e) further 

entrenched many of the patterns that reappear in BT, such as the ruler's personal love of 

buffoonery and durachestvo. The results of Peter's reforms, as Lotman discussed, was the 

theatricalization of the life of the elite, whom the people came to see as ryazhenye - as 

Lenin is himself described in BT(420, p.296).

In opposition to the example of Lenin is that of Rozanov, and, secondarily, others 

in BT who are linked to holy foolery in a manner that draws Odinokov's praise.

81 Yu.M- Lotman and B.A. Uspensky, 'Novye aspekty izucheniya kul'tury Drevnei Rusi', Voprosy literatury, 3 
(1977), 148-66 (p. 164).

287



and the Cult of Rozanov

Beskonechnyi tupik provides a vivid illustration of the ongoing relevance of yurodstvo to 

Russian intellectuals late into the twentieth century. Though it is only one among many 

topics discussed by Odinokov, its role in the work is pivotal. Yurodstvo is held to represent 

possibly the greatest freedom available to the Russian, and the highest expression of his 

individuality (366, p.246). Moreover, it is posited as the 'phenomenon' without which the 

Russian genius and the sudden flourishing of this genius in the literature of Pushkin, 

Dostoevsky and others would be inexplicable (366, p.246).

Odinokov predominantly discusses the phenomenon in relation to modern writers 

of the past two centuries, as a code by which to explain (or to gesture towards an 

explanation of) their personalities and their writings, for both of which yurodstvo serves as 

a guarantee of integrity. Only the briefest and most superficial summary of the canonized 

holy fools is given, in comments which emphasize their greater proliferation in medieval 

Russia than at any previous time in the Orthodox Church, and the symbolic importance in 

Russian culture of Basil the Blessed (163, p. 115). Greater attention is given to the 

allegedly 'profound holy foolery' (glubokoe yurodstvo; 349, p.236) of Serafim Sarovsky

o *y

(1759-1833), a saint renowned more as a miracle-worker rather than as ayurodivyi.

In this section, I will discuss how Odinokov identifies yurodstvo in the personality 

and works of three writers: Pushkin, Chekhov and Rozanov. These creative readings (or 

'wise mistakes') are questionable in themselves, but serve a greater purpose within the 

work as a whole. They allow Odinokov to build up, through fragments, an overarching 

concept of Russian holy foolery which may not be wholly applicable to the individuals 

cited (Pushkin, Chekhov and Rozanov), but which is, in essential respects, unusually

82 See especially entries 349, 364. On Sarovsky, see Prepodobnyi Serafim Sarovsky- Zhitie, prorochestva, 
nastavleniya (Minsk: Luchi Sofii, 1997).
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faithful to the original paradigm and which is disabused of the sentimentality which has 

sometimes coloured the intellectual and literary reception of yurodstvo. Above all 

Odinokov successfully evokes the aggressiveness and sheer anarchy of the holy fool, 

evoking a type of sanctified hatred (or contemptus mundi) rather than compassionate

Q •}

love. Another important trait which Odinokov emphasizes is the yurodivyi's negative 

attitude towards speech. Through his discussion of Rozanov he shows how silence, as 

Panchenko argued, is the yurodivyfs ideal language, 84 even if, in literature, this must 

necessarily be a silence that is conducted through words, where the use of language 

deflects from the essence of the writer's personality.

This emphasis on the nihilistic aspects of yurodstvo means that the evil of Lenin 

and the freedom of yurodstvo - two poles by which Odinokov structures his thought - 

become ostensibly comparable. 85 The over-riding importance attached to yurodstvo by 

Odinokov suggests its culpability in the pattern noted in the Iskhodnyi teksf. 'pyccKoe 

xpHCTHancxBO, ne ypaBHOBeuieHHoe ceKyjwpHbiM cosnaHHeM [...] nopo^njio 

peBOJircmHOHHBiH HHrmiH3M' (IT, p.257). In this way, BT, while explicitly praising 

yurodstvo (and, perhaps, deliberately overdoing this praise) also allows itself to be read as 

a commentary on its dangers and, just as significantly, on the dangers of the appeal of 

yurodstvo to Russian intellectuals. 86 It is only through Odinokov's portrait (even cult) of 

Rozanov-yurodivyi, that, as I will argue, a solution is sought to this dilemma.

83 Theyurodivyi's 'pyccKasi ceaTafl HenaBHCTb K MHpy, HiaeeaTejibCTBO Haa MHPOM' is described in 349, p.236. 
Sergey A. Ivanov asserts early in his definitive study of yurodstvo that, 'Holy foolery always, in our view, 
involves aggression and provocation'; Ivanov, Holy Fools in Byzantium and Beyond, trans. by Simon Franklin 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), p.9. BT captures both these aspects, which have been underplayed by 
influential apologists of yurodstvo (among them Kovalevsky, Fedotov and Sinyavsky). Harriet Murav also 
smooths over the inherent aggression offtieyurodivyi, when, discussing Brat'ya Kammazovy, she makes the 
following, highly questionable contrast: 'The fool mocks the world out of hatred and a desire for revenge; the 
holy fool mocks the world out of love'; Murav, p. 138.
84 See D.S. Likhachev, A.M. Panchenko and N.V. Ponyrko, Smekh v drevnei rusi (Leningrad: Nauka, 1984),

p.95.
85 The case of Chekhov, discussed below, epitomizes this ambivalence.
86 As such, it poses similar questions to Viktor Erofeev's story, 'Zhizn' s idiotom', discussed in my Epilogue.
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Odinokov 's Pushkin

Odinokov's claims for the cultural significance ofyurodstvo derive in good part from his 

desire to clarify what it might mean to be a Russian genius, and to take issue with the 

(Western) Romantic appropriation of the term. 87

Odinokov argues that, unlike the West, Russia never established a 'Kyjibx reHHes H 

myxoB, KaK jno^en, MaKCHManbHO BbmejwiomHxcfl H3 KOJiJieKTHBHoro Havana' (366, 

p.245). It had, by contrast, a 'monoculture', where buffoonery existed only in the 

'rudimentary forms' of skomoroshestvo and where yurodivye replaced the cult of genius 

(366, p.246). In Pushkin, he seeks to disclose how the principles of yurodstvo exerted a 

hidden but formative influence on the 'first Russian genius' (366, p.246).

Odinokov's interpretation of Pushkin begins with the familiar question of the poet's 

relationship to Romanticism. Odinokov is adamant: 'Menee Bcero OyuiKHH 6biji 

pOMaHTHKOM' (137, p.97). While acknowledging the enormity of Pushkin's debt to 

Byronic Romanticism and even accepting that Pushkin succeeded in absorbing this 'alien 

principle' (chuzhenarodnoe nachalo), he emphasizes that this process of borrowing was 

never more than ironic and playful (176, p. 120). Thanks to Evgeny Onegin, 'pyccxaa 

jiHxepaxypa Hananact c HPOHHH, nojiynapozmn' (737, p.97), while the nature of Pushkin's 

adaptation to Byron's alien thematics led directly to the 'eecepbesHOCxb pyccKOH 

jiHxepaxypOH, ee "He#o6poxHocxb"' (176, p. 120). Later writers, including Lermontov and 

Gogol, failed to recognize the salience of playfulness in Pushkin, leading ultimately to the 

vulgar interpretations of the Soviet era (737, 776, 349).

87 The recovery of silence as a facet ofyurodstvo can also be seen as part of Odinokov's obsessive ambition to 
use yurodstvo to trump any claims for the determining influence of Romanticism on Russian culture. The 
Romantics also made a value of muteness in its association with folly and idiocy; see Lock, p.48, and Avital 
Ronell's discussion of Wordsworth's The Idiot Boy, in Ronell, Stupidity (Urbana: University of Illinois, 2002; 
paperback, 2003), pp.246-77.
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In an extended entry, 349, Odinokov leads up to the identification of Pushkin with 

yurodstvo through the most aggressive of his assaults on Pushkin's alleged Romanticism. 

Typically, the assault relies on a radically counter-intuitive reappraisal of the words of the 

writer in question, in order to reveal their unconscious motivation. He cites Pushkin's 

famous remarks, in a letter to Vyazemsky, on the shamefulness of prying into the intimate 

life of a genius such as Byron: 'OcxaBb Jno6onbrrcxBo xojine H 6yzib 3ao#HO c reHHCM... 

Mbi 3HaeM EafipOHa ^OBOJibHO [...] Oxoxa xe6e BH^exb ero Ha cyzme' (p.235). After 

quoting the passage at length, Odinokov argues - first by logical analysis, then, more 

convincingly, by pure insight - that Pushkin does not mean what he is saying. Pushkin 

may have accepted the myth of the Romantic genius (described as 'Mpannbie H rop^bie 

o,zrHHOHKH-6oro6opm>i') but his language betrays his subconscious, Russian rejection of 

Romantic self-aggrandisement. Indeed, the passage '6pbi3>Kex HenaBHCxbio K 

^CKJiapHpyeMy co#ep)KaHHio' (p.236). The 'vulgar' mention of the chamber-pot is 

interpreted as an instance of progovarivanie\ as an exaggerated rhetorical trope that 

discloses Pushkin's desire to destroy (or excrete) this myth. Furthermore, Odinokov 

interprets Pushkin's recourse to scatological metaphor in his private writing as an 

instinctive expression of his disdain not just for Romanticism but even for the 'word' and 

for himself: '3xo jno6oBb H oaHOBpeMenno HEHABHCTb K cjioBy. K ce6e' (p.236). 88 He 

finds support for such a view in Dostoevsky's comments on Pushkin's shame in his 

vocation and his share in Russians' characteristic lack of self-respect.

Pushkin's yurodstvo is attested, Odinokov argues, by the words he put in the mouth 

of Nikolka in Boris Godunov, and by the author's comments in another letter to 

Vyazemsky, where he wrote of the play: 'Xoxb ona H B xopoineM ziyxe nncaHa, aa HHIOIK

88 The reference is to Pushkin's comments in his correspondence on completing 'Tsygany': 'Ona 
MHC onpOTHBejia, TOJIBKO MTO KOHHHJI H HC ycneji o6MbiTb sanpeeuiHe <...>' (349, p.236).
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He MOF ynpaxaxb MOHX ymeH no,n KonnaK FOpo^HBoro. Topnax!' (p. 236). This comment 

is less transparent than Odinokov lets on (he does not discuss it), and appears to suggest - 

if we read it as anything more than a clever quip - that the reason the play was sure to 

enrage Nicholas I was that he, Pushkin, had failed to limit himself to his role as an author- 

yurodivyi, and had entered more dangerous political territory.

We have, therefore, two incompatible views of yurodstvo: Pushkin's perception of 

yurodstvo as a unique license, accepted by society and the tsar, for upbraiding the 

powerful, and Odinokov's nihilistic reading of the phenomenon. Pushkin's understanding 

accords more with the specifically Russian features of holy foolery (the yurodivyi's link 

with power); Odinokov's is closer to the original paradigm. 90 Pushkin's opus is, he writes, 

a 'paapymeHHe CMbicjia'; its essence, and Pushkin himself, remains beyond reach (a kind 

of spiritual silence beyond words is suggested here, which is more fully developed in 

Odinokov's comments on Rozanov). The reader who tries to come close to it through the 

poet's words perishes, and is transformed into poshlost' and cliche: 'Bee rn6Hex. Ho Beflb 

B 3TOM, B ra6ejiH, H CMbicji'(p.237). 91 Pushkin is compared to the Mozart of Mozart i 

Salieri, who drove Salieri to distraction, earning the rebuke: 'Tbi, Moijapx, HC^OCTOHH caM 

ce6a'. Showing no respect to his own talent or dignity, he is said to have put on the 

'dunce's cap' (like Nikolka, and Odinokov himself): 'KOHCHHO, xyx Bnopy paspbmaxbca, 

Koryia asxop peKBHeMa napjmaexcfl B IIIVTOBCKOH KOJinaK. Ho Be/jb 3x0 pyccKaa nepxa: 

HKony qy/joxBOpnyK) 06 yron nenKH. HicoHy!' (p.237). To Pushkin, as to the yurodivye 

with their apparent disdain for the external trappings of faith, even for the icon, nothing is 

sacred. People have been trying for 1 55 years to make Pushkin respectable by knocking 

off his cap (as Nikolka's cap is knocked off in Boris Godunov), but to no avail (p.236).

89 On Boris Godunov, see my Introduction, p.21.
90 See my Introduction, pp. 13-17.
91 Similar comments are made by Odinokov about Rozanov throughout BT, beginning with the first entry.
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Odinokov's portrait of Pushkin has an unacknowledged precedent in Progulki s 

Pushkinym (written 1966-68), in which Abram Terts similarly emphasized the primacy of 

parody, play and non-didacticism in Pushkin's work, and also sought to de-monumentalize 

and de-iconicize the poet's genius, drawing attention to his scatological humour, eroticism 

and folly. 92 One could also make general comparisons between Galkovsky and Sinyavsky, 

in their use of unreliable, provocative and often foolish masks (Odinokov and Terts). Both 

supply examples for loose analogies between literary postmodernist playfulness and 

yurodstvo (or yurodstvovanie). 93

However, Odinokov strikes out on his own in the description of yurodstvo that 

follows directly from the comparison with the icon-shatterers:

'HHnero He Ha/jo'. Tyr CBCT, cnon ceera, cjiesbi. CoioKeHHe MHpa. 3a XpHcra Ha Kpecr - HCT, 
3TO 6anoBCTBO, 3TO '6jiaropo,HHo', 3x0 po-Man-TH-Ka. A OTKasarbCfl OT ecero, He
npHTBOpHTbCfl HHHTOKCCTBOM, a CTaTb HHMTCttKCCTBOM. H HCM Bblllie OCymeCTBJieHHC B 

AyXOBHOM MHpC, TCM UCHHCC OTKa3, BeJIHHeCTBCHHeH JKCpTBa OypO^CTBa BO XpHCTC. (349,

p.237)

Clearly, Odinokov is projecting his own concept of yurodstvo back onto Pushkin, and 

appropriating the poet for his argument that all Russian genius is Christian and holy- 

foolish. Since Pushkin's religious views have remained hard to establish with any 

confidence, this is a self-evidently vulnerable position to take, and one sure to irritate those 

who see Pushkin as an agnostic or even atheist son of the Enlightenment.

Leaving aside its relation to Pushkin, however, the passage makes an important 

contribution to the clarification of Odinokov's concept of yurodstvo. It locates the essence 

of yurodstvo in the absolute rejection of the world and the self, which must be sacrificed 

not for Christ (za Khrista or Khrista radi\ but 'in' Christ (vo Khriste). It is not just the

92 'Ho KTO eme WKMM aypmoM BXOZIHJI B JiHreparypy?' Terts asks. On the 'semi-parodic' basis which 
Pushkin gave to Russian literature, he comments: 'Hy>KHO JIH roeopHTb, HTO HyiuKHH no MeHbiuen Mepe 
noJiynapo/iHeH?'. See Abram Terts, Progulki s Pushkinym (London: Overseas Publications/Collins, 1975),

p.41.
93 See Skoropanova, passim.
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imitation of Christ, or plain martyrdom, which is at stake; rather, Odinokov indicates a 

process of kenosis ('ne npHXBopHXbca HHHxo>KecxBOM, a cxaxb HHHXo>KecxBoivO to achieve 

a full identification with the humiliated Christ, expunging the world and the self from 

one's consciousness. Such yurodstvo flies in the face of all sentimental idealism, hence 

Odinokov's emphasis on its ugliness (the old spelling 'oypo^cxBo' recalling the cognate 

'), and on Pushkin-yurodivyi's lack of dignity. As Odinokov writes elsewhere, 

no-pyccKH - 3x0 noxepa ^ocxoimcxBa' (28, p.23). 

It is also curious to hear in the passage a distant echo of the rhythm and illogicality 

of Don Quixote. See, for example, the latter's statement: 'A knight errant going mad for a 

good reason - there is neither pleasure nor merit in that. The thing is to become insane 

without a cause'. 94 BT, and its interpretation of yurodstvo, presents a type of uglified 

Russian Quixoticism, with the last entry, in particular, recalling Cervantes' hero: 'Ho Bee 

>Ke. Bce 5Ke npe^npHHaxa 6e3yMHaa nontmca conpoxHBJieHHfl. H B#pyr ona yziacxcfl, H 

npon3OHAex Hyuo, H peanbHOCxb Hsornexca (JmHxacxHHecKH npHnyzyiHBbiM o6pa3OM' 

(949, p.686).

Odinokov's Chekhov

Though Odinokov admires Chekhov for his artistic genius, his view of him is highly 

ambivalent, paradoxical and complex, and developed over many entries.

Odinokov is primarily interested in Chekhov as a writer who, he believes, 

distrusted reason and recognized his own intellectual limitations and those of his culture. 

He transformed these limitations into deliberate stylization and play and into the 'muffled' 

nature (zaglushechnost') of his thinking, with its 'wise rejection of reason' (mudryi otkaz

94 jvtiguel de Cervantes Saavedra, Don Quixote, trans. by John Rutherford (London: Penguin, 2000; repr. 2001), 

p.208
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ot razuma; 770, p.554). 95 Odinokov supports his argument with an artful elision of 

biographical sources and fiction. The critique of the intellectually deluded intelligentsia, 

conducted in the story 'Ogon'ki', is mirrored in Chekhov's own self-characterization in his 

correspondence with Suvorin, at the age of twenty-nine, as a 'KpymbiH HCBOK/ta' and his 

awareness that he was not a thinker or a philosopher. Chekhov eventually reconciled 

himself to his handicap, rather as the narrator of 'Ogon'ki' concludes, 'HHnero HC 

pa36epeiiib na axoM csexe!' (770, p.555). %

These premises lead Odinokov to posit, in two lengthy entries (347 and 370), that 

the key to Chekhov's writings and personality is the yurodstvo of a man who has lost his 

faith in Christ: 'lOpOflcxBO noxepflBiiiero Xpncxa, nyrt K o6pexeHHK> Xpwcxa nepes 

6eccMbicjieHHoe H HenonaxHoe lopo^cxBO, caMoyHHHxo^eHne, BarnyuieHHtiH oxicaa ox 

paayMa' (370, p.249). He also notes the emergence of religious themes in the late 

Chekhov, both in his life (he spoke to Bunin about his urge to become a strannik and visit 

holy places) and in his story, 'Arkhierei' (777, pp.512-13).

In 347 Odinokov attacks Chekhov's many hagiographers, especially those such as 

Mikhail Men'shikov and Gorky who eulogized his kindness and unassuming manner. 

Instead, he seeks to show how Chekhov's eschewal of Romantic self-aggrandizement took 

the form of an insincere pose of modesty (skromnosf} which was coldly designed to 

provoke and to mock. The Chekhov that emerges from this entry is a weak-willed, empty, 

cowardly and even malicious man, yet in the final paragraph he is triumphantly 

exculpated:

[P]eHb H^ex o XOM, HXO B ero JiHHHOcxH HaiiJJiH BomiomeHHe JiyHUJMe Kanecxea pyccKoro 
, MOJKCX 6bixb, BCJIMKHC KanecxBa. Hexosy 6biJio B BbiciueH cxeneHH CBOHCXBCHHO

95 See entries 777, 179, 792.
96 There is a similarity between Odinokov's perception of Chekhov and that of Viktor Erofeev in his recent 
novel Khoroshii Stalin (2004): 'Hexos - arHOCTHK, 3anpeTHBuiHH, K cnacibK), ce6e MHOFO nyMarb 1 . Erofeev, 
however, does not question Chekhov's agnosticism, as Odinokov does. See Erofeev, Khoroshii Stalin 
(Moscow: Eksmo, 2004), p. 136
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1OPO/JCTBO. JlHUJb Ha ^ocraTOMHO FIPHMHTHBHOM ypoBHe 310 npomifleTCfl KaK 
"H3^eBaTejibCTBO ?> HJIH "cKpoMHOCTb". HJIM, Ha eme oojiee HPHMHTHBHOM \POBHC, KaK 
"3Jio6a" H "/io6pOTa'\ "MarKOCTb". Ha 3THX yposHflx oopa3 Hexosa pacnaaaeTCfl, cranoBHTCfl
aHTHHOMHHHbIM, KJlCTMaTblM. HTO HCBCpHO. (347, p. 234)

Yurodstvo is thus presented as guarantee of the "wholeness" of the individual, and an 

escape from the curse of binary categories. Yet, in its application to Chekhov, the assertion 

of this reconciliation of opposites seems, in the light of the preceding paragraphs, 

unconvincing or even insincere in its enthusiasm.

In 370, Odinokov further elaborates Chekhov's yurodstvo, on the basis of a one­ 

sided interpretation of 'Palata No6', identifying Ragin with the author. Odinokov is 

interested in Ragin' s '"cjiaGocxi," nepe# peantHOCTbio' (p.247), his susceptibility to 

dialogue with the mad and his allegedly holy-foolish inversions of the norm. Ragin 's 

generosity to an inmate in the ward and to the gambling postmaster - he gives him all his 

last savings - confirms to Odinokov the unworldliness and holy foolishness of his 

character, as does his self-abasement in the ward, when, still a doctor, he puts himself on 

an equal footing with the inmates (pp.247-48). As is said in 347 of Chekhov himself 

(p.234), Ragin' s weakness and apparent modesty are interpreted here as a provocation of 

reality, a reality whose categories neither Ragin nor his creator are held to believe in:

Cyrb paccKasa B aBropCKOM HepasjiHHCHHH cyMacmecTBHfl H peajibHocTH, £o6pa H 3Jia. Tyr 
K)p/jcTBO B caMOH asTopCKOH nosHUHH HexoBa. K)po#CTBO BCCH ero >KH3HH. Cy/ib6a ParHHa 
3TO >KepTBa MHPOM, >KepTBa co6oH. 3ro OTKa3 ox pasyivia, IOPO^CTBO BO XpHcre. TojibKQ c 
3TOH BbicmeH TOHKH 3peHHfl TlajiaTa N°& BbicrpaHBaerca BO snojiHe uejibHoe, rapMOHHHHoe 
npoH3Be^eHMe. Bee BbiCBeHMBaexcfl H3HyrpH/ (370, p.248)

Be this as it may, Odinokov' s reading entirely ignores inconvenient aspects of the story, 

such as the fact that Ragin spends most of it defending the values of the intellect, for which 

he is severely reprimanded by Gromov - who might have been seen, with much greater 

justification, as Chekhov's self-projection.

97 Gromov's defence of humane values and his hatred of cant were fully by shared by Chekhov; see. for 
example, Chekhov's letter to A.I. Pleshcheev, quoted by Odinokov himself; 696, p.500.
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This unbalanced interpretation of Chekhov - as a subliminal yurodivyi, and not the 

voice of rational, atheist decency - allows Odinokov to arrive at his main conclusion about 

the symbolic significance of Chekhov for Russia:

Opmviep Hexosa noKasbieaex, MTO BHC PCBOJIFOUHH B POCCHH Hnnero He 6t>uio. 
peBoujouHOHHOMy aKTHBH3My - nexoBCKafl TOCKa, HCXOBCKHH rynHK. B Mexose pyccKaa 
Kyjibrypa cKasana "MCT" 6e3pejiHrno3HOMy paccy^Ky. Becbi £OJi>KHbi 6bi;iH nepe6ecHTbca H 
HH3BeprHyTbCfl B nponacrb. Menra o JiH6epajibHOH, aTeHCTHHecKH-npoTecraHTCKOH POCCMH - 
6pe,noBafl cK33Ka. Morjio npoH3OHTH see MTO yro^HO, rojibKo HC aro. B POCCHH areH3Ma HC
6blJ10. PyCCKHH aTCH3M 3TO nyCTOTa - HHFHJ1H3M. (370, p.249)

The nihilism ofyurodstvo and the nihilism of atheism and the Revolution are thus 

presented as Russia's only two options. Within this schema, Chekhov is made to occupy 

an ambivalent position, and indeed the imagery with which he is described recalls 

Odinokov's Lenin more than Odinokov's Rozanov. 98 This Chekhov is a 'frightened 

Russian' (ispugannyi russkii; 696, p.494), and therefore a frightening Russian, who 

implicitly did not come to terms with the consequences and ineluctability of Russian 

nihilism.

Odinokov's Rozanov

The association of Rozanov with yurodstvo in BT results in a synthesis which involves, in 

significant respects, creative misreadings of both Rozanov and yurodstvo?9 The holy- 

foolish Rozanov who emerges is a man uniquely capable of existing in the Russian logos 

without perpetrating its malign tendencies. He is also placed in a universal context, being 

compared persistently to the archetypal philosopher, Socrates, who employed similar

98 As with Lenin, the imagery used to describe Chekhov is associated with borderline states between death and 

life; in 347, for example, he is compared to a vampire in his ability to draw all energy out of those around him 

(p 232). And as in the case of Lenin, his posture of'modesty' lends to this a sinister, theatrical air: 'M see Tax 

THXO, CKPOMHO, c y;ibi6oMKOH' (p.233).
99 The key entries linking Rozanov with yurodstvo are 141, 163, and 841.
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strategies in confronting the problem: 'KaK 4)HJioco(J)y JKHTS B MHpy" (141, p. 100). Through 

his holy foolery, Odinokov argues, Rozanov surpassed his ancestor (84L p.598).

In eulogizing Rozanov with uncritical zeal, and identifying him with yurodstvo, BT 

continues a significant tradition in late-Soviet non-conformist literary culture, and it is to 

this wider context that I will turn first. This section thus has a dual purpose: firstly, to 

illuminate the reception of Rozanov generally in late-Soviet non-conformist prose, by 

setting Odinokov's Rozanov alongside the portraits given by Venedikt Erofeev and Andrei 

Sinyavsky; and secondly (pp.307-14), to identify the strictly idiosyncratic aspects of 

Odinokov's interpretation, which brings to a conclusion the themes of this chapter.

The perception of Rozanov asyurodivyi has been advocated by enough critics, authors, and 

scholars to have acquired a life and progeny of its own, regardless of the important 

arguments that militate against such a view (predominantly, as I will further discuss below, 

Rozanov's frequently expressed antagonism towards the figure of Christ and his 

philosophy of domesticity). Odinokov himself quotes one such critic, Yury Ivask (IT, 

p.272).

Late-Soviet writers and intellectuals further entrenched the identification of 

Rozanov with yurodstvo, no one more poetically than Andrei Sinyavsky. His study 

'Opavshie list'ya' V.V. Rozanova (1982) covers a far greater spread of Rozanov's works 

than its title suggests, and serves as both a valuable corrective to Odinokov's portrait of 

Rozanov (based almost exclusively on Uedinennoe and Opavshie list'ya) and as an 

illuminating point of contrast on the question of yurodstvo. Another fundamental text in 

this tradition is Venedikt Erofeev's story, 'Vasily Rozanov glazami ekstsentrika' (written 

1973; henceforth 'Vasily Rozanov'), whose echoes of holy foolishness were mentioned in

100 A. Sinyavsky, 'Opavshie list'ya' V. V. Rozanova (Paris: Sintaksis, 1982). Sinyavsky discusses yurodstvo with 
regard to Rozanov in Chapter 6, pp. 168-85.

298



Chapter One. 101 Like BT, "Vasily Rozanov" is saturated in quotations, both direct and 

concealed, from Rozanov's works. Erofeev is one of the very few contemporary writers 

identified by Odinokov, 102 and it seems certain that Galkovsky would have known this 

influential story. In the Iskhodnyi tekst, while discussing the dangerous influence of 

Rozanov's rhetorical brilliance, he comments: 'Ecxb p*m asiopoB, Koxopbie 6biJiH 

PosanoBbiM, TCMOH PosaHosa («BHO H3 HX HHCJia H coBpeMCHHbiH nHcaxejib 

Epopees)' (IT, p.247). 

The tone of this comment is dismissive, but its accusation is equivocal, given the 

fact that Rozanov himself made a virtue of razdavlennost\ having criticized Tolstoy and 

Solov'ev precisely for lacking it ('nao6opox, caMH BecbMa H BecbMa "flaBHjra"'). 103 And 

indeed, Odinokov and the narrator of Erofeev's story find Rozanov appealing for similar 

reasons. Erofeev's narrator describes being saved from suicide by the gift of three volumes 

of Rozanov, 104 which he immediately sets to reading until he falls asleep with one of the 

tomes still in his arms. On waking, he finds that the book has become Rozanov himself, 

with whom he enters into a warm discussion about the degeneration of humanity. 105 A 

variation on this pattern is described in BT, where Odinokov describes how Rozanov saved 

him from the (possibly suicidal) solitude suggested by his name: '^ Kynmi "Bxopon 

K0po6" sa orpoMHyio, 6eccMbicjieHHyio cyMMy H nponen 3a #Be oKxn6pcKJie HOHH. 3xo 

6biJi KaK npe^CMepTHbiH yKyc nneiibi Coicpaxa. BoJibno H cna^KO. LJejieGnoe 5Kajio cnacno 

OT peBMaxHSMa o^HHonecxBa' (97, p.71). 106 For both narrators, who portray themselves as 

social outcasts, Rozanov offers philosophy's traditional gift, consolation, but in an 

unconventional form: through provocative and infectious subjectivity and, above all,

101 See above, p.55.
102 He also discusses Solzhenitsyn and Zinov'ev.
103 As cited in Venedikt Erofeev, 'Vasily Rozanov glazami ekstsentrika', in Erofeev, Ostav'te moyu dushu v 
pokoe: pochti vse (Moscow: Kh.G.S, 1997), pp. 149-64 (p. 155).
104 The quotations within the text suggest that these are Uedinennoe and the two 'baskets' (koroba) ofOpavshie
list'va.
105 Erofeev, p. 156.
106 On Rozanov as a source of solace for Odinokov, see also 100, p.74; 147, p. 105, and IT, p.275.
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through the emotional tenor of his writing - its tenderness (nezhuost') and sadness (grust"), 

brought together in pity (zhalost'). 1 " 1

Other convergences of interpretation help establish a backdrop to the theme of 

yurodstvo. The emphasis on Rozanov's rejection of dogma is one such example: he is a 

philosophical interlocutor rather than a teacher or system-builder to be slavishly 

followed. Also stressed is Rozanov's polemic against the printed word and mass 

circulation (a full account of which is supplied in Sinyavsky's study). 109 Galkovsky 

declares in IT that Rozanov 'Boo6me VHHHTWKHJI cjioeecHoe 6i>rrae, paspynimi 

neperopo^Ky Me>Kay HHTaxejieM H nncaTCJieM' (IT, p.264); while, according to Odinokov, 

Rozanov also managed to overcome the boundary between himself and his writing: 'KHHFH 

PosaHOBa H caM PosanoB 3x0 O#HO H TO ^ce' (625, p.444). Rozanov is thus distinguished in 

BT from his precursors (principally, Dostoevsky) and contemporaries (principally, Lenin), 

who placed such faith in slovesnoe bytie.

The immediacy of Rozanov's appeal to the reader suggests to Odinokov pre- 

'Guttenbergian' forms of communication: silence, laughter, weeping, facial mimicry. He 

repeatedly returns to these in his sketches of Rozanov, which evoke images of non-verbal 

gestures that are directly associated with yurodstvo. no This one-man theatre of paradox is 

given its most unfettered expression in Erofeev's story in an exhibition of contradictory 

gestures. The episode describes Rozanov's early-morning trip to church, while the narrator 

of the story is still asleep:

107 Odinokov discusses Rozanov's 'y/iHBHTeJibHafl >Kanocib'; 940 (p.660), while Erofeev's narrator cites 

Rozanov prominently on this theme (Erofeev, p. 154). A further relevant quotation from Uedinennoe is cited by 

Sinyavsky: 'Moa nyiua cnjierena H3 rp^3H, HOKHOCTH H rpyciH'; Sinyavsky, p. 185.
108 See, for example, BT, 641, pp.460-61.
109 See Sinyavsky, pp. 108-36.
110 'PosaHOB jopoacKH xHbRCT, pa3Ma3biBaeT cjie3bi no lueKaivT; 290, p. 193. See also 899, p.637. In the Iskhodnyi tekst, 
Galkovsky comments that Rozanov 'HC roeopHT, HO njiaqer, CMCCTCJI, noeV; IT, p.263.
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na nanepjb, OH no/ian ^eyM HHIUHM, a ocranbHbiM, BCMOTpeeiuHCb B HHX, noHeim'-xo He 

. 3a MTO-TO no6jiaroAapnn KjieHHMMxe/ia, noxo/ifl .aaji nomeHHHy )Kejifl6oB\. npoc/ieiH.icfl 

H CKaiaji KBapTanbHoviy Ha£3HpaTe;iK), MTO B MHpe HCT HHMCFO cBflTee noJinueHCKHx (j

This scene is unusual for placing Rozanov, albeit briefly, in the context of the public 

square (generally, as will be discussed at greater length, 'Vasily Rozanov' and BT reflect 

Rozanov's self-casting as a private individual). Like the yurodivye described by 

Panchenko, the Rozanov of Erofeev and Odinokov may be placed in a potentially 

humorous context but is not himself frivolous or shutochnyi: as in medieval Russia, 

laughter continues to be associated with the demonic. Rozanov knew better than anyone, 

Erofeev's narrator observes, 'HTO B MHpe Hex HHMCFO myxoHHoro', and had himself 

written: 'CMeaxbca - BOoGme He^ocxoHHaa BeiiiB, HHSiiiaji Kaxeropna nejioBenecKOH 

Hymn. CMCX - ox KajiHGaua, a He ox ApH3jia'." 2 Odinokov's Rozanov also reflects these 

principles. He is as distant from the buffoonery of Odinokov's father or of the Bolsheviks 

at their Party Congresses as he is from the self-delusions of excessive seriousness or 

'devilish cunning' which Odinokov, like Dostoevsky, criticizes (899, p.637). 113 He 

maintains the holy fool's equivocation between laughter and tears, and Odinokov imagines 

him speaking, 'co cjiesaivra Ha rjiaaax (ox CMexa)' (899, p.637).

The challenge posed by yurodstvo to conventional standards of moral and physical 

perfection may also be traced in these three late-Soviet interpretations of Rozanov. In 

Uedinennoe, Rozanov described himself as unprepossessing from childhood and morally 

deficient in his maturity. 114 Erofeev, Sinyavsky and Odinokov develop these themes,

111 Erofeev, p. 156.
112 Erofeev, pp. 162, 154.
113 On 'AbflBOJibCKafl xnrpocTb', see 899, p.637. On Rozanov's non-seriousness: '9TOT MCJIOBCK CJIHIIJKOM

XOpOUJO HyBCTBOBaJl COGCTBCHHyK) HCnO^JlHMHOCTb, C06CTBCHHVK) HCCepbCSHOCTb. BooGme HenOflJlHHHOCTb H

HecepbC3HOCTb pyccKoro MejioseKa. M ^ejioseKa BOo6me' (940, p.660). Rozanov thus appears to represent for 

Odinokov the continuation of Pushkin, who established the 'Hecepb63HOCTb pyccKOH jiHTepaTypbf (776,

p. 120).
114 V. Rozanov, Uedinennoe (Moscow: Russkii Put', 2002), p.85.
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perceiving in Rozanov's self-portrait an inverted aesthetics and a radical honesty (or 

'cynicism') which can be invested with moral force.

Sinyavsky argues that Rozanov'syurodstvo consists in his deliberate self-abasement 

as a physical and moral specimen, in the lowering (snizhenie) of his persona through 

literature:

Bcerna nocrynaex THK, MTo6bi KBK MO>KHO xy>Ke Bbirji^exb cpe,HH /iKxaefi - caMbiM 
, caMbiM nocjie/^HHM, ^a>Ke HHor^a caMbiM HenpHJiHHHbiM. M THK >KC - CTHJIHCTHHCCKH -

OTHOCHTCfl K Ce6e PoSaHOB. CxHJlHCXHKa PoBaHOBa - 3XO CTHJ1HCTHK3 fOpO/JHBOrO. HHaMC TOBOpfl,

r,ae-xo no,n cnyAOM npjmexcfl - Ao6po, Kpacoxa, HCXHHH, JIHPHKB, a BHeuiHC see 370 Bbipa>KaeTca 
B KpaHHe syjibrapHOH (|)opMe. 115

This discussion is framed by and interspersed with assertions of Rozanov's tsinizm. In 

using this word, Sinyavsky appears to be appealing to its original meaning as a philosophy 

that defied conventional appraisals of the beautiful and the true. Cynicism's place as a 

precursor of yurodstvo has been noted by Panchenko and S.A. Ivanov, among others, 116 

and, as personified by Rozanov, it suggests to Sinyavsky also the model of the yurodivyi, 

whose neglect of himself and his appearance guarantees his inner sanctity. 117 Sinyavsky 

comments that 'neKpacHBOCTt [...] cxaHOBHTca y PosaHOBa csoero pozja "acTCTHHecKHM 

H^eajiOM", HopMa ero npO3bi, Koxopwe nonynaioT rjiy6oKoe, B TOM HHCJTC HpaBCTBCHHoe, 

o6ocHOBaHHe'. He goes on: 'Pent, xaKHM o6pa3OM, H^ex o CKpuxoii Kpacoxe neKpacHBoro. 

Kpacoxa H3 c^epbi BHeuineH nepexo^nxca B c<J)epy ayineBHyio'. 118 True beauty is hidden 

by ugliness, as wisdom is by folly. This pattern holds for the presentation of Rozanov by 

all three writers, and evokes in all cases the elision of Platonic and Christian traditions of 

folly. Their Rozanov, crude, ugly and foolish from without but precious and wise within, is

115 Sinyavsky, p. 175.
116 See Likhachev and others, p.80; Ivanov, pp.16-18. On Rozanov and Cynicism, see D. Khanin, 'Beauty and 
the Beast: Vasilii Rozanov's Aesthetic and Moral Ideal', Russian Review 57 (1995), 72-86.
117 'P033HOBCKHH U.HHH3M, T3KHM o6ap3OM, CTaHOBHTCfl nOflTBCp^/ieHHeM npaBAbl, KOTOpyK) OH XOMCT CKa33Tb.

TaK >KC - KaK B roponHBOM 33Be,aoMoe npHe6pe>KeHHe K ce6e H K CBOCH BHCUJHOCTH ciaHOBHTca cnoco6oM 
coxpaHCHHJi BHyrpeHHCH CB5ITOCTH.' Sinyavsky, p. 176. 
118 Ibid, pp.182-83.
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readily identifiable as a Silenus figure, the description given to Socrates by Alcibiades, to 

Christ by Erasmus, and, following these illustrious jocoserious precedents, to Gargantua 

and Pantagruel by Rabelais. ' ' 9

Odinokov and Erofeev's narrator stress with still greater directness than Sinyavsky 

Rozanov's unappealing appearance. The latter records the opinion of unnamed women 

that, 'HOC ero 6bui M^CHCT, a ManeHbKHe ruasa nocxoHHHo 6jiy>K,zjajin H aypno naxjio H3O 

pxa'. 120 The moral charge of Rozanov's yurodstvo, which is made explicit in the 

interpretation of Sinyavsky, is also implied here. Erofeev's narrator opposes Rozanov, with 

his 4 MeTa(])H3HHecKHH UHHH3M' and his petty sins, to the great falsity (gigantskaya lozh") of

1 "? 1 ^™.his (and, equally, Erofeev's) era. Like the salos and yurodivyi, Erofeev's Rozanov is 

defined by his refusal to affect virtue, and his apparent embrace of vice, in the struggle 

against hypocrisy: '^,a, 3TOT nejiOBCK HH paay 3a BCIO >KH3Hb ne

122TCM KaK npmambiBajincB Bee 

For all three late-Soviet writers, the explicit or implicit analogy with the puzzling 

behaviour of the yurodivyi reinforces the appeal of Rozanov as a kind of anti-teacher, an 

antidote not just to Soviet didacticism, but also to the didacticism of Russia's literary and 

philosophical heritage. A by-product of these interpretations is the endorsement, by 

Erofeev and Odinokov, of Rozanov's hostility towards Solov'ev, whose apparent spiritual

119 On the Silenus, see my Introduction, p. 10-11. Rabelais describes a Silenus as containing 'rare drugs [...] and 
other precious things' and alludes to Alcibiades' comparison in the opening paragraph of his prologue, to 
provide an analogy for his own book, whose subjects 'are not so foolish as the title on the cover suggested'; see 
Francois Rabelais, Gargantua and Pantagruel, trans. J.M. Cohen (London: Penguin, 1955), pp.37-38. On 
Erasmus' copious rhetorical use of the Silenus figure (notably to describe the Cynic philosopher Diogenes, 
Socrates and Christ), see the editor's note in Erasmus, Praise of Folly, ed. A.H.T. Levi, trans. Betty Radice 
(London: Penguin, 1993), p.13, n.10, and Screech, pp.90-92.
120 Erofeev, p. 162.
121 Ibid, pp. 157, 162.
122 Ibid, p. 162.
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perfection, teacherly approach to others, and physical and intellectual beauty are cursed at 

great length throughout BT. 123

Yet all these arguments for Rozanov's holy foolishness ultimately founder, as I suggested 

in the Introduction, on his non-acceptance of Christ and of such evangelic themes as 

poverty and homelessness. Rozanov's anti-aestheticism, which appears to link him to 

yurodstvo, informed this attitude also. To Rozanov, Christ's beauty and perfection, and the 

asceticism of the Gospels in general, was an impediment to the task of living well on earth, 

and of rejoicing in life. Christ, through his very beauty, took the zest out of life (even if 

Rozanov would turn to him in the face of weakness and death). 124 As Rozanov wrote in his 

preface to Lyudi lunnogo sveta: 'BejiHKaa Kpacoxa ^ejiaex nac 6ecBKycHbiMH K 

o6biKHOBCHHOMy. Bee "o6biKHOBCHHo" cpaBHHxejibHO c HHcycoM 5 . 125

Rozanov in fact introduced a quite new persona that manifestly informs both Erofeev's 

story and BT and that revises all established notions ofyurodstvo Khrista radi. Critical here 

is the emphasis on obyknovennost', and, more broadly, the Rozanovian affection for byt. As 

Sinyavsky observes: 'OCHOBHOH nepcona^c nposbi PosanoBa - caMbiH o6biKHOBeHHbm 

nejiOBCK, no,zrqepKHyTO o6biKHOBeHHbift, HapoHHio oGbiKHOBCHHbiH.' 126 Sinyavsky fails, 

however, to articulate fully the implications of this for any portrait of Rozanov as 

yurodivyi: the emphasis on the ordinary, on daily life, actually serves to exclude the gaudy 

identification of the rejected and the sacred, the monstrous and the miraculous that

123 See, for example, 591, pp.425-26. The aesthetic contrast between Solov'ev and Rozanov is supported in IT 
by a quotation from Merezhkovsky: 'KaKafl B cawoM flejie npoTHBonojio>KHOCTb 3THX neyx JIHU, BJI. CoJioBbesa
- C erO HKOHOnHCHbIM J1HUOM MOHH3 Flpe/lTeHH, H PosaHOBa - C oGblKHOBCHHblM J1HUOM "pbl/KCBaTOrO
rocno^HHa B oMKax'" (IT, p.272). See also Erofeev, p. 155.
124 On Rozanov's appeals to Christ in times of despair, see Janet Anne Schonwald Romanoff, 'Vasilij Rozanov: 
the Jurodivyj of Russian Literature' (unpublished doctoral thesis, Stanford University, 1974), pp.216-17.
125 Vasily Rozanov, Izbrannoe, ed. by Yury Ivask (New York, 1956), p. 106. Rozanov revered Dostoevsky, but 
implicitly rebelled against the reverence felt by Dostoevsky towards Christ's beauty.
126 Sinyavsky, p. 176.
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underpins yurodstvo. His 'TOCKQ no yHH)KeHHK)\ for example, is not a show of 

Dostoevskian self-abasement; it is not, as Sinyavsky rightly comments,

via30XH3M HJIH ">Ka>K,zia nocTpa,naTb", a HOHCKH naH6ojiee cooTBeTCTByromero 
ce6a jiHixa H no^oKCHHa. floTOiviy MTO B yHH^KCHHOCTH o>KHBaeT pywa H OTKpbisaeTCfl npocjop
HHTHMHOCTH. B yHH^CHHH HCJIOBCK >KHBeT HC BHCLUHCH, a HMCHHO BHyTpCHHCH >KH3HbK).' 27

The 'npocTop HHTHMHOCTH' is, indeed, perhaps the most characteristic feature of 

Rozanov's trilogy, especially Uedinennoe, which is subtitled 'Ha npase PVKOHHCH' 

('restricted circulation', or 'printed almost privately', in Mirsky's translation). 128 Extolling 

private life and the family as the highest values, Rozanov expresses a modesty that seems 

wise rather than false. He 'abases' himself not for the purposes of display or performance, 

but as an acknowledgement that his literary genius, of which he is in no doubt, is a gift 

rather than an achievement and does not elevate him above others (especially his family) or 

above the ordinary in life:

MHC xoTejiocb 6bi, HTo6bi MCHJI HCKOTOpbie HOMHHJIH, HO onwtodb He xecuiwiu', H TOJibKO npn
yCJIOBHH, MTO6bI HOMHHJTH 6M£Cme C MOUMU 6llU3KUMU.

Be3 naMflTH o HHX, o HX do6pome, o necmu - % He xony, HToGbi H MCHJI HOMHHJIH. 
*

TaKoe HyBCTBO? Om nyecmea eunu; H eme OT rny6oKoro HHCTOcep^eHHoro co3HaHHfl,
HTO H HC 6bIJI XOpOllIHH HeJlOBCK. Bor ^3J1 MH6 TOJiaHTbl! HO 3TO ApyrOC. BoJlCC CTpailJHblH BOnpOCI

6biJi JIH 5i xopouiuu HejioeeK-\\ pemaeTCfl B oTpHuaTCJibHyK) CTOpony. 129

Sinyavsky quotes similar passages, but immediately contrasts them with what he takes to 

be an example of Rozanov's samovoskhvalenie (from Uedinennoe): 'Ka^c^aa MOH CTpoxa 

ecTb CB^rneHHoe nncanHe (ne B iiiKOJibHOM, HC B "ynoTpe6HTejitHOM" CMMCJIC), H Ka>Kaaa

M05I MbICJIb CCTb CBaUjeHHa^ MbICJIb, H Ka5K^Oe MOC CJIOBO CCTb CBaU46HHOe CJ10BO'.

Sinyavsky draws his chapter on Rozanov's 'self-portrait' to its conclusion by observing

127 Ibid, p. 183.
128 See Romanoff, p.240. Ibid, pp.244-47 on Rozanov's glorification of the private life.
129 Uedinennoe, pp.84-85. The italics are Rozanov's.
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that: "Po3aHOB H Htrne Bcex JIK^CH, H Bbiiue. H mynee ecex, H VMHCC ecex. H B 3TOM

£BH}KeHHH BBepX-BHH3 COCTOHT ^BH^CCHHe pO3aHOBCKOH np03bl, QQ BHVTpeHHafl Hrpa'.' 3 "

This interpretation is, to my mind, unsatisfactory, reducing the originality of 

Rozanov's prose to a play of paradox. It not necessarily the case that when Rozanov 

describes the 'sacred' quality of his words - or even when he declares his own genius and 

intelligence - he is necessarily praising himself. Indeed, Uedinennoe concludes with the 

lines: 'HmcaKOH HejioseK ne #OCTOHH noxBajiti. BCHKHH nejioBeK ^OCTOHH TOJILKO 

)KajiocTH'. By praising his own gifts, Rozanov is praising God. It is as if Rozanov needs 

to identify these talents as given in order to arrive at a sober assessment of his 'JIHLJO H 

nojio^ceHHe' in the world, and to cast into greater relief those other aspects of life for which 

he and others do bear direct responsibility.

In this sense, Rozanov's apparent bursts of samovoskhvalenie may better be read as 

acts of modesty and also as a way of delimiting (even belittling) the sphere of literature and 

of literary genius within the wider sphere of life. They allow Rozanov to readdress, in 

novel fashion, the moral dilemma posed by fame and pride. Tolstoy, in his old age, looked 

to yurodstvo as the model antidote to pride and self-regard; 132 Rozanov, by contrast, seeks 

a solution which does not present the author either as the best or (contra Sinyavsky) worst 

of men and which refrains from sweeping moral judgment or from opposing egoism to 

absolute (Christian) selflessness. Instead, the samyi obknovennyi chelovek coexists with the 

gifted, socially marginalized artist and radical polemicist. It is the human familiarity of this 

persona, rooted in an ordinary domestic context, which accounts, at least in part, for 

Rozanov's appeal to Galkovsky, Erofeev and others. Beyond Rozanov's apparent self- 

contradictions, a genuine paradox emerges, namely that his writings, founded as they are 

on extreme subjectivity ( 4 a - Beet #yx, H Beet cy6teKx: cy6i>eKTHBHoe

130 Sinyavsky, p. 184.
131 Uedinennoe, p.310.
132 See my Introduction, p.23.
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paiBHTo BO MHC 6ecKOHCHHO, KaK fl He 3H3K) HH y Koro'), turn out to be neither egoistic nor 

isolating. 133 The narrators of'Vasily Rozanov" and BT are both 'saved' by the simple fact 

that they find in Rozanov, uniquely, an interlocutor with whom they feel at home:

Her, c 3THM "nyujery6oM" OMCHB #a>Ke CCTB o HCM rosopHTb, MHC ^aBHO HC nona^auocb 
cymecTBo, c KOTopbiM 40 xaKOH cTeneHH 6biJio 6bi o HCM roBopHTb. ('Vasily Rozanov') 134

C BaCHJIHCM BaCHJlbeBHHCM MOJKHO >KHTb. >I 6bl CMOr C HHM 5KHTb B OAHOH KOMMyHajIKC. OH 6bl

nnji y MCHfl yrpoM Ha KyxHe BO,zry H3 HOCHKa MaHHHKa, B ceivieHHbix rpycax, MafiKe H 
Ha 6ocy nory, H see 6buio 6bi OTJIHMHO. (141, p. 100)

Odinokov's fantasy is a homage to the 'npHMOH PVCCKHH 6bix' which, uniquely in 

Russian philosophy, created the works of Rozanov: 'Bbix BCCX apyrux pyccKHX 

4>Hjioco(J)OB KPHB' (IT, p.244). It recalls the family setting of Uedinennoe and Opavshie 

list'ya and their fragmentary compilation amid the round of daily chores. This 

domestication of philosophy has far-reaching implications for Odinokov and for his 

specific task of redefining yurodstvo through Rozanov; and it is with this topic that I will 

begin the next section, leaving behind the comparison with Erofeev and Sinyavsky.

Rozanov, as depicted in BT, responds to two linked dilemmas which are explored by the 

entire work. The first has to do with the isolation of the philosopher as a socially dangerous 

individual - a problem Odinokov dates back to Socrates, in whom philosophy made its 

'nepBbie nonwrKH cos^aHHfl TexHOjiorHH cnaceHHa Mupa OT <J)HJioco(j)OB - co3#aHHa 

xexHOJiorHH ye^HHeHHfl' (141, p. 100). The second, less explicit dilemma, concerns another 

form of disengagement: the religious tendencies likely to isolate the Russian thinker, in 

particular, from the world.

133 Uedinennoe, p.64. Odinokov says of Rozanov: 'B MCM H HHIOK He Mory noHflib Posanoea, raK 3x0 B TOM,

MTO OH HHKOfTia H6 6blJl 3FOHCTOM' (160, p. 1 14).

134 Erofeev, p. 154.
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Socrates represents for Odinkov the moment when individual intellectual autonomy 

developed to the extent that it threatened the state with the rival imperium (or 'microcosm") 

of the philosopher's mind: 'OHJiocoqb 6bm onacno 6iiH3OK, Tonia KaK ero HV>KHO OBIJIO 

onpe^ejieHHHM o6pa3OM H3OJiHpoBaTb OT oGmecxsa KaK Bpe/iHoro cyMacme,miiero*. 135 Of 

relevance here is the distinction made by Socrates, and discussed at length in Plato's 

Apology, between the public and private domains (even though Odinokov does not use 

these terms, preferring the related opposition gosudarstvennyi-negosudarstvennyi).^ 

Socrates describes himself in the Apology as an idiotes (a private man), and believed that, 

in this capacity, he could be of greater use to the city as a whole than if he held public 

office. But his fate showed that, in society's eyes, this role could not be welcomed or 

accommodated.

Rozanov, however, succeeded in turning this enforced isolation (uedinenie) into a 

good, in maintaining his integrity (tselnost'; IT, p.237) while living in the world; in 

remaining a private man, rather than a martyr, in public life: 'SnaHeHHe PosanoBa B 

penieHHH STOH coicpaTOBCKOH npo6jieMbi - KaK qbmiocoqby mixb B MHpy - .zyw pyccKHX 

ycjiOBHH H pyccKOH .zryiiiH' (141, p. 100). In the Russian context, Odinokov's Rozanov 

might be contrasted with Chaadaev, who was described by Mandel'shtam as a rare

1 "I Q

example, in Russian culture, of a '"nacTHbiH" HenoBeK' or ''privatier' , but who suffered 

for his independence, being placed under house arrest and declared insane following the 

publication of his first Philosophical Letter in 1836.

Within the logic of the entire work, the question 'KaK qbmiocoqby 5KHTb B MHpy' 

relates to Odinokov's provocative assertion that every Russian considers himself to be

135 Odinokov describes this process in its various stages: see 141, p. 100. From the surrounding paragraphs it is 
clear that the model of the philosopher Odinokov has in mind here is Socrates.
136 See 141'. 'PyccKHe, IOK H rpeKH, KaK H eepen, - HerocyaapcTBCHHbiH Hapozf (p. 101).
137 The question of Socrates' ill-defined 'occupation', and his preferred status as a private man, is a key theme 
of the Apology. Socrates argues that he brings benefit to the city through his private offices, since: 'A man who 
really fights for justice must lead a private, not a public, life if he is to survive for even a short time'. Plato. 
Complete Works, ed. by John M. Cooper (Hackett: Indianapolis/Cambridge, 1997), p.29. See also p.32.
138 Osip Mandel'shtam, 'Chaadaev', inSlovo ikitl'tura (Moscow: Sovetskii Pisatel', 1987). pp. 87-91 (p.89).
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Christ, and to his ensuing question: 'Ho Kax >Ke /KHTB "XpHCTOivf B MHpy?" (429, p.301). 

Both paradigms, as studied in BT, have a destructive potential, mirroring that of 

Revolutionary nihilism and utopianism. Implicit in the second question is a rejection of the 

urge to flee the world into asceticism and seclusion (the phrase 'B MHpy' denoting precisely 

life outside monastery walls). Chekhov's fantasy of becoming a strannik is one example of 

this urge; other more obvious instances, not cited by Odinokov, would include Tolstoy's 

flight to Optina Pustyn in 1910, and the role played by this monastery for pre- 

Revolutionary intellectuals generally, notably Dostoevsky and Solov'ev. 139 In late-Soviet 

texts such as BT or Aleshkovsky's Ruka, this fantasy of escape remains, but its object has 

become unattainable: Odinokov speaks of his own attraction to the harmony of monastic 

life, but (like Shibanov in Ruka) recognizes that he is unfit for this model, having been 

spiritually corrupted by Soviet socialism (793, p.568). I4°

The link between the two questions given above has a firm historical foundation. 

Philosophy was historically tied in Russia to monasticism, to the ascetic life, and to the 

example of Christ as a philosopher in word and deed. Such an understanding, inherited 

from the monks of Alexandria, opposed the notion of philosophy espoused in Hellenic and 

Judaic culture, which was perceived in Rus as a surrender to intellectual pride.'

Galkovsky clearly wishes to stress in BT the persistent intertwining of these 

paradigms in the modern era, citing, for example, Frank's assertion in Vekhi that an 

intelligent is a monk (416, p.294). Yet equally, through Rozanov, who famously said that 

he carried the monastery in his soul, Odinokov wishes to show how they can be untied: 

how the religious-philosophical imperative can be reconciled with life. He wishes to

l39Dostoevsky and Solov'ev made a pilgrimage to the monastery in 1878, after the death of Dostoevsky's son.
140 On Shibanov's fantasy of becoming a monk in Ruka, see Chapter Three, pp. 139-40.
141 See M.N.Gromov, 'O znachenii termina "filosof na Rusi', in Gennenevtika drevnerusskoi litemtury: XVI 
nachalo XVIII vekov (Moscow: Akademiya Nauk SSSR, 1989), pp.447-80 (pp.460-61).
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elaborate how, 'CipaiuHbiH noTycTOpOHHHH HHTHJ1H3M ero ^VLUH ("B ^\ uie y MCHH ecervia 

CTOJIJI MOHacTbipb") o6opaHHBancfl B peajibHOCTH ano(|)eo3OM GBITHH, noHBbf (IT, p.237).

To Odinokov, Rozanov's yurodstvo is the very key to his achievement as a Russian 

thinker living in society. Historically speaking, the connection is a logical one: holy 

foolishness came about precisely as a result of the desire of monks to rejoin the world, and 

bring their faith into society. Odinokov, though, is not particularly interested in Rozanov's 

engagement with the world in an active sense. Rather, he wishes to explain how, at a 

psychological level, the mechanisms of yurodstvo allowed Rozanov to maintain his psychic 

integrity while living in the world (which, according to the Orthodox premise, 'lies in 

evil').

As in the cases of Pushkin and Sarovsky, Odinokov casts Rozanov's yurodstvo as 

an attitude of absolute hatred towards the world. This is certainly an eccentric reading of 

Rozanov's writings, where earthly joys and pleasures are constantly celebrated, and one 

with which Rozanov's contemporary readers would hardly have agreed. Berdyaev, for 

example, thought Rozanov bourgeois in his attachment to byt, calling him a 'philistine'

» A r* __

(obyvatel r) of genius. At most, Rozanov shared with Odinokov a certain contempt 

towards the crowd and a profound skepticism towards humans' ability to exercise free 

will. 143

But Odinokov's interpretation enables him to make the argument which interests 

him - namely, to elaborate a model of the psychology of the philosopher- "yurodivyi . In the 

passage that follows from a comparison of Rozanov and Socrates, we read:

CnacHTejibHoe OTJIHMHC 3aKJiK)HaeTCfl B K)PO/],CTBE PosaHOBa. lOpo^cTBO 370
BnoJiHe BbiflBjieHHafl HCHaBHCTb K MHpy. Jlfo6oe npOHBJieHHe peajibHOCTH BocnpHHHMaeTCfl npH
no^o6HOM .nyuueBHOM HacTpoe KaK H3,neBaTe.nbCTBO. Ho 3axo caivia HeHaBHCTb OKa3biBaeTCfl
OTCTpaHCHHOH OT JlHUa, H GOJICC TOFO, K CaMOH HCHaBHCTM HeJlOBCK OTHOCHTCfl C HCHaBHCTbK).

142 See Romanoff, pp. 213-4.
143 See, for example, Rozanov, Uedinennoe, p. 102.
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K)po.acTBo 3To Boo6iue "HHHero HC Ha,ucT. C \inpoM Booome HMHero oomero HMCTB Me XOMCTCH. 
W/,p.598)

The world, according to this model, is so alien that it strikes the vj/r<W/vy/'-philosopher as a 

mockery; yurodstvo enabled Rozanov to disdain and distance the emotion (hatred) that it 

caused in him. It is an attitude of wise resignation, in which the principle of negation is 

dominant: 'Tyx reHHajibHoe pyccicoe lopojjcxBO, TO ecxb omymeHHe co6cxB6HHOH

HHHT05KHOCTH H HHHXO5KHOCXH MHpa H niy6oKafl VBepCHHOCXb, HTO T3K H £OJ1>KHO 6bIXb,

HTO xaK riPABHJlbHO' (141, p. 100). Rozanov views even himself in negative terms, 

accepting his status as a nichtozhnost' who serves no ostensible social need. 144

Rozanov' s yurodstvo, for Odinokov, is thus above all a manifestation of heightened 

awareness - of the hostile laws of the world and (we will see) of the word. Rozanov 

accepts his social marginalization, possessing the paradoxical ability to perceive fully the 

disharmonic nature of the world and yet to achieve the ideal of a harmonious existence: 145

'PO3aHOB - 3TO 4>HJIOCO(J), Hame/UHHH B Ce6e CHJIbI }KHXb, H >KHTb nOJIHOKpOBHOH )KH3HbIO,

3Haa, HXO >KH3HH Hex' (IT, p.235). Rozanov's direct antithesis in BT is Lenin, whose 

actions and words are shown to reflect an extraordinary lack of such awareness.

Rozanov's intensified awareness means that, at a certain level, he is removed from 

his own actions and from his own expression in the world; he is aware of their 

performative nature, that the philosopher '>KHBex B xeaxpajibHOM npocxpancxBe' (141, 

p. 100). Not only does he not do anything (a motif of Opavshie list'ya, picked up repeatedly 

by Galkovsky), 146 he does not say anything either, despite his vast legacy of words: 

'Co^ep>KaHHe KHHF PosanoBa pasno HVJIIO. OH ^CHCXBHxejibHO HHHEFO HE CKA3AJ1 H

144 Here, Odinokov is following the spirit and letter of Uedinennoe, p. 143: "ft HC Hy>K6H: HH B MCM a TBK He
VBCpeH, K3K B TOM, HTO fl HC Hy>KCH'.

145 On this latter point, see 841, p.598.
146 See, for example, IT, pp.277-79.
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B HHOH MHp BCJiHKHM MOJiHVHOM* (467, p.323). 14 In his many mutually 

contradictory opinions, he doesn't seek coherence, and reflects the world's disharmony: 

*HC XOMCT corjiacoBbiBaxb CBOH MHCHHH, npespamaeTCH B necornacyeMoe HapeHHe" (690, 

p.493). He is wise, even 'chaste', in not taking language too seriously, in accepting its 

'unreality': 'Hex uenoMyapHa y ConoBbCBa H eMy no£o6Hbix. Y PoBanoBa ecTb. MMCHHO 

H3-3a ero omymeHHH HppeajibnocTH cjiosa, H3-3a ero lOpoaciBa, ae^opMHpyioiuero 

cjioBecHbiH MHp' (163, p. 115). And he is wise in not entrusting to words his inner life: 

'PosanoB HHKoryja He roBopHT o ayiue, o BHyrpeHHeivi MHpe. He roBOpHT, HO njianex, 

CMeexca, noex. B pesyjibxaxe H^CH, xojiojjnbie H#en, nonHocibio OT^ejwiOTCH OT

CymHOCTH HCJIOBCKa. Ho O^HOBpCMCHHO H paCTBOpaiOTCH B H6H' (IT, p.263).

These comments are also underpinned by Odinokov's evaluation of silence as 

Russia's true, ancient language: 'A CJIOBO y pyccKHX numb BepxyniKa aHc6epra, He 6onee. 

B 3TOM H ceMCHHbiH, aoMauiHHH xapaKxep posanoBCKOH H BOo6m;e pyccKOH penn. B 

ceMbe CJIOBO (^HSHOJIOFHMHO H HeporjiH(})HHHo' (899, p.637). This passage strongly 

suggests that, through Odinokov's Rozanov, Galkovsky wishes to summon the memory of 

the radical Orthodox practices, kept alive into the early twentieth century, of Hesychasm 

and imiaslavie, in which silence beyond thought is posited as an end in itself that brings 

one closer to God and in which letters and words are valued not for their semantic value 

(the '3HanHe 3HaKOB' mastered by Lenin) but for their 'hieroglyphic' (iconic) and 

'physiological' quality; for being embodied in speech, and enfleshed (like Christ). In 

imiaslavie, a movement alive on Mount Athos during Rozanov's life,

The word is exteriorized, and as a mantra, is virtually a parody of a speaker's intention. The 

reification of a word, as pure exteriority, threatens the inwardness of its speaker. Words, as they
I 4Q

attain thickness, reach into a silence that denies the interiority of any who would vocalize them.

147 Compare with Rozanov's own thoughts on literature, silence and the printed word, in Uedinennoe. p. 118.
148 Lock, p.54.
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Charles Lock, from whose article on Russia's 'history of silence* I have cited these lines, 

sees these concerns reflected in the poetry of Mandel'shtam (whose poem Silentium begins, 

'Ona eme He po/niiiacb'). 149 They are also reflected in Odinokov's interpretation of 

Rozanov's use of language, and his interpretation of the Russian language full stop - as 'a 

parody', consciously or not, 'of a speaker's intention'. They might be traced also in the 

paradoxical writings of other late-Soviet authors, notably Venedikt Erofeev, with his desire 

to write a book that would express nothing (see Chapter One); or Vladimir Sorokin, some 

of whose stories arrange strings of expletives with the monotonous simplicity of the 

hesychastic 'Jesus Prayer'. 150

Rozanovian yurodstvo' and silence-through-words dovetail, in BT, with 

Odinokov's silence about God, his apophatic refusal to describe God in positive terms. 

Apophatic theology can hardly be attributed to Rozanov's writings (which describe a 

personal, intimate God), but Odinokov places Rozanov within the apophatic discourse of 

BT as a whole, in which Odinokov's own comments about God suggest that the via 

negativa is the only approach to faith available to him. 151 With its close links to both

I ^"Jyurodstvo and hesychasm, apophasis completes the triangle within which, I would argue, 

the ideal of the filosof is sought in BT. As Odinokov says, recalling all three religious 

paradigms, "Hy^cHO ^KHTB KaK BCC, He Bbmenaa ce6a B cxenax CBHTOCTH. Bepnxb B Bora -

3TO V5KC B HCrO HC BCpHTb. Hy>KHO MOJIHaTb H HC JJVMaTb O6 3TOM' (46, p.37).

Yet the ideal is a dangerous and potentially nihilistic one; and Rozanov's 

importance as a revised type of yurodivyi is to offset its destructive tendencies. Though 

described by Odinokov as a nihilist, Rozanov actually provides, in his ability to live a

149 Lock, pp-51,54-55." LOCK, pp.:>i, j<*-jj.
iso £f 'Vozhmosnosti', in Vladimir Sorokin, Sbornik rasskazov (Moscow: Russlit, 1992), pp.48-49.
151 This feature of Russian postmodernism has been explored at some length by Mikhail Epstein. See especially 
his articles on 'minimal religion' in Mikhail Epstein, Alexander Genis, and Slobodanka Vladiv-Glover, Russian 
Postmodernism: New Perspectives on Post-Soviet Culture, trans. and ed. by Slobodanka Vladiv-Glover (New 
York: Bergahn, 1999), pp. 163-71, 345-93.
152 See Lock, p.52, on the development of hesychasm from apophatic theology.
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harmonious life 'B MHpy", a buffer against actual nihilism. With his apofcoi bytiya. 

Rozanov defuses the revolutionary impulses that may be traced in Russian Christianity's 

heritage, whether in that of apophatic theology, or in yurodstvo in its original form. x In 

Odinokov's Rozanov, the yurodivyi's essential qualities of aggression and provocation 

have been sublimated and distanced from reality. Like Erofeev's Venichka, who aspired to 

a place 'r^e Hex Mecxa no^BHry', Odinokov's Rozanov suggests an ideal of life without the 

potentially destructive heroism of the Christian saint or committed Revolutionary.

As Andrei Sinyavsky acutely observed, Rozanov's religious views within the 

context of Christianity, and his antipathy to the demands of ascetic saintliness, amounted to 

an ultimatum to God: 'jra6o a, Po3aHOB, jm6o XpncTOc'. 154 Odinokov, it seems, responds 

to this dilemma by developing a cult of Rozanov rather than Christ. Apophaticism, Epstein 

notes, developed from a religious context which 'rejected the idea of Christ's human 

nature, accepting only his divine nature and hence attributing a certain virtuality, 

conditionality and illusoriness to his human incarnation'. 155 Odinokov appears to follow in 

this tradition, denying the status of Christ as a human, historical figure: 'ero B ncxopHH 

nex' (387, p.262); Christ elected to preserve his sanctity rather than live in this world (IT, 

p.257). Rozanov, however, did exist in history as a warm human being: 'BMecxo Xpncxa 

OH [Rozanov] nocxaBHji PosanoBa. Ho PoBanoBa OK PosanoBa, a He KaK Xpncxa' (641, 

p.460). This yurodivyi vne Khrista, a conflation of Rozanov and Odinokov's own notion of 

holy foolery, is the precarious model of the philosopher and human being which Galkovsky 

offers to the reader.

153 As Mikhail Epstein has argued, 'the lines of development of the apophatic theological tradition [...] very 
clearly lead us to the Russian nihilism of the nineteenth century and the Soviet atheism of the twentieth, in 
which negative theology becomes the negation of theism itself. Epstein and others, p.3 51.
154 Sinyavsky, p.25.
155 Epstein and others, p.350.
156 I am grateful to my supervisor, Catriona Kelly, for suggesting this description of Rozanov as a - K)ponHBwfl 

BHC XpHcra'.
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Epilogue 

Life after the Idiots: Viktor Erofeev and Post-Soviet Prose

The sense of a dead end or tupik informed the work of many non-conformist writers and 

artists in the late 1970s and early 1980s. Its causes ranged from the apparent immutability 

of social and political conditions in the late Soviet Union to the growing influence of 

rediscovered authors (notably, Kharms and Dobychin) whose work could be found to 

foreshadow the postmodernist vogue, as well as the growing literary taste for the cruel and 

the absurd. Some authors continued in the fool-playing traditions of Shukshin, or of 

Moskva-Petushki (itself, a model 'dead-end' text), combining sorrowfulness with ironic 

humour directed at the author-narrator as much as at the outside world. 1 In the work of 

others, folly acquired harder layers of idiocy and madness, reflecting a new cultural 

aesthetic, or 'necroaesthetic', in which provocation and irony were put to chilling, even

f*

inhuman effect. In the stories and novels of the young Vladimir Sorokin, the authorial 

persona disappeared entirely, to be replaced by cerebral rearrangements of nineteenth- 

century and Soviet literary codes, played out in a violent but unnervingly apathetic 

manner.

These processes were accompanied by a tendency towards recapitulation and 

explanation. Beskonechnyi tupik represented one attempt at summarizing an intellectual 

tradition. Another has been carried out by Viktor Erofeev (b.1947). This is most obviously 

apparent in Erofeev's criticism and literary journalism, but it may also be traced in his

1 See, for example, the stories and novels of Evgeny Popov.
2 1 take the term 'necroaesthetic' from Alexei Yurchak's interesting discussion of cultural trends in Leningrad 
in the early 1980s, among them the self-consciously idiotic and hyper-naive art and prose of the 'Mit'ki' group, 
and the violent, zombie-like public provocations and films of the 'necrorealists', who sought 'dim-witted 
merriment' (tupoe vesel'e) and 'energetic idiocy' (energichnaya tupost r) as their goal, epitomizing what 
Yurchak calls late-Soviet 'dead irony'. See Alexei Yurchak, Everything Was Forever, Until It Was No More: 
The Last Soviet Generation (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006), pp.238-59 (p.245).
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fiction. Of particular interest is Erofeev's story of 1980, 'Zhizn' s idiotom", a highly 

concentrated distillation of some of the themes and tendencies of late-Soviet non­ 

conformist prose, and a maximally cynical interpretation of its "praise of folly". Russian 

intellectuals had often loved the idea of loving "idiots'; Erofeev's story asks what it would 

be like to live with one. The cultural resonance of this highly complex text has been 

testified not only by the reaction of like-minded writers (Sorokin has apparently called it 

the greatest Russian short story of the twentieth century), 3 but also by its reincarnation as 

an opera by Alfred Schnittke opera (1991) and as a memorable film, also bearing the same 

name, directed by Aleksandr Rogozhkin (Troitskii Most, 1993).

'Zhizn' s idiotom' is both the title of the story and the nature of the strange sentence 

meted out to its protagonist, a second-rate writer (literator) like many of Erofeev's 

narrators. As punishment for an unexplained crime, he was ordered to choose a patient 

from a mental asylum and take him to live with himself and his wife. In the asylum, he had 

hoped to find a genuine yurodivyi\ he was disappointed, but Vova, his chosen 'idiot' seems 

a good second best: 4 a OKHJICS c MHCJIBIO, HTO OH npO(J)eccop [...] 51 Menraji npoHHKHyrb 

B ero MCHTBI'. He is shaken out of his complacency, however, when he returns home to 

find Vova in a pool of milk on the kitchen floor, with the contents of the fridge strewn 

about him. Vova's delinquency accelerates: he tears up volumes of Proust, paints the walls 

with his excrement and walks around naked, fondling his impressive ornament. He 

smashes the telephone, symbolically marooning the couple in a claustrophobic 

environment where they, too, become contaminated by madness and hysteria.

Vova's violence and sexual aggression lead him to rape the narrator's wife, who 

then becomes infatuated. But she aborts his child and Vova turns against her, beating her 

and making advances towards the narrator. A homosexual idyll ensues. The wife tries to

3 As quoted by the publishers of Viktor Erofeev, Pupok: rasskazy krasnogo chej-vyaka (Moscow: Eksmo, 
2002).
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take her revenge, only for Vova to behead her with secateurs as the narrator looks on in a 

state of incontinent excitement. In the final paragraph, we learn that the narrator ended up 

in the same ward from which he had taken Vova, before himself being 'chosen' by a 

certain Craig Benson, under whose care he wrote this story.4

Two principal polemics emerge from this unpleasant tale and its orgies of pastiche 

and parody. The first continues the arguments sustained over decades in Erofeev's 

criticism and essays, the keynote of which has been an assault on the faith in human nature 

demonstrated by Russian writers of all schools, be they the nineteenth-century classics, the 

architects of Socialist Realism, or the 'men of the sixties' (shestidesyatniki). All, according 

to Erofeev, had supported a deluded doctrine of 'humanism' and 'love of fellow men' 

(chelovekolyubie) which concealed the inescapable prevalence of evil, not as a social 

phenomenon but as a property of every individual. In a classic rebellion of the son against 

the fathers, Erofeev's polemic has been directed with particular force against dissidents, 

like Solzhenitsyn, and 'liberals', like Evtushenko and Voinovich, who had reinforced 

belief in man's essential goodness, despite the lessons of Stalinism. Against them, Erofeev 

has pitted the less palatable discoveries of what he calls drugaya proza, a line that he 

traces from Shalamov to Venedikt Erofeev, Mamleev, Limonov and numerous other 

'fleurs du maF.

4 Viktor Erofeev, Zhizri s idiotom: rasskazy, povest' (Moscow: Interbuk, 1991), pp.5-26 (p. 16). Further 
references to this story are given after quotation in the text. The premise of the story recalls the opening of 
Kafka's Trial (the motif of the unexplained punishment), while its development (the transformation of a settled 
family by an alien presence) recalls 'The Metamorphosis', though Vova, unlike Gregor Samsa, is never seen 
from inside. Some of the many other subtexts are given in a sharp analysis by I.S. Skoropanova; see 
Skoropanova, Russkaya postmodernistskaya literatura: uchebnoe posobie, 4th rev. edn (Moscow: Flint, 2002), 
pp.249-54.
5 See especially Erofeev's introduction to his anthology of drugaya proza, in Russkie tsvety zla, ed. by Viktor 
Erofeev (1997; Moscow: Eksmo, 2002), pp.5-30; See also his earlier article, 'Pominki po sovetskoi literature', 
Literatumaya Gazeta, 4 July 1990, p.8; reprinted in Erofeev, Sharovaya molniya (Moscow: Eksmo, 2002), 
pp.58-79. Erofeev finds in drugaya proza support for his call for a return to 'pure' literature and aesthetic 
freedom. Sinyavsky-Terts had hoped for a similar development three decades earlier in his essay 'Chto takoe 
sotsialisticheskii realizm?' (1959). But where Sinyavsky's criticism and fiction emphasized the grotesque, the 
irrational and the cruel vagaries of chance (see, for example, his novella of 1980, Kroshka Tsores), Erofeev has 
based his fiction, often monotonously, on evil and madness. Of the writers discussed in this thesis, he has most 
in common with Mamleev, while inheriting none of the latter's mysticism.
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"Zhizn 1 s idiotorrf may be contrasted with the fiction of Voinovich, Aleshkovsky 

and other "men of the sixties', whose praise of folly served, as has been seen, to reflect on 

the idiocy and cruelty of the apparently 'normal* world, and to indicate the urgent need for 

a return to fundamental values. In Erofeev's story, by contrast, the idiot serves to negate 

value and to expose the illusions inherent in the abstract notion of chelovekolyubie. The 

narrator's friends had told him that his punishment offered him the chance to develop 

compassion, a quality he had lacked hitherto (p.6), but the unfolding of the story suggests 

the truth of an argument which Erofeev had found in Dostoevsky: that chelovekolyubie, 

based on loving humanity from a distance, masks the inability or reluctance to tolerate 

one's fellow men at close quarters. 6 Vova's transformation into a violent, sexual animal 

shatters the mask of humanism, by which, as Blok had written (translating Pascal), humans 

try to escape from themselves. 7 Pounding on the bedroom door that separates him from the 

narrator and his wife (p. 18), Vova may be said to materialize the idiom, '^ocTVHaxbCfl #0

The second, more surprising polemic is with aspects of drugaya proza which 

Erofeev had celebrated, and with which he has identified himself. A central feature of this 

tradition has been its rejection of reason, perceived as the handmaiden, ever since the 

Enlightenment, of 'humanist' doctrines. With implicit approval, Erofeev has described 

Venedikt Erofeev, Vyacheslav P'etsukh and Evgeny Popov as a 'rpynna 

rmcaxejieH', arguing:

Ka>K,abiH H3 HMX no-cBoeMy sajeMHfleT CBOJO MHpoB033peHHecKyK) no3HUHio. B coeercKHe 

epeivieHa saTCMHCHHe cnyjKHJio noJiHTHHecKOH MacKHpoBKOH, caMO3amHTOH (HJIH 

TpaKTOBajiocb KEK raKOBoe), HO no cyrn CBOCH OHO oTpa>Kajio OTKBS or
OTBCTOB Ha FlpOKJlflTbie BOnpOCbl 6bITHfl, nOJieMMHCCKH flpKOe GeCCHJlHC o6tflCHHTb

6 See his essay 'Vera i gumanizm Dostoevskogo' (1972), collected in Viktor Erofeev, Labirint Dva (Moscow:

Eksmo, 2002), pp.71-109 (pp.86-87).
7 'Krushenie gumanizma' (1919) in Aleksandr Blok, Sobranie sochinenii, 8 vols (Moscow: Khudozhestvennaya

Literatura, 1960-63), VI, pp.93-115 (p. 107).
8 Erofeev, Russkie tsvety zla, p.20
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'Zhizn' s idiotonr also offers no 'rationalistic answers'; yet nor does it follow the 

tendencies, accurately described above, of seeking refuge in folly and zatemnenie. Indeed, 

the story may best be seen as a wholesale attack on the heritage of Russian literary folly. It 

wreaks havoc with the many codes of folly available to the Russian writer, for all of which 

Erofeev's idiot can be seen, if the reader chooses, as a parodic signifier.

Thus, Vova is a mock-yurodivyi, whether in his sexual aggression and 

exhibitionism or his speech, limited to the single exclamation '3x!'. Its frequent repetition 

invites comparison with the speech of the canonized holy fool, Mikhail Klopsky, who was 

said to echo the words of his interlocutors. 9 Vova's holy-foolish form of audible silence 

might be seen to betoken ulterior knowledge, or an entirely different language. Yet the 

reader is left in no doubt as to the absence of such knowledge. The desire to discern 

yurodstvo is being ridiculed as the affectation of the intelligentsia, which wishes to find in 

the narod a repository of hidden values. This is what the narrator had dreamt of before 

choosing his 'idiot': '^[ MeHiaji o [...] 6jia^ceHHOH, K>PO#HBOH naxanorHH, Hapo^HOH no 

<J)opMe H co^ep^caHHio' (p.6). Equally ironic is the narrator's repeated description of Vova 

as his 'Marei Mareich', an allusion to Dostoevsky's reminiscence ('Muzhik Marei') of an 

episode in his childhood when he witnessed at first hand the 'delicate, almost feminine 

tenderness' in the heart of the ploughman Marei, a 'coarse, bestially ignorant Russian

serf. 10

Vova also invites obvious comparison with Dostoevsky's 'idiot', Myshkin, whom 

Erofeev had enlisted in an early article in support of his polemic against humanism.

9 '3x' and '3x0' are punned on p.23. Oleg Dark discusses another imitation of Klopsky in Nikolai Baitov's 
story, 'Silentium'; Dark, 'Novaya russkaya proza i zapadnoe srednevekov'e', NovoeLiteraturnoe Obozrenie, 8 
(1994), 287-301, p.288
10 F. M. Dostoevsky, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, 30 vols (Leningrad: Nauka, 1972-1990), XXII, pp.48-49; cited 
from the useful article on this sketch in Kenneth Lantz, The Dostoevsky Encyclopedia (Westport, CT: 
Greenwood, 2004), pp.304-5.
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Through the "excessiveness" (chrezmernost') of Myshkin, Dostoevsky had delivered a 

rebuke to social and bourgeois norms. He had shown that, 'FlpoxjiaziHOH, Bbuep/KanHofi,

pa3VMHOH JIK)6OBbK) CnaCTHCb HeBO3MO>KHO. H>'3KHO 6e3VMCTBO JIH3OBH. HMCHHO TaKOH

JiK)6oBbio MO>KHO yBJieHb 3a co6oH jiKMieH'. 11 But Myshkin's successes were few, as 

Erofeev emphasized, and the failure of his idiocy (idiotizm) appears to be caricatured in 

Vova. He, too, is a figure of excess, but his madness carries no redemptive charge.

In these and other ways, Erofeev plays with many of the metaphors and tropes of 

folly discussed in this thesis - the asylum, yurodivyi, the folk fool, the Priapic fool - in 

order to suggest that there is only idiocy, signifying nothing. The 'attraction' of folly is 

simply its force, and its potential to destroy. Hence the parodic parallels that implicitly

I ^connect Vova with figures of totalitarian authority. His name, his professorial bearing 

(pp. 13-14), his alleged immortality ('TH HHKor^a ne VMpenib, Bosa'; p.26), and the 

language with which he is described (p. 14) all identify him firmly with Lenin; so too does 

his status as a father-figure (R - TBOH cbm, Bosa'; p.24). 13 They are all qualities given to 

Vova by the narrator, who names and describes him. As such they express the narrator's 

culturally programmed fantasies. Seeking meaning in idiocy, the narrator actually yearns 

for submission - to be taught, guided and dominated. The consequences, when fantasy 

becomes reality, follow the laws stipulated by folkloric wisdom: that idiocy, or 

durachestvo, will infect everything it touches. An implicitly male force, it appropriates 

everything to its sadomasochistic ends, not least the body of the narrator's wife: 'Tonia 

Mbi ee H36HJIH, ne onenb 6ojn>HO, pasaejra jsjin 3a6aBbi H H36miH, xoxona Ha# ee

11 Erofeev, Labirint Dva, p. 102.
12 On the parallel with totalitarianism, see Petra Hesse. 'Pri-otsutstvie sub"ekta: "Zhizn1 s idiotom" Viktora 
Erofeeva". Russian Literature, 51 (2002), 261-72.
13 On the image of Lenin as a teacher, father and immortal, see Olga Velikanova. 'The Function of Lenin's 
Image in Soviet Mass Consciousness', in Soviet Civilization bet\\-een Past and Present, ed. by Mette Bryld and 
Erik Kulavig (Odense: Odense University Press. 1998). pp. 13-38. The identification of father and authority is 
of considerable biographical significance for Erofeev as the son of a diplomat who gained Stalin's confidence. 
The theme is developed in his recent autobiographical novel. Khoroshii Stalin (Moscow: Eksmo. 2004). where 
he describes himself as a "CBIH BJiacin' (pp.327-28).
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THTbKaMH [...] H THTbKH CTOJIH COBCCM >'/K jypaUKHMH, II MbI ja/KC

Ha,a HX 6ecnoBOpoiHOH rnynocTbK)' (p.24).

Exposing the anarchy and violence inherent in the cultural reverence for the fool, 

'Zhizn' s idiotom' also mocks the type of strategy which Erofeev found to be typical of 

drugaya proza, whereby a narrator affects folly (or zatemnenie) as a mask and a mode of 

self-defence, seeking refuge in self-directed laughter. Erofeev's narrator is far from being a 

charming, Venichka-type fool. Rather, his intellectual attraction towards folly reveals itself 

as homosexual lust, which may more accurately be interpreted here as lust for the self 

(idios: one's own): samolyubie, not chelovekolyubie. 14 This suggestion is reinforced both 

by the way in which the narrator speaks of his complete self-identification with Vova, 15 

and, more subtly, by the unreliability of his 'fool narrative'. The narrator frequently 

confuses his own past, confessing to huge gaps in his memory (provaly) and verging on 

nonsense and delirium (p.9). The reader is tempted to construct a more logical narrative 

than the one given. Perhaps the narrator himself murdered his wife, was sectioned and only 

then, in his derangement, invented this retrospective fiction about the 'idiot', thus 

externalizing his own crime. In any case, the story leaves us in no doubt that, as the 

narrator is told by his wife, 'On ne HAHOT! H^HOT - 3x0 TH, Tbi! Tbi!' (p.21).

In the process, the subjectivism of non-conformist Russian writing has been 

intensified to such a degree that the human subject has disappeared, consumed from within 

by an idiot-monster. 16 Self-defence proves impossible, since the devil lies within. The 

traditions of self-directed laughter and fool narrators are thus grotesquely parodied,

14 On narcissism and idiocy more generally in non-conformist prose, see Dark, op. cit.
15 See p. 15: 'TaK Boea craji MOHM. Tenepb, jiK)6e3HbiH MOH MHTarejib, a paccKa>Ky o TOM, KaK a craji ero'.
16 Compare with Mamleev's depiction of Andrei Khristoforov in Shatuny, see above, p.200. Erofeev spoke out 
against the rampant subjectivism of contemporary culture in an interview of 1999: '"Ya dostatochno 
skepticheski otnoshus 1 k prosvetitel'skoi roli literatury'": Beseda s Viktorom Erofeevym', Strelets, 1 (1991), 
251-57(p.254).
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suggesting that they are far less innocent than they appear: that the coyness of the fool- 

narrator masks his narcissism, humility - pride, and intellectual delicacy - violence.

It might be argued, nevertheless, that the anarchy unleased in 'Zhizn 1 s idiotom" 

permits a different evaluation. After all, the milieu which Vova destroys is itself mocked: 

the irony, wordplay and complacency of the narrator and his friends (and the wife's love of 

Proust) are derided throughout the story. The intellectual class is clearly the target, as is an 

image of the decadent, 'bourgeois' intelligentsia which recurs in Erofeev's stories, being 

mapped onto both late-Soviet and pre-Revolutionary Moscow, often in one and the same 

story. 17 Hence the many echoes of Silver Age decadence in the Dionysian plot of 'Zhizn' s 

idiotom', with its motifs of madness, erotomania and the mutilated woman. 18

However, this very diachronicity is a clue that renders suspect any 'positive' 

reading of Vova. The crisis which the story stages, and its deeper ambivalence, is that 

Russian culture has been in this situation before, and has ended up choosing destruction. In 

'Krushenie gumanizma' (1919), Blok described a culture stifled by its own surfeit, and 

rejoiced in the prospect of a cathartic return to elemental existence. 19 This and other 

precursors cast Erofeev's concerns in an ironic light (an irony implicit in the very title of 

one of his essays, 'Krushenie gumanizma 2').2

In answer to this dilemma, 'Zhizn' s idiotom' suggests that intellectual reverence 

for the 'idiot' is an integral mechanism in the circular patterns of Russian history. If 

gumanizm, interpreted as an over-estimation of man and of reason, bears destruction in its 

wake (as Stalinism showed), so too does a cultural mentality in flight from intelligence and 

oriented towards the nihilistic patterns ofyurodstvo. Indeed, the story suggests that the two

17 See, for example, 'Berdyaev' and the diatribe of one character against the sytost', tupost'and trusost'of the 
'6yp>Kya3HbiH MHp'; Erofeev, Zhizn's idiotom, pp.63-86 (p.80).
18 In particular, 'Zhizn' s idiotom' might be compared with Bryusov's Ognennyi angel (1907), whose plot also 
turns on a debauched love triangle.
19 Blok, p. 114.
20 See Sharovaya molniya, pp. 102-9
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processes are at some level connected. Seen in this light, 'Zhizn' s idiotom' can be read as 

a parable that calls, above all, for a purging from the charms of folly.

Little would suggest that Russian writers have heeded this call. Folly has endured as a 

prominent theme in post-Soviet prose, in part because the Soviet period and its literary 

myths have cast such a long shadow over the 'new' fiction. Thus, in Vladimir Makanin's 

weighty novel, Andergraund, Hi geroi nashego vremeni (1998), the reader is returned to 

the milieu of the late-Soviet literary underground, a world of unacknowledged geniuses 

and vagrant artists, with its well-known proclivity to excessive drinking, eccentricity and 

simulated madness. The psikhushka occupies a central place in the novel, though the 

narrator is keen to avoid the conventions of the genre whereby 'HCHXH - 3x0 #e6njibi, 

paccy^aioiUHe, Kaic npo<j)eccopa 4)HJioco(])HH B jiencoM no^nnTHH'. 21 In place of literary 

cliche, the historical tragedy of aggressive Soviet psychiatry and its free use of 

neuroleptics on talented individuals are given full exposure. But the novel is also suffused 

with the literary mythology of the recent past, most obviously in the figure of the 

narrator's brother, Venya, a permanent psikhushka inmate who shares not only his name 

with the hero of Moskva-Petushki but also the latter's proud, but gentle character, his 

foolish bearing, and his bitter fate as a 'POCCHHCKHH rentm' whose place, as Makanin's 

narrator puts it in the last line of the novel, is 'in the shit' (v govne). 22

The earnest concerns of Andergraund might be contrasted in every respect with 

Valery Rokotov's Korona shuta (Idiotskii roman), published the same year and also set in 

late-Soviet Moscow. The narrator devotes the novel to his fascination with a certain 

'eccentric', Ferdyev, who enjoys playing practical jokes on the somnolent public and 

giving them the benefit of his foolish wisdom, which he dispenses in Rozanovian

21 Vladimir Makanin, Andergraund, Hi geroi nashego vremeni (Moscow: Vagrius, 1999), p. 128.
22 See Makanin, p.493. On the correspondences between the novel and Erofeev's work, see Andrei Nemzer, 
Zamechatel'noe desyatiletie ntsskoi literatim (Moscow: Zakharov, 2003), pp.227-28.
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sententiae. Recalling Bulgakov in its narrative style, the novel is also replete with allusions 

to Renaissance traditions of carnival and literary folly, and to Swiftian satire. It charts a 

kind of fool's progress in which Ferdyev variously wears the masks of rogue, yurodivyi, 

Don Quixote, madman, prisoner, monk and revolutionary. In the process, he comes to 

seem more and more absurd; having once mocked Soviet life, Ferdyev finds himself, after 

1991, yearning for the past. Observing him, the narrator is drawn into an extended 

meditation on the role of the eccentric in society and on the latter's mistaken pride in 

believing himself to be outside or above his milieu. The apparent moral of the tale - that 

obsessive truth-seeking (pravdoiskatel'stvo) is 'stupid' and 'dangerous', and that the wisest 

attitude is to accept and enjoy the masquerade of human existence, joining its ship of fools 

- chimes with the views of Erasmus' Stultitia, and, as we have seen, the early 

Aleshkovsky.23

Far away from Moscow, different faces of folly emerged in fiction that also 

described the Soviet past. In Hamid Ismailov's Zheleznodorozhnaya doroga (1995), set in 

the small Uzbek town of Gilas, or in Yury Buida's story-cycle Prusskaya nevesta (1998), 

set in the equally small town of Znamensk, near Kaliningrad, the confused experience of 

life at the periphery of the Soviet empire is etched both in the Faulknerian frequency of 

idiocy and madness, and in the chosen narrative voice, given to verbosity and Rabelaisian 

excess. Both writers' towns serve as collection points for the desperate, the deported and 

the orphaned. The emptiness of their uprooted lives, which in Prusskaya nevesta float 

ghost-like over the traces of the recent German inhabitants, is masked both by the 

garrulous style of the narrators and by the fictions and exaggerations invented by the 

townsfolk themselves to make their lives more tolerable and comprehensible. In both 

works, it is the 'idiots' and 'madmen' who, escaping into fantasy or memory, manage to

23 Valery Rokotov, Korona shuta (Idiotskii roman) (1998; Moscow: Rosmen, 2004). Qnpravdoiskatel'st\'O, see 

p.171.
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cling on to some form of identity and even happiness. In Buida's Znamensk, such 

characters - foolish, vivid and richly comic - are legion. 24

Buida's story-cycle is offered by its publishers as a roman v novellakh, but, like 

Ismailov's novel, it has a greater affinity to the genre of the epic. We know the characters 

primarily from their outlandish appearance, speech and actions, rather than from their 

inner motivations and thoughts. In these respects, Buida reflects a more widespread move 

in post-Soviet prose (exemplified also by Korona shuta) away from the intense 

subjectivity of earlier writers, such as Venedikt Erofeev and Yuz Aleskhovsky. As a 

consequence the fool comes to assume a more traditional role as a protagonist in third- 

person narrative.

Another aspect of Prusskaya nevesta shared by other 'foolish' works of the 1990s 

is the resurgence of explicitly Christian imagery - in contrast to the earlier postmodernist 

wave of the 1970s and 1980s that was characterized, in Mikhail Epstein's phrase, by 

'minimal religion'. 25 Humanity is preserved in Buida's Znamensk by characters whose 

manifest deficiencies are interpreted through the imagery of sacrifice, miracle and grace. 

In the longest and most harrowing story, 'Rita Shmidt kto ugodno', an abandoned German 

girl is taken in by two 'witches' Martha and Maria.26 A fool (dura) and scapegoat, Rita 

becomes a model of Christian kenosis, capable of absorbing and redeeming evil. 27

This feminization of the sacrificial, Christian fool is another development from the 

tendencies described in previous chapters. Svetlana Vasilenko gives the motif full

24 See, inter alia, the protagonists of the stories 'Khitry Mukh', 'Brat'ya moi zhavoronki', 'Vita malen'kaya 
golovka' and 'Veselaya Gertruda'; Yury Buida, Prusskaya nevesta (Moscow: Novoe Literaturnoe Obozrenie, 
1998). Ismailov's novel (Moscow: Voskresen'e, 1997) is more easily available in Robert Chandler's translation 
as The Railway (London: Harvill Seeker, 2006).
25 See above, p.313, n!50.
26 Their namesakes were once visited by Christ (Luke 10:38-41).
27 Buida, pp. 121-48 (p. 146). In his essayistic work, Zheltyi dom (Moscow: Novoe Literaturnoe Obozrenie, 
2001), Buida treats similar themes in the light of broader literary tendencies of the twentieth century, whereby, 
in Nabokov's words, 'cjia6oyMHe crajio nocnenHHM npn6e>KHmeM qejiOBCKa' (p.468). See also the interesting 
discussion ofyurodstvo in this work (pp. 10-16), and the narrator's self-appellation Yu.V., an implicit reference 
both to Buida's name and patronymic (Yury Vasil'evich) and, via assonance, to the figure oftheyiirodivyi.
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expression in her novel, Durochka (1998), a 'poMaH->KHTHe" about a girl, Nad'ka, who was 

unwanted by her parents for her physical and mental deficiencies. In a complex narrative 

that shifts fluidly between different periods of the Soviet era and the folkloric past, Nad'ka 

is depicted as a mute reproach to atheism and cruelty, and invested with miraculous 

powers of goodness and fertility that are opposed, in the fourth part of the book, to the 

apocalyptic threat of atomic warfare. 28 Combining in Nad'ka features of the yurodivaya 

and the klikusha, Vasilenko elaborates established paradigms in a creative spirit absent 

from some of the more schematic recent representations ofyurodstvo in fiction. 29

Buida and Vasilenko illustrate a pattern that has been traced in different ways in 

previous chapters: that, at the deepest level, folly endures in Russian literature as a vehicle 

of religious and metaphysical inquiry. Where the impulse towards transcendence has been 

denied - in 'Zhizn' s idiotom', for example, or in the compelling existentialist fiction of 

Dmitry Bakin - the tendencies towards folly have either been criticized (Erofeev) or 

excluded (Bakin). 30 The survival of Russia's praise of folly would seem to depend, 

therefore, on the extent to which Russian writers retain their ties to the spiritual and 

literary traditions from which it first developed.

28 Svetlana Vasilenko, Durochka: Roman,povest', rasskazy (Moscow: Vagrius, 2000), pp.7-126; and see 
Helena Goscilo's insightful introduction to the English translation: Vasilenko, Shamara and Other Stories, tr. 
and ed. by Helena Goscilo (Evanston, Illinois: Northwestern University Press, 2000), pp.xi-xxii.
29 See, for example, Boris Evseev, 7w/W(1998).
30 See Dmitry Bakin, Strana proiskhozhdeniya (St Petersburg: Limbus, 1996). I have written about this book in 
a review of its English translation by Andrew Bromfield; see Oliver Ready, 'Bundles of Teeth and Hair', Times 
Literary Supplement, 20 September 2002, p.21.
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