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Abstract 

The present work deals with the literary-theoretical work of the Petrograd 

Formalists - those who participated in the OPOiaZ in the 1910s and early 1920s 

- with a focus on that oflurii Tynianov. It attempts to unpack the representation 

of their literary-theoretical work as 'science' [nauka] by exploring how that 

category was constructed in dialogue with their evolving conception of literature. It 

is argued in the first chapter that, for the duration of their project, they 

conceptualized the 'language of nauka' - and their own prose by association -

in accordance with the laws of their theory of language. It is argued in the second 

chapter that, as the Formalists developed a theory of literary history as an endless 

succession of 'revolutions' in the period 1919- 24, they tried to make their 

theorization of that process take a correspondingly revolutionary form, one in 

which the sciences of nature and those of history would become one. It is argued in 

the third chapter that, as the Formalists came to theorize the connection between 

literature and life in the period 1924-30, they practised a new 'type' of nauka in 

the form of the authorial collection of articles, one in which their own work was 

historicized in a 'literary' manner. It is concluded that, for the OPOiaZ, nauka 

came into being as a function of its object: as the Formalists transformed their 

conception of literature, their realization of nauka was correspondingly 

transformed. The conclusion then problematizes the categorization of Formalism 

as a purely 'scientific', extra-'literary' movement, since emphasis is placed on 

their authorship of that categorization, and raises broader questions about the 

origin of modem 'literary theory'. 
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The Petrograd Formalists - those who participated in the OPOiaZ in the late 

191 Os and early 1920s - triumphantly represented their literary-theoretical work 

as 'science' [nauka]. They originally conceptualized their work, as nauka, in 

contradistinction to literature. As Eikhenbaum wrote in 'Teoriia formal'nogo 

metoda ' (1927), their construction of the concept of ' literature as such' [literatura 

kak takovaia] in the late 191 Os had allowed them correspondingly to construct a 

'literary science as such' [literaturnaia nauka kak takovaia]. 

The present work explores the implications for the work of the OPOiaZ of its 

members' original strategy of conceptualizing nauka and literature in 

contradistinction to each other. It begins with an introduction in which the central 

problem is posed: how did the original polarization by the Society of nauka and 

literature find formal realization in its work? The body of the thesis is divided into 

three chapters. The aim is not to provide an exhaustive analysis, but rather to 

explore three ways in which the relation between nauka and literature was 

reconfigured, three moments in the history of Formalism at which its resonance 

was felt with a particular intensity. The progression of the chapters mirrors the 

historical development of Formalism during the period 1916- 30: the first chapter 

concerns the theory oflanguage, the focus of the OPOiaZ in the 1910s; the second 

chapter concerns the early work of the Society on literary history, the theoretical 

problem to which its members first turned in the period 1919- 24; the third chapter 

concerns the increasingly 'social' orientation of Formalism in the period after 

1924. The first chapter is the largest in scope, spanning the full duration of the 
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Formalist project; each of the remaining two chapters explores a reconfiguration of 

the same problem with reference to a single moment in its history. 

The first chapter, 'The Language of Science', explores the relation between nauka 

and poetry conceptualized as linguistic categories. It is divided into three sections. 

The first section reconstructs the category of 'scientific language ' [nauchnyi iazyk] 

in the work of the OPOlaZ on language. The contributors to the Sborniki po teorii 

poeticheskogo iazyka defined the ' language of nauka' and the ' language of poetry' 

in contradistinction to each other, such that 'scientificity' [nauchnost1 was 

implicated in the construction of literariness and vice versa. The second section 

considers Tynianov's theoretical work on language of the period 1921- 24. It is 

argued with reference to the monograph Problema stikhotvornogo iazyka (1924) 

and the article 'Slovar' Lenina-polemista' (1924) that Tynianov developed the 

same, linguistic polarization of nauka and poetry. Like his colleagues in the 

OPOlaZ, Tynianov identified terminology as the ultimate expression of proseness 

and associated it with nauka. Furthermore, his own theoretical work of the period 

1921- 24 can be neatly divided into concise, terminologically dense works of 

linguistic analysis (such as Problema stikhotvornogo iazyka) and more repetitive, 

metaphorical works of historical analysis (such as 'O literatumom fakte', 1924). 

The third section of the chapter follows Tynianov into the late 1920s, by which 

time he had collapsed the division between synchrony and diachrony by expanding 

the application of the tools of linguistics. He thereby overcame the division 

observed in his theoretical work of 1924 - that between the language of linguistic 

analysis and that of historical analysis. Tynianov's new, syncretic language of 

theory - an extremely abstract language of 'systems' and 'functions' - seemed 

IV 



paradoxically to embody how the OPOlaZ had originally imagined poetry. The 

original, linguistic polarization of nauka and poetry, it is argued, progressively 

collapsed in on itself in Tynianov's theoretical work of the 1920s. 

The second chapter, 'The Science of History', considers the work of the OPOlaZ 

on literary history of the period 1919- 24. As Shklovsky, Eikhenbaum, and 

Tynianov developed a theory of literary history as an endless succession of 

'revolutions' in the period 1919- 24, they tried to make their theorization of that 

process take a correspondingly revolutionary form. They did so, it is argued, by 

attempting to collapse the well-established dichotomy between the sciences of 

nature and those of history. The chapter reconstructs a natural-scientific paradigm 

in the early work of the Society on literary history. Their 'mechanical' theory of 

literary history is shown to support parallels with Darwin's theory of evolution by 

natural selection and Newton's conception of motion. Furthermore, Tynianov was 

beginning to experiment with concepts from genetics and relativistic physics. He 

was beginning to transform the natural-scientific paradigm of the work of the 

OPOlaZ on literary history by introducing concepts associated with the early 

twentieth-century 'revolution' in the natural sciences. The chapter concludes with 

a discussion of how natural-scientific models of change were beginning to come 

into conflict with materialist theories of development in 1924. 

The third chapter, 'The Collection of Articles as Science' , offers an interpretation 

of the four (or, if the second edition of 0 teorii prozy is included, five) authorial 

collections of articles compiled by the most prominent members of the OPOiaZ in 

the period 1924-30: Eikhenbaum's Skvoz' literaturu (1924), Shklovsky's 0 teorii 
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prozy (1925, 1929), Eikhenbaum's Literatura (1927), and Tynianov's Arkhaisty i 

novatory (1929). The collections consisted in the most part of substantial literary­

theoretical articles that had already been published. The first and last examples of 

the genre, Skvoz' literaturu and Arkhaisty i novatory, are given greatest attention. 

They can be considered examples of a distinct genre oriented towards 

autobiography, one allowing its exponents to represent a process of intellectual 

development. Shklovsky, Eikhenbaum, and Tynianov, it is concluded, each made 

an original contribution to nauka by recycling old material in a ' literary' manner. 

The conclusion ties together the three chapters by showing how each of them 

addresses a reconfiguration of the same relation between nauka and literature. It 

situates the work as a whole in the context of the historiography on Formalism. 

Parallels are then suggested between Formalism and Romanticism, and the 

conclusions drawn are projected into the late twentieth century as of possible 

relevance to modem ' literary theory' more generally. 

The thesis is an attempt ultimately to make sense of the oblique self-referentiality 

of much of the literary theory of the OPOlaZ. It seeks to explore three moments in 

the history of Formalism with a focus on how nauka and literature were 

conceptualized as structurally equivalent, on how the realization of the Formalist 

project was made intelligible principally in terms of its own conceptual apparatus. 

It is argued not that the work of the Society was in any way 'unscientific', 

whatever that might be taken to mean, but merely that the creation of an 

independent intellectual activity, of a science that did not submit to the authority of 
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any other science, resulted in a curious union of subject and object with far-

reaching consequences. 

In the context of the historiography on Formalism, the consideration here of the 

question of nauka can be seen to engage with a recent study by Jan Levchenko, 

Drugaia nauka: russkie formalisty v poiskakh biografii (2012). In a number of its 

chapters, Levchenko examines Eikhenbaum and Shklovsky's generically 

experimental, (auto)biographical prose works of the 1920s as examples of what he 

terms the strategy of 'allegorizing theory' [inoskazanie teorii], a strategy 

equivalent in function to Tynianov's decision to begin writing historical fiction in 

late 1924.1 This path towards literature, Levchenk:o concludes, was a response to a 

heightened historical self-consciousness in the 1920s. The present work takes a 

different approach. It is argued that, from the very inception of their intellectual 

project, the Formalists conceptualized nauka as the mirror image of literature. The 

proposed approach makes it possible to explore the orientation towards literature 

of even the most apparently conventional literary-theoretical work produced by the 

Formalists. Thus, the present work considers the orientation towards literature even 

of such works as Tynianov's Problema stikhotvornogo iazyka (1924), 'O 

literatumom fakte' (1924), and Arkhaisty i novatory (1929), among others. 

From a broader perspective, the thesis can be read in light of recent work on the 

origin of modem literary theory in Central and Eastern Europe. Galin Tihanov 

argues that the 191 Os 'signalled the ambition' of the study ofliterature to 

1 Jan Levchenko, Drugaia nauka: russkie formalisty v poiskakh biografii 
(Moscow: Izdatel'skii dom NIU VShE, 2012), p. 10. 
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'emancipate itself from the master discourses ofphilosophy'.2 The Formalist 

emphasis on the 'specificity' of literature, on ' literature as such', expressed a 

desire to allow it to speak on its own terms. It is argued here that such an emphasis 

intensified the relation between the subject and the object of theoretical 

investigation, that the resulting polarization of nauka and literature was repeatedly 

reconfigured in the literary-theoretical practice of the OPOiaZ. 

2 Galin Tihanov, 'Why did Modern Literary Theory Originate in Central and 
Eastern Europe? (And Why is it Now Dead?)', Common Knowledge, 10 (2004), 
61- 81 (p. 62). 
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The Library of Congress transliteration system is used throughout. Exceptions are 

made for Russian surnames well known in another form and include Bely, 

Dostoevsky, Gogol, Gorky, Jakobson, Lunacharsky, Mayakovsky, Shklovsky, 

Tolstoy, and Trotsky. The names of Russian scholars who have published in 

English are transliterated in accordance with their preferred forms. 

Quotations from Russian-language sources are given in Russian. Orthography has 

been modernized where necessary. Short quotations from Russian sources of only 

a few words in length are translated into English and usually given with a 

transliteration of the original Russian supplied immediately afterwards, italicized 

and in parentheses. All such translations are my own. 

References are given in footnotes and in accordance with the conventions of the 

MHRA Style Guide, 2nd edn (London: Modern Humanities Research Association, 

2008). Full references are given for the first citation of a work in each chapter and 

abbreviated forms are used thereafter. 
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Introduction 

' Rama KYJihTypa IIOCTPOeHa Ha qorropHOM 
.nmt><PepeHIJ;I1pOBamrn: HayKH H HCKYCCTBa.' I 

Iu. Tynianov, 1924 

In an article of 1926 on the 'Formalists ',2 by which he meant those - including 

himself - who had participated in the Society for the Study of Poetic Language 

(OPOiaZ) during the previous decade,3 Boris Eikhenbaum struggled accurately to 

categorize the nature of their work. He rejected the appellation preferred by their 

opponents, the 'Formal method', since their work did not amount to an 'aesthetic 

theory', nor was it a ' finalized scientific system'; 'characteristic of us', he wrote, 

resorting to circumlocution, was 'merely the aspiration to create a self-sufficient 

literary science ' .4 The Formalists aspired to the creation of a science that was 

autonomous, he reasoned, because they were not required to submit to the ultimate 

authority of any other science. Their interest was in the 'specificity' of their object, 

in that which made it what it was, and they were therefore able to create an 

immanent science, to begin from first principles. They had made ' literature as 

1 Iu. Tynianov, 'Literatumoe segodnia', Russkii sovremennik, l (1924), 292- 306 
(p. 305). 
2 B. Eikhenbaum, 'Teoriia "formal'nogo metoda"', in Literatura: teoriia, kritika, 
polemika (Leningrad: Priboi, 1927), pp. 116-48 (p. l 16n): ' Ilo.n; "<PopMaJIHCTaMH" 
51 pa3yMeIO B 3TOH CTaThe TOJibKO TY rpyrrrry TeopeTHKOB, KOTOpa51 06be,n;HHHJiaCh 
B "06ll(eCTBe H3yqeHH51 I103THqecKoro 513bIKa" (OIT0513) H c 1916 r. Haqana 
H3.n;aBaTb CBOH c6opHHKH.' 
3 On the alternative gloss of the acronym OPOlaZ, as Obshchestvo izucheniia 
teorii poeticheskogo iazyka, see A. P. Chudakov, comm. to Tynianov, 'Predislovie 
k knige "Problema stikhovoi semantiki"', in PILK, pp. 501- 07. 
4 Eikhenbaum, 'Teoriia "formal'nogo metoda"', in Literatura, p. 117: ')J;n51 Hae 
xapaKTepeH He "<PopMaJIH3M" KaK 3CTeTHqecKa51 TeOpH51 H He "MeTo.n;onor1151" KaK 
3aKoHqeHHa51 HayqHa51 CHCTeMa, a TOJihKO CTpeMJieHHe K C03.n;aHHIO 
CaMOCT051TeJibHOH JIHTepaTypHOH HayKH Ha OCHOBe crreu:11<P11qeCKHX CBOHCTB 
JIHTepaTypHoro MaTep11ana.' 



such' [literatura kak takovaia] , or ' literariness' [literaturnost1, the object of their 

work and, it followed, had thereby created a correspondingly immanent 

scientificity, a ' literary science as such' [literaturnaia nauka kak takovaia].5 What 

united those who participated in the Society was thus the project simultaneously to 

isolate literariness and produce scientificity, the one possible only on condition of 

the other. 6 In other words, the extent to which the work of the Society was 

scientific was made dependent on the extent to which its members were capable of 

articulating that which was specific to its object. The present work explores how 

this original connection between 'science' [nauka] and literature, the relation of 

interdependence that resulted from the implementation of the principle of literary 

specificity, was realized in the course of the theoretical work of the Society. 

The wider intellectual movement of which the OPOiaZ was a major part, Russian 

Formalism, is celebrated internationally for what Eikhenbaum called the 

'aspiration' to create a self-sufficient science. It was typical, for example, that, 

several decades after the politically motivated capitulation of Formalism in 1930, 

Roman Jakobson, the first chairman of the Moscow Linguistic Circle (MLK) and a 

participant in some of the early meetings of the OPOiaZ,7 reasserted its claim to 

scientificity by selecting 'Vers une science de l' art poetique' as the title for his 

preface to Theorie de la litterature (1965), a collection of Formalist articles in 

5 Ibid. , pp. 120- 21 (all quotations). 
6 See also the two complementary tasks identified as the raison d'etre of the 
OPOiaZ, ibid. , p. 120: ' llcKyccrno Tpe6oBa.rro, qTOfaI K HeMy no,n:oIIIJJH 
BTIJlOTttyIO, a HayKa - qT06hI ee c,n:eJJaJJH KOHKpeTHOH.' 
7 On Jakobson's involvement, see A. V. Krusanov, 'OPOiaZ' and ' MLK', Russkii 
avangard: 1907- 1932 (Istoricheskii obzor), 2 vols (Moscow: NLO, 2003), vol. 2: 
Futuristicheskaia revoliutsiia (1917- 1921), kn. 1, pp. 287- 304, pp. 452- 95. 
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translation. 8 The Formalists' cultivation of intellectual self-sufficiency in the study 

of literature has led to a widespread acknowledgement of their place at the origin 

of the twentieth-century project ofliterary theory. Raman Selden traces the 

'scientific ambitions' of the French structuralists of the 1950s and 1960s to the 

Russian Formalists in the 1920s, arguing that the 'anti-humanism' common to both 

movements was part of a project to cultivate a 'subjectless scientificity' in the 

study of human activity.9 Galin Tihanov notes that Formalism was 

'epistemologically related to positivism, psychoanalysis, and Marxism', that its 

exponents sought to demonstrate that literature was ' entirely amenable to scientific 

study and rationalization' .1° Formalism represented a pivotal moment in European 

intellectual history, the ambition to elevate the study of literature to an 

epistemologically and methodologically more considered enterprise, one whose 

sole task was the discovery of the hidden 'laws ' by which it operated. 11 

8 Roman Jakobson, 'Vers une science de l'art poetique ', in Theorie de la 
litterature: textes des formalistes russes, ed. and trans. by Tzvetan Todorov (Paris: 
Seuil, 1965), pp. 9- 13. 
9 Raman Selden, ' Introduction', in The Cambridge History of Literary Criticism, 
vol. 8: From Formalism to Poststructuralism, ed. by Raman Selden (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1995), pp. 1- 10 (both p. 5). 
'
0 Galin Tihanov, 'Russian Formalism', in The Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry 

and Poetics, 4th edn, ed. by Roland Greene et al. (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 2012), pp. 1239-42 (both p. 1240). 
11 For an excellent analysis of Formalism from the perspective of the philosophy 
and sociology of science (i.e. a discussion of the movement in light of the work of 
such philosophers and sociologists of science as Thomas Kuhn, Pierre Bourdieu, 
Robert Merton, and Bruno Latour), see Aleksandr Dmitriev and Jan Levchenko, 
'Nauka kak priem: eshche raz o metodologicheskom nasledii russkikh 
formalistov', NLO, 50 (2001 ), 195- 245. On the epistemology of Formalism, see 
also Ewa Thompson, Russian Formalism and Anglo-American New Criticism: A 
Comparative Study (The Hague: Mouton, 1971), pp. 11- 16, pp. 54-110 (where the 
movement is discussed in the context of Heinrich Rickert's philosophy of science 
and a dichotomy is established between ' idealist' Formalism, as represented by the 
early Shklovsky, and 'neo-positivist' Formalism, as represented by Tynianov, the 
latter a theorist who 'wanted literary criticism to become a scientific investigation 
of facts'). 
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Its immense and rightly celebrated achievement in that respect notwithstanding, 

the present work leaves to one side the question of how the Formalists constructed 

a rigorous scientificity in epistemological and methodological terms. It also makes 

no attempt to formulate an objective evaluation of their claim to scientificity. It 

attempts only to explore how the original union of 'science' [nauka] and literature 

as structural opposites played out in the course of the theoretical work of the 

OPOlaZ. It is argued that their polarization caused the 'scientificity' [ nauchnost1 

of the theoretical work of the Society, the quality that its members were 

supposedly cultivating, to take shape as a reflection of' literariness ', the quality 

that they were supposedly investigating. Literature and 'science', in other words, 

were minted as two sides of the same coin, two components of a single intellectual 

undertaking. The argument made here about the construction by the Society of 

literariness and scientificity as interdependent is by no means incompatible with 

intellectual-historical arguments about the paradigm-shifting epistemological and 

methodological innovations of Formalism. It is argued not that the members of the 

Society produced theoretical work that was in any way 'unscientific', whatever 

that might be taken to mean, but only that, at a number of moments in the history 

of Formalism, their 'science' [nauka] could not find formal realization in a manner 

indifferent to its object. 

The focus of the present work is on Iurii Tynianov, a relative latecomer to the 

OPOlaZ. Indeed, he was not published until 1921, 12 whereas the Society had its 

origins in the period 1914- 16, when Viktor Shklovsky, Lev Iakubinskii, and others 

12 Iu. Tynianov, Dostoevskii i Gogol': k teorii parodii (Petrograd: OPOlaZ, 1921). 
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began to meet in Petrograd. 13 Tynianov joined the Society in 1918 or soon 

afterwards and quickly became one of its leading figures. 14 According to an 

official document of December 1921, the OPOiaZ had thirteen members in total at 

that time; Shklovsky was president, Eikhenbaum vice-president, and Tynianov 

secretary. 15 

Of Shklovsky, Eikhenbaum, and Tynianov, those whom Eikhenbaum dubbed the 

'revolutionary trio ' [revtroika] of the OPOiaZ, 16 Tynianov could be called the 

most ' theoretical' member of the Society. Both Shklovsky and Eikhenbaum were 

prominent defenders of the 'Formal method' in the polemical debates of the 1920s, 

at ease in the journal culture of the early twentieth century. 17 They were both 

prolific writers. Furthermore, as the 1920s progressed, Shklovsky and, to a lesser 

degree, Eikhenbaum both experimented with a self-consciously more 

' autobiographical', 'journalistic', or even ' literary' prose, one in which ' theory' 

was presented in a profoundly new way. Tynianov, by contrast, wrote less, 

producing only one monograph during the decade, the densely theoretical 

Problema stikhotvornogo iazyka, and did not experiment with provocative fusions 

of theoretical, literary, and autobiographical writing. Although he produced a small 

13 Krusanov, vol. 2, kn. 1, p. 287. 
14 Iurii Tynianov, 'A vtobiografiia' ( 1939), in Iurii Tynianov: pis a tel' i uchenyi. 
Vospominaniia, razmyshleniia, vstrechi, ed. by V. Kaverin (Moscow: Molodaia 
gvardiia, 1966), pp. 9- 20 (p. 19). The date of his entry to the society is given as 
'1919 or 1920' in Chudakov, comm. to Tynianov, 'Predislovie k knige "Problema 
stikhovoi semantiki"', in PILK, p. 505. 
15 Krusanov, vol. 2, kn. 1, p. 301. 
16 Eikhenbaum, diary entry of February 1922, as quoted in A. P. Chudakov, comm. 
to Tynianov, ' Stikhovye formy Nekrasova', in PILK, pp. 404-07 (p. 404). 
17 Note, e.g. , that in Trotsky's 1923 article on the ' Formal school of poetry', 
'Formal'naia shkola poezii i marksizm', Pravda, 166 (26 July 1923), 2-4, he 
mentioned by name only Shklovsky and Jakobson, and that it was Eikhenbaum 
who responded to the Marxist critique, the following year, in Pechal' i revoliutsiia. 
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number of more 'literary' feuilleton pieces at the very beginning of the 1920s, 

most of them published under a pseudonym, 18 many of his ' literary-critical' 

articles were indistinguishable from his literary-theoretical and literary-historical 

ones. 19 Even when he began to write historical novels in late 1924,20 he continued 

to observe a clear division between nauka and fiction in his own work, later 

claiming that, for him, the latter ' began' where the former ' ended' .21 Tynianov's 

continued cultivation of a ' purer' form of theory, his reluctance to style himself as 

a polemicist, and his resistance to the blending of theoretical, literary, and 

autobiographical writing makes his literary theory of the 1920s the richest source 

for the purposes of the present work. Indeed, he preserved in the form of a rigidly 

observed dichotomy in his own oeuvre the original polarization of nauka and 

literature on which the OPOiaZ had been founded. 

A few words should be said at the outset about terminology, since, as will by now 

be apparent, the English science and the Russian nauka do not fully coincide. 

Given that the Russian nauka is closer semantically to the German Wissenschaft 

18 Tynianov used two pseudonyms in the early 1920s: 'Iu. Van-Vezen' and 'G. 
Montelius'. For a discussion of their function, see M. 0 . Chudakova, comm. to 
Tynianov, 'Zapiski o zapadnoi literature', in PILK, pp. 441-46. 
19 On the theoreticism of Tynianov's literary-critical articles, see the justification 
given in the draft of the foreword to Arkhaisty i novatory (Leningrad: Priboi, 1929) 
for the decision to include some of them in that collection, as quoted in E. A. 
Toddes, comm. to Tynianov, 'Predislovie k knige "Arkhaisty i novatory"', in 
PILK, pp. 567- 73 (p. 567): 'Bm1.ny Toro, qTQ ttecKOJibKO KpHTHqecKHX cTaTeH:, 
KOTOpbie cnyqHJIOCb MHe HarmcaTb, He MHOrHM OTJIHqaIQTC~ OT MOHX HCTOpHKO­
JIHTepaTypttblX CTaTeH [ ... ], ~ BKJIIQqHJI HX B c6opHHK.' 
20 On the genesis of Tynianov's first historical novel, Kiukhlia: p ovest' o 
dekabriste (Leningrad: Kubuch, 1925), see Komei Chukovskii, in Iurii Tynianov, 
ed. by Kaverin, pp. 111- 19. 
21 See Tynianov's well-known explanation of the tum to historical fiction in his 
contribution to Kak my pishem (Leningrad: lzd. pisatelei v Leningrade, 1930), pp. 
158- 68 (p. 160): 'TaM, r.ne KOHqaeTc~ ,noKyMeHT, TaM ~ Haq11HaIO. ' 
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than to the English science, it is illuminating to consider Fritz Ringer's discussion 

of the fundamental semantic distinction between those words: ' In English, it is 

possible to argue about whether sociology or history is "a science." In German, 

[ ... ] to ask whether sociology is eine Wissenschafl is to wonder about its status as a 

distinct and clearly circumscribed discipline, not about its more or less "scientific" 

methods. ' 22 The emphasis on methodological rigour identified by Ringer in the 

semantic range of the English science is related to what the Oxford English 

Dictionary identifies as the sense most typical of its 'modern use ', 'those branches 

of study that relate to the phenomena of the material universe and their laws', a 

sense ' treated as synonymous with "Natural and Physical science"' .23 According to 

the same principle, the Russian nauka is usually translated into English as science, 

if the field of study in question concerns the physical universe, or scholarship, if it 

does not. 24 Given the cultural specificity of the words science and nauka, the 

Russian words nauka ('science') and nauchnost' ('scientificity' ) will henceforth be 

transliterated rather than translated. 

Nauka became an exceptionally revered activity in modern Russian culture, one 

associated with a 'Westernizing' force of reason.25 Thus, although the word could 

serve as the relatively neutral designation of systematic intellectual activity of any 

22 Fritz Ringer, The Decline of the German Mandarins: The German Academic 
Community, 1890- 1933 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1969), p. 
103. 
23 See sense 5b in the entry for 'science, n. ', in the Oxford English Dictionary, 2nd 
edn, 20 vols (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989), vol. 14, pp. 648-49 (p. 649). 
24 See, e.g., the entry for 'nauka, n. ' in the Oxford Russian Dictionary, 2nd edn 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1984), p. 385 (where the single sense given as an 
equivalent in modern English is 'science, learning, scholarship, study'). 
25 Andy Byford, Literary Scholarship in Late Imperial Russia: Rituals of Academic 
Institutionalization (London: Legenda, 2007), p. 37. 
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kind, it also acquired the function of a value judgment. Its use by the members of 

the OPOiaZ was often typical in that respect. Nauka quickly became the basic 

category of their self-analysis: they soon generalized their conception of a ' literary 

nauka as such' by making their work - a quest for the 'specificity' of its object -

synonymous with nauka in general in the study of literature. They reasoned, in 

other words, that it was impossible for a student of literature to produce nauka 

without adhering to the principle of literary specificity. If we read the three early 

collections of the Sborniki po teorii poeticheskogo iazyka (1916-19), the 

mouthpiece of the Society in the 191 Os, we find many attempts by its members to 

claim nauka for themselves alone. In the unofficial manifesto of the Society, 

'Iskusstvo kak priem', Shklovsky wrote that his colleague Iakubinskii had 

produced one of the few theories of poetry - that to which he also ascribed - to 

withstand 'scientific criticism' [nauchnaia kritika].26 Shklovsky described the 

work of the Society as a 'scientific poetics' [nauchnaia poetika].27 In his seminal 

study of Gogol's short story 'Shine I", Eikhenbaum challenged those whose 

reading of the story as a social commentary had been dominant in the nineteenth 

century, arguing that their canonization of' Shine!" as a critique of Russian society 

had been 'no cause for science to celebrate' [dlia nauki sovsem ne torzhestvo] and 

the 'wrong path for science' [lozhnyi dlia nauki put'].28 The failure of other 

commentators on literature to isolate its specificity, to read literature 'as such', it 

was argued, denied them any role in the furthering of nauka. The Formalists thus 

26 Viktor Shklovsky, ' Iskusstvo kak priem', in Sborniki po teorii poeticheskogo 
iazyka, vyp. 2 (Petrograd: OPOiaZ, 1917), pp. 3- 14 (p. 6). 
27 Viktor Shklovsky, 'Potebnia', in Poetika. Sborniki po teorii poeticheskogo 
iazyka (Petrograd: Gos. tip., 1919), pp. 3- 6 (p. 6). 
28 B. M. Eikhenbaum, 'Kak sdelana "Shinel"", in Poetika, pp. 151-66 (both p. 
161). 
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made a leap from the original claim to having created a ' literary nauka as such', 

the result of their implementation of the principle of literary specificity, to the 

much grander claim that no other realization of nauka was possible in the study of 

literature. 

In perhaps the best-known expression of the Formalist aspiration to nauchnost', 

Jakobson made a distinction between the 'science of literature ' [nauka o 

literature], the value-neutral designation of a particular field of study, and 

'science' [nauka] as such: 'Ecm1 ttayKa o mnepaType xoqeT cTaTh ttayKoii, oHa 

rrpHHY)l(.IJ:aeTC~ rrpH3HaTh "rrpHeM" CBOHM e.n;HHCTBeHHhIM "repoeM".'29 Jakobson 

argued that the adoption of Shklovsky's concept of the 'device' [priem] would 

allow the nauka of literature, previously a confused intellectual enterprise, finally 

to ' become nauka', that ideal to which all areas of study should aspire.30 By 

juxtaposing two senses of the word successively, Jakobson reflected the direction 

in which the nauka of literature was moving in the work of the Formalists, its 

elevation towards nauka in the absolute. 

The Petro grad Formalists made a second questionable leap of logic by conflating 

their creation of a science irreducible to other sciences with the notion of a nauka 

independent of political interference. They reasoned that the nauchnost' of 

institutionalized literary scholarship, by contrast, could be reduced to a sanction 

from the state. The first three collections of the Sborniki po teorii poeticheskogo 

29 R. Jakobson, Noveishaia russkaia poeziia. Nabrosok pervyi (Prague: Politika, 
1921),p. ll. 
3° Cf. the distinction between senses 3a and 4a in the entry for 'science, n. ', in the 
Oxford English Dictionary, 2nd edn, vol. 14, pp. 648--49 (p. 649). 

9 



iazyka ( 1916- 19) once again provide many examples. In 'Z vukovye povtory' 

(1917), Osip Brik repeatedly contrasted his theory of verse against the 'established 

theory of versification' [kazennaia teoriia stikhoslozheniia].31 In the bibliography 

of thirty-five works on metrics contributed to the third collection in the series 

(1919), Eikhenbaum did not include a single study written by a Russian literary 

scholar.32 Indeed, the Formalists came close to denying their debt to academic 

literary scholarship entirely, a fact that led many contemporaries to accuse them of 

overstating the case for the originality of their theoretical work. 33 The Formalists 

thus actively conflated purely epistemological and methodological questions with 

ultimately political ones in their identification of their own work as nauka.34 

With regard to the ease with which the OPOiaZ projected the specificity of its 

science into the political sphere, it is instructive to compare the Society and the 

MLK, the other hub of Formalism in Russia. The participants of the MLK 

associated their nauchnost' with the rigour of their methodology. They pioneered 

the application of 'exact methods' to the analysis of verse, for example, and took 

care to define their terms with great precision. Given that the scientificity of their 

work was assured first and foremost by methodological rigour, and that it was 

consequently reducible to one or other philosophical system in which such a 

quality was the defining characteristic of science, they had less need than did those 

in the OPOiaZ of aggressive assertions of the nauchnost' of their work. 

31 0. M. Brik, 'Zvukovye povtory', in Sborniki, vyp. 2, pp. 24--62 (e.g. p. 59). 
32 B. M. Eikhenbaum, 'Prilozhenie', in Poetika, pp. 167- 68. 
33 See, e.g., A. I. Beletskii, 'Neskol'ko slov o razrabotke nauchnoi poetiki v Rossii i 
na Zapade', in Richard Miiller-Freienfels, Poetika, trans. by I. Ia. Kaganov and E. 
S. Paperna (Kharkov: Trud, 1923), pp. 3- 20 (p. 5). 
34 See Dmitriev and Levchenko for a discussion of the Formalists' presentation of 
their work as a 'scientific revolution' (with reference esp. to Thomas Kuhn). 
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As the 1920s progressed, the OPOiaZ increasingly came into conflict with Marxist 

literary theory. It is notable that members of both camps adopted the same 

rhetorical strategy of claiming nauka exclusively for themselves. In a piece on 

Formalism of 1923, Lev Trotsky represented the Formalists as scientifically 

backwards, equating their refusal to accept materialism to a refusal to accept 

Darwin's theory of evolution by natural selection. 35 In the title of his piece on 

Formalism, he unexpectedly made reference to the 'Formal school of poetry'; his 

strategy was perhaps to discredit Formalism intellectually by categorizing it as an 

' artistic' movement rather than as a ' scientific ' one.36 The eventual capitulation of 

Formalism in 1930 took the form of an article by Shklovsky in which he confessed 

to a 'scientific error' [ nauchnaia oshibka], a deviation from the correct path for 

nauka.37 The Formalists had adopted the same rhetorical strategy. Eikhenbaum, for 

example, wrote in his diary for 1924 that the Marxist critique of Formalism was 

comparable to medieval ' scholasticism', a war on 'scientific thought as such' : 

'11,ll;eT 6opb6a pem1TH03HOro ,ll;OrMaTH3Ma H cxorraCTHKH c HayKOH. [ ... ] 11,ll;eT 

6oph6a npOTHB HayqHoi1 MhICJIH KaK TaKOBOH. ' 38 The word nauka was thus 

stripped of any real meaning in the polemical debates of the 1920s, becoming 

35 Trotsky, p. 3. 
36 Cf. A. Lunacharsky, 'Formalizm v nauke ob iskusstve ', Pechat' i revoliutsiia, 5 
(1924), 19- 32 (p. 29), where it is argued that, rather than amounting to a genuine 
'science ' [nauka] , Formalism comprised a series of mere intellectual 'operations' 
[operatsii]. See also P. N. Medvedev, Formal'nyi metod v literaturovedenii 
(Kriticheskoe vvedenie v sotsiologicheskuiu poetiku) (Leningrad: Priboi, 1928), p. 
167, where it is argued that one of Shklovsky's formulations did not constitute a 
legitimate 'scientific position' [nauchnoe polozhenie] against which one could 
mount an argument. 
37 See Viktor Shklovsky, 'Pamiatnik nauchnoi oshibke (Redaktsiia vtoraia)' , NLO, 
44 (2000), 154- 58 (ed. by Aleksandr Galushkin). 
38 Eikhenbaum, diary entry of 29 September 1924, as quoted in Ewa Berard­
Zarzycka, 'La genese des travaux sur le literatumyj byt d'apres le Journal 
d'Ejxenbaum', Revue des etudes slaves, 57 (1985), 83- 89 (p. 86). 
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instead a value judgment, a partisan assertion of the superiority of one theoretical 

approach over another. 

If we leave aside the polemical debates in which the members of the OPOlaZ 

became involved in the 1920s, the bond of 'specificity' linking their ' literary 

nauka as such' and its object, ' literature as such', comes more clearly into focus. 

Their realization of nauka, their 'scientific poetics', took the form of a new way of 

writing theoretically about literature, one that made it possible for them to discuss 

both the contemporary and the historical in the same meta-language. In 'lskusstvo 

kak priem', Shklovsky coined the term 'estrangement' [ostranenie] to describe the 

various 'devices' [priemy] by which literature could rescue our powers of 

perception from 'automatization' [avtomatizatsiia].39 With a meta-language of this 

kind, the OPOlaZ was able to overcome the entrenched polarization in nineteenth-

century Russian culture of (journalistic) ' literary criticism' and (academic) ' literary 

nauka'.40 The Formalists theorized written texts of various eras and nations, from 

the poetry of the Russian futurists to One Thousand and One Nights, with an 

emphasis on what unified them, their literariness. They thus replaced the 

polarization of nauka and kritika with that of nauka and literature itself, the subject 

and the object of the theoretical act. 

39 Shklovsky, 'lskusstvo kak priem', all p. 7. 
40 On the construction of the dichotomy between literary criticism and literary 
nauka in nineteenth-century Russian culture, see Byford, pp. 1- 13. For a Formalist 
account of the collapse of that dichotomy in the early twentieth century, see B. 
Eikhenbaum, 'Metody i podkhody', Knizhnyi ugol, 8 (1922), 13- 23 (pp. 13- 14): 
'ohIJia KpHTHKa - "cy6neKTHBHa~", HMrrpeccHOHHCTHqecKa~, qmrrococpcKa~ HT. 
~· BhICTyrrarra co CBOHMH "pa3MhIIIIJieH~MH" o TOM o ceM. ohIJia H ttayKa -
"o6neKTHBHa~'', aKa~eMHqecKa~, BHyTpettHe Bpa)K,[l,e6tta~ KpHTHKe. IIoyqarra c 
Kacjle~phl, yBepeHHa~ B CBOHX HCTHHax. H B~pyr - BCe :no CTaJIO CMeIIIHhIM 
attaxpoHH3MOM. ' 
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The emphasis of the OPOlaZ on a universal, ' specific' literariness entrenched a 

polarization of nauka and literature. As Eikhenbaum recognized in ' Teoriia 

"formal'nogo metoda", the nauchnost' of the work of the Society had been made 

conditional on the success with which its members could isolate the 'specificity' of 

literature. Their early focus on trans-sense language [zaum 1 made it possible for 

that polarization to be reproduced in their theory of language: by presenting zaum' 

as a ' pure' form of poetry, as the clearest expression of the poetic, they implicitly 

presented their own work as an equally ' pure' form of nauka. Indeed, as a body of 

written texts, the work of the Society was necessarily implicated in the theory of 

language that it had been founded in order to develop. The basic methodology of 

the Society was to define poetry in opposition to ' prose' , to ' practical' language. 

Poetry was language that drew attention to itself, that had been made ' difficult' to 

cognize, whereas practical language had become less so, or 'automatized' . Their 

own articles, as examples of non-poetic language, thus came into being in 

opposition to poetry, as part of the methodological strategy by which literariness 

was made into a legitimate object of study. They repeatedly exploited that 

polarization in their early years, often including extensive quotations from poetry 

in their articles, for example, so as to exaggerate the effect of juxtaposition. In a 

number of their articles on poetic language, they made reference to algebra as the 

most perfect expression of 'scientific language' [nauchnyi iazyk] and, therefore, as 

the polar opposite to zaum'.41 Zaum' was language that was ' felt ', made maximally 

difficult so as to extend the cognitive process by which it was perceived, whereas 

algebra was language that erased itself, one ' felt' minimally so as to facilitate a 

41 On algebra as the linguistic opposite of poetry, see, e.g., Shklovsky, ' Iskusstvo 
kak priem', pp. 6-7. 
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maximally economical mode of cognition. The early work of the Society entailed 

an active effort to construct nauka as the mirror image of poetry, to formulate their 

polarization in linguistic terms. 

As Formalism developed into the 1920s, Shklovsky, Eikhenbaum, and Tynianov 

took a greater interest in the problem of literary history, in a more functional 

conception of the system of literature, and, in the process, distanced themselves 

from the exclusively linguistic focus of the OPOiaZ in its earliest years.42 

Tynianov was the leading Formalist theorist of literary history, developing a model 

of the process in which the constituent genres of literature were periodically 

renewed by ' peripherally ' literary genres such as the familiar letter, genres that 

' floated' into the 'centre' .43 

Given the Formalists' interest in the historical relativity of literature, it is 

significant that Shklovsky began to experiment with an ambiguously ' literary' 

prose style in the course of his theoretical work. He produced three such 

'experimental' books during his exile in Germany in 1922- 23: Khod konia (1923), 

Sentimental'noe puteshestvie (1923), and Zoo, iii pis'ma ne o liubvi (1923). 

Shklovsky's works were 'felt ' as literature while nevertheless retaining what 

Tynianov termed a 'potent kernel of scientific thought' [krupnaia sol' nauchnoi 

42 For evidence of the shift, see, e.g. , the comment about Iakubinskii in B. 
Eikhenbaum, 'Metody i podkhody', p. 19: '51Ky6HHCKHH [ ... ] co6mnHHJic~ 
ttaHBHo, KaK JIHHrBHCT, c BhICOThI csoeH: ttayqttoH: rro3HU:HH' . See also the 
distinction made between linguistics and poetics in B. Eikhenbaum, Melodika 
russkogo liricheskogo stikha (Petrograd: OPOlaZ, 1922), p. 14. 
43 See Iurii Tynianov, 'O literaturnom fakte', Lef, 2 (6) (1924), 100- 16 (p. 103). 
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mysli].44 Shklovsky had not collapsed the polarization of nauka and literature, but 

allowed the two to come more closely into contact within a single work. A number 

of the letters comprising Zoo, for example, include comments about the status of 

the letter as a literary genre.45 Zoo was a work of nauka and literature 

simultaneously, as Tynianov recognized in a comparison of the book to Heine 's 

collections of poetry.46 Since the Formalists were convinced of the historical 

significance of the periphery of literature as the source of new literary phenomena, 

the motor of its 'evolution', they began to conceptualize their own peripherally 

literary work as essential to the same process, to the transformation of Russian 

prose at the beginning of the 1920s.47 They allowed their practice of genres 

associated with nauka to come into contact with literature, that is, so as to 

participate in the development of the contemporary literary process. It could be 

argued that the very formulation used by Eikhenbaum, ' literary science ' 

[literaturnaia nauka],48 was ambiguous, since, though the adjective referred 

principally to a particular field of study (the science of literature), it also suggested 

an oxymoronic characterization of that science (a science that was literary in 

character). 

In the early 1920s, Shklovsky, Eikhenbaum, and Tynianov wrote explicitly about 

the possibility of a different type of nauka, one presented in a more ' literary' 

44 Tynianov, 'Literatumoe segodnia', p. 305. 
45 See, e.g., letter nineteen in Viktor Shklovsky, Zoo, iii pis'ma ne o liubvi (Berlin: 
Gelikon, 1923), pp. 74-75. 
46 Tynianov, 'Literatumoe segodnia', p. 305. 
47 Cf. Viktor Shklovsky, 'Sovremenniki i sinkhronisty', Russkii sovremennik, 3 
(1924), 232- 37 (p. 237): ' PyccKa51 [ ... ] rrpo3a cei{qac pacrra.naeTC51 Ha cocTaBHbie 
qacn1 TaK, KaK He,[(aBHO pacrra.narracb II033H51 B pyKax rrepBbIX <l>YTYPHCTOB'. 
48 Eikhenbaum, 'Teoriia "formal'nogo metoda"' , in Literatura, p. 120. 
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manner. In the early 1920s, they all used the adjective 'gay' [ veselyi] to describe 

the ideal practice of conceptual prose writing, an allusion to the Nietzschean 

concept of the 'gay science' [diefrohliche Wissenschaft].49 The term gaya scienza, 

which originated in Provenc;al culture of the High Middle Ages, was originally a 

synonym for the art of poetry.50 Nietzsche himself glossed the term as 'that unity 

of singer, knight, and free spirit which distinguishes the wonderful early culture of 

the Provenc;als from all equivocal cultures' .5 1 For the OPOlaZ, the concept of a 

gay nauka seems to have meant a more 'literary' form of conceptual prose, one 

akin to Nietzsche's more 'literary' mode of Wissenschaft. In 1922, Eikhenbaum 

argued that the unusually 'gay' mode of presentation cultivated by the OPOlaZ 

distinguished its members from their many 'morose ' contemporaries: 'Hae 

~3BHTeJihHO Ha3bIBaJOT "seceJiblMH HCTOpHKaMH JIHTepaTypbI". qTO ">K? 3TO He TaK 

rrnoxo. [ ... ] MpaqHhIX pa6oTHHKOB y Hae 6hIJIO .n;osoJihHO - He rropa JIH 

rrorrpo6osaTb 11Haqe?' 52 

The tum to the question of literary history had further ramifications for the relation 

of interdependence between nauka and literature in the work of the Society. 

49 On the allusions to Nietzsche in the work of the OPOlaZ of the early 1920s, see 
M. 0. Chudakova, comm. to Tynianov, 'Zhumal, kritik, chitatel' i pisatel", in 
PILK, pp. 147- 50; and Dragan Kujundzic, The Returns of History: Russian 
Nietzscheans After Modernity (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1997), 

Pf· 9- 13. 
5 See Walter Kaufmann, 'Translator's Introduction' , in Friedrich Nietzsche, The 
Gay Science, ed. and trans. by Walter Kaufmann (New York: Vintage Books, 
1974), pp. 3- 26 (pp. 5- 6). 
51 Ibid., pp. 3- 26 (p. 6, emphasis in original). 
52 B. Eikhenbaum, '5 = 100', Knizhnyi ugol, 8 (1922), 38-41(p.40). His argument 
anticipated Arkadii Gomfel'd's critique of the Formalists as theorists who had 
debased questions 'of purely scientific method' [chisto nauchnogo metoda] by 
bringing them 'onto the street' [na ulitsu], by making them the topics of a 
kriklivaia publitsistika. See A. Gomfel'd, 'Formalisty i ikh protivniki', 
Literaturnye zapiski, 3 (1922), 5- 6 (all quotations p. 5). 
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Shklovsky, Eikhenbaum, and Tynianov's increased interest in the historical 

development of literature led them to reflect on their own role in history, on the 

historical significance of the OPOiaZ. They made their theory of history into its 

own object: during the early 1920s, as they were formulating their theory of 

literary history, they were simultaneously generalizing it, describing their own 

work in the same terms. Thus, they described the formation of the OPOiaZ as 

historically analogous to the formation of a new literary genre: a 'revolution' in 

literary studies, the culmination of an antagonistic 'struggle' among competing 

trends, a historical 'rupture', and an intellectual phenomenon itself at risk of 

becoming 'automatized' through an inevitable 'canonization'. s3 Their application 

of their theory of history to themselves had the effect of further complicating the 

relationship between nauka and literature, by making the two subject to the laws of 

a single conception of historical development. Shklovsky's sudden departure for 

Germany in March 1922 served only to accelerate the process of self-

historicization, since it was symbolic of an effective end to the work of the Society 

proper.s4 The same generalization of theory, the promotion of its self-referentiality, 

continued into the late 1920s. The opening pages of Eikhenbaum's 'Teoriia 

"formal'nogo metoda"', for example, include descriptions of 'nauka' that mirrored 

his conception of literature as an inherently dynamic process.ss 

s3 For many such self-referential comments, see Eikhenbaurn 'Metody i 
podkhody'; and idem, ' 5 = 100' . See also the published excerpts of Eikhenbaum's 
diary of the early 1920s in Berard-Zarzycka; and M. 0. Chudakova, ' Sotsial'naia 
praktika, filologicheskaia refleksiia i literatura v nauchnoi biografii Eikhenbauma i 
Tynianova', in TS, 2 (1986), pp. 103- 31. For a discussion of Formalist 
'metahistory', see Ilya Kalinin, ' Istoriia literatury mezhdu parodiei i dramoi. K 
voprosu o metaistorii russkogo formalizma', NLO, 50 (2001 ), 287- 95. 
s4 For information about the sudden end to the OPOiaZ proper in 1922, see 
Krusanov, vol. 2, kn. l, p. 304. 
ss Eikhenbaurn, 'Teoriia "formal'nogo metoda'" , in Literatura, esp. pp. 116- 17. 
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After 1924, Shklovsky, Eikhenbaum, and Tynianov shifted the focus of their 

theoretical work away from the problem of literary history as a process of 

immanent development towards the problem of how everyday life [byt] was 

involved in that process. The 'social' turn in their theoretical work of the late 

1920s has often been presented in part as a response to the increasingly powerful 

Marxist critiques of Formalism, as an attempt on their part to give consideration to 

social questions without renouncing the fundamental principles of their doctrine. 56 

Although Eikhenbaum and Tynianov approached the problem of byt differently,57 

and Tynianov, Shklovsky, and Jakobson all explicitly distanced themselves from 

Eikhenbaum's 'eclectic' theory of ' literary byt',58 their shared eagerness to 

theorize the extra-literary factors in the development of literature served further to 

reconfigure the original relationship between literature and nauka on which the 

OPOiaZ had been founded. Jan Levchenko argues that Shklovsky and 

Eikhenbaum's interest in the late 1920s in social questions, and especially in 

biography, had a profound effect on the manner in which they practised nauka: 

such texts as Shklovsky's Tret'iafabrika (1926) and Eikhenbaum's Moi vremennik 

(1929) were works of nauka in which the role of the 'autobiographical "I" ' was 

strongly accentuated.59 Tomas Glanc notes the clear applicability to the OPOiaZ of 

56 See, e.g., Victor Erlich, Russian Formalism: History - Doctrine, 4th edn (The 
Hague and New York: Mouton, 1981), pp. 99- 140, pp. 192- 211. 
57 On Tynianov and Eikhenbaum's disagreement in the late 1920s, see A. P. 
Chudakov, M. 0. Chudakova, and E. A. Toddes, comm. to Tynianov, 'O 
literaturnoi evoliutsii ', in PILK, pp. 518- 30. 
58 Note, e.g., Shklovsky, letter to Jakobson of 16 February 1929, as quoted in 
Chudakova, 'Sotsial'naia praktika', p. 120: 'Eopttc Mttxafinoslfq [3fixeH6ayM] B 
rrncne)l.HHX pa6ornx pa3JIO)l(HJIC~ )l.O 3KJieKTHKH. Ero JIHT[ epaTypHhrfi] 6hn -
Bif JihrapHeHllllfH MapKClf3M. ' 
5 Jan Levchenko, Drugaia nauka: russkie formalisty v poiskakh biografii 
(Moscow: Izdatel'skii dom NIU VShE, 2012), pp. 83- 218. See esp. the comment 
on p. 38: 'ttHTepec npe)l,CTaBJI~IOT [ ... ] aJihTepHaTHBHhie <t>opMhl pe<t>neKClflf Ha)], 
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Eikhenbaum' s heightened theoretical interest in the late 1920s in the significance 

of social groups (literary societies and circles) for the historical development of 

literature.6° Furthermore, the Formalists began individually to publish collections 

of their most significant theoretical articles during the mid-l 920s, the first example 

being Eikhenbaum's Skvoz' literaturu (1924). The authorial collection of articles 

became an important tool of self-historicization for the Formalists - if not a form 

of autobiography - because it allowed them to manipulate the manner of their 

inclusion into the history of literary theory. It was also representative of the same 

reconfiguration of the relation between nauka and literature: by establishing 

connections between their old theoretical articles, and packaging them into a new 

whole, the Formalists were implementing what they had originally identified as 

' literary' devices of composition. Their strategy of expanding the application of 

such devices allowed them to develop a new mode of nauka, to make theoretical 

arguments with literary means. 

The brief outline given above of the development of an interdependent relation 

between literature and nauka demonstrates that their original polarization was 

repeatedly reconfigured as the Formalist project developed in the late 1910s and 

1920s. The Formalist project was a unified intellectual enterprise in which the 

theorization of literature was formed as a mirroring of its object, as a shadow of the 

MaTepHanoM, KaKOBhIMH OKa3hIBaJOTC51 TeKCThI, TIOCB51lll,eHHbie nHTepaTypHOMY 
6hITY' OTihIThl "6enneTp113au;11H" H "oKynhTYPHBaHH51" MaprHHMOB (OT "KroxnH" 
ThIHHHoBa ~o "MaTBeH KoMapoBa" lllKnoBcKoro ), HaKoHeu;, co6cTBeHHO 
6enneTPHCTHKa, HMeIOlll,a51 ~n51 <f>opManHCTOB He MeHbIIIee TeopeTHqecKoe 
3HaqeHHe, qeM npe- H ~ecKpHIITHBHhie OIIhIThl py6e)l(a 1910- 1920-x ro~OB.' 
60 Tomas Glanc, 'The Russian Formalists as a Community', in Theoretical Schools 
and Circles in the Twentieth-Century Humanities. Literary Theory, History, 
Philosophy, ed. by Marina Grishakova and Silvi Salupere (London and New York: 
Routledge, 2015), pp. 1- 22 (p. 14). 
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literary. The creation of immanent literariness, an autonomous object of 

investigation, required a correspondingly immanent nauka, an activity oriented 

exclusively towards that object. Even in the late 1920s, by which time Shklovsky, 

Eikhenbaum, and Tynianov had distanced themselves from their original focus on 

immanent literariness, the original polarization of nauka and literature on which 

the OPOiaZ had been founded continued to resonate. Indeed, it continued to 

resonate for the duration of the project of ' literary theory' into the late twentieth 

century. 

Before coming to a delineation of the precise topics to be examined in the present 

work, let us first consider in detail the existing critical literature on Formalism. 

Although there is not space here for a review of the critical literature in its entirety, 

what follows is an attempt, first, to characterize a few important trends in 

scholarship on the movement and, second, to address in greater detail those most 

immediately relevant here. 

Victor Erlich's Russian Formalism (1955) introduced the Formalists' theoretical 

work to a Western audience,61 and its publication was followed by several decades 

of increasing interest in the movement.62 Further monographs were published in 

61 Victor Erlich, Russian Formalism: History - Doctrine (The Hague: Mouton, 
1955). 
62 See, e.g., the following major publications of Formalist theoretical work: 
Russian Formalist Criticism, ed. by Lee T. Lemon and Marion J. Reis (Lincoln, 
NE: University of Nebraska Press, 1965); Theorie de la litterature; Texte der 
russischen Formalisten, Band I: Zur allgemeinen Literaturtheorie und zur Theorie 
der Prosa, ed. by Jurij Striedter (Munich: Fink, 1969); Texte der russischen 
Formalisten, Band II: Texte zur Theorie des Verses und der poetischen Sprache, 
ed. by Wolf-Dieter Stempel (Munich: Fink, 1972); Readings in Russian Poetics: 
Formalist and Structuralist Views, ed. by Krystyna Pomorska (Cambridge, MA: 
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the l 960s- 1980s, the major examples being those by Krystyna Pomorska ( 1968), 

Ewa Thompson (1971), Fredric Jameson (1972), R.H. Stacy (1977), Aage A. 

Hansen-Love (1978), Tony Bennett (1979), Peter Steiner (1984), and Jurij 

Striedter (1989).63 In general, as literary theory was progressively institutionalized 

in Western universities, Formalism was with ever greater certainty identified as an 

early stage in the development of that project - if not as its ultimate origin. The 

authors of the later monographs cited above tend to take for granted the nature of 

Formalism as a moment in the history of literary theory and devote their attention 

to the parallels between it and other literary-theoretical developments (such as 

Marxist literary theory, the work of the Prague Linguistic Circle, Anglo-American 

New Criticism, and French structuralism). Steiner identifies Formalism ultimately 

as an '"interparadigmatic" stage in the history of literary theory' .64 

For the purposes of the present work, Pomorska's, Hansen-Love's, and Steiner's 

studies are the most illuminating. In the introduction to her monograph on the 

MIT Press, 1971 ); Russian Formalism: A Collection of Articles and Texts in 
Translation, ed. by Stephen Bann and John E. Bowlt (New York: Barnes & Noble, 
1973). Note also Lawrence Michael O'Toole and Ann Shukman's Russian Poetics 
in Translation (1975- 83), vol. 4: Formalist Theory (1977), vol. 5: Formalism: 
History, Comparison, Genre (1978), and vol. 9: The Poetics of Cinema (1982). 
63 Krystyna Pomorska, Russian Formalist Theory and its Poetic Ambiance (The 
Hague: Mouton, 1968); Thompson; Fredric Jameson, The Prison-House of 
Language: A Critical Account of Russian Formalism and French Structuralism 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1972); R.H. Stacy, Defamiliarization 
in Language and Literature (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press, 1977); 
Aage A. Hansen-Love, Der russische Formalismus: Methodologische 
Rekonstruktion seiner Entwicklung aus dem Prinzip der Verfremdung (Vienna: 
Verlag der Osterreichischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, 1978); Tony Bennett, 
Formalism and Marxism (New York: Methuen, 1979); Peter Steiner, Russian 
Formalism: A Metapoetics (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1984); Jurij 
Striedter, Literary Structure, Evolution, and Value: Russian Formalism and Czech 
Structuralism Reconsidered (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1989). 
64 Steiner, p. 10. 
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'poetic ambiance' of Formalism, Pomorska reconstructs Formalist theory as a 

'generalization' of futurist poetics. Her approach makes it possible to problematize 

the representation of Formalism as a purely intellectual movement. She argues that 

'the theory of literature is a generalization of literature, that is, of literary practice ' 

and that the theory of literature developed by the OPOlaZ was therefore a 

'particular product of the Futurist movement in Ii terature ' . 65 Hansen-Love 's 

monumental study of Formalism is relevant here, in addition to its comprehensive 

treatment of Formalist literary theory, in that it explores two aspects of the 

relationship between theory and literature. First, like Pomorska, he looks for the 

origins of the fundamental concept of ostranenie in various poetic movements with 

reference above all to the early twentieth-century avant-garde.66 Second, he 

explores what he calls the 'projection of theory into practice ' in the 1920s,67 

examining in particular how the Formalists made their literary criticism into a 

' realization of [their] method', how they applied their theories of plot construction 

in the development of their own, 'Formalist prose', and how they practised other 

'literary-scientific hybrid genres'.68 Steiner's study of the work of the Formalists, a 

' typology for the theoretical models that they applied to the study of literature', 

65 k Pomors a, pp. 11 , 17. 
66 Hansen-Love, pp. 19- 172. 
67 Ibid., p. 14 (quot. from foreword). 
68 Ibid., pp. 510- 70 (quotations: pp. 510, 515, 563). On the 'projection of theory 
into practice ' with reference to Shklovsky's prose in particular, see also Gary Saul 
Morson, The Boundaries of Genre: Dostoevsky's Diary of a Writer and the 
Traditions of Literary Utopia (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1981), pp. 39-
68; Verena Dohm, Die Literaturfabrik: diefriihe autobiographische Prosa VB. 
Sklovskijs (Munchen: 0. Sagner, 1987); and Beate Jonscher, Viktor Sklovskij. 
Leben und Werk bis zum Beginn der dreifiiger Jahre unter besonderer 
Beriicksichtigung des Verfremdungsbegriffes und seiner Entwicklung (Jena: Jenzig, 
1994). 
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pioneered a new approach to Formalism.69 He identifies three principal groups of 

interrelated metaphors in their work: the machine, the organism, and the system. 

Steiner underscores the significance of language in the development of theoretical 

models. 

Let us briefly consider one important trend in late Soviet scholarship on the 

Formalists. Whereas their articles were generally republished as part of collective 

publications in the West, the Formalists received more individualized attention in 

Russia, their articles being republished principally in authorial collections 

accompanied by scholarly commentaries. Two early examples were the 

republication of Tynianov's Problema stikhotvornogo iazyka (1965) and the 

publication of a collection of his articles on early nineteenth-century literature, 

Pushkin i ego sovremenniki (1969).70 The turning point, however, came with the 

publication ofTynianov's Poetika. Istoriia literatury. Kino (1977), a collection of 

his articles accompanied by a meticulously researched commentary by A. P. 

Chudakov, M. 0. Chudakova, and E. A. Toddes. The authors of the commentary 

made extensive use of unpublished archival materials, notably the correspondence 

between Shklovsky, Eikhenbaum, and Tynianov, together with Eikhenbaum's 

diary, and also incorporated first-hand evidence obtained from those participants in 

the development of Formalism who were still alive in the 1970s, including 

Shklovsky and Lidiia Ginzburg. 

69 Steiner, p. 43. 
70 Iu. N. Tynianov, Problema stikhotvornogo iazyka: stat'i (Moscow: Sovetskii 
pisatel', 1965); idem, Pushkin i ego sovremenniki (Moscow: Nauka, 1969). 
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The publication of Poetika. l storiia literatury. Kino initiated a tradition of 

scholarship on the OPOiaZ, one that found subsequent expression in the 

conferences held every two years in Tynianov's native town of Rezekne since 

1982, the Tynianovskie chteniia, whose proceedings have been published in the 

form of the corresponding Tynianovskie sborniki since 1984. The early 

Tynianovskie sborniki included a number of major publications in which 

previously unpublished material was made available.71 Excerpts from 

Eikhenbaum's diary and from the correspondence between Shklovsky, 

Eikhenbaum, and Tynianov were also published elsewhere. 72 The same group of 

scholars were involved in the preparation of similarly well-researched editions of 

the works of others associated with the OPOlaZ, including Eikhenbaum and 

Shklovsky.73 Although it lies far beyond the scope of the present work, the 

significance of the tradition of the Tynianovskie chteniia in itself, with its self-

71 See esp. M. 0. Chudakova and E. A. Toddes, 'Tynianov v vospominaniiakh 
sovremennika', in TS, 1 (1984), pp. 78- 104; Chudakova, 'Sotsial'naia praktika'; L. 
la. Ginzburg, 'Eshche raz o starom i novom (Pokolenie na povorote)', in TS, 2 
(1986), pp. 132-40; Shklovsky, 'Iz perepiski Shklovskogo', in TS, 3 (1988), pp. 
494- 512 (ed. by R. M. Iangirov); 'Perepiska B. M. Eikhenbauma i V. M. 
Zhirmunskogo', in TS, 3 (1988), pp. 256-329 (ed. by N. A. Zhirmunskaia and E. 
A. Toddes); and L. Ia. Ginzburg, 'Vspominaia Institut istorii iskusstv', in 
Tynianovskii sbornik, vyp. 5: chetvertye Tynianovskie chteniia (Riga: 1990), pp. 
278- 89. 
72 See esp. Eikhenbaum, 'Muchitel'no rabotaiu natl stat'ei o Tolstom', Voprosy 
literatury, 3 (1978), 308- 14 (ed. by Tat'iana Bek); idem, 'Rabota natl Tolstym. Iz 
dnevnikov 1926-1959 gg. ', in Kontekst. 1981 (Moscow: Nauka, 1982), pp. 263-
302 (ed. by S. A. Mitrokhina); ' Iz perepiski Iu. Tynianova i B. Eikhenbauma s V. 
Shklovskim', Voprosy literatury, 12 (1984), 185- 218 (ed. by 0. Panchenko); 
Berard-Zarzycka; Eikhenbaum, 'Iz pisem kV. V. Shklovskomu', Neva, 5 (1987), 
156- 64 (ed. by M. 0. Chudakova); and Eikhenbaum, '"Budushchee -
neizvestno .. . " Iz dnevnikov B. M. Eikhenbauma 1917- 1918 godov', Kommunist, 
5 (1991), 52- 59. 
73 B. Eikhenbaum, 0 literature: raboty raznykh let, ed. by M. 0. Chudakova, E. A. 
Toddes, and A. P. Chudakov (Moscow: Sovetskii pisatel', 1987); Viktor 
Shklovsky, Gamburgskii schet: stat'i - vospominaniia - esse, 1914- 1933, ed. by 
A. Iu. Galushkin and A. P. Chudakov (Moscow: Sovetskii pisatel', 1990). 
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consciously historical orientation and stylized publishing practices, remains to be 

examined as a phenomenon of the late Soviet period. 74 

After a period of relative neglect in the 1990s, not coincidentally a decade often 

associated with the 'death' of literary theory, the twenty-first century has seen a 

resurgence of interest in the work of the OPOiaZ, both within Russia and beyond, 

though the focus has shifted from an attempt to explicate the Formalists' ideas, and 

perhaps even to provide the definitive theory of literature, towards an attempt to 

resituate them in the intellectual, cultural, and institutional context in which they 

worked. 

Two of the leading intellectual historians of early twentieth-century Russia to have 

worked on Formalism are Ilona Svetlikova and Galin Tihanov. Svetlikova has 

produced a major monograph on the pervasive 'psychologism' of Petrograd 

Formalism and Tihanov has written on many topics of direct relevance to the 

movement, among them the politics of Shklovsky' s wartime work and the project 

of literary theory more generally as a response to a historically and geographically 

specific experience of modernity.75 Numerous other scholars have made major 

contributions to the intellectual history of Formalism.76 

74 Note also that another group of scholars, led by M. I. Shapir and others 
associated with the journal Philologica, undertook to remedy the comparative 
neglect of the MLK by reconstructing its doctrine as distinct from that of the 
OPOiaZ, an endeavour involving the publication of archival documents related to 
the circle. They include important works by such previously overlooked members 
of the MLK as Maksim Kenigsberg, Aleksandr Romm, and Boris Iarkho. 
75 Ilona Svetlikova, Istoki russkogo formalizma: traditsiia psikhologizma i 
formal'naia shkola (Moscow: NLO, 2005); Galin Tihanov, 'Zametki o dispute 
marksistov i formalistov 1927-ogo goda', NLO, 50 (2001), 279- 86 (trans. by M. 
Poliakova); idem, 'Why did Modern Literary Theory Originate in Central and 
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Aleksandr Dmitriev and Jan Levchenko, the authors of the article 'Nauka kak 

priem' (2001 ), make an important contribution to the intellectual history of 

Formalism with a focus on the question of nauchnost'. 77 Their application to the 

movement of sophisticated late twentieth-century sociologies and philosophies of 

science makes it possible for them to raise many new questions about, for example, 

the emergence of 'poetics' at the beginning of the twentieth century as a 'scientific 

revolution' or 'paradigm shift', the function of the social circle [kruzhok] in early 

twentieth-century Russian intellectual culture, and the political implications of a 

disinterested or 'pure' science. However, it prevents them from exploring a major 

specificity of the Formalist case, the way in which they defined nauka and 

literature in contradistinction to each other. 

Two other scholars, Carol Any and Catherine Depretto, have taken what might be 

called a more biographical approach, focussing on the intertwined lives of 

Eastern Europe?; idem, 'The Politics of Estrangement: The Case of the Early 
Shklovsky', Poetics Today, 26 (2005), 665- 96. 
76 See esp. Russkaia teoriia, 1920- 1930-e gody. Materialy 10-kh Lotmanovskikh 
chtenii (Moskva, dekabr' 2002 g.), ed. by Sergei Zenkin (Moscow: RGGU, 2004); 
Sergue'i Tchougounnikov, 'Eduard Sievers et la phonetique allemande du debut du 
20-e s. Les sources allemandes des theorisations russes de la charpente sonore du 
langage', Histoire Epistemologie Langage, 29 (2007), 145- 62; Douglas Robinson, 
Estrangement and the Somatics of Literature: Tolstoy, Shklovsky, Brecht 
(Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2008), pp. 79- 132; Evropeiskii 
kontekst russkogo formalizma: K probleme esteticheskikh peresechenii. Frantsiia, 
Germaniia, ltaliia, Rossiia, ed. by Ekaterina Dmitrieva, Michel Espagne, and 
Valerii Zemskov (Moscow: IMLI RAN, 2009); David Romand and Sergue'i 
Tchougounnikov, 'Le formalisme russe: une seduction cognitiviste' , Cahiers du 
monde russe, 51 (2010), 521-46; Rad Borislavov, 'Revolution is Evolution: 
Evolution as a Trope in Sklovskij's Literary History', Russian Literature, 69 
(2011), 209- 38; Jessica Merrill, 'Fol'kloristicheskie osnovaniia knigi Viktora 
Shklovskogo "O teorii prozy"', NLO, 133 (2015), 197- 213 (trans. by Natal'ia 
Movnina); and Patrick Flack, 'Le formalisme russe entre ferment neo-kantien et 
linguistique structurale', in L 'arriere-plan linguistique duformalisme russe, ed. by 
Sylvie Archambault and Serge'i Tchougounnikov (Paris: forthcoming). 
77 Dmitriev and Levchenko. 
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Shklovsky, Eikhenbaum, and Tynianov in terms of their educational background, 

personal relationships, and institutional affiliations.78 Important comparative work 

continues to be done on Formalism in relation to, for example, Arzamas,79 the 

early nineteenth-century literary society of which Pushkin was a member, and 

Mikhail Bakhtin.80 Note also the work done on the so-called mladoformalisty, the 

younger generation of the Formalists (including Boris Bukhshtab, Lidiia Ginzburg, 

and Nikolai Stepanov), those who studied under Tynianov and Eikhenbaum at the 

State Institute for the History of the Arts (GIII).81 

The journal Novae literaturnoe obozrenie (NLO) has dedicated several special 

issues to Formalism.82 The same journal and others have published articles in 

78 Carol Any, Boris Eikhenbaum: Voices of a Russian Formalist (Stanford, CA: 
Stanford University Press, 1994); Catherine Depretto, Le Formalisme en Russie 
(Paris: Institut d'Etudes Slaves, 2009). 
79 Efim Kurganov, Arzamas i OPO!aZ (St Petersburg: Zvezda, 1998). 
80 Note, e.g., the following studies of Bakhtin in which Formalism is discussed in 
some detail: Gary Saul Morson and Caryl Emerson, Mikhail Bakhtin: Creation of a 
Prosaics (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1990); Igor Shaitanov, 
'Zhanrovoe slovo u Bakhtina i formalistov', Voprosy literatury, 3 (1996), 89- 114; 
Galin Tihanov, The Master and The Slave: Lukacs, Bakhtin, and the Ideas of Their 
Time (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2000); Alastair Renfrew, Towards a New 
Materialist Aesthetics: Bakhtin, Genre and the Fates of Literary Theory (London: 
Legenda, 2006); idem, 'The Dialectics of Parody', Poetics Today, 33 (2012) 301-
28. 
81 Denis Ustinov, 'Formalizm i mladoformalisty. Stat'ia pervaia: postanovka 
problemy', NLO, 50 (2001), 296- 321; Stanislav Savitskii, 'Spor s uchitelem: 
nachalo literaturnogo/issledovatel'skogo proekta L. Ginzburg', NLO, 82 (2006), 
129- 54; and 'Mladoformalisty ': Russkaia Proza, ed. by Jan Levchenko (St 
Petersburg: Petropolis, 2007). See also Lidiia Ginzburg, 'Pis'ma B. la. 
Bukhshtabu', NLO, 82 (2006), 325- 86 (ed. by D. V. Ustinov). 
82 ' 1920-e gody kak intellektual'nyi resurs: v pole formalizma', NLO, 50 (2001); 
'Filosofskie traektorii russkogo formalizma ', NLO, 80 (2006); 
"'Postakademicheskaia" filologiia 1910- 1920-x godov: idei i institutsii', NLO, 86 
(2007); 'Viktor Shk:lovskii: figury i zhanry (I) ' , NLO, 128 (2014); 'Viktor 
Shklovskii: figury i zhanry (II)', NLO, 133 (2015). For special issues of other 
journals, see esp. the following: 'La destinee de l' reuvre de Ju. N. Tynjanov', 
Revue des etudes slaves, 55 (1983), 405- 521; 'Ejxenbaurn: la memoire du siecle'' 
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which archival materials of relevance to the history of Formalism have been made 

available or quoted at length.83 

There have been several doctoral theses and candidate dissertations on Tynianov's 

literary theory, literary history, and literary criticism, 84 and an even larger number 

on his historical fiction and film work.85 There are also a number of important 

unpublished theses of relevance to Formalism more generally.86 

Revue des etudes slaves, 57 (1985), 27- 173; 'Tynianov', Litterature, 95 (1994), 
52- 94; 'Estrangement Revisited (I)', Poetics Today, 26 (2005), 579- 753. 
83 See esp. 'Materialy disputa "Marksizm i formal'nyi metod" 6 marta 1927 g. ', 
NLO, 50 (2001), 247- 78 (ed. by D. Ustinov) (p. 259); and 'Beseda o formal'nom 
metode v petrogradskoi assotsiatsii l 0 dekabria 1922 goda', Zvezda, 8 (2004 ), 
145- 60 (ed. by V. G. Belous). 
84 Barbara Korpan Bundy, ' Jurij Tynjanov and Cleanth Brooks: A Comparative 
Study in Russian Formalism and Anglo-American New Criticism' (unpublished 
doctoral thesis, Indiana University, 1970); S. G. Freels Rosengrant, 'The 
Theoretical Criticism of Ju. N. Tynyanov' (unpublished doctoral thesis, Stanford 
University, 1976); Michael R. Sosa, ' Jurij Tynjanov: Method and Theory' 
(unpublished doctoral thesis, University of Wisconsin-Madison, 1987); E. P. 
Berezhnaia, 'Evgenii Onegin v literaturovedcheskoi kontseptsii Iu. N. Tynianova' 
(unpublished candidate thesis, Novosibirsk State University, 2007). 
85 See esp. Larry Philip Joseph, 'From Literary Theory to Fiction: An Interpretive 
Biography of Yury Tynyanov in the 1920s' (unpublished doctoral thesis, Stanford 
University, 1994); and Anna Rush, 'The Generic Originality oflurii Tynianov's 
Representation of Pushkin in the Novels "Pushkin" and "The Gannibals"' 
(unpublished doctoral thesis, University of St Andrews, 2011 ). 
86 See esp. Richard Sheldon, 'Viktor Borisovich Shklovsky: Literary Theory and 
Practice, 1914-1930' (unpublished doctoral thesis, University of Michigan, 1966); 
Stephen Rudy, ' Jakobsonian Poetics of the Moscow and Prague Periods' 
(unpublished doctoral thesis, Yale University, 1978); Samuel Eisen, 'Politics, 
Poetics, and Profession: Viktor Shklovskii, Boris Eikhenbaum and the 
Understanding of Literature (1919- 1936)' (unpublished doctoral thesis, Stanford 
University, 1994); Mariia Umnova, 'Literaturnaia kritika formal'noi shkoly: 
teoreticheskie osnovaniia i praktika, na mater'iale kriticheskikh rabot Iu. N. 
Tynianova' (unpublished candidate thesis, Moscow State University, 1996); Paula 
Powell Sapienza, 'A Study of Selected Terms in the Rhetorical Dictionary of 
Viktor Sklovskij, 1914-1933' (unpublished doctoral thesis, University of 
Michigan, 1997); Lynne Ellen Ikach, 'Reinventing the Self: Five Narrative 
Personae in the Autobiographical Works of Viktor Shklovskii' (unpublished 
doctoral thesis, University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign, 1997); Jan Levchenko, 
Istoriia i fiktsiia v tekstakh V Shklovskogo i B. Eikhenbauma v 20-e gody (Tartu: 
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Although no one has yet published a monograph on Tynianov in English, there is 

one in German by Klaas-Hinrich Ehlers and one in French by Marc Weinstein.87 

While Weinstein's monograph provides an introduction to Tynianov's literary 

theory alongside French translations of some of his most important articles, 

Ehlers's monograph represents a major work of scholarship on Formalism and, 

indeed, on structuralism: he expands Peter Steiner's 'metaphorical' approach by 

tracing the development of the 'metaphorical repertoire ' of the 'system' from that 

of the 'construction'. Ehlers, like Striedter and other prominent scholars writing in 

German, places emphasis on Tynianov's role in the development of structuralist 

thought. 

The studies of greatest relevance here are those in which the Formalists' literary-

fictional, literary-autobiographical, and literary-critical work is examined in light 

of their literary-theoretical work. 

Several studies have examined Shklovsky's prose of the 1920s as an example of 

the 'projection of theory into practice'. A. Razumova, for example, argues that 

Shklovsky's 'artistic prose', and Zoo in particular, developed organically from his 

theoretical work of the early 1920s, as a means of exploring in practice the central 

Tartu University Press, 2003); Rad Borislavov, 'Viktor Shklovskii: Between Art 
and Life' (unpublished doctoral thesis, University of Chicago, 2011 ); and Jessica 
Merrill, 'The Role of Folklore Study in the Rise of Russian Formalist and Czech 
Structuralist Literary Theory' (unpublished doctoral thesis, University of 
California, Berkeley, 2012). 
87 Klaas-Hinrich Ehlers, Das dynamische System. Zur Entwicklung von Begriff und 
Metaphorik des Systems bei Jurij N. Tynjanov (Frankfurt: Peter Lang, 1992); Marc 
Weinstein, Tynianov, ou la poetique de la relativite (Saint-Denis: Presses 
universitaires de Vincennes, 1996). 
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concepts of his doctrine. 88 Scholarship on Shklovsky's experimental prose is 

dominated by the metaphor of the 'border' . In one of the most perceptive 

contemporary appraisals of Zoo, Tynianov described it as simultaneously a 'novel, 

a feuilleton article, and a scientific investigation'. 89 Punning on the fact that it had 

been written during Shklovsky' s exile in Germany, Tynianov wrote that Zoo was a 

thing 'on the border' [na granitse].9° Commentators on Shklovsky's prose work of 

the 1920s continue to argue that he erased in practice the 'border' or 'borders' 

separating nauka, literature, and autobiography.91 

Special mention should be made of Il'ia Kalinin and Jan Levchenko's recent work 

on the OPOlaZ. Both take a particular interest in the 'projection of theory into 

practice'. In a series of highly theoretical articles with a focus on Shklovsky, 

Kalinin argues that the continued relevance of Formalism is due not to the 

'scientific heritage' [nauchnoe nasledie] of the movement, but to its unique 

historical trajectory.92 In a recent monograph, Drugaia nauka (2012), Levchenko 

explores Shklovsky and Eikhenbaum's ' historical self-definition', their interest in 

biography, concluding that, as the 1920s progressed, they ' turned nauka into 

88 A. Razumova, 'Put' formalistov k khudozhestvennoi proze', Voprosy literatury, 
3 (2004), 131- 50. See also, e.g., Sergei Zenkin, 'Prikliucheniia teoretika: 
Avtobiograficheskaia proza Viktora Shklovskogo', Druzhba narodov, 12 (2003), 
170- 83; and Emily Finer, Turning into Sterne: Viktor Shklovskii and Literary 
Reception (Leeds: Legenda, 2010), pp. 100- 29. 
89 Tynianov, 'Literatumoe segodnia', pp. 305- 05. 
90 Ibid., p. 305. 
91 See, e.g., Asiya Bulatova, 'Neumestnyi modernizm Viktora Shklovskogo: 
"Pis'ma ne o liubvi" i granitsy literatury', NLO, 133 (2015), 182- 96. 
92 See esp. Ilya Kalinin, ' Istoriia literatury'; idem, ' Istoriia kak iskusstvo 
chlenorazdel'nosti (istoricheskii opyt i metaliteraturnaia praktika russkikh 
formalistov) ', NLO, 71 (2005), 103- 31; idem, ' Istoriia literatury kak 
Familienroman (russkii formalizm mezhdu Edipom i Gamletom)' , NLO, 80 
(2006), 64-84; and idem, 'Priem ostraneniia kak opyt vozvyshennogo (ot poetiki 
pamiati k poetike literatury)' , NLO, 95 (2009), 39- 57. 
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literature' as a strategy to inscribe the authorial self into history.93 He considers 

such works as Shklovsky's Khod konia (1923), Tret'iafabrika (1926), and 

Gamburgskii schet (1928) and Eikhenbaum's Moi vremennik (1929) as a form of 

what he terms inoskazanie teorii.94 He argues that, by cultivating in practice an 

amalgamation of nauka, literature, autobiography, journalism, and other modes of 

writing, by ' transgressing their object and metalanguage', they practised ' another 

science ' [drugaia nauka], a more performative mode of theorizing.95 Kalinin and 

Levchenko make a major contribution to scholarship on the Formalists by showing 

not only that the experimental prose of the 1920s was of theoretical significance in 

its own right, but also that the manner of its presentation, its performativity, was 

the product of a unique experience of the historical process. 

In one section of a recently published monograph on the OPOiaZ, Mariia Umnova 

(2013) discusses Shklovsky, Eikhenbaum, and Tynianov's literary criticism, 

concluding that it was a way of mediating between nauka and literature.96 

With regard to Tynianov, it is often argued that his historical novels were a 

continuation of his nauka and that the latter therefore holds the key to 

93 Levchenko, Drugaia nauka, pp. 9, 279. Seep. 9 for the clearest statement of the 
central argument: ' rrpe)l.MeT KHiffH MO)l(HO orrpe)l.eJIHTb KaK caMOC03HaHHe 
rreTep6yprcKoii BeTBH cpopManbHOH llIKOJibI B JIHQe BHKTopa illKJIOBCKOro H 
EopHca 3iixett6ayMa'. 
94 Ibid. , p. 10. 
95 Ibid. , p. 279. 
96 Mariia Umnova, 'De/at' veshchi nuzhnye i veselye ': Avangardnye ustanovki v 
teorii literatwy i kritike OPOiaZa (Moscow: Progress-Traditsiia, 2013), pp. 95-
141 , pp. 142-45. 
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understanding the former.97 In a 2003 monograph on Tynianov's 'Voskovaia 

persona' (1931 ), Arkadii Bliumbaum calls for a reversal of the approach, arguing 

that Tynianov's fiction could be considered of vital significance to his theoretical 

work: 'Hacrnno speM51 MMeHHO JIMTepaTypHhIX coqMHeHMH TbIH51HOBa M 3.necb 

CTaHOBMTC51 oqesM,ll,HbIM 3HaqeHMe ero TeopeTMqeCKMX pa6oT, OCTaIOill,MXC51 

McKmoqMTeJihHO sa)J(HhIMM rrptt MJyqeHMM ero JIMTepaTyphi.'98 Andrew Wachtel 

takes a novel approach to the problem: he compares Tynianov's literary-historical 

and historical-fictional treatments of the life of the archaist poet V. B. 

Kiukhel'beker.99 Arguments about the mutual relevance of theory and fiction are 

strengthened by E. A. Toddes's research on Tynianov's unpublished papers: 

Toddes shows that Tynianov formulated new ideas for his theoretical work and his 

historical fiction simultaneously, that both were developed through a study of the 

same 'material ' . 100 

Another trend in scholarship on Tynianov has been to presuppose an underlying 

struggle in his oeuvre between nauka and literature. Komei Chukovskii was among 

the first to make that argument, describing Tynianov as a man whose personality 

97 See, e.g., M. B. Iampol'skii, 'Maska i metamorfozy zreniia (zametki na poliakh 
"Voskovoi persony" Iu. Tynianova)', in Tynianovskii sbornik, vyp. 8: Piatye 
Tynianovskie chteniia (Riga: 1994), pp. 40- 99. 
98 Arkadii Bliumbaum, Konstruktsiia mnimosti. K poetike 'Voskovoi persony' Ju. 
Tynianova (St Petersburg: Giperion, 2002), p. 20. Cf. the comment about Tynianov 
in Depretto, p. 173: 'Jusqu'a present, on s'est surtout interesse a !'influence de ses 
conceptions historico-litteraires sur ses romans, mais on n 'a pratiquement pas pose 
la question du poids de sa nature artistique dans son travail de chercheur'. 
99 Andrew Wachtel, 'Zamechaniia o vzaimootnoshenii khudozhestvennykh i 
nauchnykh proizvedenii Tynianova', Tynianovskii sbornik, vyp. 9: Sed'mye 
Tynianovskie chteniia. Materialy dlia obsuzhdeniia (Riga and Moscow: 1995- 96), 
Pfo· 222- 30. 
1 0 E. A. Toddes, 'Neosushchestvlennye zamysly Tynianova', in TS, l (1984), pp. 
25-45. 
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was split at some fundamental level between the 'scholar' [uchenyi] and the 'artist' 

[khudozhnik]. 101 Perhaps the most engaging discussion of this 'struggle' is M. L. 

Gasparov's piece on nauchnost' and khudozhestvennost'. Gasparov argues that 

Tynianov's studies of early nineteenth-century Russian literary history were 

increasingly characterized by a form of 'argumentation by quotation' 

[ argumentatsiia tsitatami], that khudozhestvennost' was beginning to encroach on 

nauchnost'. 102 He concludes that the struggle between the two was ultimately 

resolved in favour of the latter. 103 Gasparov suggests that the struggle in 

Tynianov's work reflects a more enduring struggle in Russian culture as a 

whole. 104 It is notable that the various discussions of the interaction between nauka 

and literature in Tynianov's work tend to reproduce Tynianov's own model of 

literary history (as a process of 'struggle' between two forces in which one 

ultimately ' pushes out' the other). 

Scholars of the work of the OPOiaZ have thus often had occasion to consider the 

expansion of nauka in Shklovsky, Eikhenbaum, and Tynianov ' s work. Emphasis 

has been placed on the interaction of nauka with journalism, autobiography, and 

literature in their own output, and in particular on the apparent disintegration of 

those categories in their own careers as the 1920s progressed. It has been shown 

that Shklovsky and Eikhenbaum's experimental prose of that decade was another 

10 1 Chukovskii, in Jurii Tynianov, ed. by Kaverin, p. 114. The struggle between 
'Tynianov-uchenyi' and 'Tynianov-khudozhnik' is a running theme in the other 
contributions to the same volume. 
102 M. L. Gasparov, 'Nauchnost' i khudozhestvennost' v tvorchestve Tynianova', in 
Tynianovskii sbornik, vyp. 5: chetvertye Tynianovskie chteniia (Riga: 1990), pp. 
12- 20 (p. 15). 
103 Ibid., p. 18. 
104 Ibid., pp. 14-15. 
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manifestation of nauka, a historically necessary, performative way of producing 

theory. The category of nauka itself, however, remains unproblematized. Studies 

of the Society continue to take as self-evident the nauchnost' of its theoretical 

work, focussing instead on how that category was brought into contact with 

literary practice in the 1920s. 

For scholars writing in English, the very concept of nauka has presented an 

obstacle, since, though it was fundamental to how the members of the OPOlaZ 

conceptualized the work of the Society, it loses something in translation. As 

discussed above, the Russian nauka and English science are only superficially 

synonymous. To ask in English how the work of the Society was constructed as 

'science' seems to raise only questions of epistemology and methodology. Russian 

scholars could be said to have faced a different obstacle. Formalism is celebrated 

internationally as one of the greatest Russian contributions to twentieth-century 

intellectual history. To problematize its nauchnost' therefore runs the risk of 

threatening to undo a national mythology by seeming to question its intellectual 

legitimacy. Even Levchenko, who argues convincingly that Shklovsky and 

Eikhenbaum practised a 'different nauka' towards the end of the 1920s, takes for 

granted the nauchnost' of other texts produced by the Formalists. In the 

introduction to his monograph, for example, he justifies his decision to focus on 

Shklovsky, Eikhenbaum, and, to a lesser extent, Tynianov by claiming that, 

conversely, such Formalists as Boris Tomashevskii and Brik were characterized by 

a 'more scientific' [bolee nauchnyi] 'type of consciousness ' [tip soznaniia]. 105 He 

largely excludes Tynianov from his study on the grounds that, unlike Shklovsky 

105 Levchenko, Drugaia nauka, p. 11. 
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and Eikhenbaum, Tynianov always 'remained' a 'scholar' [ucheny i]. 106 Aside from 

the problem of a certain vagueness, such formulations reflect an acceptance of the 

category of nauka in the work of the Society as ultimately unproblematic. 

The present work makes an attempt to deconstruct the category of nauka in the 

work of the OPOiaZ, to explore how it was conceptualized as the mirror image of 

literature, how their inseparability was basic to the Formalist project. For the core 

members of the Society, nauka ultimately did not have ' borders': nauka was not 

capable simply of being brought 'closer' to other modes of writing through the 

development of a 'more literary' prose, for example. For Tynianov to have made 

nauka 'more literary' by increasing the number of first-person interjections in his 

literary-theoretical articles, for example, would ultimately have amounted only to a 

superficial change, since the OPOiaZ had, from the beginning of its work, 

inscribed nauka within literature, defining the two in contradistinction to each 

other. Formalism was fundamentally a creative activity, a self-sufficient 

intellectual adventure in which, in defiance of the 'metadiscourses of 

philosophy', 107 literature was asserted as an autonomous, 'specific' object of 

investigation. The 'science of literature' was asserted as correspondingly 

autonomous, its scientificity irreducible to ultimately philosophical systems in 

106 Ibid., p. 12: 'IOpttii ThllurnoB OKa3hIBaeTcH HecKonhKO B TeHH. [ ... ] ThI~HOB 
Httr,n:e He rrpeBpall1aeT ce6H B co6cTBeHHoro )Ke rrepcoHa)Ka, OH ocTaeTCH yqeHhIM 
[ ... ]. HarrpoTHB, 3i1xeH6ayM tt, TeM 6onee, lllKnOBCKHH ycTpattBaIOT 
Herrocpe,n:CTBeHHYIO BCTpeqy CBOero IllfCaTenhCKoro "51" c lfCTOptteii, ,n:a6hI TYT )Ke 
rrpeBpaTHTh '.HOT <PaKT B xy,n:o)KeCTBeHHhIH rrptteM. ' 
107 The phrase belongs to Tihanov, 'Why did Modern Literary Theory Originate in 
Central and Eastern Europe?' , p. 72. 
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which science was defined by, for example, Kantian necessity or Comtean 

. . . k d d d 1. 1 108 empmc1sm: nau a was ma e epen ent on 1terature a one. 

The present work will therefore present the literary-theoretical work of the 

OPOlaZ, and in particular that of Tynianov, as the key to understanding the 

relation between nauka and literature for the movement. While Shklovsky and 

Eikhenbaum's ' projection of theory into practice' was clearly of major historical 

significance, representing as it did a new mode of theorizing, it has obscured the 

original polarization of nauka and literature in the theoretical work of the Society, 

their union as one. In fact, Shklovsky and Eikhenbaum's experimental prose could 

be conceptualized merely as a further reconfiguration of that original polarization. 

As for Tynianov, his historical fiction has proved something of a red herring, 

encouraging scholars to argue for the theoretical significance of his novels, to 

problematize the apparently rigid dichotomy between nauchnost' and 

khudozhestvennost' in his oeuvre as a whole without giving due consideration to 

how the Society constructed that dichotomy in the course of its literary-theoretical 

work. 

108 Cf. Andrei Bely's attempts to develop a scientific aesthetics. In some articles, 
such as 'Printsip formy v estetike', he invoked Kant's definition of a 'proper 
science' as one whose laws had to be necessary in all cases. In others, such as 
'Lirika i eksperiment', he attempted to produce an 'empirical aesthetics'. See 
Andrei Bely, Simvolizm: kniga statei (Moscow: Musaget, 1910), pp. 175-94 and 
pp. 231-85 respectively. For a discussion of Bely's apparently contradictory 
attitude towards the 'exact sciences', see Steven Cassedy, 'Introduction', in Andrei 
Bely, Selected Essays of Andrey Bely, ed. and trans. by Steven Cassedy (Berkeley, 
CA: University of California Press, 1985), pp. 3- 69 (esp. pp. 64-69). See also the 
chapter on Bely in Steven Cassedy, Flight from Eden. The Origins of Modern 
Literary Criticism and Theory (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 
1990), pp. 162- 80. 
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The present work builds on recent work on Shklovsky and Eikhenbaum's 

performative experimental prose of the 1920s, but reframes the problem slightly: 

instead of asking how nauka was made more literary in the 1920s, how theoretical 

insights were presented in a literary manner, it asks how nauka and literature were 

conjoined from the very inception of the Formalist project. For that reason, the 

proposed approach makes it possible to consider even the most conventionally 

'theoretical' (that is, generically unexperimental) work of the Formalists in terms 

of an inescapable orientation towards literature. 

The remainder of the thesis is divided into three chapters of roughly equal length. 

Each chapter addresses a particular configuration of the same fundamental relation 

of interdependence between nauka and literature. The progression of the chapters 

mirrors the chronological development of Formalism: the first chapter concerns the 

theory of language, the focus of the OPOiaZ in the 191 Os; the second chapter 

concerns the early work of the Society on literary history, the theoretical problem 

to which its members first turned in earnest in the period 1919- 24; the third 

chapter concerns the increasingly 'social' orientation of Formalism in the period 

after 1924. The first chapter, however, extends up until the late 1920s, since its 

subject is the most fundamental to the thesis as a whole: the original formulation of 

a linguistic polarization of nauka and literature continued to resonate for the full 

duration of the Formalist project, even as its exponents were developing more 

'functional' models of language. The second and third chapters are more limited in 

historical scope, each focussing on a reconfiguration of the problem unique to a 

distinct phase in the history of Formalism. The historical breadth of the first 

chapter makes it necessary for the two subsequent chapters occasionally to return 
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to particular texts for a second time, but they are seen each time from a different 

perspective. 

Since the aim here is to show how the members of the OPOlaZ conceptualized 

nauka and literature analogously, to show how the two were originally defined in 

opposition to each other and were therefore inseparable, the methodology adopted 

must to some extent necessarily be that of the Society itself. It is not possible to 

understand the interconnectedness of nauka and literature in the work of the 

Formalists without an extrapolation from their theoretical work on literature. The 

proposed strategy is thus to enter into the polarizing, binary logic of the OPOiaZ in 

order to articulate more fully the implicit or often explicit self-referentiality of 

much of what they had to say about literature, its applicability in a refracted form 

to nauka, the category in which they situated their own theoretical work. 

The first chapter, 'The Language of Science' , traces the development by the 

OPOlaZ of a linguistic polarization of nauka and poetry. It reconstructs the 

category of ' scientific language' [nauchnyi iazyk] in the theoretical work of the 

Society, a counterpart to the category of 'poetic language ' , and examines 

Tynianov's development of an analogous linguistic polarization in his theoretical 

work of 1924 (that between the 'word in prose' and the 'word in verse'). The aim 

of the chapter is to explore how the original polarization of nauka and poetry 

played out in the course ofTynianov's theoretical work of the 1920s. It is argued 

that Tynianov's increasingly abstract theoretical prose entailed the progressive 

erasure of the original polarization, as he himself recognized, and resulted in an 

apparently paradoxical convergence of nauka and poetry. 
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The second chapter, 'The Science of History', considers Shklovsky, Eikhenbaum, 

and Tynianov's theoretical work on literary history of the period 1919- 24. It is 

argued that, during that first, exploratory period of their work on the question, they 

were gesturing towards a problematization of well-established late nineteenth­

century dichotomies between the sciences of nature and those of history. It is 

argued that their early work on literary history supports parallels with various 

(albeit modified) natural-scientific models of change, and that Tynianov went as 

far as to make clear appeals to the sciences of genetics and relativistic physics, two 

components of a broader early twentieth-century paradigm shift in the natural 

sciences. The aim of the chapter is to present the early work of the OPOiaZ on 

literary history ultimately as a reproduction of the theory of history that it 

advanced. Their model of literary history was itself conceived as a historical 

rupture: as they came to theorize literary history as an immanent process, an 

endless chain of revolutions, that is, they wanted their own theorization of that 

process to take a correspondingly revolutionary form. 

The third chapter, 'The Collection of Articles as Science', explores the authorial 

collections compiled by Shklovsky, Eikhenbaum, and Tynianov, largely from 

already-published articles, in the period 1924- 30. It is argued that the authorial 

collection of articles became a self-consciously and nostalgically 'Formalist' 

genre, increasingly inseparable from a repertoire of literary ' devices' associated 

with the early work of the OPOiaZ on composition, and that Tynianov' s Arkhaisty 

i novatory ( l 929) represented its culmination. The collection of articles allowed 

the products of nauka to be made 'literary' in their manner of presentation. As the 

Formalists turned to the theoretical problem of biography in the late 1920s, the 
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collection of articles offered them a means of historicizing themselves in a manner 

compositionally consistent with the doctrine of the OPOiaZ. 

The first chapter, on the so-called 'language of nauka', and the third, on the 

authorial collection of articles, address questions that have, to my knowledge, been 

posed only in passing, if at all, in the scholarship on the OPOiaZ and have never 

before been given extended treatment; the second chapter addresses a well-worn 

topic, the work of the Society on literary history, but it does so from a fresh angle. 

Taken together, the chapters explore reconfigurations of the same relation of 

interdependence, the original polarization of nauka and literature on which the 

OPOiaZ had been founded. The three chapters thereby aim to expand the usual 

consideration of such self-referential aspects of Formalism as Shklovsky' s 

' literary' style and his and Eikhenbaum's experimental prose of the late 1920s. 

Furthermore, since the progression of the chapters mirrors the development of 

Formalism, the work as a whole makes it possible to see the development of that 

relation. The original, linguistic focus of the OPOiaZ caused its members to 

theorize their own prose as being subject to the same cognitive laws as the 

language of poetry, to see nauka as a kind of anti-poetry. In the 1920s, Tynianov 

continued to make sense of his ' language of nauka', a prose marked by a high 

density of terminology, from a linguistic perspective rooted in the work of the 

OPOlaZ on 'poetic language' . As they turned to literary history in the period 

1919- 24, and elevated the concept of the historical ' break' to its central principle, 

their own theorization of that process acquired a correspondingly and self­

consciously revolutionary form in intellectual-historical terms. It was a practical 
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demonstration of its basic argument, a reproduction - in 'nauka' - of the spirit of 

revolution that they believed to be the principle of that process. Towards the end of 

the decade, by which time the revolutionary days of the OPOiaZ had long since 

passed, they began to historicize the work of the Society through authorial 

collections of articles, odes in composition to the Society. For the duration of the 

Formalist project, then, Shklovsky, Eikhenbaum, and Tynianov made sense of 

what they were doing through a dialogue with their evolving conception of 

literature. Their creation of literariness, their great contribution to the intellectual 

history of the twentieth century, caused it to cast a shadow over their work. 

Formalism unfolded as an obliquely self-referential activity, offering itself as a 

legitimate text for the expansion of its doctrine. 
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Chapter One 

The Language of Science (1914-30) 

The members of the Society for the Study of Poetic Language (OPOiaZ) 

announced in the very name of their Society a focus on the study of 'poetic 

language ' [poeticheskii iazyk], on poetry conceptualized as a category of human 

discourse. In order to isolate what they called the 'specificity' of poetry, that which 

made it what it was, they adopted the basic method of differentiating it formally 

from various other categories including 'prosaic language' [prozaicheskii iazyk], 

' practical language' [prakticheskii iazyk], and 'colloquial language' [razgovornyi 

iayzk]. The seminal nature of what the members of the Society had to say about 

poetry therefore cannot be separated from the wider theory of language of which it 

was only one part. As the Formalist project unfolded, its leading exponents -

Viktor Shklovsky, Boris Eikhenbaum, and especially Iurii Tynianov - grew 

increasingly conscious of the fact that the products of their work, as linguistic 

artefacts, were necessarily subject to the theories of language that they had been 

produced to advance. Even though they had focussed on poetry in particular, and 

literary prose as a slightly later development, their own language could not operate 

outside the general linguistic laws observed in the course of their work. 

The present chapter addresses the question of the language of literary theory with 

reference to the work of the OPOiaZ in the late 1910s and to that ofTynianov in 

the 1920s. Any consideration of the language of Formalism owes a debt to Peter 

Steiner's Russian Formalism (1984) and Klaas-Hinrich Ehlers's Das dynamische 

System (1992), two pioneering studies of the most significant groups of 
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interconnected metaphors used by the leading exponents of the movement. 1 Much 

less attention, however, has been given to the question of how they conceptualized 

the language of their literary-theoretical work in relation to its object, how they 

made sense of the relationship between nauka, the category in which they situated 

their literary-theoretical work, and literature. E. P. Berezhnaia has recently taken a 

step in that direction. She argues that Tynianov's work on Pushkin's Evgenii 

Onegin can productively be applied to his literary-theoretical articles,2 making 

reference in the title of one article to the ' poetics' of the nauchnyi tekst.3 In that 

article, she discusses the development of the concept of the ' hero' in Tynianov's 

work on the Onegin stanza, argues that his article ' O kompozitsii "Evgeniia 

Onegina"' is structured analogously to Evgenii Onegin, and ends provocatively by 

arranging well-known quotations from Tynianov's article 'O literaturnom fakte' 

(1924) into stanzaic units.4 Berezhnaia's reading ofTynianov's work on the early 

nineteenth century as self-referential is striking, but the insufficiently motivated 

focus on Evgenii Onegin results in an oblique approach to the problem of the 

language of his literary-theoretical work. 

1 Peter Steiner, Russian Formalism: A Metapoetics (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University 
Press, 1984); Klaas-Hinrich Ehlers, Das dynamische System. Zur Entwicklung von 
Begriff und Metaphorik des Systems bei Jurij N Tynjanov (Frankfurt: Peter Lang, 
1992). 
2 See esp. E. P. Berezhnaia, 'Oneginskii sloi v knige Iu. N. Tynianova "Problema 
stikhotvomogo iazyka'", Vestnik Tomskogo gosudarstvennogo pedagogicheskogo 
universiteta, 4 (2009), 152- 55; and idem, 'K poetike nauchnogo teksta Iu. 
Tynianova', Kritika i semiotika, 1(2014),149- 68. See also idem, '"Evgenii 
Onegin" v literaturovedcheskoi kontseptsii Iu. N. Tynianova' (unpublished 
candidate thesis, Novosibirsk State University, 2007). 
3 Cf. G. A. Levinton, 'K poetike lakobsona (poetika filologicheskogo teksta)' , in 
Roman Jakobson. Teksty, dokumenty, issledovaniia, ed. by Henryk Baran et al. 
(Moscow: RGGU, 1999), pp. 744- 60. 
4 Berezhnaia, 'K poetike nauchnogo teksta', esp. pp. 161- 64. 
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The question of how the Formalists conceptualized the language of their literary­

theoretical work remains an important one. The inescapable self-referentiality of 

any formulation - in language - of a theory of language was compounded in 

their case because their methodology involved the juxtaposition of the original 

object of their enquiries, 'poetic language', against other categories of discourse. 

Their own theoretical writing, which they identified as a practice of nauka, was 

implicated in the construction of its object by virtue of its belonging to one such 

rival category. In other words, the epistemological polarization of object and 

subject was made formal in the work of the Society through a polarization of the 

category of language under analysis, poetry conceptualized as 'poetic language', 

and that in which the analysis was communicated, the language of the theory of 

'poetic language', the language of nauka. Since the Formalists were embarking on 

a new project, one institutionalized as literary theory only later, they were initially 

uncertain of how to represent such an activity. 

The chapter begins with the work of the OPOiaZ in the 191 Os in order to 

reconstruct the category of 'scientific language' [nauchnyi iazyk] in their original 

theory of language, one constructed originally as a counterpart to that of 'poetic 

language ' . It then moves to the early 1920s to consider how Tynianov developed 

the category both in theory and in practice. Emphasis is placed on what Tynianov 

perceived as an unbridgeable division between the language of linguistic analysis, 

a true language of nauka, and that of historical analysis, a more metaphorical 

language. It ends with an exploration of the language of Tynianov's literary­

theoretical work of the late 1920s, by which time he had expanded the application 

of the methods of linguistics to encompass history. 
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In the early years of the OPOlaZ in the 191 Os, the members of the Society 

conceptualized the category of 'poetic language' in contradistinction to such 

categories as ' prosaic language '. In their occasional comments on prosaic 

language, Shklovsky and Lev lakubinskii identified nauka as its extreme 

manifestation, and, in a handful of passages in articles of the period, explored the 

possibility of a 'scientific language' [nauchnyi iazyk] in greater detail. 

The OPOiaZ inherited its conception of nauka as a category of language from 

Russian literary scholarship of the late nineteenth century. It had been common for 

literary scholars of the late imperial period to conceptualize the object of their 

study, literatura or poeziia, as one of several fundamental categories of language, 

another of which was nauka. Andy Byford notes that many scholars established 

typologies among these various categories of human discourse. The typologies 

often took the form of a progressive continuum of categories arranged by their 

increasing levels of 'objectivity': literatura or poeziia was positioned at one 

extreme and nauka at the other; various other categories, such as pismennost' and 

slovesnost', were positioned between the two poles. 5 While literatura was 

represented in the typologies as a highly 'accessible' field, characterized by its 

'obshchedostupnost' and obshcheinteresnost", nauka was by contrast represented 

as highly 'specialized', accessible only to those equipped with formal training.6 

Byford cites the literary historian Nikolai I. Kareev's article 'Chto takoe istoriia 

literatury' (1883) as a representative example. He explains that, 'for Kareev, 

literary scholarship itself was defined as a kind of "portal" between the discourses 

5 Andy Byford, Literary Scholarship in Late Imperial Russia: Rituals of Academic 
Institutionalization (London: Legenda, 2007), pp. 140-45. 
6 Ibid., p. 142. 
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of nauka and literatura'. 7 Late nineteenth-century Russian literary scholars thus 

frequently defined nauka and literatura in terms of their functional differences, 

constructing the two categories, one of which they sometimes explicitly claimed as 

that in which they were working, in opposition to each other. 

Aleksandr Potebnia was another late nineteenth-century scholar to write about the 

linguistic realization of nauka. His theory of language was subsequently developed 

by later generations of literary scholars and by the theoreticians of symbolism. 

Shklovsky, Eikhenbaum, and Tynianov all cited Potebnia and, although 

Shklovsky, in particular, presented a misleadingly simplistic account of his 

theory,8 they knew his work well.9 Above all, they acknowledged Potebnia as the 

originator of the concept of poeticheskii iazyk, though they thought that his theory 

of language needed to be reconsidered. In recent years, it has been shown that 

other traces of Potebnia's theory of language remain in the work of the OPOiaZ. 

Sergei Zenkin, for example, shows that Potebnia's basic concepts of ' inner form' 

[vnutrenniaiaforma] and 'outer form' [vneshniaiaforma] can be seen to live on in 

the early work of the Society. 10 

7 Ibid. , p. 143. 
8 See, e.g., Viktor Shklovsky, 'Iskusstvo kak priem', in Sborniki po teorii 
foeticheskogo iazyka, vyp. 2 (Petrograd: OPOiaZ, 1917), pp. 3- 14 (p. 3). 

See, e.g., Viktor Shklovsky, 'Potebnia', in Poetika. Sborniki po teorii 
poeticheskogo iazyka (Petrograd: Gos. tip., 1919), pp. 3-6; and Iu. N. Tynianov, 
[review of Rainov, Aleksandr Afanas'evich Potebnia (1924)], Russkii sovremennik, 
1 (1924), 324 (signed 'Iu. T. '). 
'
0 Sergei Zenkin, 'Forma vnutrenniaia i vneshniaia (Sud'ba odnoi kategorii v 

russkoi teorii XX v.)', in Russkaia teoriia. 1920-1930-e gody. Materialy 10-kh 
Lotmanovskikh chtenii (Moskva, dekabr' 2002 g.), ed. by Sergei Zenkin (Moscow: 
RGGU, 2004), pp. 147- 67. See also I. A. Pil'shchikov, "'Vnutrenniaia forma 
slova" v teoriiakh poeticheskogo iazyka' , Kritika i semiotika, 1 (2014), 54-76. 
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In his work of the 1860s, Potebnia had established the same juxtaposition between 

nauka and poeziia. He developed a ' psycholinguistic ' theory according to which 

language was a representation of thought, such that to analyse the language of a 

speaker was to understand how that speaker thought. 11 The basic categories of 

human discourse (such as poetry and prose) therefore corresponded to fundamental 

modes of cognition. 

Potebnia proposed that the word had three basic components: outer form 

[ vneshniaia forma], content [ soderzhanie ], and inner form [ vnutrenniaia forma]. 

He explained their interaction as follows: 'B cnoBe MhI pa:mwqaeM: etteumRR 

cjJOpMa, TO eCTh qJieHOpa3)J,eJibHhIH 3ByK; COOep;;1cattue, 06beKTHBttpyeMoe 

rrocpe)J,CTBOM 3ByKa; tt 6HympeHHRR cjJopMa, TO eCTh 6Jitt)l(aHwee 

3THMOJIOrwqecKOe 3HaqeHtte CJIOBa, HJIH TOT crroco6, KaKttM Bbipa)l(aeTCj{ 

co)J,ep)l(aHtte.' 12 Potebnia believed that modes of cognition (such as poetry and 

prose) could be differentiated from one another in accordance with precisely how 

they allowed the three components of the word to interact. The role of the 

vnutrenniaia forma, the closest etymological meaning of a word, was decisive. In 

prose, for example, the vnutrenniaia forma was simply the means by which the 

soderzhanie was communicated; in poetry, however, the vnutrenniaia forma was 

able to give play to a wide range of meanings. 

11 On Potebnia' s theory of language, see John Fizer, Aleksandr A. Potebnja 's 
Psycholinguistic Theory of Literature (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
1986); and Thomas Seifrid, The Word Made Self: Russian Writings on Language, 
1860- 1930 (Ithaca, NY, and London: Cornell University Press, 2005), pp. 7- 52. 
Note that neither focuses on the category of nauka in Potebnia's work. 
12 A. A. Potebnia, Mys/' i iazyk, 2nd edn (Kharkov: tip. Adol'fa Darre, 1892), p. 
178. 
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In his magnum opus, Mysl' i iazyk ( 1862), Potebnia included a chapter on the 

distinction between poetry and prose conceptualized as distinct modes of 

cognition. 13 He explained that, although language as such had once been 

synonymous with poetry, that is, although all uses of language had once allowed 

the vnutrenniaia forma of a word to generate multiple meanings, prose had since 

emerged as another mode of cognition, one in which the vnutrenniaia forma had 

been reduced to a means of mere semantic equivalence. The extreme manifestation 

of the tendency towards the prosaic, he continued, could be defined as nauka. 

lfa 513hIKa, rrepsottaqaJibHO TO)l(.IJ.eCTBeHHoro c rro:n11e10, cne.nosaTeJibHO, 113 
IT0331111, B03Hl1KaeT IT03.IJ.Heihnee pa3.nenett11e 11 rrpOTl1BOITOJl0)1(H0CTb IT0331111 
11 np03bl [ ... ]. I1po3y np11H11MaeM 3.IJ.eCb 3a ttayKy, ITOTOMY qTo [ ... ] 
oco6eHHOCTl1 rrpo3a11qecKoro ttacrpoett115I Mb1cn11, Tpe6y10m11e rrpo3a11qecKOH 
ct>opMbl, B ttayKe .IJ.OCTl1raIOT TIOJIHOH orrpe.neneHHOCTl1 11 npOTl1BOTIOJI0)KH0CTl1 
C TI03311eI0. 14 

Potebnia understood prose as an intermediary step on the path from poetry to 

nauka, such that nauka was simply an extreme case of what, elsewhere, he termed 

prozaichnost'. He went on, later in the chapter, to explain that the most perfect 

realization of nauka, and therefore the most perfect contrast to poetry, must be 

mathematics, given its high degree of 'abstractness' [otvlechennostl 15 

Mathematics was the most 'objective' possible discourse.16 Potebnia's association 

of nauka with objectivity can be considered typical in light of Byford's argument 

about the self-representational strategies of late nineteenth-century Russian literary 

scholars. 

13 Ibid., pp. 177- 228. On nauka as a discursive category, see esp. pp. 198- 205. 
14 Ibid., p. 201. 
15 Ibid., p. 204. 
16 Ibid., p. 204. 
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Potebnia developed his ideas about the discourse of nauka in the posthumously 

published lz zapisok po teorii slovesnosti ( 1905). He attempted to express his 

theory of language mathematically. The following formulae, in which the term 

obraz was analogous to vnutrenniaia forma and znachenie to soderzhanie, 

constituted his attempt to represent the difference between poetry and prose: 

poetry: 
prose: 

A (o6pa3) < X (3Haqemre) 
A (o6pa3) = X (3Haqemre)17 

Potebnia meant that poetry made it possible for the obraz, the inner form of a 

word, to be magnified, producing a higher volume of content, or a larger number 

of meanings, such that they amounted to more than the obraz itself; in prose, by 

contrast, the meaning of a word was more predictable, a simple transposition of its 

obraz, such that obraz and znachenie could be considered equivalent components. 

The poetic word could thus be said to be 'allegorical', allowing for the semantic 

transformation of the obraz, whereas the prosaic word - and the nauchnoe slovo 

especially - was 'tautological', a mere reproduction of the obraz. 

YcrnHosnemre paseHCTBa Me)l(JJ.Y A [sc. o6pa30M] H X [sc. 3HaqeHtteM] 
yHttqTO)l(HJIO 6h1 IT03TJiqHOCTh, TO ecTh HJIH rrpespaTHJIO 6h1 o6pa3 s 
rrpo3attqecKoe o603HaqeHtte qacTHoro cnyqa5J, nmneHHOro OTHorneHH51 K 
qeMy-ntt6o JJ.pyroMy, HJIH rrpespaTHJIO 6h1 o6pa3 B HayqHbIM cl>aKT, a 3HaqeHHe 
B 3aKOH. ( ... ] eCJIH Il033H51 eCTb HHOCKa3aHHe, UAAllYOpta B 06IllttpHOM 
CMbICJie CJIOBa, TO rrpo3a, KaK Bbipa)l(eHHe 3JieMeHTapHoro Ha6JIIOJ].eHH51, H 
HayKa CTpeM5ITC51 CTaTb B HeKOTOpOM CMbICJie TO)l(J].eCJIOBHeM (muwA.oyia). 18 

Potebnia established an analogy between, on the one hand, scientific fakt and 

zakon and, on the other, poetic obraz and znachenie: just as poetry subordinated 

17 A. A. Potebnia, l z zapisok po teorii slovesnosti (Kharkov: tip. Zil'berg, 1905), p. 
100. 
18 Ibid., pp. 100- 01. On nauka as a discursive category, see pp. 97- 110 passim. 
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obraz to znachenie, science subordinated fakt to zakon. Whatever the merit of that 

particular parallel, the important point to make is that Potebnia considered the 

discourses of nauka and poeziia to be analogously, if oppositely, structured in 

accordance with generalized cognitive laws. Furthermore, his argument in the 

above-quoted passage was ingeniously performative: by condensing his theory of 

poetry into an algebraic formula, Potebnia produced a discourse that was, 

according to his own typology, the perfect expression of nauka. 

The OPOiaZ inherited Potebnia's distinction between poetichnost' and 

prozaichnost'. Indeed, without Iakubinskii's detailed knowledge of Potebnia's 

psycholinguistic theory, the Society might never have formed. In early 1914, 

Shklovsky showed Professor I. A. Baudouin de Courtenay the manuscript of what 

would later become the pamphlet Voskreshenie slova (1914). The professor sent 

him to see Iakubinskii, one of his pupils, who, he thought, would be in a better 

position to offer advice on the subject. 19 

In Voskreshenie slova (1914), Shklovsky reproduced Potebnia's conception of 

poetry as a sort of original language, a language of primal intensity, and much of 

his terminology (including the term poeticheskii iazyk itself, the concepts of 

19 See A. Iu. Galushkin, comm. to V. B. Shklovsky, 'Voskreshenie slova', in 
Gamburgskii schet: stat'i - vospominaniia - esse (1914- 1933), ed. by A. Iu. 
Galushkin and A. P. Chudakov (Moscow: Sovetskii pisatel', 1990), pp. 486- 87. 
Shklovsky later described his meeting with Iakubinskii on 8 February 1914 as an 
event of decisive significance: 'JleB IleTpOBHq o6MICHHJI MHe pa:mm1,y Me)l(.n;y 
rroJTHqecKHMH H rrpo3aHqecKHMH cPYHKIJJUIMH 513hIKa. [ ... ] CTano Hae .n;Boe.' (p. 
487) 
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vneshniaiaforma and vnutrenniaiaforma, and the same sense of the term obraz).20 

He also reproduced the metaphor of poetry as 'alive' and that of prose as 'dead' . 21 

However, he defined poetry rather differently, claiming that it was language made 

more difficult to cognize. Shklovsky described the language of futurist poetry as 

'incomprehensible' [neponiaten] and 'difficult' [truden] rather than as accessible 

to all.22 He explained that, as forms became more or less familiar, they would lose 

or gain their defining quality, their 'difficulty'. Some genres of poetry, for 

example, 'become fossilized ' [okamenevaiut] as they become familiar. 23 Old 

Church Slavonic, by contrast, had by the twentieth century become a manifestation 

of poetic language for speakers of Russian precisely because it had become a 'half-

comprehensible language' [polu-poniatnyi iazyk] to them.24 

Shklovsky's conception of poetry as ' difficult' was able to develop in the meetings 

of the OPOiaZ in the late 1910s, though the category of poeticheskii iazyk 

appeared in the work of the Society in various guises. Shklovsky continued to 

write about poeziia, poeticheskii iazyk, and poetichnost' in his contributions to the 

first three issues of the Sborniki po teorii poeticheskogo iazyka (1916- 19). 

lakubinskii used the term 'verse language' [stikhotvornyi iazyk] in the article 'O 

zvukakh stikhotvomogo iazyka' ( 1916), writing that verse language was that in 

which the acoustic element drew attention to itself: ' ITpn: 513bIKOBOM MbIIIIJieHtt:H 

20 Viktor Shklovsky, Voskreshenie slova (St Petersburg: tip. Sokolinskogo, 1914), 
pp. 3, 14. On the concept of obraz in the work of the Formalists, see esp. Ilona 
Svetlikova, Istoki russkogo formalizma: traditsiia psikhologizma i formal'naia 
shkola (Moscow: NLO, 2005), pp. 41- 71. 
21 Shklovsky, Voskreshenie slova, p. 6. 
22 Ibid., pp. 13, 14. 
23 Ibid., p. 7. 
24 Ibid., pp. 14--15. 
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CTHXOTBOpHOM 3BYKH .SIBJUIIOTC.SI npe,nMeTOM BHHMaHH.SI, o6Hapy)l(HBaIOT CBOIO 

caMou;eHHOCTb, BCTIJibIBaIOT B cBeTnoe none co3HaHH.SI. ' 25 Roman Jakobson, who 

had taken part in some of the early meetings of the Society, went on to use the term 

'literariness' [literaturnost1 to characterize ' literary language ' [literaturnyi iazyk], 

arguing that that category was the proper object of the science of literature. 26 The 

word literariness was the form in which the concept of a specifically literary 

quality was subsequently canonized in literary theory, especially outside Russia.27 

The members of the Society tended to contrast what they termed 'poetic', 'verse', 

or 'literary' language against such abstractions as 'prosaic language' [prozaicheskii 

iazyk] and 'practical language' [prakticheskii iazyk]. In 'O zvukakh stikhotvomogo 

iazyka' ( 1916), lakubinskii contrasted stikhotvornyi iazyk against prakticheskii 

iazyk in terms of how the two were supposedly cognized. In the former, he 

explained, the 'semantic' [smyslovoi] element of a word was subordinated to its 

'acoustic ' [zvukovoi] element, whereas the opposite was true of the latter.28 

lakubinskii claimed intellectual ownership of the category of prakticheskii iazyk 

and, in 1922, would effectively accuse Viktor Zhirmunskii of having stolen it from 

him.29 

25 L. P. lakubinskii, 'O zvukakh stikhotvomogo iazyka', in Sborniki po teorii 
poeticheskogo iazyka, vyp. 1 (Petrograd: OPOlaZ, 1916), pp. 16- 30 (pp. 18- 19). 
26 R. Jakobson, Noveishaia russkaia poeziia. Nabrosok p ervyi (Prague: Politika, 
1921), p. 11 
27 See, e.g., the entry for literariness, in A Dictionary of Critical Theory, ed. by Ian 
Buchanan (New York: Oxford University Press, 2010), pp. 295- 96. 
28 

Iakubinskii, 'O zvukakh stikhotvomogo iazyka', p. 16. 
29 L. P. lakubinskii, ' Po povodu knigi V. M. Zhirmunskogo "Kompozitsiia 
liricheskikh stikhotvorenii"', Knizhnyi ugol, 8 (1922) 54-58 (p. 55). 
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The members of the OPOlaZ thus reversed Potebnia's distinction between poetry 

and prose in the late 191 Os. Instead of reasoning, as had Potebnia and many other 

Russian literary scholars of the late nineteenth century, that the leap from poetry to 

prose could be modelled as one of increasing specialization, they reasoned that it 

must be modelled as one of increasing ease. 30 

In the article ' lskusstvo kak priem' (1917), Shklovsky explained exactly how he 

had transformed Potebnia's theory oflanguage. He had, he explained, brought a 

firm theoretical foundation to the division between poetry and prose by introducing 

the principle of the 'economy of cognitive effort' [ekonomiia umstvennykh sit], a 

theory of cognition described as a 'universally recognized law' .31 According to this 

principle, categories of discourse could be graded on a sliding scale in accordance 

with how much 'effort' a recipient had to expend in the process of decoding them. 

Poetic language, Shklovsky argued, required a greater expenditure of effort on the 

part of the recipient; indeed, he argued that it has been constructed in order to 

increase the effort necessary. Over time, artistic forms apparently lost their ability 

to provoke such a response, a process that he termed 'automatization' 

[(ob)avtomatizatsiia ]32
. 

In the same article, Shklovsky attributed authorship of the principle of the 

economy of cognitive effort to Herbert Spencer and Richard A venarius, though he 

3° For a discussion of the development of the theory of poetic language, see Wolf­
Dieter Stempel, 'Zur formalistischen Theorie der poetischen Sprache', in Texte der 
russischen Formalisten, Band II, ed. by Wolf-Dieter Stempel (Munich: Fink, 
1972), ix- liii. 
31 Shklovsky, ' lskusstvo kak priem', pp. 3, 5. 
32 Ibid., p. 7. 
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argued that Spencer had been incorrect to see artistic language - and not 

' practical language' [prakticheskii iazyk] - as that of the greater economized 

cognitive effort. Thus, whereas Spencer had allegedly thought that poetry was a 

language of artificially reduced cognitive effort, Shklovsky argued instead that it 

was a language of artificially heightened cognitive effort. 

Two quotations in ' Iskusstvo kak priem' are attributed to Spencer's Philosophy of 

Style.33 Galin Tihanov shows that, despite the misleading attributions, the two 

quotations in question can be traced to a passage in Veselovskii's 'Tri glavy iz 

istoricheskoi poetiki' in which Spencer had been quoted and discussed. 34 In fact, 

the first of the quotations, as Tihanov shows, was taken from Veselovskii 's 

discussion of the Philosophy of Style. 35 As for the other quotation attributed to 

Spencer, if Shklovsky had seen fit - and been able - to consult the passage from 

which he was claiming to quote, he would have found that Spencer was fully in 

agreement with him. The passage in question was a discussion of the 'economy' of 

the exclamation beware in English, a surely unambiguous example of 'practical 

language ' . 36 Shklovsky could, therefore, have quoted the passage in support of his 

argument, that is, in support of the greater economy of practical language. 

The notion of a generalized tendency in the development of language towards 

forms that are less difficult to cognize can also be found in the work of Baudouin 

33 Ibid., pp. 5- 6, 13. 
34 Galin Tihanov, 'The Politics of Estrangement: The Case of the Early 
Shklovsky' , Poetics Today, 26 (2005), 665- 96 (p. 682). 
35 Ibid., p. 682. 
36 Herbert Spencer, The Philosophy of Style (Boston, MA, and Chicago, IL: Allyn 
and Bacon, 1895), p. 4. 
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de Courtenay himself, though Shklovsky did not mention him in 'Iskusstvo kak 

priem'. Baudouin de Courtenay had written about the determination of linguistic 

structures by 'psychic ' conditions, making the argument that the general law of the 

process was the 'drive towards ease ' : ',nsHraTeneM scex H3MeHeHHH 513bIKa 

51.BJI51.eTC51 CTPeMJieHHe K y.no6cTsy, cTpeMneHHe K o6nerqemuo. ' 37 Language, 

according to this interpretation, developed in order to economize the cognitive 

means of its users. 

Whatever the origin of the principle of the economy of cognitive effort, its 

application to Potebnia' s division between poetry and prose made it possible for 

Shklovsky to unite poetic language and prosaic language as the two ends of a 

continuum. Rather than being the essence of one kind of language, he thought, 

poetichnost' was characteristic to a greater or lesser degree of all uses of language. 

In 'O poezii i zaurnnom iazyke' (1916), Shklovsky took poetichnost' to its ultimate 

limit by considering the 'trans-sense' language pioneered by Velimir Khlebnikov 

and the Russian futurists (zaum' or zaumnyi iazyk). As a sort of thought 

experiment, he imagined the extreme manifestation of poetichnost': a hypothetical 

poem written in pure zaum', a 'truly artistic work' [istinno khudozhestvennoe 

proizvedenie].38 Such a poem would be entirely independent of all convention, the 

37 I. A. Baudouin de Courtenay, 'Nekotorye iz obshchikh polozhenii (iz " Slovaria" 
S. A. Vengerova)' (1897), in Izbrannye trudy po obshchemu iazykoznaniiu, 2 vols 
(Moscow: Izd. Akademii nauk SSSR, 1963), vol. 1, pp. 348- 50 (p. 348). See also 
idem, 'Ob obshchikh prichinakh iazykovykh izmenenii' (1890), ibid., vol. 1, pp. 
222- 54, in which the same principle is described as the 'drive towards the 
economy of effort and its non-expenditure without need' [stremlenie k ekonomii sil 
i k nerastrachivaniiu ikh bez nuzhdy] (p. 226). 
38 Viktor Shklovsky, 'O poezii i zaumnom iazyke', in Sborniki, vyp. 1, pp. 1- 15 
(p. 14). 
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'pure kind' [ chistyi vid] of the poetic. 39 It followed that all other texts, including 

the majority of other ' poetic' texts, were less poetic than pure zaum ', the ultimate 

limit of the linguistic continuum, but that they varied in terms of how much less. 

Shklovsky thus used the principle of the economy of cognitive effort to transform 

Potebnia's theory oflanguage into a scale of 'languages' graded according to how 

easily they could be cognized. 

lakubinskii placed less emphasis than did Shklovsky on the interdependence of 

poetichnost' and prozaichnost'. In a 1916 review of a book by Vasilii Chemyshev, 

lakubinskii characterized that author's model of language as a continuum - rather 

than a simple binary opposition - between poetry and prose in which literatura 

and poeziia represented two different stages in the same progression: Chemyshev 

had, according to lakubinskii 's paraphrase, made reference to ' literary speech and, 

ultimately, the speech of poets' [literaturnaia rech' i, nakonets, rech 'poetov ].40 

lakubinskii, however, argued instead that the 'speech of poets' was a category 

apart, an 'entirely distinct linguistic system in need of a distinct theory of 

language ' [sovershenno osobaia iazykovaia sistema, podrazumevaiushchaia 

osoboe iazykoznanie].41 His conception of the relationship between prose and 

poetry seems thus to have been distinct from Shklovsky' s, somewhat removed 

from the notion of a continuum of languages. 

39 Ibid. , pp. 9, 11 (used twice). 
40 L. P. lakubinskii, [review of V. Chemyshev, Pravil'nost' i chistota russkoi rechi 
(1915)], Sovremennyi mir, 5- 6 (1916), 121- 22 (p. 122). 
41 Ibid. , p. 122. 
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Like Potebnia, Shklovsky represented nauka as a linguistic category lying towards 

the extreme end of prose and he represented algebra as its ultimate limit. In 

Voskreshenie slova, Shklovsky had written that, although 'fossilization', the 

process of becoming familiar, caused the gradual ossification of what was poetic 

about a work of poetry, it could be productive in other contexts. Since the process 

served to shortcut the cognitive processes by which a word was perceived, it 

allowed for it to be perceived more easily. The ' loss of form' was, he continued, 

the process by which nauka was made cognitively possible: '3ra rroTep» ct>opMbI 

CJIOBa 51BJI51eTC51 60JiblllHM o6nerqeHHeM M51 MbIIIIJieHH51 11 MO)l(eT 6hITb 

Heo6xo.[(HMhIM ycnos11eM cyw;ecrnosaHH» ttayK11' .42 Shklovsky meant that nauka 

exploited the same process of 'fossilization' that gradually stole from poetry its 

poetichnost'. Unlike poetic language, a language that made difficult the processes 

by which it was perceived, a language that drew attention to itself, the language of 

nauka did the opposite, effacing itself in the service of concepts. That which took 

from poetry therefore gave to nauka. 

In 'Iskusstvo kak priem', Shklovsky described algebra as the ' ideal expression' 

[ideal'noe vyrazhenie] of prozaichnost'.43 As he had in Voskreshenie slova, he 

argued that the automatization of aesthetic objects and the replacement of concepts 

by symbols were two processes governed by the same principle of cognition.44 He 

went on to describe the ' process of algebraization' [protsess algebraizatsii] and the 

'algebraic method of thinking' [algebraicheskii metod myshleniia].4 5 Shklovsky 

42 Shklovsky, Voskreshenie slova, p. 5. 
43 Shklovsky, 'lskusstvo kak priem', both p. 7. 
44 Ibid., pp. 6- 7. 
45 Ibid., both p. 7. 
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thought that algebra was the very purest form of prose, a maximally automatized 

language of economized cognitive effort, in much the same way as that in which 

zaum' was the very purest form of poetry, a minimally automatized language. He 

constructed algebra and zaum' as the mirror images of each other in his theory of 

language, the two extremities of a single continuum. 

Although lakubinskii did not make explicit the connection between nauchnyi iazyk 

and poeticheskii iazyk in the early OPOlaZ theory of language, that of their being 

the mirror images of each other, there is evidence to suggest that he, too, saw 

scientific language as a valuable avenue for future research. According to the 

minutes of a meeting held at the Institute of the Living Word on 18 October 1918, 

lakubinskii called for the creation of a 'laboratory' whose experiments would 

determine how to differentiate ' scientific language' [nauchny i iazyk] from both 

'artistic language ' [khudozhestvennyi iazyk] and 'colloquial language' 

[ . . k] 46 razgovornyz zazy . 

Towards the end of 1919, Zhirrnunskii, who would later briefly participate in the 

OPOlaZ before quarrelling with Eikhenbaum, wrote about the category of 

nauchnyi iazyk in much the same way. In a review of the third issue ( 1919), 

entitled Poetika, of the Sborniki po teorii poeticheskogo iazyka, he wrote, in 

paraphrase of the theory of language to which the members of the Society ascribed, 

46 See Raffaella Vassena, 'K rekonstruktsii istorii deiatel'nosti Instituta zhivogo 
slova (1918- 1924)', NLO, 86 (2007), 79- 95. Cf. also the three categories of 
language distinguished by L. P. lakubinskii, 'Programma kursa lektsii: evoliutsiia 
rechi', Zapiski Instituta zhivogo slova, 1 (1919), 85- 86 (p. 85): 'Pe%, KaK 
cpe,n;CTBO e)l{e,n;tteBHoro 06rn;emu1; peqh, KaK cpe,n;CTBO Bhipa)l{emrn 
)'M03aKmoqemlii; peqh, KaK caMOQeHHm1 ,n;ej{TeJihHOCTh (rro3n1qecKajl peqh ). ' 
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that 'poetic language' and the ' language of science' [iazyk nauki] occupied the two 

ends of a single spectrum.47 Whereas poetic language took the word as its 

'material', the language of science was 'abstract, amorphous, mathematical' 

[otvlechennyi, amorfnyi, matematicheskii],48 three adjectives strongly reminiscent 

of the description of the discourse of nauka given by Potebnia in Mys/' i iazyk. 

In an article originally published at around the same time, 'Zadachi poetiki', 

Zhirmunskii gave two examples of practical language, 'business telegrams' and 

'Soviet acronyms', explaining that both had their own 'devices'. But the ultimate 

manifestation of practical language, Zhirmunskii concluded once again, was 

'scientific language' [ nauchnyi iazyk].49 Indeed, taken to its limit, it led to a form 

of 'algebraic language' [algebraicheskii iazyk], a category that he equated with the 

characteristica universalis imagined by Leibniz, a universal language of symbols 

developed to make possible the representation of abstract reasoning.50 Scientific 

language, according to Zhirmunskii, sought to reduce words to symbols as far as 

was possible: 'Hayqtta5! peqb CTpeMttTC5! B npe;::i:ene 3aMeHttTb cnoBa 

a6cTPaKTHbIMtt MaTeMaT.11qecK.11M.11 3HaqKaMtt TIOH5!Ttti1. ' 51 Like Potebnia and 

Shklovsky before him, Zhirmunskii identified the discourse of nauka as the 

extremity of a more general tendency in language and mathematics as its ultimate 

47 V. M . Zhirmunskii, [review of Poetika. Sborniki po teorii poeticheskogo iazyka 
(1919)] (1919), in Voprosy teorii literatury (Leningrad: Academia, 1928), pp. 337-
56 (p. 338). 
48 Ibid., p. 338. 
49 V. M. Zhirmunskii, 'Zadachi poetiki', Nachala, 1 (1921), 51- 81 (esp. pp. 57-
59). An earlier version of the article had been published in Zhizn' iskusstva in 
1919. 
50 Ibid., p. 58. 
51 Ibid., p. 58. 
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limit, writing that the idea of an algebraic language would be a 'truly scientific' 

[ . . h . ] 52 1stznno nauc naza one. 

Zhirmunskii recognized that the categories of nauchnyi iazyk and poeticheskii 

iazyk were nothing more than useful methodological abstractions, the difference 

between them being a matter of degree: 'MhI ycJIOBHO BhI.[(eJIMM HayqHyIO pe% u 

peqh II03TuqecKyIO B rrpe.[(eJihHOM u rrocJie.[(oBaTeJihHOM ocylll,eCTBJieHuu'. 53 He 

went on to consider one peculiarity of the prose of early twentieth-century Russian 

nauka: its predilection for foreign words. He explained that foreign words were 

useful to nauka because they were, by definition, free of any ready-made 

connotations in the language into which they were imported. 54 They offered more 

of a blank slate, something that could be bent towards an intended new meaning. 

Zhirmunskii then suddenly dropped the subject, turning his attention back to 

poetry, the language to which, he wrote, nauka stood ' in contrast' [v 

protivopolozhnostl55 Even Zhirmunskii's last phrase, ' in contrast', recalls once 

again Potebnia's description of the distinction between poetry and nauka. 

Thus, in the late 191 Os, Shklovsky and lakubinskii posited nauchnyi iazyk as the 

counterpart to poeticheskii iazyk, a juxtaposition that can be traced ultimately to 

Potebnia's theory of language. Shklovsky developed Potebnia's juxtaposition by 

reconceptualizing language in accordance with the principle of the economy of 

cognitive effort, such that different categories of language could be mapped onto a 

52 Ibid., p. 58. 
53 Ibid., p. 58. 
54 Ibid., p. 58. 
55 Ibid., p. 59. 
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linear continuum: scientific language was thought to operate by means of an 

artificially reduced cognitive effort; poetic language by means of an artificially 

heightened one. Algebra and zaum ', thought Shklovsky, lay at the extremities of 

the continuum. It followed that nauka and poeziia were not qualitatively different 

from each other in linguistic terms; they were structurally equivalent, if opposite, 

languages. 

In the late 1920s, the authors of the two most comprehensive appraisals of the 

'Formal method' would disagree about the validity of the various linguistic 

abstractions used by the participants of the OPOiaZ in the 1910s. Boris Engel'gardt 

recognized zaumnyi iazyk as a productive abstraction, one that made it possible to 

isolate different degrees of zaumness across a range of texts: 'ecJIH B <t>aKTnqecKoM 

R3hIKOBOM OllhITe IIOHRTHIO "3ayMHOro R3hIKa" He COOTBeTCTByeT HHKaKaR oco6aR 

R3hIKOBaR CHCTeMa, TO 3TO o6cTORTeJihCTBO [ ... ] He yMaJrneT ero 3HaqeHUR B 

KaqecTBe rrpe.n;enhHOro MeTo.n;onornqecKoro rrpnHu,nrra. '56 Pavel Medvedev, by 

contrast, a member of Mikhail Bakhtin's circle, refused to endorse these 

abstractions as properly 'scientific'. In Formal'nyi metod v literaturovedenii 

(1928), Medvedev argued that the Formalists relied on an 'apophatic' method of 

argumentation in which poetry and prose were defined as ' dogmatic negations' of 

each other, in which prose was the 'parasite' of poetry.57 He wrote that a genuinely 

'scientific' abstraction could not be constructed only as a negation: 'Bo BCRKOH 

56 B. M. Engel'gardt, Formal'nyi metod v istorii literatury (Leningrad: Academia, 
1927), p. 67. 
57 P. N. Medvedev, Formal'nyi metod v literaturovedenii (Kriticheskoe vvedenie v 
sotsiologicheskuiu poetiku) (Leningrad: Priboi, 1928), pp. 120- 33. 
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TOJibKO noToMy otta tte MO)KeT 3acTbITb H oKaMetteTb. ' 58 In fact, as has been shown, 

Shklovsky understood the two linguistic categories in question - poetry and prose 

- as differing degrees on a scale of ' languages'. Since they represented only 

different concentrations of the same quality, the connection between them was 

necessarily 'dialectical'. Although lakubinskii, in particular, often resorted to a 

rather crude, ' apophatic' methodology, Shklovsky' s comments about poetry and 

prose suggested a more nuanced understanding of the productive abstractness of 

those terms. 

The construction of a linguistic continuum ranging from nauchnost', on the one 

hand, to poetichnost', on the other, must also be interpreted in the context of the 

frequent claims made by the participants of the OPOlaZ to the superiority of their 

theory of literature over those of their predecessors in the field, to their claim to a 

monopoly on nauchnost'. Indeed, it is possible to interpret some of Shklovsky's 

more overtly mathematical formulations as attempts to reproduce in his own 

writing an ideally scientific mode of expression. His well-known comment about 

the content of a work of literature being 'equal to the sum of its stylistic devices',59 

for example, strikes the ear as an attempt to produce a formulation corresponding 

to his own conception of nauchnyi iazyk, recalling as it does Potebnia's 

58 Ibid., pp. 126- 27. 
59 Viktor Shkovsky, Rozanov: iz knigi 'Siuzhet, kak iavlenie stilia' (Petrograd: 
OPOiaZ, 1921), p. 8: 'Co.z:i;ep)Katttte [ ... ] JIHTepaTypttoro npOH3Be.z:i;ettm1 paBHO 
cyMMe ero CTHJIHCTHqecKHX npHeMOB. ' Cf. Ibid., p. 4: 'JlttTepaTypttoe 
npOH3Be.z:i;ettHe eCTb [ ... ] OTHOllleHHe MaTepHaJIOB. 11 KaK BCHKOe OTHOllleHHe H 3TO 
- OTHOllleHHe ttyneBoro H3MepeHHH. I103TOMY 6e3pa3JIHqeH MaClllTa6 
npOH3Be.z:i;eHHH, apmpMeTHqecKoe 3HaqeHHe ero qlfCJIHTem1 H 3HaMeHaTeJIH, Ba)KHO 
HX OTHOllleHHe.' 
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performatively scientific condensation of the theory of poetic language into an 

algebraic formula. 

Ultimately, however, the members of the OPOiaZ did not need to perform their 

conception of nauchnyi iazyk, since they had, from the very beginning of their 

project, ensured the representation of their own work as nauka at a more 

fundamental level. They had done so by implicating the category of nauka in the 

construction of its object: to analyse a text in terms of how its poetichnost' had 

been realized was, according to the logic of Shklovsky's linguistic continuum, 

necessarily also to analyse it in terms of how its nauchnost' remained unrealized. 

The scientific was inscribed within the poetic, such that the act of isolating the 

poetichnost' of the analysed text was simultaneously an act of affirming the 

nauchnost' of the analysing text. The Formalists' desire to represent their work as 

nauka thus found expression not only in off-hand moments of self-congratulation, 

as exemplified by Jakobson's boast about literary scholarship finally being able to 

'become science' [stat' naukoi] through their work,60 but also in the very structure 

of their basic theory of language. 

In the early 1920s, the Formalists developed their early theory oflanguage, one 

concerned largely with the distribution of particular sounds across such 

'languages' as poetry and prose, into a more 'functional' theory, one in which 

poetry was defined explicitly as a particular function of language.6 1 Eikhenbaum's 

60 Jakobson, Noveishaia russkaia poeziia, p. 11. 
61 It has been argued that, even in the earliest work of the OPOiaZ, poetry had been 
conceptualized as a particular function of language. See Stempel, 'Zur 
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Melodika russkogo liricheskogo stikha (1922) and Jakobson's 0 cheshskom stikhe 

(1923) were the central texts in the tum away from a more 'mechanical' brand of 

linguistics towards a more functional one. Eikhenbaum and Jakobson 

reconceptualized language as a tool of communication in which, in any given 

situation, one function took precedence over others. Poetry, wrote Jakobson in a 

well-known definition, was language in its 'aesthetic function'. The explicitly 

'functional' approach brought to an end the Formalists ' work on nauchnyi iazyk 

proper because language was no longer conceptualized as a continuum of linguistic 

categories. For that reason, it was no longer methodologically necessary for such 

emphasis to be placed on the extremities of the continuum, algebra and zaum '. 

Nevertheless, Tynianov continued to think about the language of nauka in his work 

of the early 1920s. Tynianov had joined the OPOiaZ in 1919 or 1920 and, with 

Shklovsky and Eikhenbaum, quickly became one of the most prominent members 

of the Society. He followed two principal lines of enquiry in his theoretical work 

of the early 1920s. The first was the theory of language. Tynianov' s two principal 

works on the theory of language were Problema stikhotvornogo iazyka (1924), a 

study of the semantics of 'verse language', and 'Slovar' Lenina-polemista' (1924), 

a study of the semantics of the language of Lenin' s journalism. The second line of 

enquiry was the theory of literary history, one that resulted in the article 'O 

literatumom fakte' (1924). It can be shown that the two lines of enquiry each 

allowed Tynianov to make sense of his own prose, the ' language ' of the theory of 

literature, in a different way. 

formalistischen Theorie der poetischen Sprache', in Texte der russischen 
Formalisten, Band II, xxix. 
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The first line of enquiry was the theory of language. Despite the fact that his first 

published work, Dostoevskii i Gogol' (1921), had been a study of the function of 

parody in the history of Russian prose, the first major theoretical concern of 

Tynianov's career had been the problem of the language of poetry. His university 

dissertation had focussed on Tiutchev and Heine.62 The following year, he gave a 

more theoretical course on poetry at the House of Arts in Petrograd.63 In December 

1921, a book by him entitled Semantika poeticheskogo iazyka was included in a list 

of titles soon to be published by the OPOlaZ.64 It was eventually published by 

Academia as Problema stikhotvornogo iazyka in February 1924,65 though the 

preface is dated to June 1923.66 The book was Tynianov's first monograph and the 

most extensive of several important works by him to be published in 1924. Indeed, 

in October 1923, a few months after he had completed the manuscript, Tynianov 

told Shklovsky that he considered the book his most 'most important and central' 

[ naibolee vazhnaia i tsentral'naia] work. 67 Soon after the publication of his 

monograph, Tynianov had completed the article ' Slovar' Lenina-polemista' . The 

article can be considered a counterpart to Problema stikhotvornogo iazyka, the two 

forming a single theory of language: whereas Tynianov had focused on 'verse 

language ' in Problema stikhotvornogo iazyka, seeking to understand the semantic 

62 The dissertation was destroyed in a fire in Yaroslavl in 1918. See M. 0. 
Chudakova and E. A. Toddes, 'Tynianov v vospominaniiakh sovremennika', in TS, 
1 (1984), pp. 78- 104 (p. 93). 
63 A. P. Chudakov, comm. to Tynianov, 'Predislovie k knige "Problema stikhovoi 
semantiki"', in PILK, pp. 501- 07 (p. 501). 
64 Ibid. , pp. 501- 2. 
65 Ibid. , p. 501. 
66 Iu. N. Tynianov, Problema stikhotvornogo iazyka, Voprosy poetiki: vyp. 5 
~Leningrad: Academia, 1924), pp. 5- 6 (p. 6). 

7 Tynianov, letter to Shklovsky of late September or early October 1923, as 
quoted in Chudakov, comm. to Tynianov, 'Predislovie k knige "Problema 
stikhovoi semantiki', in PILK, p. 502. 
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openness of the 'word in verse', he focused on prose language in the article on 

Lenin, seeking to understand the semantic closedness of the 'word in prose'. 

Tynianov's theory oflanguage in 1924 thus retained, in the form of a juxtaposition 

of poetry (or verse) and prose, the basic structure of Shklovsky and lakubinskii 's 

theory of language of the late 191 Os. 

In Problema stikhotvornogo iazyka, Tynianov set out to describe how rhythm, the 

'constructive principle' [konstruktivnyi printsip] of verse, distorted the usual 

semantic mechanisms of the Russian language. He began by explaining that the 

meaning of any concrete occurrence of a word was determined by the interaction 

of various factors. The primary factor was the ' basic sign of meaning' [osnovnoi 

priznak znacheniia] associated with that word, its etymological ' essence' or the 

most fundamental semantic kernel to which it could be reduced. Another factor 

was the overall meaning of the sentence of which the word was one part, the 

context in which the basic sign of meaning was conditioned: this factor could 

determine how the 'lexical plane' [leksicheskii plan] of a word, the complex 

constellation of its potential senses, was organized in any concrete occurrence. 

Verse complicated the situation. Tynianov concluded that verse imposed on the 

primary meaning-determining conditions of language a secondary set of 

conditions. The verse line, he argued, was characterized to a high degree by 'unity' 

[edinstvo] and 'compactness' [tesnota], two qualities causing the individual word 

to be very strongly determined semantically by other words in it, such that 'speech 

material ' was made more 'dynamic' and 'successive' than it was in other linguistic 

situations. Tynianov summarized the theoretical section of the monograph as 

follows: 'TaKHM o6pa30M, pHTMHqecKHMH ¢aKTopaMH 51BJUIIOTC5I: 1) ¢aKTOp 
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e,ll.HHCTBa CTHXOBoro p51.n.a; 2) ¢aKTOp TeCHOTbI ero; 3) ¢aKTOp ,ll.HHaMH3aIJ,HH 

peqeBoro MaTep11ana; H 4) ¢aKTOp cyKu,eccHBHOCTH peqeBoro MaTep11ana B 

CTHXe. '68 The word in verse was thus caught between, on the one hand, the usual 

syntactic patterns of the language in question and, on the other, the unity and 

compactness of the verse line, a tension giving rise to its semantic openness. 69 

Ilona Svetlikova shows the extent to which Tynianov based his ideas about verse 

language on Wilhelm Wundt' s theory of the naming of objects. He borrowed most 

extensively from a chapter on the meaning of names in the first volume of Wundt' s 

magnum opus, the ten-volume Volkerpsychologie.70 In his debt to Wundt, 

Tynianov was true to the early strategy of the OPO laZ, that of seeking the 

specificity of poetic language in universal cognitive laws, though Wundt' s 

experimental psychology represented a more overtly natural-scientific brand of the 

discipline than Potebnia's more philosophical psychology. Tynianov mentioned 

Wundt and other experimental psychologists by name at several points in 

Problema stikhotvornogo iazyka. 

68 Tynianov, Problema stikhotvornogo iazyka, p. 47. 
69 For an interpretation of the theory of semantics advanced in Prob Lema 
stikhotvornogo iazyka, see Stempel, 'Zur formalistischen Theorie der poetischen 
Sprache', in Texte der russischen Formalisten, Band II, esp. xxxiii- xxxviii. 
70 Svetlikova, pp. 99- 124. She shows that the central categories in Tynianov's 
theory of language originate in Wundt, Volkerpsychologie, Band I: Die Sprache 
(Leipzig: Engelmann, 1900), vol. 2, pp. 420- 583. They include the 'basic sign of 
meaning' [osnovnoi priznak znacheniia; cf. das Hauptmerkmal] and the 'unity and 
compactness of the verse series' [edinstvo stikhovogo riada i tesnota ego; cf. die 
Einheit und Enge der Apperzeption]. Note that Tynianov ascribed uniquely to the 
cognitive processing of verse the characteristics originally ascribed by Wundt to 
the cognitive faculties of man in general. 
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It is less well known that Joseph Vendryes 's Le Langage (1921), a major text in 

the history of structural linguistics, played a similarly important role in the 

development ofTynianov' s theory of language. Chudakov, Chudakova, and 

Toddes note that one of Tynianov's notebooks of the period contains passages 

copied out from Vendryes's book, but they mention its significance only for 

Tynianov's work of the late 1920s.71 Tynianov' s debt to Vendryes was 

nevertheless also clear in his work on language of 1924. Tynianov's concept of the 

basic sign of meaning seems analogous to Vendryes's semanteme, a concept used 

to model the most basic semantic content of a word. 72 Vendryes had made a 

methodological distinction between semantemes and morphemes: the former, he 

wrote, expressed semantically the 'ideas of representations' and the latter 

expressed grammatically the 'relations between the ideas'. 73 

'Slovar' Lenina-polemista' was Tynianov's contribution to a special issue of Lef 

partly dedicated to Lenin's language. It was published in the spring of 1924, soon 

after Lenin's death in late January. Shklovsky, Eikhenbaurn, Iakubinskii, Boris 

Kazanskii, and Boris Tomashevskii were the other contributors. 74 Tynianov played 

an important role in the preparation of the section on Lenin, liaising with the 

71 A. P. Chudakov, M. 0. Chudakova, and E. A. Toddes, comm. to Tynianov, 'O 
literatumoi evoliutsii ', in PILK, pp. 518- 30 (p. 524). 
72 It is noted, ibid., p. 524, that the term semanteme appears in the notebook. 
73 J. Vendryes, Le Langage: introduction linguistique a l'histoire (Paris: 
Renaissance du livre, 1921 ), pp. 85- 105. 
74 Viktor Shklovsky, 'Lenin kak dekanonizator' , Lef, 1 (5) (1924), 53- 56; B. 
Eikhenbaum, 'Osnovnye stilevye tendentsii v rechi Lenina', ibid. , 57- 70; Lev 
Iakubinskii, 'O snizhenii vysokogo stilia u Lenina', ibid., 71- 80; lurii Tynianov, 
'Slovar' Lenina-polemista', ibid., 81- 100; B. Kazanskii, ' Rech' Lenina', ibid., 
111- 39; Boris Tomashevskii, ' Konstruktsiia tezisov', ibid., 140-48. 
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editor, Osip Brik, on behalf of the other contributors. 75 The publication of a series 

of 'Formalist' articles on Lenin was a provocative act, an attempt to cast Lenin as a 

revolutionary of language. Nevertheless, Tynianov's 'Slovar' Lenina-polemista' 

had little to do with Lenin, the purported object of its analysis: Tynianov took 

many examples from Lenin's journalism, and concluded the article with a few 

generalizations about his style, but he could have supplied examples from any 

other writer of conceptual prose. Lenin served as the pretext for a more wide-

ranging exploration of how it was possible to manipulate the general semantic 

mechanisms of the 'word in prose'. For a piece written at such a critical moment in 

Tynianov's career, 'Slovar' Lenina-polemista' remains an oddly overlooked part of 

his theoretical work: although it was highly regarded by such prominent literary 

figures as Vladimir Mayakovsky and Maksim Gorky,76 and it was reprinted 

alongside a new edition of Problema stikhotvornogo iazyka in 1965,77 it awaits a 

full scholarly commentary of the kind from which most of Tynianov's other major 

articles have benefitted. 

In the article on Lenin, Tynianov focussed on 'concreteness', one of the problems 

that Vendryes had explored in detail in Le Langage. Vendryes had noted that, as 

they developed, languages became decreasingly adapted to the expression of 'the 

concrete' [le concret] and increasingly adapted to the expression of 'the abstract' 

75 See Tynianov's letter to Osip Brik of 23 February 1924 (RGALI, f. 2582, op. 1, 
ed. kh. 272, l. l.), in which he seems to be coordinating the project and negotiating 
on behalf of Eikhenbaum, Tomashevskii, and Iakubinskii. 
76 According to Iulian Oksman, as quoted in Chudakova and Toddes, 'Tynianov v 
vospominaniiakh sovremennika', pp. 87- 88. 
77 Iu. N. Tynianov, 'Slovar' Lenina-polemista', in Problema stikhotvornogo iazyka: 
stat'i (Moscow: Sovetskii pisatel', 1965), pp. 197- 247. 
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[/'abstrait].78 He had made a distinction between the concreteness of a noun and 

that of the 'idea' that it expressed, observing that the two were inversely 

proportional. 79 In other words, nouns that expressed abstract ideas were themselves 

more concrete than those that expressed concrete ideas. Tynianov explored the 

same phenomenon in his article on Lenin. He explained that the words that 

designated common physical 'things' were less concrete than those that designated 

more abstract ones, since the basic sign of meaning in the latter was more limited 

in scope. It followed that words such as go/ova and zemlia were less concrete than, 

to use the example that Tynianov found in Lenin's journalism, the word 

ekspropriatsiia, even though very concrete things were included within the lexical 

plane of the first two words.
80 

Tynianov summarized the process as follows: 'qeM 

urn:pe o6neM JJeKc11:qecKoro e,n;HHCTBa CJlOBa, qeM Kpenqe B CJlOBe OCHOBHOH 

npH3HaK, - TeM 60JJhIIIe accou,HaU,HH c pa3HhIMH 3HaqeHHj{MH O,ll;HOro CJlOBa, TeM 

60JJhIIIe B03Mo:>KHOCTh "MHOrOCMhICJJ~"' [ ... ] TeM HaChillJ,eHHee CJJOBO H 6e,n;Hee 

o6o3HaqeH11:e.'81 It is notable that Tynianov preserved from the early work of the 

OPOiaZ the notion of continuum, a sliding scale of proseness. He argued that, as a 

linguistic revolutionary, Lenin had sought to challenge the lexical abuse of such 

minimally concrete words as svoboda, ravenstvo, and narod. 82 Lenin had thus 

brought rational precision to the Russian language by manipulating the general 

semantic mechanisms of the 'word in prose'. 

78 Vendryes, Le Langage, pp. 136- 61 (pp. 160- 61). 
79 Ibid.,p.161. 
80 Tynianov, 'Slovar' Lenina-polemista' , pp. 88- 89. 
81 Ibid., p. 88. 
82 Ibid., pp. 95- 100. 
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The most concrete category of word, Tynianov went on to explain, was the 'word-

term' [slovo-termin]. Zhirmunskii and Iakubinskii had already touched on the 

problem of terminology, identifying it as a manifestation of scientific language. 

Two years previously, for example, Iakubinskii had written that the ' term' [termin] 

was the ' ideal' manifestation of 'scientific-logical speech' .83 In the article on 

Lenin, Tynianov followed Iakubinskii in positioning the term as an extreme 

example of proseness, as something akin to an algebraic symbol. Minimally 

concrete words (such as go/ova and zemlia), argued Tynianov, were strongly 

afflicted by the 'contagion' [zarazhenie] of the overall meaning of the sentence of 

which they were part.84 He attributed the concept of semantic ' contagion' to the 

French philologist Michel Breal.85 To ward off the process of semantic contagion, 

the proliferation of meanings, Tynianov argued, words could have their semantic 

potential limited by being made into 'word-terms': 'CJioso-TepMHH, [ ... ] - rrpn 

Y3KOM o6oeMe JieKcnqecKoro e.n;nHCTBa - JimueHo 3THX accou;naTHBHbIX HHTeJ:i:; 

II03TOMY OHO xpyrrKO .n;ep)l(HTC51 B C03HaHHH, OHO OTbe,ll;HHeHO, - H K 6bITY He 

arreJIJinpyeT, He se.n;eT. ' 86 

Tynianov thought that the 'word-term' was a word whose semantic potential had 

been limited. In his exposition of the concept, Tynianov was true to the etymology 

of the Russian word termin: the Latin word terminus, from which it, like the 

83 Iakubinskii, 'Po povodu knigi V. M. Zhirmunskogo "Kompozitsiia liricheskikh 
stikhotvorenii"', pp. 55- 56. 
84 Tynianov, 'Slovar' Lenina-polemista', pp. 84-86. 
85 Michel Breal, Essai de semantique (Science des significations) (Paris: Hachette, 
1897). 
86 Tynianov, 'Slovar' Lenina-polemista', p. 89. 
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English term, ultimately derives, referred to a limit or boundary in space or time.87 

A high density of 'word-terms' , according to Tynianov, endowed a text with a 

distinct 'orientation towards "nauka" ' [ustanovka na 'nauku '].88 Lenin, he showed, 

was drawn towards 'word-terms ' in an attempt to avoid the obfuscatory language 

of the lesser polemicists of his day. In much the same way, Kazanskii argued that 

the density of ' technical terms' in Lenin's language at times brought it close to the 

'purest prose' [chisteishaia proza], the 'language of science' [iazyk nauki].89 

Although Tynianov did not explain the origin of the term word-term itself, and it 

was not a category used by Vendryes, it can be traced to the work of Andrei Bely, 

the symbolist poet-theoretician. Bely's essays of the first decade of the twentieth 

century relied on Potebnia' s theory of language. He had developed the concept of 

the 'word-term' in 'Magiia slov', an essay included in Simvolizm (1910). Bely's 

word-terms were semantically limited words, words deprived of an original, 

utopian semantic openness. They stood in opposition to the 'living word' [zhivoe 

slovo] of poetry.90 He recommended euthanasia for those words that stood no 

chance of 'resurrection', ' living corpses' [zhivye trupy ] of words, but reasoned that 

87 Cf. the entry for 'terminus, n. ', in the Oxford Latin Dictionary, ed. by P. G. W. 
Glare (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 1982), p. 1926. The four 
senses given are: ( 1.) 'A post, stone, or similar marking the boundary of a 
property'; (2.) 'The remotest limit, furthest point[ . .. ] or a natural feature marking 
it' ; (3.) ' a point marking the furthest extent of an action, condition, etc. ' ; and (4.) 
'the point at which an activity or process stops, the end' . 
88 Tynianov, ' Slovar' Lenina-polemista', p. 89. Cf. Eikhenbaum, 'Osnovnye 
stilevye tendentsii v rechi Lenina', p. 63: 'OcHOBHOH CJIOH ero peqH [sc. peqH 
JleHHHa] - )l.eJIOBOH, HHOr)l.a HaMepeHHO cyxoH: HayqHbIH ~3blK.' 
89 Kazanskii, p. 112. 
90 Andrei Bely, 'Magiia slov', Simvolizm: kniga statei (Moscow: Musaget, 1910), 
pp. 429-48 (p. 436). 
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true word-terms were so dead, so unresurrectable, that they posed no threat to the 

living. 

e,n:HHCTBeHHOe, Ha qTo ofoI3bJBaeT Hae Harna )KH3HeHHOCTb, - :no TBopqeCTBO 
CJIOB; Mb! ,n:OJI)l{Hbl ynpa)KH51Tb CBOIO CHJIY B coqeTaHH51X CJIOB; TaK 
BbIKOBbJBaeM Mbl opy)l{He .lJ:J151 6opb6bI c )KHBbIMH TpynaMH, BTHpaIOIIJ,HMHC51 B 
Kpyr Harnett .n:e»TeJibHOCTH; Mbl ,n:OJI)KHbI 6bITb BapBapaMH, naJiaqaMH 
xo,n:51qero CJIOBa, ecJIH y)Ke He MO)KeM Mbl B.lJ:OXHYTb B Hero )KH3Hb; .n:pyroe 
.n:eno - CJIOBO-TepMHH; OHO He npe,n:cTaBJI51eTC51 )KHBbIM; OHO - TO, qTo eCTb; 
ero He BOCKpecHIIlb K )KH3HH; HO OHO 6e3Bpe,n:Ho: caMbIH TpynHhIH ».n: 
pa3JI0)KHJIC51 B H,n:eaJibHOM TepMHHe, TaK qTo OH y)Ke HHKOro He 3apa)KaeT.91 

Bely's description of the word-term both in the above-quoted passage and 

elsewhere in the essay strongly recalls Potebnia's description of the nauchnoe 

slovo as the extreme end of a continuum, in this case one between ' life' and 

'death'. The 'ideal' term, Bely thought, would be maximally dead: it would 

contain the most putrid deathliness, the 'most corpsely poison' [samy i trupnyi iad]. 

He nevertheless acknowledged the worldly usefulness of the maximally dead 

word: after its 'definitive decomposition', the word-term remained an 'eternal 

crystal' [ vechnyi kristall] ,92 a clearly delineated kernel of conventionalized 

reference. The decomposition of living words into dead terms, thought Bely, 

served a practical purpose in allowing for more precise communication. It is clear, 

then, that Tynianov's article on Lenin was inspired by Bely's concept of the word-

term, but, instead of presenting the development of terminologies as a process of 

'decomposition', he emphasized the artistry involved in crafting the perfect term, 

the skill with which Lenin made language referentially precise. 

91 Ibid., p. 436. 
92 Ibid., p. 436. 
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Tynianov thus followed in Shklovsky and lakubinskii 's footsteps by polarizing 

verse language and prose language in his work on the theory of language. His 

understanding of language, as advanced in Problema stikhotvornogo iazyka and 

'Slovar' Lenina-polemista', depended on a juxtaposition of verse and prose, since 

the semantically closed 'word-term' was conceptualized in terms of its difference 

from the semantically open words of poetry. Indeed, Tynianov considered 

terminology to be the very essence of the word in prose, the ultimate manifestation 

of proseness. He strongly associated the development of terminologies with nauka, 

as had Zhirmunskii and lakubinskii, but ultimately appropriated his concept of the 

'word-term' from Bely. Tynianov transformed the concept in light of Vendryes' s 

work on semantics, coming to conceptualize terminology as a maximally 

'concrete' use of language. Tynianov 's theory of language in 1924 can ultimately 

be traced, via Bely and the early work of the OPOiaZ, to Potebnia's late 

nineteenth-century psycholinguistic theory. 

Tynianov's decision to consider the 'word in prose ' led him, naturally, to 

scrutinize his own language, the very language in which the concept of the 'word 

in prose ' was being explicated. The Formalists had been forced to consider the 

question of their own prose two years previously, when the literary critic Arkadii 

Gomfel'd had mocked them for self-importantly elevating their convoluted ' circle 

jargon' [ kruzhkovoi zhargon] to the status of a 'scientific terminology' .93 It is 

unsurprising that Tynianov should have begun to examine the nature of his own 

prose, since, in his work on language of 1924, he had effectively developed a 

93 A. Gomfel'd, 'Formalisty i ikh protivniki', Literaturnye zapiski, 3 (1922), 5- 6 
(p. 5). 
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terminology with which to describe the development of terminologies. Problema 

stikhotvornogo iazyka and 'Slovar' Lenina-polemista' were themselves 

terminologically dense texts. Problema stikhotvornogo iazyka has long been 

regarded as impenetrable, containing, as has been shown, such enigmatic 

formulations as the 'unity of the verse series' .94 The publisher of Problema 

stikhotvornogo iazyka, Academia, had taken steps to make the book appear less 

formidable, having requested that Stikhovaia semantika, the esoteric title originally 

proposed by Tynianov, be replaced by the marginally more palatable Problema 

stikhotvornogo iazyka.95 Soon before its publication, Tynianov himself admitted, 

perhaps in recognition of the problem of its linguistic obscurity, that, compared to 

Eikhenbaum's most recent work, his monograph was 'not a very elegant book' : 

'3i1xeH6ayM y Hae cTaJI ABrycToM lllnereneM, mnneT MHOro, HHTepecHo H 

H3~1QHO. 5I rret.IaTaIO He Ot.IeHb H3~1QHYIO KHHry: "IIpo6neMa CTHXOTBOpHoro 

~3bIKa"' . 96 

Those associated with the MLK were critical of Problema stikhotvornogo iazyka 

precisely on account of its lack of clarity. In a review of the book, Georgii Vinokur 

94 For a discussion of the general reactions of leading late twentieth-century 
philologists to Tynianov's Problema stikhotvornogo iazyka, see Svetlikova, pp. 
100- 01. See, e.g., Omri Ronen, in 'Anketa k 100-letiiu so dnia rozhdeniia Iu. N. 
Tynianova' , in Tynianovskii sbornik, vyp. 9: Sed'mye Tynianovskie chteniia. 
Materialy dlia obsuzhdeniia (Riga and Moscow: 1995- 96), pp. 47-49 (p. 48): 
'TbIH~HOB C03,[{aJI TeMttylO MeTacpopHKy, IIOJib3Y~Cb CBOeo6pa3HbIMH, 6onee 
xy,[{O)l(eCTBeHHblMH, t.IeM TOl.JHbIMH, rrepeBo,[{aMH HeMeIJ,KHX TepMHHOJIOrHt.IeCKHX 
Bbipa)l(eHHH, H OHa IIO,[{,[{aeTC~ pa3HbIM HHTeprrpeTaIJ,~M. ' 
95 Iu. N. Tynianov, letter to L. N. Lunts of 14 January 1924, as given in 'L. Lunts i 
"Serapionovy brat'ia"', Novyi zhurnal, 83 ( 1966), 132- 84 (publ. by Gary Kem) 
(pp. 141-42): ' Ha3BaHHe [KHHrn] rrpHHa,[{Jie)l(HT H3,[{aTeJIIO, KOTOpbIH Hcrryranc~ 
"CTHXOBOH ceMaHTHKH". ' Note that yet another title is given on the original 
contract signed by Tynianov (RGALI, f. 2224, op. 1, ed. kh. 190, l. 1.): Problemy 
stikhotvornogo iazyka. 
96 Ibid. , pp. 141-42. 
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complained of its 'rigorous theoretical character' [strogii teoreticheskii kharakter], 

implying that it was overly abstract in approach.97 Boris Tomashevskii, a scholar 

very sensitive to the linguistic clarity of theoretical work,98 made more detailed 

comments about the style of Problema stikhotvornogo iazyka, explaining that 

Tynianov's extremely terse, terminologically dense manner of exposition seriously 

hindered comprehension. 

KH11ra TbIIDIHOBa j{BJUleTCji l1CKmoq11TeJIHO cryrn.eHHOH ITO CBOeMy 
113JIO)l(eHl1IO [ ... ]. 3To B 3Haq11TeJibHOH CTerreHl13aTPY.l(HjleT113JIO)l(eH11e, - a 
co CTOpOHhl aBTOpa He rrp11Hj{T0 ,l(OCTaToqHhIX Mep K TOMy, qT06hI 113JIO)l(ett11e 
'.HO C,l(erraTh j{CHhIM 11 rrpocThIM. HarrpoT11B, ero KaK 6y.l(TO 6h1 rrrreHj{eT 
CJIO)l(HM tteMeu;Kaj{ TepM11ttorrorm1 [ ... ]. 3rn TeMHOTa 11 TPY.l(HOCTh 
113JIO)l(eH.11j{ ,l(eJiaIOT Hey6e,l(l1TeJihHhIMl1 11Jll1 He,l(OCTaToqHo y6e,l(l1TeJihHhlMl1 11 

HeKOTOpbie yTBep)l(,l(eHl1j{ aBTOpa.99 

Tomashevskii thought that Tynianov had not taken sufficient steps to avoid the 

'difficulty' and 'murkiness' presented by such a density of terminology. Boris I. 

Iarkho, another member of the MLK, made the same point much more forcefully. 

In an unpublished assessment of Tynianov's book, larkho described its author's 

'sloppiness of expression' [razgil'diaistvo v vyrazheniiakh] , his 'vagueness ' 

[neiasnostj, and the impression consequently created of a 'distinct idiocy' 

97 G. Vinokur, [review of Tynianov, Problema stikhotvornogo iazyka (1924)], 
Pechat' i revoliutsiia, 4 (1924), 267- 71 (p. 269). 
98 See, e.g., Boris V. Tomashevskii, [review oflstrin, Ochet istorii drevnerusskoi 
literatury domoskovskogo perioda (1922)], Kniga i revoliutsiia, 3 (1923), 48- 50 
(signed 'Borskii'), where he describes Istrin's 'murky exposition' [tumannoe 
izlozhenie], a consequence of the book's 'stylistic deficiencies' [stilisticheskie 
nedostatki] , and makes the following assessment: '3TOT crroco6 Bhipa)l(aThCj{ 
rrp11.l(aeT yTsep)l(.l(eH11j{M asTopa TaKYIO TyMaHttyIO cpopMY, qTo TPY.l(HO .l(Ora.l(aThCj{ 
0 ,l(eHCTBl1TeJihHOM CMhICJie. ' 
99 B. V. Tomashevskii, [review ofTynianov, Problema stikhotvornogo iazyka 
(1924)] , Russkii sovremennik, 3 (1924), 265- 68 (p. 266) (signed 'T. B.' ). 
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[ osobennoe idiotstvo]. 10° For Iarkho, Tynianov' s obscurantism denied him any 

1 . b . 1 . . d f k IOI c aim to emg a eg1timate pro ucer o nau a. 

On the point of the opaque terminology of Tynianov' s theory of language in 1924, 

it is illuminating to consider the reactions of the members of the MLK to the 

symbolist poet Valerii Briusov' s much-derided foray into the territory of nauka. 

Briusov had anachronistically attempted to apply to Russian verse a terminology of 

neo-classical origin, one poorly suited to the structures of the Russian language. 

The MLK had set their sights on him in 1919, as is shown by the published 

minutes of the circle's meetings of that year. 102 Jakobson and Vinokur's reactions 

to Briusov's theory of verse were published a few years later. Jakobson made a 

comparison between Briusov's theoretical articles on poetry and his fellow 

symbolist Konstantin Bal'mont's mystical writings on the same topic, concluding 

that the former were the more 'dangerous ' to nauka because they had the 

superficial appearance - gained through a proliferation of terminology - of 

nauchnost': 'OrractteJ:i: IIOJJ.06Hbie 3KCKypCbI B Tex cnyqaxx, KOr)l.a OHM 

100 As quoted in M. I. Shapir, ' " ... Domashnii, staryi spor. .. " (B. I. Iarkho protiv 
Iu. N. Tynianova vo vzgliadakh na prirodu i semantiku stikha)' , Phi lologica , 7 
(2001/2002), 239-46 (all p. 240). See also M. V. Akimova, 'B. I. Iarkho v 
polemike s tynianovskoi kontseptsiei stikhotvomogo iazyka', ibid. , 207- 25. 
101 Cf. B. I. larkho, 'Granitsy nauchnogo literaturovedeniia', I skusstvo, 2 (1925), 
45- 60 (p. 46, emphasis in original): ' ttayqttoe rro3HaHMe B qMcToM BMJJ.e BpXJJ. JIM 
cyliiecTByeT B rrpMpOJJ.e. [ ... ] Hay'-tHocmb RBJlRemcR ceoucmeoM He no3HaHuR, a 

U3JlOJICeHUR. ' 
102 'Kak Moskovskii lingvisticheskii kruzhok voeval s Briusovym i Potebnei ', 
NLO, 86 (2007), 70- 78 (ed. by S. I. Gindin and A. V. Man'kovskii). See esp. the 
minutes of the meeting of 23 September 1919 at which Jakobson gave a paper on 
Briusov entitled 'Obrazchik nauchnogo sharlatanstva ' . See also S. I. Gindin, 
'Pervyi konflikt dvukh pokolenii osnovatelei russkogo stikhovedeniia', ibid. , 64-
69. 
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rrpeTeH)J,YIOT Ha HayqHOCTh, KOr)J,a OHH, TaK CKa3aTh, HayKoo6pa3Hhl. ' 103 The 

deployment of terminology had become such a conventionalized device of the 

discourse of nauka, as Tynianov acknowledged in the article on Lenin's language, 

that it could be implemented in bad faith. Nauchnost' could be simulated, 

according to Jakobson, by a naukoobraznost'. In much the same way, Vinokur 

thought that Briusov' s bizarre contribution to the theory of verse was a form of 

'playing' at nauka. Briusov had, Vinokur concluded, been seduced by a 

mysterious, ancient 'nomenclature', convinced that terminology alone was a 

sufficient condition for nauchnost': 'oH [sc. Ep10coB] c yrropcTBOM [ ... ] 

rrpO)J.OJDKaeT rrpHIIIllHJIHBaTh rpeKO-JiaTHHCKHe 51pJihlqKH K 51BJieHH51M, [ ... ] 

oqeBH)J,HO rronara51, qTo B '.HOH H3hICKaHHOH H 6JieCT51llJ,eH HOMeHKJiaType Beeb 

ceKpeT H 3aKJIJOqaeTC51."04 In December 1924, Tomashevskii offered a more 

considered interpretation of Briusov's work on the theory of verse. He gave a 

speech at the Institute of Literatures and Languages of the West and the East in 

that month in which he offered a reading of the poet' s theoretical work as an 

extension of his creative practice. Although Briusov' s work on the subject had 

failed in terms of 'pure science' [chistaia nauka], it could productively be 

considered an object of study in its own right. 105 In light of the above-mentioned 

103 R. Jakobson, 'Briusovskaia stikhologiia i nauka o stikhe ', Nauchnye izvestiia 
Akademicheskogo tsentra Narkomprosa, 2: Filosofiia, literatura, iskusstvo (1922), 
222-40 (p. 223). 
104 G. Vinokur, 'Igra v nauku', Lef, 2 (1923), 158- 59 (p. 158). 
105 B. Tomashevskii, 'Briusov kak stikhoved', in 0 stikhe: stat'i (Leningrad: 
Priboi, 1929), pp. 319- 25 (pp. 321- 22): ' C ToqKH 3peHH51 [ ... ] qHcToii HaYKH [ ... ], 
TPY)J.hI Ep10c0Ba BhI3hIBaJIH pe3KYIO H MO)l(eT 6hITh crrpaBe)J.JIHBYIO KpHTHKy. Ho 
coBepIIIeHHO HecoMHeHHO 3HaqeHHe TPY)J.OB Ep10c0Ba, paccMaTpHBaeMhIX KaK 
o6neKT H3yqeHH51 [ ... ]. Ha oqepe)J.H y HayKH - BOBce He ycBoeHHe rroJIO)l(eHHH 
EpIOCOBa B TOM BH)J,e, KaK OHH y Hero )1,aHhl, BOBCe He BBe)J,eHHe MeJIKHX 
KOppeKTHBOB B CJIO)l(HYIO CHCTeMy ero TepMHHOJIOrHH: 3a)J,aqa HayKH - HaHTH TO 
TBopqecKoe e)J,HHCTBO, [ ... ] KOTOpoe Bhipa3HJIOCh, c 0)1,HOH CTOpOHhl, B ero 
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comments by members of the MLK about the relationship between terminology 

and nauka, Tynianov' s work on the theory of language must have seemed similarly 

'dangerous', threatening as it did to undermine its claim to nauka by linguistically 

performing its own nauchnost' to an excessive degree. 

Whatever the ultimate evaluation made of Tynianov' s work on the theory of 

language by his contemporaries, it was universally seen as linguistically 

exceptional, an extreme example of concision, abstraction, and obscurity. It could 

be argued that Tynianov's theoretical work on language was to some extent an 

attempt to make sense of his increasingly opaque prose. He produced a 

conspicuously exemplary terminology in the process of defining the 'word-term' 

as the ultimate manifestation of proseness. It is particularly notable that Tynianov 

preserved, in a somewhat altered form, the juxtaposition of nauka, the category in 

which he situated his own work, and poetry or verse. Like Shklovsky in the 191 Os, 

he therefore continued to implicate his own discourse in the construction of his 

object: the semantic openness of the 'word in verse' was guaranteed by its non-

identification with the semantic closedness of the 'word in prose', the 'word-term' 

being the ' ideal' realization of the latter. 

What contemporary commentators saw as the danger ofTynianov's language, 

however, its extreme obscurity, threatened to complicate the relation between his 

realization of nauka and its purported object. Tynianov's peculiar theoretical prose 

seemed to cause nauka to resemble poetry as originally defined by the OPOiaZ, as 

rrpaKTHKe, B ero TBOpqeCTBe, a c ,ll;pyroH: CTOpOHbI - B ero TeopeTHqeCKHX 
pa6ornx.' 
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language made 'difficult' and 'strange' . Tomashevskii ' s comments about the 

linguistic ' obscurity' [temnota] and 'difficulty' [trudnost1 of Tynianov' s Problema 

stikhotvornogo iazyka, for example, strongly recalled Shklovsky's original 

description of the language of futurist poetry as being ' incomprehensible' 

[neponiaten] and 'difficult' [truden]. 106 In an article published soon after Problema 

stikhotvornogo iazyka and 'Slovar' Lenina-polemista', Tynianov commented 

astutely on the entrenched polarization of nauka and art in Russian culture. 107 He 

was perhaps beginning to consider their paradoxical convergence in the realization 

of his theoretical project. In late 1923 and early 1924, then, Tynianov began to 

write about language in a manner so abstract as to complicate the juxtaposition 

between nauka and poetry on which the Society had been founded. 

In addition to his work on the theory of language, the second principal line of 

enquiry in Tynianov's work of the early 1920s was the theory of literary history. 

He developed an influential theory of the historical relativity of the category of 

' literature ' . According to Tynianov, what was considered literary in one era was 

not necessarily considered so in the next. In his comments on the language of 

historical analysis, he developed a very different conception of the language of 

nauka. 

Tynianov developed his ideas about the language of historical analysis through a 

polemical exchange with the 'eclectic' literary scholar A. A. Smimov. Smimov 

106 Tomashevskii, [review of Tynianov, Problema stikhotvornogo iazyka] , p. 266. 
Cf. Shklovsky, Voskreshenie slova, p. 13: ' 3TOT HOBhIH H3hIK [sc. H3hIK 
<i>YTYPHCTOB] HenoHHTeH, Tpy,ZJ;eH, ero HeJib3H lJHTaTh'. 
107 Iu. Tynianov, 'Literatumoe segodnia', Russkii sovremennik, 1 (1924), 29 1- 306 
(pp. 305- 06). 
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came to Riii (later Giii) to give a paper in July 1922, 108 and, the following year, 

published an expanded version of the text of his paper as the article 'Puti i zadachi 

nauki o literature' .109 Smimov made distinctions between the terms poeziia, 

literatura, and slovesnost'. He proposed a methodological division between the 

nauka o literature and the nauka o poezii, for example, on the basis of their 

respective objects: he argued that poetry, as a discourse endowed with a more 

'closed and perfect character' [zamknutyi i zavershennyi kharakter], demanded of 

the scholar a methodology qualitatively different from literature. 110 

In a published response to the article, Tynianov wrote that Smimov's 

terminological distinctions were arbitrary and could therefore not be used to settle 

questions of methodology. In a facetious paraphrase of Smirnov, Tynianov joked 

that one must be very careful not to confuse writers of poetry and writers of 

literature, since the two were so deceptively similar: 'Bo BC~KOM cnyqae 

peKOMeH.nyeTC~ OTHOCHTbC~ c TepnHMOCTbIO K JIHTepaTopaM, KOTOpbie HHOr.na 

qpe3Bb1qaH:tto noXO)l(H Ha no3TOB '. 111 Tynianov thought that Smimov had fallen 

victim to the temptation of attempting to establish absolute distinctions between 

three semantically overlapping words in the Russian language. He concluded that 

the words with which the object of nauka was described must not be imposed on it 

108 See M. 0. Chudakova, comm. to Tynianov, " 'Literaturnaia mysl'". Al'manakh 
II', in PILK, pp. 454- 56. 
109 A. A. Smirnov, 'Puti i zadachi nauki o literature', Literaturnaia mys/', 2 (1923), 
91- 109. 
110 Ibid., p. 103. Cf. Iakubinskii' s implied distinction betweenpoeziia and 
literatura (discussed above with reference to his work of the late 191 Os). 
111 Iu. N. Tynianov, [review of Literaturnaia mys/', 2 ( 1923)], Kniga i revoliutsiia, 
3 (1923), 71- 72 (signed ' Iu. T.'). 
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as fixed categories, but constructed 'on the basis of concrete theoretical studies' .112 

For Tynianov, such terms as poeziia, literatura, and slovesnost' could not be 

considered the neutral tools of historical analysis because they were themselves 

historical: poeziia, for example, was a historically relative term, acquiring different 

meanings in different epochs. He thought that literary historians could, therefore, 

only ever use such terms descriptively, as a means ofreferring to historically 

specific classifications rather than as absolute classifications in themselves. In the 

foreword to Problema stikhotvornogo iazyka, Tynianov justified his decision not to 

use the term poeziia by making a broadly similar argument. 113 

Tynianov's first major theoretical discussion of the history of literature was 'O 

literatumom fakte'. It was published in the issue of Lef that followed the special 

issue on Lenin. The article represented an important moment in the development of 

Formalism, the formulation of a historically relative conception of literature. In his 

'Pis' mo Tynianovu', Shklovsky described 'O literatumom fakte' as a 'very 

important article, perhaps even decisive in its significance' .114 It was later 

included, under the title 'Literatumyi fakt', as the first chapter in the collection 

Arkhaisty i novatory. 115 Given his preoccupation in 1924 with his own prose, it 

was typical that Tynianov both began and ended the article with discussions of the 

112 Ibid., p. 72. 
113 Tynianov, 'Predislovie', in Problema stikhotvornogo iazyka, pp. 5- 6 (p. 5): 
'TepM11H "no:nIDI" [ ... ] TIOTepHJI B HaCTOH~ee speMH KOHKpeTHhIH o6oeM 11 
co;::i;ep:>Katt11e 1111MeeT ou;ettoqttyIO oKpacKy.' Cf. Ibid. , p. 9: 'Eepy Ha ce6H 
cMenocTh yTsep:>K;::i;aTh, qTo cnoso "K0Mno311u;1rn" s 9/10 cnyqaes noKphrnaeT 
OTHOIIIeH11e K <PopMe KaK CTaT11qecKOH.' 
114 Viktor Shklovsky, 'Pis'mo Tynianovu', in Tret'iafabrika (Moscow: Krug, 
1926), pp. 98- 100 (p. 98). 
115 Iu. N. Tynianov, 'Literatumyi fakt', in Arkhaisty i novatory (Leningrad: Priboi, 
1929), pp. 5- 29. 
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language of historical analysis, the impossibility of static terms in the face of 

history. 

In the opening paragraph of the article, Tynianov sought to show that, since the 

very concept of literature was historically relative, shifting through the centuries, 

the term literatura could not be used in any absolute sense. In a nod to Shklovsky 

and Zhirmunskii' s original fantasy of the language of nauka as a form of algebra, 

Tynianov singled out mathematics as a discipline whose language was 

qualitatively different from that of the study of literature. 

Teopm1 CJIOBeCHOCT11 yrropHo cocn13aeTc.H c MaTeMaT11KoH: B qpe3Bb1qaH:Ho 
IlJIOTHbIX 11 yBepeHHbIX CTaT11qecKl1X orrpe.neJieHl1.HX, 3a6b1Ba.H, qTo 
MaTeMaT11Ka CTp011TC.H Ha orrpe.neJieHH.HX, a B Teop1111 J111TepaTypbI 
orrpe.neJieHl1.H He TOJlbKO He OCHOBa, HO Bee BpeM.H Bl1.[(0113MeH.HeMoe 
JBOJIIOu,110H11pyIOI.Q11M JI11TepaTypHbIM <PaKTOM cJie.ncrn11e. [ ... ] B peq11 
6b1TYIOT TepM11Hbl ' CJIOBeCHOCTb'' 'J111TepaTypa' ' ' Il0'.}311.H' ' 11 B03Hl1KaeT 
IlOTpe6HOCTb rrp11Kperr11Tb 11X 11 TO)Ke o6paTl1Tb Ha IlOTPe6y TaK yBa)KaIOI.QeH 
orrpe.neJieHH.H HayKe. [ ... ] Co6crneHHO roBop-H, MO)KHO 6b1 11 He YTPY)K.l(aTb 
ce6.H TOl.JHblM orrpe.neJieHl1eM Bcex 6bITYIOI.Ql1X TepM11HOB, B03Be,l(eHl1eM 11X B 

~ 116 paHr HayqHbIX orrpe.neJieH1111. 

The terminology of the nauka of literature could only ever be used descriptively, 

with reference to a particular set of historical conditions in which such a category 

could have any meaning. Those who studied literature, argued Tynianov, were 

foolish to seek to fix their terms as absolute because, unlike the object of 

mathematics, for example, the object of literary scholarship was historically 

unstable. The inherent dynamism of literature defeated the imposition of static 

terms. Note that, within a single sentence of the above-quoted passage, Tynianov 

glided seamlessly from teoriia slovesnosti to teoriia literatury, treating the two as 

116 Iurii Tynianov, 'O literaturnom fakte', Lef, 2 (6) (1924), 101- 16 (p. 101). 
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interchangeable. The final sentence of the article summarized his argument about 

the futility of imposing 'concrete' terms on the perpetually evolving ' literary fact ' : 

'TepMHH KOHKpeTeH, orrpe~eJieHHe 3BOJIIOU:HOHHpyeT, KaK 3BOJIIOU:HOHHpyeT caM 

JIHTepaTypHbIH ct>aKT. ' 117 

Tynianov's solution to what he perceived in 1924 as the impossibility of a single 

terminology suitable for the problem of history was simply to surrender, to resort 

instead to a succession of provocative metaphors and thereby to allow his framing 

of the historical process endlessly to shift. Although it is possible to identify 

groups of related metaphors in ' O literatumom fakte ' , it is equally important to 

note the sheer metaphorical density of that article. Tynianov described the process 

of change in literature variously as one in which ' low' genres pushed out ' high' 

ones through a revolutionary struggle, as one in which the 'centre' of literature 

expanded into its 'periphery' , as one in which an exceptional literary work was 

occasionally produced beyond the confines of the 'canon', and so forth. 118 The 

metaphors of the early work of the OPOiaZ on literary history will be explored in 

greater detail in the second chapter of the present work. 

Tynianov could be said to have provided a demonstration of the historical 

instability of literature by constantly changing the terms in which he described 

instances of historical change, by never allowing his own terminology to become 

static. The repetitive, cyclical structure of the article adds to the effect of 

dynamism. Within only fifteen pages, Tynianov returns to the same problems over 

117 Ibid., p. 116. 
118 Ibid., pp. 110, 103, 109. 
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and over again. The struggle between the 'large form' and the ' small form', for 

example, is introduced on the second page of the article, reprised on the fourth, and 

once again on the eighth. The concept of genre is discussed at length at the 

beginning of the article and then again at the very end. 

Tynianov's work on language of 1924 thus divides linguistically into two clear 

categories: Problema stikhotvornogo iazyka and ' Slovar' Lenina-polemista', works 

in the theory of language, were dramatically elliptical texts in which an entire 

conception of language had been boiled down to a series of abstract terms; 'O 

literatumom fakte', a work in the theory of literary history, was a more descriptive, 

repetitive, and metaphorical text in which the same fundamental problem was 

explored from a shifting succession of angles. Tynianov not only recognized the 

difference between the two categories in his own theoretical work, but also 

interpreted it as evidence of a more fundamental division between the language of 

linguistic analysis and that of historical analysis. Tynianov developed the concept 

of nauchny i iazyk that he had inherited ultimately from Potebnia, via Bely and the 

early work of the OPOlaZ, by showing that, while such an abstraction could in 

many respects be said accurately to characterize Lenin's prose, and indeed the 

prose in which he himself had formulated his own theory of language, the 

'dynamism' of history denied the historian any access to a language of this kind. 

It could be argued that Tynianov conceptualized theoretical problems largely in 

terms of his capacity to write about them: his own prose was necessarily 

implicated in his theory of language, his unusual terminology functioning 

according to his own account of its formation; in the same way, his own prose was 
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necessarily a historical artefact, its terminology destined to shift under pressure 

from the historical process. It was typical that both Problema stikhotvornogo 

iazyka and 'O literaturnom fakte' began with comments about the perceived 

inadequacy of the existing terminologies of the nauka of literature. Tynianov 

recognised that the language of his own theoretical articles was destined to serve as 

a performance of the general laws that he was trying to describe. His theoretical 

work took the form of an extended commentary on the limits of his own language: 

by reflecting on the inadequacy of his own terminology, and, in his work on 

history, of terminology in general, he was forced to articulate the necessity of 

developing new conceptual tools. 

Towards the end of 1924, Tynianov began to write historical fiction in addition to 

his literary scholarship. The publishing house that commissioned his first novel, 

Kubuch, had originally wanted a short brochure for children in commemoration of 

the centennial of the Decembrist uprising, but Tynianov submitted a much longer 

manuscript. 119 Other works of historical fiction soon followed, including 

Podporuchik Kizhe (1927) and Smert' Vazir-Mukhtara (1928). In a later essay on 

Tynianov's novels, Eikhenbaum described them variously as ' scientific novels' 

[nauchnye romany] and 'artistic monographs' [khudozhestvennye monografii], two 

paradoxical descriptions of a genre that had, Eikhenbaum thought, allowed 

Tynianov to go beyond historical evidence, to explore the psychology of historical 

figures about whom relatively little was known. 120 Tynianov's decision to begin 

119 Kornei Chukovskii, in Iurii Tynianov: pisatel' i uchenyi. Vospominaniia, 
razmyshleniia, vstrechi, ed. by V. Kaverin (Moscow: Molodaia gvardiia, 1966), 
pp. 111- 19. 
120 B. M. Eikhenbaum, in Jurii Tynianov, ed. by Kaverin, pp. 73- 85 (both p. 84). 
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writing historical novels produced a new and more glaring division in his oeuvre, 

one between, on the one hand, theoretical and historical work on literature and, on 

the other, historical fiction. Scholars of Tynianov now presuppose the division 

between nauka and literature as the basic fact of his oeuvre. 

The emergence of a new division in Tynianov's oeuvre as a whole - that between 

nauka and historical fiction - coincided with a unification in his nauka: he 

overcame the old division discussed above in relation to his work of 1924, that 

between theoretical work on literary language and theoretical work on literary 

history. Tynianov's article ' O literatumoi evoliutsii' (1927) was an example of his 

new, unified theoretical approach. Tynianov conceptualized the individual literary 

work, the literary genre, and literature itself as interrelated 'systems' of 'functions'. 

In the system of the eighteenth-century ode, for example, linguistic archaisms 

served the function of advertising an elevated style; by the mid-nineteenth century, 

however, the function of archaisms, the very same 'fact ', had shifted, as is evident 

from Tiutchev's poetry. 121 As the title of the article made clear, Tynianov's new 

model made it possible for him to describe the 'evolution' ofliterature. He 

conceptualized literature as one of various 'series' [riady] evolving in parallel. 

Changes of function in the literary series were 'conditioned' [obuslovlennye] -

but not determined - by changes in the other series. 122 In 'Problemy izucheniia 

literatury i iazyka' (1928), an article co-authored with Jakobson, he and Jakobson 

argued that the dichotomy of synchrony and diachrony had to be overcome to 

121 Iu. N. Tynianov, 'O literatumoi evoliutsii', in PILK, pp. 270- 81 (p. 273). The 
original title, under which it was published in Na literaturnom postu in 1927, was 
'Vopros o literatumoi evoliutsii'. The new title was adopted on its inclusion in 
Arkhaisty i novatory, pp. 30-47. 
122 Ibid., p. 281. 
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produce a theory of a 'systemic evolution', of the 'evolving system': 'MhI 

CTOpOHbI, 3BOJIIOIJ,IUI HOCHT He1136e)l(HO CHCTeMHbIH xapaKTep.' 123 

It is for 'O literaturnoi evoliutsii' and 'Problemy izucheniia literatury i iazyka' that 

Tynianov is now best known as a literary theorist, especially outside Russia. 124 It is 

often argued that 'O literaturnoi evoliutsii' and 'Problemy izucheniia literatury i 

iazyka' represented an early incarnation of the 'structural ' approach to the study of 

cultural phenomena, one now strongly associated with the work of the Prague 

Linguistic Circle in the late 1920s and 1930s and with Jakobson's work of the 

following decades. 125 As Chudakov, Chudakova, and Toddes note, the model of 

evolution advanced in the two articles represented an application to literary history 

of the conceptual apparatus of structural linguistics. 126 It is therefore possible to 

draw parallels between their model of evolution and the work of such linguists as 

Ferdinand de Saussure. Chudakov, Chudakova, and Toddes, for example, suggest 

that the Saussurean dichotomy of parole and langue inspired similar dichotomies 

123 R. Jakobson and Iu. Tynianov, 'Problemy izucheniia literatury i iazyka', Novyi 
Lef, 12 (1928), 35- 37 (pp. 36-37). 
124 Note that 'O literaturnoi evoliutsii' was first published in an English translation 
in 1977, whereas 'O literaturnom fakte' was not published in English until the year 
2000: Tynianov, 'On Literary Evolution' , trans. by Carol A. Luplow, in Readings 
in Russian Poetics: Formalist and Structuralist Views, ed. by Matejka and 
Pomorska (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1971), pp. 66- 78; idem, 'The Literary 
Fact', trans. by Ann Shukman, in Modern Genre Theory, ed. by David Duff 
(Harlow: Pearson Education, 2000), pp. 29-49. 
125 On the significance of Tynianov and Jakobson's work of the late 1920s in the 
history of structuralism, see esp. Jurij Striedter, Literary Structure, Evolution, and 
Value: Russian Formalism and Czech Structuralism Reconsidered (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 1989), pp. 83- 119. 
126 Chudakov, Chudakova, and Toddes, comm. to Tynianov, 'O literaturnoi 
evoliutsii', inPILK, pp. 518- 30. 
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in 'O literatumoi evoliutsii'. 127 Klaas-Hinrich Ehlers demonstrates the continuity 

between Tynianov's 'system model' of the late 1920s and the 'construction model' 

of his earlier work (and especially of his work on verse), identifying the year 1925 

as the turning point in the development of his thought. He argues for the historical 

significance of Tynianov's mature theoretical work by comparing its 'metaphorical 

repertoire ' - its riady, sistemy,funktsii, and so forth - with that of Saussure and 

the Prague Linguistic Circle. 128 

More fundamental than the development ofTynianov's new, embryonically 

structuralist metaphors, however, was the restriction of his metaphorical apparatus 

as a whole, its reduction to a handful of highly abstract terms. The publication of 

'O literatumoi evoliutsii' and ' Problemy izucheniia literatury i iazyka' as lists of 

numbered theses served only to exaggerate the effect of an increased concision. 

Tynianov's theoretical model of the late 1920s provided him with a way of 

framing multiple instances of change in the one and the same set of terms. He had 

unified his terminology by developing a meta-language in which any example in 

the history of literature could be reduced to a discussion of the interaction of 

'functions' within a 'system'. It was as if his early work on literary history of the 

period 1919- 24 had been a transitory stage in his thought, one in which it had been 

necessary to resort to a wide range of evocative metaphors in the absence of an 

appropriate terminology. Problema stikhotvornogo iazyka, Tynianov's first 

application to literature of the science of language, had been a forerunner of his 

mature work of the late 1920s. For that reason, the book had been linguistically 

127 Ibid. , esp. pp. 523- 24. 
128 Ehlers, pp. 156- 203, 261- 67. 
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analogous: terminologically dense, concise, and abstract. For Tynianov, the 

science of language led, in its application to literature, to a linguistically specific 

realization of nauka. 

To illustrate the argument, let us compare 'O literatumom fakte' and 'O 

literatumoi evoliutsii' in linguistic terms. Whereas, in 'O literatumom fakte', he 

had approached the problem of historical change from a variety of angles, 

generating provocative metaphors as he went, the same strategy was no longer 

possible in 'O literatumoi evoliutsii'. Consider the following two sentences: 

B 311oxy pa3JIO)l(emrn: KaKoro-H116y,n;h )l(aHpa - OH 113 u;eHTJ)a 11epeMern;aeTC5I 
B 11epmpepmo, a Ha ero MecTo 113 MerroqeJ:i rr11TepaTyphl, 113 ee 3a,n;sopKOB 11 
Hl1311H BllJibIBaeT B u;eHTP HOBOe 5IBJieH11e. 

('O literatumom fakte', 1924)129 

C11cTeMa rr11TepaTypHoro pj{.n;a ecTb 11pe)l(.n;e scero cucmeMa fjJyHKtfUU 
JlUmepamypH020 p5u)a, 6 Henpepbl6HOU COOmHeCeHHOCmU C opy2U.MU pROaMU. 

('O literaturnoi evoliutsii ', 1927) 130 

The first quotation, from 'O literatumom fakte', is typical of that article in that it 

contains a string of mutually reinforcing metaphors. Tynianov describes the 

emergence of a new genre from the ' trivialities' of literature, but immediately 

follows his first metaphor with two more, equally evocative metaphors. The 

sentence thus progressively generates semantic associations. The second quotation, 

from 'O literatumoi evoliutsii', betrays a more refined, abstract terminology. Like 

Problema stikhotvornogo iazyka, it uses language in a different manner: rather than 

relying on the semantically generative power of individual words, it exploits the 

129 Tynianov, 'O literatumom fakte', p. 103. The entire sentence is emphasized in 
the original. 
130 Tynianov, 'O literatumoi evoliutsii ', in PILK, pp. 270- 81 (p. 277, emphasis in 
original). 
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relations between terms stripped of their metaphorical potential. The very structure 

of the sentence, with two units linked as equivalents by the archaic verb form est', 

could even be said to mimic the way in which an algebraic equation links two 

expressions by an equals sign. While the two sentences quoted above are perhaps 

extreme examples, they are nevertheless representative of the general tendency of 

each article. 

Tynianov made several explicit comments about terminology in 'O literatumoi 

evoliutsii'. Towards the end of the article, he explained his decision to cleanse his 

language of the terms ' influence' [vliianie] and 'tradition' [traditsiia], both of 

which struck him as being excessively diffuse. 131 He and Jakobson continued the 

task of terminological purification in 'Problemy izucheniia literatury i iazyka' . In 

the first of the nine theses that comprise the article, they wrote about the false hope 

offered by the 'new terminology' of other literary scholars, arguing that such 

terminologies frequently masked nothing more than further historicizable 

'catalogizations'. 132 Tynianov and Jakobson were attempting to overcome the urge 

simply to catalogue phenomena under analysis, aiming instead to produce an 

unhistoricizable terminology, a maximally abstract tool with which to capture their 

object. 

Tynianov saw the development of a new terminology, a language of historical 

analysis, as synonymous with the development of a new model for the 'evolution' 

of literature. In order successfully to model the historical process, in other words, 

131 Ibid., p. 280. 
132 Jakobson and Tynianov, 'Problemy izucheniia literatury i iazyka', p. 37. 
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he had to develop a terminology resistant to history, a means of modelling 

historical development without falling victim to it. Such a language, wrote 

Tynianov in an echo of Jakobson's well-known comment of 1921, would allow the 

study ofliterary history finally to become a ' science' [nauka] , to achieve 

nauchnost' through a mastery of the historical process: ')J,m1 Toro qTOfa1 cTaTb 

HaKOHeQ HayKOH, HCTOpHJI JIHTepaTypbI .nomrrna rrpeTeH,noBaTb Ha ,nOCTOBepHOCTb. 

IlepeCMOTPY .nomKHbl 6bITb rro,nBeprHYTbI Bee ee TepMHHbl, H rrpe)l(_ne Bcero 

caMbIH TepMHH "11cTopm1 JIHTepaTypbl" .' 133 Tynianov associated nauka with 

objectivity, with 'authenticity', an ideal attainable only through the development of 

a linguistic tool abstract enough to be unhistoricizable. Even the concept of a 

'history of literature ' had to be re-examined, itself at risk of being historicized. The 

development of a language of historical analysis and the development of a 

theoretical model of the historical process thus became identical tasks, both 

strategies for the cultivation of nauchnost'. 

Tynianov's development in the late 1920s of a laconic, abstract language of 

historical analysis can productively be contrasted against the direction taken by 

Eikhenbaum during the same period. Although Eikhenbaum had been tempted to 

tum to writing fiction as an escape from the 'crisis' in which he had found himself 

since early 1924, 134 he resolved to continue working on the theory and history of 

literature, that is, to continue producing nauka. He had, however, lost patience with 

133 Tynianov, 'O literatumoi evoliutsii', in PILK, pp. 270- 81 (p. 271). Cf. the 
comment about terminology in Viktor Shklovsky, in Iurii Tynianov, ed. by 
Kaverin, pp. 48- 72 (p. 61): 'Eopb6a 3a TOqHOCTb TepMHHa ,nOJI)l(Ha 6blJia CTaTb 
HaqaJioM 6opb6bl 3a HCTop11qecKyIO KOHKpeTHOCTb. ' 
134 On Eikhenbaum's 'crisis' of the period 1924-27, see Carol Any, Boris 
Eikhenbaum: Voices of a Russian Formalist (Stanford, CA: Stanford University 
Press, 1994), pp. 80- 103. 
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the mode of nauka initially practised by the participants of the OPOlaZ. He was 

trying to find a new path through an intellectual landscape that had changed 

profoundly since the late 191 Os. In a letter to Shklovsky of spring 1927, he 

expressed frustration with the dated studies of 'composition' that had brought him 

fame. 135 He overcame his personal crisis by moving in a new direction. By late 

1927, he had perfected a more 'biographical' approach to the study of literature, 

one concerned with what it meant to be a writer in history. His new approach 

found theoretical justification in the article 'Literaturnyi byt' (1927) and its most 

extensive application in the first book (1928) of his Lev Tolstoi. The new direction 

in Eikhenbaum's work failed to convince Tynianov and Shklovsky, as the 

published excerpts of their correspondence of the late 1920s show. 136 Indeed, 'O 

literatumoi evoliutsii ' has often been read as a response to Eikhenbaum's 

'Literatumyi byt', 137 an attempt by Tynianov to challenge what he saw as the 

methodologically confused introduction of biography into the study of literature. 

Eikhenbaum's new, 'biographical' nauka entailed a transformation of his own 

prose. He had adopted a more accessible mode of writing, one oriented less 

towards argumentation and more towards discursivity. He wanted to write about 

the life of the !iterator in richly textured detail. In a diary entry of March 1928, he 

135 Eikhenbaum, letter to Shklovsky of 16 February 1927, as quoted in M. 0. 
Chudakova, 'Sotsial'naia praktika, filologicheskaia refleksiia i literatura v nauchnoi 
biografii Eikhenbauma i Tynianova', in TS, 2 (1986), pp. 103- 31(p.l13). 
136 Ibid., pp. 110- 23 passim. 
137 For a contemporary interpretation of the two articles as evidence of 
disagreement among the Formalists, see M. Grigor'ev, 'Krizis formalizma' , 
Pechat' i revoliutsiia, 8 (1927), 84- 91. On Tynianov's 'O literatumoi evoliutsii' as 
an example of the 'genre' of the nauchnoe poslanie, an encoded message to 
Eikhenbaum, see Jan Levchenko, Drugaia nauka: russkie formalisty v poiskakh 
biografii (Moscow: Izdatel'skii <lorn NIU VShE, 2012), pp. 67- 79. 
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noted with pleasant surprise that, as well as writing about literature much more 

voluminously than previously, he had recently begun to write ' strangely, 

differently', in a 'semi-literary or memoir style' [v stile polubelletristiki iii 

memuara ].138 In the same diary entry, Eikhenbaum likened his new style to 

Veniamin Kaverin and Tynianov' s fiction, seeing his own recent work on Tolstoy 

as an example of the same ' lighter path' [ bolee legkii put1. 139 The time for the 

nauka of the OPOiaZ, thought Eikhenbaum, had passed; history now demanded a 

greater lightness of touch. 

Shklovsky, however, worried about the incursion of a lighter style into the territory 

of nauka. In a letter to Tynianov of late 1928, he gave his assessment of 

'Literatumaia kar'era L. Tolstogo' (1928), one of Eikhenbaum's recent articles on 

Tolstoy. The article, Shklovsky thought, was characterized by a lightness excessive 

for a work of nauka; it did not constitute a recreation of the train of thought 

underpinning its argument, as was expected of such a work. The linguistic 

scaffolding of its making, argued Shklovsky, had been removed. 

CTaTMI EopttHa [sc. 3fuceH6ayMa] o Kaphepe Toncrnro HarrncaHa c 
TypreHeBCKOH JierKOCThlO. TaK xoporno rmcaTh He yMeeT y Hae HHKTO, HO B 
3TOH cTaThe He BH,ll;HhI cne,ll;hI HHCTPYMeHTa, OHa He rrposep51eMa, s HeH: HeT 
corrpOTHBJieHH51 MaTepttana, H Otta 3HaqHT TO, qTo 3HaqHT, He ,ll;aBa51 Bparn.eHH51 
MhICJIH. [ ... ] nope tty:llrno HarrttcaTh poMatt rrpo ToncToro. ,ll.m 3Toro H3 ero 

~ 6 6 140 CTaTeH Hy:ll<HO y,ll;eT BhICKO JIHTh KaBblqKH. 

138 Eikhenbaum, diary entry of 7 March 1928, as quoted in Chudakova, 
'Sotsial'naia praktika', p. 115. 
139 

Eikhenbaum, diary entry of 7 March 1928, as quoted ibid., p. 115. 
140 Shklovsky, letter to Tynianov of unspecified date (though probably of late 1928 
or early 1929), as quoted ibid., p. 118. 
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Shklovsky thought that Eikhenbaum's recent prose was too polished, his article on 

Tolstoy suspiciously well written; its superficial perfection had been achieved 

through an elimination of all 'traces of the instrument' [sledy instrumenta], that is, 

of all evidence of how it had been made syntactically to mean what it meant. In 

linguistic terms, it was not clearly a realization of nauka. Shklovsky likened 

Eikhenbaum to Turgenev, a writer known for his elegantly ' light' literary prose. In 

a reply to Shklovsky's letter, Tynianov extended the comparison between 

Eikhenbaum and Turgenev by noting that Eikhenbaum's books had recently begun 

to resemble Turgenev' s novels and his articles Turgenev's stories. 141 Even 

Eikhenbaum's pupils at Giii - who thought that the Formalism practised by their 

teachers was in need of some form of rejuvenation - seemed perplexed by the 

new 'style' of his most recent work on Tolstoy. 142 

Shklovsky made Eikhenbaum aware of his reservations about the 'biographical' 

style: 'TOT MeTO,ll. nony6enneTPHCTHqecKoro TIOBeCTBOBaHml, KOTOpbIH Thi 

6eperni,, [ ... ] ,ll.aeT orn116K11KpacHopeq11Bb1e11 HenonpaBHMbie. Hy)l(HO 11n11 n11caTb 

poMaH, 11n11 ocrnBmi:Tb cne,ll.bI HHCTpyMeHTa B pa6oTe' .143 The planned resurrection 

of the OPOiaZ, according to Shklovsky, demanded something different. In a letter 

to Tynianov of 27 November 1928, Shklovsky recommended the preparation of a 

collective work 'of maximal theoreticism' [maksimal'noi teoretichnosti] and 

141 Tynianov, letter to Shklovsky of 31 March 1929, as quoted ibid., p. 118. 
142 On Ginzburg's reaction to Eikhenbaum's work of the late 1920s, see Stanislav 
Savitskii, 'Spor s uchitelem: nachalo literatumogo/issledovatel'skogo proekta L. 
Ginzburg', NLO, 82 (2006), 129- 54. 
143 Shklovsky, letter to Eikhenbaum of27 November 1928, as quoted in 
Chudakova, 'Sotsial'naia praktika', pp. 119- 20. He specified his objection to the 
style of the work even more clearly elsewhere in the same letter: 'Bo3pa)l(emrn y 
Memi: - MeTO.lJ. Han11caHm1 KH11r11, T. e. He npeo,ll.oneHHa~ 611orpaqi11~.' 
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omitted Eikhenbaum from a list of potential contributors. 144 For Shklovsky and 

Tynianov, then, Eikhenbaum's most recent work on Tolstoy made use oflanguage 

differently from the nauka to which they had become accustomed: it could no 

longer be conceptualized as an attempt to reproduce tautologically the exposition 

of an argument through a manipulation of the mechanisms of syntax. 

At around the same time, Tynianov was completing the compilation of Arkhaisty i 

novatory, a collection of his articles of the 1920s. As will be explored in greater 

detail in the third chapter of the present work, the preparation of the collection was 

a revelatory experience for Tynianov, allowing him retrospectively to reconstruct 

his career as a theorist of literature. The preparation of the collection was also an 

opportunity for him to make sense of how he wrote, of his increasingly dense and 

abstract conceptual prose. In the foreword to the collection, probably written as he 

was correcting the proofs in October 1928, 145 Tynianov defended the apparent 

difficulty of the language in which 'many articles' , presumably including his own, 

were written. He explained that, although the language of some works of nauka 

could be interpreted as being obscure for the sake of obscurity, it was impossible to 

make an original contribution to nauka in any other way. Every article was written 

to say something, but, once that something had been said, the article seemed 

144 Shklovsky, letter to Tynianov of 27 November 1928, as given in 'Iz perepiski 
Iu. Tynianova i B. Eikhenbauma s V. Shklovskim', Voprosy literatury, 12 (1984), 
185- 218 (ed. by 0. Panchenko) (pp. 193- 94). Note also the implied exclusion of 
Eikhenbaum from the OPOiaZ in Shklovsky, letter to Jakobson of 16 February 
1929, as quoted in Chudakova, 'Sotsial'naia praktika', p. 120: ' Orro~3 MO)KHO 
BOCCTaHOBHTh TOilhKO rrptt TBOeM rrptte3;::i;e, TaK KaK Orro~3 - 3TO Bcer;::i;a Tpoe.' 
145 See A. P. Chudakov, M. 0. Chudakova, and E. A. Toddes, comm. to Jakobson 
and Tynianov, 'Problemy izucheniia literatury i iazyka', in PILK, pp. 530- 36 (p. 
530). 
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unsatisfactory; the linguistic mechanisms by which the message was 

communicated were undone in the process, leaving an impression of redundancy. 

Co6cTBeHHO roBopR, BCRKaR cTaTbR rr11IIIeTCR ;::i:1rn Toro, qTo6bI HeqTo 
BbrnCHHTb; Kor;::i:a )l(e HeqTo BbrnCHeHo, CTaTbR OTMeHReTCR 3THM caMbIM H 
Ka)l(eTCR Hey;::i:OBJieTBOpHTeJibHOtt. 

3To OTHOCHTCR, B qaCTHOCTH, K TR)l(eJIOBaTOMY H HHOr;::i:a ;::i:a)l(e 
HeRCHOMY R3bIKy, KOTOpbIM HaITHCaHbI MHOrHe CTaTbH H KOTOpbitt, rrpH 
)l(eJiaHHH, KpHTHKa MO)l(eT o6bRCHHTb KaK aBrypCKHtt R3bIK, T.e. KaK 
HaMepeHHOe 3aTeMHeHHe CMbICJia co6cTBeHHOtt peq11. [ ... ] 

JJ.eno B TOM, qTo R3bIK He TOJibKO rrepe;::i:aeT ITOHRTHR, HO H RBJIReTCR 
XO)l;OM HX KOHCTpy11poBaHHR. Il03TOMY' Harrp[ HMep] ' rrepeCKa3 qy)l(HX 

v 6 1% MbICJieH 0 bIKHOBeHHO RCHee, qeM paCCKa3 CBOHX. 

For Tynianov, language was the 'movement' [khod], the succession ofrelations, by 

which 'concepts' were constructed. The convoluted prose of practitioners of 

nauka, their 'gnomic ' [avgurskii] or 'rather difficult and sometimes even unclear' 

language, could be explained by the fact that they were obliged to make language 

follow a particular 'movement' in order to advance a particular argument. For that 

reason, it was often easier to paraphrase someone else's thoughts than to phrase 

one's own. In another passage in the foreword to the collection, Tynianov 

suggested that his older articles, those written towards the beginning of the 1920s, 

now seemed foreign to him, as if he had not been their author. The manner in 

which he thought, in other words, had changed during the course of the decade, 

such that a new relational arrangement was necessary to represent new 

'movements'. By the late 1920s, Tynianov had restricted the metaphorical 

repertoire of his earlier work, developing instead a limited set of more abstract 

terms arranged in syntactic patterns so as to represent cognitive 'movements', to 

leave in language the 'traces of the instrument'. 

146 Tynianov, 'Predislovie', in Arkhaisty i novatory, pp. 3-4 (p. 4). 
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Although he provided a sophisticated justification for the difficulty of his prose, 

Tynianov nevertheless resolved in October 1928 to make his theoretical work 

easier to read in the future. As he was finalizing the collection for publication, he 

half-jokingly promised Shklovsky that, from then on, he would write with 

'excessive' clarity: '06ern:a10ch [ ... ] 1rncaTb He "He.i:i:ocTaToqHo HCHo", a 

"cJIHIIIKOM HCH0". ,147 The formulation was intriguingly oxymoronic: Tynianov 

acknowledged the need to write ' clearly', to avoid the 'gnomic language' of much 

literary-theoretical work, but nevertheless wanted to cultivate clarity to an 

excessive degree, once again to take language to its extremity. 148 

Despite Tynianov' s brave attempt to mount a theoretical justification for the 

opacity of his prose, one contemporary reviewer of Arkhaisty i novatory 

nevertheless noted with annoyance the obscure language in which its articles were 

written. The problem was particularly acute, the reviewer noted, in the theoretical 

sections of the book. The review began as follows: '3rn KHHra H no H3hIKY H no 

n;eHe He npe,ll.Ha3HaqeHa )l.Jl}I IIIHpOKOro qHTaTeJIH . .513bIK aBTOpa, oco6eHHO B 

,149 T . , TeopeTHqecKHX qaCTHX KHHrH, oqeHb CJIO)l(eH, 3aTPY.ll.HHTeJieH. ymanov s 

book was deemed linguistically inaccessible, very ' complex' and 'difficult'. The 

reviewer concluded that Arkhaisty i novatory was, in addition to being an 

overpriced and irredeemably Formalist book, one that was unsuitable for the 

147 See Tynianov, letter to Shklovsky of October 1928, as quoted in Chudakov, 
Chudakova, and Toddes, comm. to Jakobson and Tynianov, ' Problemy izucheniia 
li teratury i iazyka ', in P ILK, p. 5 31. 
148 Cf. Tynianov, 'O literatumom fakte', p. 105: 'H 6hrnaIOT 3noxH, KOr)l.a Bee 
no3ThI "xopoIIIo" nHIIIYT, TOr,ll.a reHHaJihHhIM 6y.ll.eT "nnoxoii" no3T.' 
149 'N. D- nyi', [review ofTynianov, Arkhaisty i novatory (1929)], Zhurnal dlia 
vsekh, 5 (1929), 127. 
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uninitiated on account of its linguistic obscurity: ',ll,Jrn Mano rro.nroToBneHHoro 

150 q11TaTemr KHttra He rrp11ro.n;Ha.' 

The above-quoted reviewer of Arkhaisty i novatory described the book by using 

the same adjectives that Tomashevskii had used to describe Probfema 

stikhotvornogo iazyka and that Shklovsky had used in Voskreshenie slova to 

describe the language of poetry. 151 The continuity in the selection of adjectives 

shows that Tynianov's application to literature of the science of language - in 

such texts as Problema stikhotvornogo iazyka and 'O literaturnoi evoliutsii' -

resulted in a linguistic performance analogous in effect to the original OPOiaZ 

conception of poetry. The prose of Tynianov's Problema stikhotvornogo iazyka 

and 'O literaturnoi evoliutsii ', a language modelled syntactically on cognitive 

'movements', one designed to exploit the relations between terms, provided an 

uncanny demonstration of language made 'difficult', 'complex', and 'strange'. 

Although Tynianov and Shklovsky thought that Eikhenbaum had in some way 

denigrated nauka by adopting a more 'literary', 'biographical' style, Tynianov's 

application to literature of the conceptual apparatus of structural linguistics brought 

the language of nauka close to that of poetry. 

Tynianov had explicitly addressed the same phenomenon in an article prepared for 

the first volume of an edition of Khlebnikov's collected works and published as he 

was compiling Arkhaisty i novatory in 1928. Tynianov argued that Khlebnikov had 

been canonized in Russian culture as a poet of 'meaningless ' poetry, as the author 

150 Ibid., p. 127. 
151 Tomashevskii, [review ofTynianov, Problema stikhotvornogo iazyka], p. 266; 
Shklovsky, Voskreshenie slova, p. 13. 
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of zaum'. In fact, Khlebnikov's primary concern had been meaning, the 

construction of a new 'semantic system' [semanticheskaia sistema].152 Tynianov 

argued that most readers could literally not understand the great poets working 

contemporaneously to them. Although contemporaries dismissed the work of every 

great poet as 'meaningless', subsequent generations ofreaders were eventually 

' raised' to the semantic level required to understand it: 'Bee ITOJThI, )l,a)l(e 

qacn1qHo Memrnurne ceMaHnrqecKHe cHcTeMhI, 6h1Ba.JIH o61>51BJrneMbI 

6eCCMblCJieHHbIMH, a ITOTOM CTaHOBHJIHCb ITOH51THbIMH - He caMH ITO ce6e, a 

ITOTOMY qTo qHTaTenH ITO)l.HHMa.JIHCh Ha Hx ceMaHTHqecKyIO cHcTeMy.' 153 The 

same had recently been true of Aleksandr Blok: 'CTHXH paHHero EnoKa He cTa.rrH 

ITOH51THee caMH ITO ce6e; a KTO HX TeITepb He "IToHHMaeT"?' 154 Given that Tynianov 

went on in the article to claim that poetry and nauka were ' very close in method ', 

it could be argued that he understood his own language of nauka, the 'semantic 

system' of his theoretical work of the late 1920s, to be analogous to Khlebnikov's 

poetry, unintelligible to contemporaries on account of its novelty. 155 

Tynianov commented in the article about the similarity between nauka and art. He 

argued that Khlebnikov's experimentation with mathematics had been a way of 

developing his new 'semantic system', his 'strange' new poetry, concluding that 

the manner in which art developed was analogous to that in which nauka 

152 Iu. Tynianov, 'O Khlebnikove', in Sobranie proizvedenii Vefimira Khfebnikova , 
5 vols, ed. by Iu. Tynianov and N. Stepanov (Leningrad: Izd. pisatelei, 1928- 33), 
vol. 1 (1928), pp. 17- 30 (p. 26). 
153 Ibid. , p. 26. 
154 Ibid. , p. 26. 
155 Cf. Eikhenbaum, diary entry of 24 January 1925, as quoted in Chudakova, 
'Sotsial'naia praktika', p. 108: 'BHrn [sc. lliKJIOBCKHH] xoporno roBOpHT o TOM, 
qTo Mbl )l.OJI)l(Hbl 3aHOBO ITHCaTb HeITOH51THbie pa60Tbl - KaK JIHCHU.a, KOTOpa51 
CBOpaqHBaeT pe3KO B60K, a co6aKa ITpO)l.OJI)l(aeT HeCTHCb )l.a.JlhIIIe.' 
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developed. His explanation of the distinction between the two, however, was 

ambiguous: 'CosceM He TaK semrna rrporracTb Me)l(.lJ.Y MeTo}l.aM11HayK1111 

11cKyccTBa. ToJibKO TO, qTo B HayKe 11MeeT caMO.ll.OBJie10rn;y10 u,eHHOCTb, TO 

OKa3bIBaeTcsr B 11cKyccrne pe3epsyapoM ero :meprn11.' 156 Tynianov presumably 

meant that Khlebnikov's mathematical innovations had served, for art, as a 

'reservoir of energy' from which he could produce new innovations in semantics, 

whereas those same mathematical innovations would, for nauka, have been 

sufficient in themselves. 157 Nevertheless, the word samodovleiushchii was 

significant. It once again seemed to evoke the early work of the OPOiaZ on poetry 

as language in which sound was 'valuable in itself'. 158 Tynianov's rereading of 

Khlebnikov's poetry gave him the opportunity to consider in greater detail the 

relationship between nauka and poetry. It can be conjectured that the 

contemporaneous experience of rereading his old articles for inclusion in Arkhaisty 

i novatory, and thus of making sense of his own language as something 'foreign', 

was a decisive factor in his self-reflection. 

Thus, in the period 1924--30, Tynianov overcame the division in his theoretical 

work of 1924 by adopting the conceptual apparatus of structural linguistics, a 

strategy that empowered him with a unified language of analysis. Whereas 

156 Tynianov, 'O Khlebnikove', p. 28. 
157 Cf. Eikhenbaum, in Jurii Tynianov, ed. by Kaverin, p. 84: 'CTaTbH :na [sc. 
"Apxa11CTbI 11 IlyIIIKl1H"] OKa3aJiaCb IlO}l.Jil1HHbIM "pe3epsyapoM" }].AA 

xy}l.O)l(eCTBeHHOH :mepr1111, HarrpaBJieHHOH Ha rrocTaHOBKY 11 ocBe)l(eH11e Tex 
rrpo6JieM, KOTOpbie OCTaBaJil1Cb 3a npe}l.eJiaMl1 HayqHoro MeTO}l.a.' 
158 Cf. Iakubinskii, 'O zvukakh stikhotvomogo iazyka', p. 16 (emphasis in 
original): 'cyrn;ecTByIOT [ ... ] .ll.pyrne H3bIKOBbie Cl1CTeMbI, B KOTOpbIX [ ... ] 
H3bIKOBbie rrpe}l.CTaBJiemrn rrp1106pern10T ca.A1.04ewwcmb. ' Cf. also Shklovsky, 
'Iskusstvo kak priem', p. 8 (emphasis in original): 'eocnpuHuM.ameJZbHblU npotfecc 

6 UCK)lCCmee caMOt{eJZeH' . 
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Eikhenbaum adopted a ' lighter' style in his historical and theoretical work towards 

the end of the 1920s, one self-consciously presented as novelistic, Tynianov saw 

such stylistic lightness as impossible in the conduct of nauka, since he believed 

that concepts were formed through language. Indeed, whereas Eikhenbaum 

attempted in the late 1920s to synthesize nauka and literature, Tynianov kept his 

theoretical work and his historical fiction very separate. His strategy could 

nevertheless not prevent the convergence of nauka and poetry in his work, the 

disintegration of the linguistic polarization originally developed by the OPOiaZ. 

It has been argued that, on the question of a distinct ' language of nauka ', a single 

thread can be traced, via the seminal work of the OPOiaZ, from the work of 

Potebnia and other Russian literary scholars of the late imperial period to the work 

of the Formalists in the late 1920s. In the 191 Os, Shklovsky and Iakubinskii 

inherited Potebnia's theory of language and, with it, the juxtaposition of poetry and 

prose, nauka being categorized as an extreme form of the latter. Initially, their 

conception of nauka served principally as a foil against which their conception of 

zaum' could be brought into focus. They thought that the language of nauka was, 

unlike the ambiguous language of poetry, a laconic, algebraic language, a language 

made referentially precise. In the early 1920s, Tynianov developed the same 

opposition in greater detail by synthesizing ideas from the works of theorists as 

varied as Andrei Bely, Wilhelm Wundt, and Joseph Vendryes. In Problema 

stikhotvornogo iazyka and 'Slovar' Lenina-polemista', his two major theoretical 

works on language, he identified terminology, the 'word-term', as the paradigmatic 

example of proseness. Simultaneously, however, he was beginning to problematize 

his own conceptual prose, the language of his theoretical work. He and those who 
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reviewed his works in 1924 perceived an unbridgeable chasm in his oeuvre 

between theoretical work on language and theoretical work on literary history, 

characterizing the former as an example of a terminologically dense, abstract 

discourse and the latter as an example of a more metaphorical, 'literary' one. 

Tynianov conceptualized the division in his own theoretical work in linguistic 

terms, by analogy with the same division between a supposed language of nauka 

and one of literature. In the late 1920s, he overcame that division by developing a 

highly abstract language with which he was able to describe different periods of 

literary history in the same terms, as demonstrations of the same set of laws. As he 

made clear in reservations expressed about Eikhenbaum's more ' literary' style of 

nauka, Tynianov believed that, as a representation of thought, language had to 

follow its movements, to leave, as Shklovsky put it, 'traces of the instrument' . 

The discussion in the present chapter of the conception of nauka to which the 

Formalists ascribed provides additional evidence of the pervasive cognitivism of 

their intellectual project. Shklovsky and lakubinskii, like Potebnia before them, 

conceptualized poetry and prose as modes of cognition. The difference between 

them could be explained in terms of generalized cognitive laws and nauka, as an 

extreme example of prose, was considered an extreme example of a particular way 

of thinking. Even in the late 1920s, Tynianov and Shklovsky continued to 

understand nauka as a representation of thought in language, a reproduction in 

syntax of cognitive 'movements '. Eikhenbaum's new, 'biographical' studies of 

Tolstoy were linguistically suspicious precisely because they effaced such 

movements. 
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The interdependence of poetry and nauka, the strategy of defining them in 

contradistinction to each other, was of major methodological significance for the 

development of Formalism. It allowed the members of the OPOiaZ, keen to lay 

claim to nauka, to implicate their own work in the production of a theory of 

literature, such that, the more they isolated poetichnost', the more they affirmed 

their nauchnost'. The same strategy of self-representation continued into the 1920s. 

Tynianov's terminologically dense work on language of 1924, for example, 

constituted a performance of what he understood to be the very essence, the 

' ideal', of proseness; to analyse verse, the structural opposite of prose, in a 

provocatively abstract terminology was to stage a juxtaposition between the 

analysing text and the analysed text. 

The most significant development, however, was the increasing convergence of 

nauka and poetry in Tynianov's work, the increasing proximity of his abstract 

theoretical language to poetry as it had been imagined by the OPOiaZ. It is 

illuminating in that regard to consider Jakobson's later, structuralist work on the 

'grammar of poetry' and the ' poetry of gramrnar'. 159 Jakobson wrote about the 

'grammatical texture' of poetry, the quality responsible for, among other features, 

the high frequency of pronouns in poems: as 'purely grammatical, relational units', 

pronouns could become components in the 'geometrical order' of the poetic 

construction. 160 The language of Tynianov's mature, 'structuralist ' theoretical 

work was, like poetry, dependent to a high degree on 'grammar', on the relations 

159 Roman Jakobson, 'Poetry of Grammar and Grammar of Poetry' (1960), in 
Selected Writings, vol. 3: Poetry of Grammar and Grammar of Poetry, ed. by 
Stephen Rudy (The Hague: Mouton, 1981), pp. 87- 97. 
160 Ibid., p. 95. 
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among its components. For Tynianov, the theorization of poetry resulted in the 

collapse of the polarization of poeticheskii iazyk and nauchnyi iazyk as they had 

originally been conceived. He came instead to see poeticheskii iazyk and nauchnyi 

iazyk as languages that, while structured analogously, were defined by different 

functions. 
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Chapter Two 

The Science of History (1919-24) 

From 1919, the members of the OPOiaZ began to expand their early focus on 

literature 'as such' by giving more explicit consideration to the problem of history. 

They wanted to know how literature changed from one epoch to the next. Literary 

history represented a methodological challenge for the Society because, as was 

explored in the previous chapter, Shklovsky and Iakubinskii's original theory of 

poetry had been based on a model of cognition: they had avoided having to 

theorize historical change because they had defined the specificity of poetry - and 

that of art more generally - in terms of cognitive mechanisms. But the problem of 

history soon became unavoidable. Eikhenbaum would later write that the first 

Formalist work on literary history, the 'escape' [rykhod] from the field of 

' theoretical poetics ' into the history of literature, had been Shklovsky's 'Sviaz' 

priemov siuzhetoslozheniia s obshchimi priemami stilia' .1 It was first published in 

Poetika, the third collection of the Sborniki po teorii poeticheskogo iazyka, in May 

1919.2 Tynianov's entry into the Society coincided with - and could be said to 

have helped to accelerate - the turn towards the problem of history. 

The increasingly historical orientation of the theoretical work of the OPOiaZ in the 

period 1919- 21 was inseparable from its members' increasingly historical 

1 B. M. Eikhenbaum, 'Teoriia "formal'nogo metoda"', in Literatura: teoriia, 
kritika,polemika (Leningrad: Priboi, 1927), pp. 116-48 (p. 131). 
2 Month of publication as given in A. V. Krusanov, Russkii avangard: 1907- 1932 
(Istoricheskii obzor), 2 vols (Moscow: NLO, 2003), vol. 2: Futuristicheskaia 
revoliutsiia ( 1917- 1921 ), kn. 1, pp. 287- 304 (p. 295). 
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conception of their own work. They were beginning to show much greater interest 

in the nature of their own movement as a product of the historical process. The 

year 1921, for example, saw the publication not only of Shklovsky's Rozanov and 

Tynianov's Dostoevskii i Gogol', two early contributions to the theory of literary 

history, but also of Eikhenbaum's 'Mig soznaniia', an article in which he mused on 

his own experience of the historical process in the wake of the death of 

symbolism. 3 They began to look backwards, to present the founding of the Society 

as an event of enormous significance in history. In an article published in January 

1922, Eikhenbaum wrote unequivocally that the Society had been formed in the 

spirit of the Revolution.4 History, they thought, was the force that united the 

Revolution and the nauka of the OPOlaZ as components of a larger force of 

modernity. As the focus of their work expanded to encompass history, then, their 

conception of their own practice of nauka shifted with it. 

The present chapter addresses the question of how the increasingly historical 

orientation of the work of the OPOlaZ in the period 1919- 24 affected their 

realization of nauka, the aim being to reconstruct a natural-scientific paradigm in 

the early work of the Society on literary history. The Society had originally aligned 

its theory of perception with the natural sciences - and especially with 

experimental psychology and a natural-scientific brand of linguistics concerned 

primarily with the mechanical production of sound. 5 Its members had often been 

3 B. Eikhenbaum, 'Mig soznaniia', Knizhnyi ugol, 7 (1921), 9- 17. 
4 B. Eikhenbaum, '5 = 100', Knizhnyi ugol, 8 (1922), 38-41. Month of publication 
as given in M. 0. Chudakova, comm. to Tynianov, 'Zapiski o zapadnoi literature', 
in PILK, pp. 441-46. 
5 On this type oflinguistics, see Serguel Tchougounnikov, 'Eduard Sievers et la 
phonetique allemande du debut du XX-e siecle. Les sources allemandes des 
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compared to natural scientists, usually in an attempt to discredit their project.6 The 

tum towards the problem of literary history offered the Formalists an opportunity 

to use the natural sciences for provocation. For philosophers of science such as 

Wilhelm Windelband and Heinrich Rickert, historicity was the fundamental 

principle in the division of the sciences. The sciences of nature and those of history 

were separated by an unbridgeable division: nature, it was thought, could be 

mastered by general laws; history, by contrast, proliferated specific events. 

Windelband and Rickert were widely influential at St Petersburg University during 

the 191Os.7 In early 1919, however, Eikhenbaum gestured towards a 

reconceptualization of such a dichotomy by proposing the application of the 

'natural-scientific method' to the history of art: 'Mo:11rno, HCXO)J,51 m PttKKeprn, 

rrpe)J,CTaBHTh ce6e, IJTO 11 B HCTOptttt HCKYCCTBa Heo6XO)J,HMO rrpttMeHeHtte 

ecTecrneHHOHay11ttoro MeTO)J,a'.8 If it could be shown that Eikhenbaum's 

suggestion had been put into practice in the early 1920s, that an attempt had been 

theorisations russes de la charpente sonore du langage', Histoire Epistemologie 
Langage, 29 (2007), 145-62. 
6 See, e.g., Mikhail Slonimskii, 'S. A. Vengerov', Dom iskusstv, 1 (1921), 64--66 
(where the Formalists are likened to anatomists, p. 64); and A. Gomfel'd, 
'Formalisty i ikh protivniki' , Literaturnye zapiski, 3 (1922), 5- 6 (where they are 
sarcastically called 'brave Russian Newtons', p. 5). See also B. V. Tomashevskii, 
'Formal'nyi metod: vmesto nekrologa', given in 'Beseda o formal'nom metode v 
petrogradskoi assotsiatsii 10 dekabria 1922 goda', Zvezda, 8 (2004), 145- 60 (ed. 
by V. G. Belous) (pp. 148- 53), where the author compares the historical 
significance of Formalism to the work of Dmitrii Mendeleev in chemistry and 
draws a parallel between literariness and electricity. 
7 On the OPOiaZ and Neo-Kantianism at St Petersburg University in the 1910s, 
see M. 0. Chudakova, comm. to Tynianov, 'Literatumaia mysl'. Al'manakh II ', in 
PILK, pp. 454- 56; and M. 0. Chudakova and E. A. Toddes, 'Tynianov v 
vospominaniiakh sovremennika', in TS, 1 (1984), pp. 78- 104 passim. See also 
Patrick Flack, 'Le formalisme russe entre ferment neo-kantien et linguistique 
structurale' , in L 'arriere-plan linguistique du formalisme russe, ed. by Sylvie 
Archambault and Sergei Tchougounnikov (forthcoming). 
8 Eikhenbaum, diary entry of 12 January 1919, as quoted in Chudakova, comm. to 
Tynianov, 'Literatumaia mysl'. Al'manakh II', in PILK, p. 455. 
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made to align literary history with the natural sciences, it would be possible to 

conclude that the members of the Society had set out to defy the philosophical 

orthodoxy of the early twentieth century by reformulating the dichotomy between 

the sciences of nature and those of history. Eikhenbaum's suggested application of 

the natural sciences to history, that is, offered the Society the possibility of a 

revolutionary act in itself. As Tynianov wrote in 1923, Rickert' s philosophy of 

science was in need of ' reconsideration', ' deepening' .9 

To explore the possible implementation of Eikhenbaum's above-quoted 

suggestion, the present chapter establishes parallels between the early work of the 

OPOlaZ on literary history and models of change prevalent in early twentieth-

century evolutionary biology and physics. The focus is on Tynianov, the leading 

Formalist theorist of history, though Shklovsky and Eikhenbaum are also 

considered in some detail. It must be stressed at the outset that, as was discussed in 

the previous chapter with reference specifically to Tynianov, the early work of the 

Society on literary history was characterized above all by metaphor, a strategy of 

'meaning-making' [smysloobrazovanie] characteristic of an ideological struggle in 

nauka in the 1920s. 10 It was also characteristic of their entry into largely 

unexplored intellectual territory. 11 For that reason, the parallels established here 

9 Iu. Tynianov, [review of Literaturnaia mys!', 2 (1923)], Kniga i revoliutsiia, 3 
(1923), 71- 72 (signed ' Iu. T. '): 'omoc51 ttayKy o mnepaType K "ttayKaM o 
)J;yxoBHOM TBopqecTBe'', asTOp [ sc. CMttpHOB] )KeCTOKO yrrporn:aeT 
p11KKepT11attcTBO [ ... ] . B ttallle speM51 TaKHe Kp11Tep1111 [ KJiaccmp11Kau;1111 ttayK] 
tty)K)J;aIOTC51 He B synhrap113au;1111, a B rrepecMOTPe - n1160 yrny6nett1111. ' 
'
0 See L. D. Gudkov, 'Poniatie i metafory istorii u Tynianova i opoiazovtsev', in 

TS, 3 (1988), pp. 91- 108, for a discussion of the function of metaphor in the 
theorization of history. 
11 Cf. Aleksandr Veselovskii's comment about the history of literature as 'res 
nullius', uncharted ' territory', as quoted in Igor Shaitanov, 'Aleksandr 
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between their early work on the question and the natural sciences do not amount to 

a considered 'natural-scientific method' , but suggest only an attempt in some way 

to align the study of literary history with the natural sciences; furthermore, they in 

no way exclude the possibility of other influences on the work of the OPOlaZ on 

literary history. 

Galin Tihanov observes astutely that both Russian and Western scholars of 

Formalism have taken pains to emphasize the clear differences between the 

movement and positivism. He argues that Formalism nonetheless wanted in one 

sense to be 'more positivistic than positivism', since, despite different 

epistemological stances, they shared the aim of cultivating a scientificity. 12 It could 

be said that the same anxiety about positivism has encouraged intellectual 

historians of the work of the OPOlaZ to downplay the significance of natural-

scientific concepts in its development, particularly with regard to the theory of 

history, and to consider them, if at all, only via the mediation of various 

philosophical authorities. Jan Levchenko, for example, argues for the existence of 

an affinity between Shklovsky and Eikhenbaum's work and nineteenth-century 

vitalism, but is careful to stress that vitalism was a reaction against positivism. 13 

Veselovskii's Historical Poetics: Genre in Historical Poetics', New Literary 
History, 32 (2001 ), 429-43 (p. 430). 
12 Galin Tihanov, 'Zametki o dispute marksistov i formalistov 1927-ogo goda', 
NLO, 50 (2001), 279- 86 (trans. by M. Poliakova) (p. 281): 'oT)l.anemi:e 
tjlopMaJIHCTOB OT II03HTHBHCTOB 6hIJIO CHMIITOMOM conepHHlieCTBa. PyccKHH 
tjlopMaJIH3M, B HeKOTOpOM CMhICJie, XOTeJI 6hITh II03HTHBHee II03HTHBH3Ma.' 
13 Jan Levchenko, Drugaia nauka: russkieformalisty v poiskakh biografii 
(Moscow: Izdatel'skii <lorn NIU VShE, 2012), pp. 43- 58 (p. 46). See also 
Aleksandr Dmitriev and Jan Levchenko, 'Nauka kak priem: eshche raz o 
metodologicheskom nasledii russkikh formalistov', NLO, 50 (2001), 195- 245 (pp. 
221- 22). 
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Viach. Vs. Ivanov (1986), S. L. Kozlov (1990), Boris Gasparov (1996), and Rad 

Borislavov (2011) nevertheless make important contributions to our understanding 

of evolutionary-biological concepts, in particular, in the work of the OPOiaZ on 

literary history. Ivanov provides, with sporadic references to Tynianov, a wide-

ranging discussion of the application to culture of evolutionary models. 14 Kozlov 

explores the points of convergence between the metaphors of revolution and 

evolution as applied to literary history, discussing Aristotle, John Addington 

Symonds, and the late nineteenth-century French literary scholar Ferdinand 

Brunetiere, among others. 15 Gasparov identifies numerous metaphors borrowed 

from the field of genetics in Shklovsky' s work of the late 1920s.16 Borislavov 

systematically examines Shklovsky' s references to Brunetiere before analysing the 

evolutionary-biological metaphors in his literary history .17 Sergej Davydov and 

Peter Steiner were the first scholars to explore the connections between biology 

and Formalism, though they focus on Goethe's concept of morphology in Viktor 

Zhirmunskii and Vladimir Propp's work. 18 The studies cited here show that the 

14 Viach. Vs. Ivanov, 'Ob evoliutsionnom podkhode k kul'ture', in TS, 2 (1986), 
pp. 173- 80. 
15 S. L. Kozlov, 'Literaturnaia evoliutsiia i literaturnaia revoliutsiia: k istorii idei', 
in Tynianovskii sbornik, vyp. 5: chetvertye Tynianovskie chteniia (Riga: 1990), pp. 
112- 19. 
16 Boris Gasparov, 'Development or Rebuilding: Views of Academician T. D. 
Lysenko in the Context of the Avant-Garde ', in Laboratory of Dreams: The 
Russian Avant-Garde and Cultural Experiment, ed. by John E. Bowlt and Olga 
Matich (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1996), pp. 133- 50. 
17 Rad Borislavov, 'Revolution is Evolution: Evolution as a Trope in Sklovskij's 
Literary History', Russian Literature, 69 (2011), 209- 38. 
18 Sergej Davydov and Peter Steiner, 'The Biological Metaphor in Russian 
Formalism: The Concept of Morphology', SubStance, 617 (1977), 149- 58. 
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Formalists were inspired by various intermediaries, and especially by Brunetiere, 

in their application of evolutionary-biological models to the history of literature. 19 

The present chapter builds on the above-cited studies in order to reconstruct a 

natural-scientific paradigm in the early work of the OPOlaZ on literary history. 

The chapter is divided into three unequal parts. The first describes the field of the 

natural sciences as Tynianov would have experienced it as a student in the 191 Os. 

The second and largest part establishes parallels between the early work of the 

OPOiaZ on literary history and natural-scientific models of change. The third 

widens the focus to provide a more historically contextualized interpretation of 

those parallels. 

** 

Shklovsky, Eikhenbaum, and Tynianov are likely to have encountered natural-

scientific models of change during their time as students at St Petersburg 

University in the 191 Os. Their university experiences, and those of the other future 

participants of the OPOlaZ, have long been recognized as having been highly 

significant in the development of Formalism. While considerable attention has 

been given to the significance of the unique culture of the Historical-Philological 

19 Note also that Aage A. Hansen-Love gave a paper entitled 'Evolution vs. 
Genesis: Tynjanov, Darwin and the Struggle for Survival of Literary Genres' at a 
conference in Paris in October 2015, though it was unfortunately not possible for 
me to attend. 

112 



Faculty for their later work,20 and especially to that of Professor Semen A. 

Vengerov's Pushkin seminar,21 much less has been given to the possible 

significance of their engagement with fields other than philology and linguistics 

during the same period.22 With a focus on Tynianov, it can be shown that they 

would likely also have encountered natural-scientific models of change, both 

within the natural sciences themselves - at a critical moment in the history of the 

field - and in their application to other fields. 

Tynianov enrolled at St Petersburg University in 1912.23 He went to the university 

with Lev Zil'ber, one of his two closest gymnasium friends from Pskov and the 

elder brother of Veniamin Zil'ber (who would later publish as Veniamin 

Kaverin).24 Although Tynianov was officially attached to the Historical-

Philological Faculty,25 and Zil'ber to the Physical-Mathematical Faculty,26 they 

both embraced the interdisciplinary spirit of the university. Zil'ber later 

20 See, e.g., Carol Any, Boris Eikhenbaum: Voices of a Russian Formalist 
(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1994), pp. 7- 27; Catherine Depretto, Le 
Formalisme en Russie (Paris: Institut d'Etudes Slaves, 2009), pp. 45- 76. 
21 See esp. Depretto, pp. 68- 76. 
22 One exception is the discussion of Tynianov's university years in Larry Philip 
Joseph, 'From Literary Theory to Fiction: An Interpretive Biography of Yury 
Tynyanov in the 1920s' (unpublished doctoral thesis, Stanford University, 1994), 
Chapter 2: Tynyanov and Heine (1912- 1919), pp. 50- 106. Though concerned 
principally with Tynianov's time at university as a formation in philosophy, the 
author also gives some consideration to the other faculties whose lectures 
Tynianov attended (including those of the natural sciences). 
23 Iurii Tynianov, 'A vtobiografiia' ( 1939), in Iurii Tynianov: pisatel' i uchenyi. 
Vospominaniia, razmyshleniia, vstrechi, ed. by V. Kaverin (Moscow: Molodaia 
gvardiia, 1966), pp. 9- 20 (p. 18). 
24 See V. Kaverin, 'Detstvo' and 'Gimnaziia', in V. Kaverin and VI. Novikov, 
Novae zrenie: kniga o Iurii Tynianove (Moscow: Kniga, 1988), pp. 12- 35. 
25 Tynianov, 'Avtobiografiia', in Iurii Tynianov, ed. by Kaverin, p. 18. 
26 L.A. Zil'ber, 'Studencheskie gody. Peterburgskii i Moskovskii universitety. (Iz 
vospominanii L. A. Zil'bera) ', in L. L. Kiselev and E. S. Levina, Lev 
Aleksandrovich Zil'ber (1894- 1966): zhizn' v nauke (Moscow: Nauka, 2004), pp. 
40- 64 (p. 40). 
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remembered that, despite never having had enough money, he had been able to 

indulge his every intellectual interest during his time at university.27 He later 

recalled having attended lectures given by, among others, the histologist Aleksandr 

S. Dogel', the chemist Lev A. Chugaev, the geologist Aleksandr A. Inostrantsev, 

the linguist I. A. Bauduoin de Courtenay, the legal scholar Lev I. Petrazhitskii, the 

literary scholar Il'ia A. Shliapkin, and the historian Sergei F. Platonov.28 In 1939, 

Tynianov recalled that he, too, had gone to lectures at various faculties other than 

his own during his university years.29 Like Zil'ber, Tynianov remembered having 

gone to lectures given by both Chugaev and 'the biologist Dogel" . 30 He also 

singled out the physicist Ivan I. Borgman and the sociologist Maksim M. 

Kovalevskii. 31 

Platonov and Kovalevskii both addressed problems of change from an 

'evolutionist' perspective as explicitly opposed to a materialist one. Platonov, 

whose university textbook Lektsii po russkoi istorii had been through nine editions 

by 1915,32 explained on his arrest in 1930 that 'evolutionary theory' had been the 

foundation of his historical approach. Even his university courses, he explained, 

had been strongly informed by theoretical biology: '3BOJIIOU;IIOHHa.sr Teop1u1 rrerna 

B OCHOBY MO.HX npe.11.cTaBJieH.HH 0 cyrn;HOCT.H .HCTOpn:qecKoro npou,ecca If 

27 Ibid., p. 46. 
28 Ibid., pp. 41-42. 
29 Tynianov, 'Avtobiografiia', in Iurii Tynianov, ed. by Kaverin, p. 18. 
30 Ibid.,p.18. 
31 Ibid., p. 18. 
32 S. F. Platonov, Lektsii po russkoi istorii professora S. F. Platonova, 10th edn 
(Petrograd: Senatskaia tip., 1917). 
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o6ycJIOBHJJa Beeb CTpoH: MOHX YHHBepCHTeTCKHX KypcoB. ' 33 Even in the face of the 

' political dominance of the theory of Marxism' after the Revolution, he could not 

change such a fundamental component of his thought.34 In much the same way, 

although Kovalevskii had met Marx and spoke very highly of him personally, as 

Tynianov remembered,35 he did not endorse Marx's philosophy of history. He 

adopted instead an approach closer to evolutionary anthropology. He introduced 

his two-volume Sotsiologiia (1910), for example, as a work of' genetic sociology' , 

a discipline defined as the 'science of the origin of social institutions'. 36 He wrote 

that his approach was indebted to evolutionary biologists for the conceptual tools 

with which to understand change. In a piece produced for the occasion of the 

Darwin centenary in 1909,37 Kovalevskii provided a comprehensive history of the 

various ways in which sociologists had appropriated theories of biological 

evolution.38 He demonstrated a sophisticated understanding of the history of 

evolutionary thought, stretching as far back as Plato, and distinguished clearly 

between the evolutionary theories of Jean-Baptiste Lamarck, Charles Darwin, 

Ernst Haeckel, and others. 

33 As quoted in B. S. Brachev and A. Iu. Dvomichenko, Kafedra russkoi istorii 
Sankt-Peterburgskogo universiteta, 1834- 2004 (St Petersburg: lzd. Sankt­
Peterburgskogo Universiteta, 2004), p. 99. 
34 Ibid., p. 99. 
35 Tynianov, 'Avtobiografiia', in Iurii Tynianov, ed. by Kaverin, p. 18. 
36 M. M. Kovalevskii, Sotsiologiia, 2 vols (St Petersburg: tip. M. M. Stasiulevicha, 
1910), vol. 2: Geneticheskaia sotsiologiia, ili Uchenie ob iskhodnykh momentakh 
v razvitii sem'i, roda, sobstvennosti, politicheskoi vlasti i psikhologicheskoi 
deiatel'nosti, p. 1. 
37 See Eduard I. Kolchinsky, 'Darwin's Jubilees in Russia' , in The Literary and 
Cultural Reception of Charles Darwin in Europe, ed. by Thomas F. Glick and 
Elinor Shaffer (London and New York: Bloomsbury, 2014), pp. 288- 315. 
38 M. M. Kovalevskii, 'Darvinizm v sotsiologii', in Pamiati Darvina (Moscow: 
Nauchnoe slovo, 1910), pp. 117- 58. 
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By the end of the nineteenth century, Lamarckism and Darwinism were widely 

seen as two opposing sides in the evolutionary debate, though they by no means 

excluded additional theories. The major point of contention between Lamarckism 

and Darwinism concerned what Darwin termed 'acquired characters'. Lamarck's 

followers thought that 'acquired characters' could be inherited. The best-known 

explanation of the theory concerns the cause of the giraffe's long neck: after a 

lifetime of straining to reach ever-higher branches on trees, the individual giraffe 

will grow a longer neck, a 'character' subsequently inherited by its offspring. 

Darwin and his disciples, by contrast, had argued instead that 'natural fluctuations' 

led to variation, but could not be acquired, though they were not able to explain 

exactly what caused them. They did, however, identify the mechanism - 'natural 

selection' - by which the individual fluctuation could become the norm for a 

species in the longer term: if a particular 'fluctuation' were to cause a particular 

organism to be better able to survive than other members of its species, it would be 

afforded more opportunities to reproduce and its offspring would somehow -

again, they could not say exactly how - inherit that 'fluctuation' . Since the 

'fluctuations' that he described were extremely slight, Darwin thought that 

evolution must be an extremely slow, gradual process.39 

The emergence of genetics at the very beginning of the twentieth century 

revolutionized evolutionary biology. Genetics was seen by many as a threat to 

Darwin 's theory of evolution by natural selection. Some of its early exponents 

39 For a full account of the debate in the nineteenth century, see Ernst Mayr, 
'Prologue', in The Evolutionary Synthesis: Perspectives on the Unification of 
Biology, ed. by Ernst Mayr and William B. Provine (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1980), pp. 1-48. 
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proposed the concept of the genetic mutation as an alternative mechanism of 

evolution: the mutation was thought not simply to produce variations which were 

subsequently subjected to natural selection as the primary mechanism of evolution; 

instead, the variations were thought to be sufficient to constitute its primary 

mechanism in themselves. In the early 1900s, the Dutch botanist Hugo de Vries 

advanced what became known as the 'mutation theory' of evolution: mutations, he 

proposed, were capable of producing discrete variations large enough to override 

the principle of natural selection.40 It followed that the evolutionary process had to 

occur not slowly and gradually, as Darwin had thought, but as the result of sudden, 

dramatic mutations between generations. The theory came to be known as 

'saltationism', or evolution by leaps, from the Latin saltus (' leap ' ).41 

While St Petersburg and Moscow Universities had been ' fortresses of Darwinism' 

in the 1890s,42 the emergence of genetics was followed with great interest. In 1913, 

the entomologist Iurii A. Filipchenko, another professor at St Petersburg 

University, began offering the first course in genetics at any Russian university.43 

From 1914 until 1921, the period of the First World War, Revolution, and Civil 

War, however, Russian scientists had limited access to the results of important 

research in genetics being conducted abroad - and notably to Thomas H. 

40 Ibid., pp. 1-48. 
41 In his Nomogenez (1922), the evolutionary theorist L. S. Berg discussed and 
dismissed such theories, tracing the metaphor of the ' leap' back to the middle of 
the nineteenth century. See L. S. Berg, 'Nomogenez', in Trudy po teorii evoliutsii, 
1922- 1930 (Leningrad: Nauka, 1977), pp. 95- 311 (esp. pp. 296- 99). On Roman 
Jakobson's interest in Berg's theories, see Patrick Seriot, 'The Impact of Czech 
and Russian Biology on the Linguistic Thought of the Prague Linguistic Circle', 
Travaux du Cercle linguistique de Prague, 3 (1999), 15- 24. 
42 Alexander Vucinich, Darwin in Russian Thought (Berkeley, CA: University of 
California Press, 1988), pp. 151- 95 (p. 152). 
43 Kolchinsky, 'Darwin's Jubilees in Russia', p. 295. 
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Morgan's experiments in the United States.44 The turning point was the publication 

in 1922 of a series of papers by Filipchenko in which he summarized Morgan's 

research.45 

Tynianov remembered having attended lectures given by the 'biologist Dogel", but 

it is unclear whom he had in mind. Zil'ber began to work in the laboratory of the 

histologist Aleksandr S. Dogel' during his second year at the university,46 but 

Tynianov could also have been referring to the zoologist Valentin A. Dogel'.47 In 

an unpublished draft of his autobiography, however, Tynianov named a different 

lecturer in biology altogether: 'Crryrnarr BHaqarre BCSIKHe rreKU:HH - cpm11Ka 

I>oprMaHa, 611orrora illHMKes11qa. '48 Vladimir M. Shirnkevich was an expert on 

invertebrates, especially marine arachnids, and an evolutionary theorist. He wrote 

the textbooks Biologicheskie osnovy zoologii (1901) and Kurs sravnitel'noi 

anatomii pozvonochnykh zhivotnykh (1905), both of which went through many 

subsequent editions. Shirnkevich was a prominent defender of the theory of 

evolution by natural selection at the beginning of the twentieth century. In the 

introduction to his gruesomely illustrated study of the evolutionary significance of 

physical deformity, Urodstva i proiskhozhdenie vidov (1906), for example, he 

attacked ' mutationism', arguing that what de Vries had termed 'mutations ' were 

44 Theodosius Dobzhansky, 'The Birth of the Genetic Theory of Evolution in the 
Soviet Union in the 1920s', in The Evolutionary Synthesis, ed. by Mayr and 
Provine, pp. 229-41 (p. 233). 
45 Ibid., p. 233. 
46 Zil'ber, 'Studencheskie gody' , in Kiselev and Levina, p. 41. 
47 On V. A. Dogel', see B. N. Mazurmovich and Iu. N. Polianskii, Valentin 
Aleksandrovich Doge/': 1882- 1955 (Moscow: Nauka, 1980). Larry Philip Joseph, 
pp. 63- 65 passim, takes 'the biologist Dogel" mentioned in Tynianov's 
autobiography to be V. A. Dogel' and raises the possibility of his direct influence 
on Tynianov's later work on the question of evolution. 
48 RGALI, f. 2224, op. 1, ed. kh. 104, l. 3. 
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not qualitatively different from Darwin's 'natural fluctuations '.49 In a speech 

delivered on 30 December 1909, he explained that mutations and natural 

fluctuations were two names for the same mechanism, the difference between them 

being merely one of degree: '51 He cq11Ta10 MYTaU.HOHHb1e H3MeHeHH5I 3a HeqTo sui 

generis. [ ... ] IlyTH, ITO KOTOpbIM H)J;eT BH)J;006pa30BaHHe, B cyru,HOCTH Te )Ke, ITO 

KOTOpbIM HaITpaBJI5IIOTC5I H ypo;:i;JIHBhie YKJIOHeHH5I. ' 50 

Tynianov is also likely to have engaged with evolutionary biology outside the 

lecture hall, in his conversations with Zil'ber, a student of biology, aspiring 

doctor,51 and future microbiologist. Tynianov married Zil'ber's sister, Elena, in 

1916, and the two men remained close throughout the 191Os.
52 

The likelihood of 

Tynianov's continued interest in biology is supported by Zil'ber' s dedication to 

him of his first monograph, Paraimmunitet ( 1928), a study of secondary immunity: 

'IOpHIO HHKOJiaeBwqy TbIH5IHOBy, aBTopy "KIOXJIH", B ITaM5ITh Harnett MOJIO)J;OCTH 

ITOCB5Iru,a10. ' 53 Two years earlier, Tynianov had dedicated ' Arkhaisty i Pushkin' to 

Zil'ber. 54 

49 V. M. Shirnkevich, Urodstva i proiskhozhdenie vidov (Moscow and St 
Petersburg: Vol'f, 1906), pp. 4- 33. 
50 V. M. Shirnkevich, Embrional'nye plasty i teoriia mutatsii (Moscow: tip. G. 
Lissnera i D. Sobko, 1910), p. 10. 
51 Kiselev and Levina, p. 20. 
52 See Kaverin, 'Universitet ' and 'Grecheskii, 15 ', in Kaverin and Novikov, pp. 
35-43. 
53 L. A. Zil'ber, Paraimmunitet (Moscow: 1928), p . 3. The dedication is also given 
in Kiselev and Levina, p. 113. 
54 Iu. N. Tynianov, 'Arkhaisty i Pushkin', in Pushkin v mirovoi literature 
(Leningrad: Gos. izd., 1926), pp. 215- 86 (p. 215). On the dedication of ' Arkhaisty 
i Pushkin' to Zil'ber, see A. P. Chudakov, comm. to Iu. N. Tynianov, 'Arkhaisty i 
Pushkin', in Iu. N. Tynianov, Pushkin i ego sovremenniki, ed. and comm. by A. L. 
Grushunin and A. P. Chudakov (Moscow: Nauka, 1969), pp. 382- 93 (p. 385); and 
A. P. Chudakov, M. 0. Chudakova, and E. A. Toddes, comm. to 'Literaturnyi 
fakt', in PILK, pp. 507- 18 (p. 511 ). 
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The physicist whom Tynianov named in his autobiography, Ivan I. Borgman, had 

been known as a brilliant lecturer and had even taught physics to Nicholas II.55 

Borgman and 0. D. Khvol'son were the two most senior physicists affiliated to St 

Petersburg University in the first decade of the twentieth century. 56 Although 

Borgman, in particular, was initially suspicious of certain aspects of Albert 

Einstein's work on the theory ofrelativity, to the extent that some of his students 

thought it necessary to keep their discussions of the theory of special relativity 

secret from him,57 he and Khvol'son were later involved in the publication of some 

of the very first explanations of the theory for a Russian audience. Borgman 

oversaw the publication of a six-volume series of collections of articles, Novye idei 

v fizike (1911- 13), whose third volume, Printsip otnositel'nosti (1912), was 

dedicated to special relativity and included what was apparently the first 

translation of Einstein into Russian. 58 Borgman had himself described special 

relativity in a contribution to the second volume in the series, Efir i materiia 

(1912).59 Two years later, Khvol'son wrote the first popularization of Einstein's 

theory to appear in Russian for the non-specialist, a short pamphlet entitled Teoriia 

otnositel'nosti (1914).60 

55 Paul R. Josephson, Physics and Politics in Revolutionary Russia (Berkeley, CA: 
University of California Press, 1991 ), p. 22. 
56 Ibid., p. 33. 
57 Ibid., p. 33. 
58 V. P. Vizgin and G. E. Gorelik, 'Relativity in Russia and the USSR ', in The 
Comparative Reception of Relativity, ed. by T. F. Glick (Dordrecht: D. Reidel, 
1987), pp. 265- 326 (trans. by Paul R. Josephson) (p. 272). 
59 Ibid. , p. 272. 
6° For an evaluation of the publication, see Alexander Vucinich, Einstein and 
Soviet Ideology (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2001 ), p. 8. See also the 
revised edition: 0. D. Khvol'son, Teoriia otnositel'nosti A. Einshteina i novoe 
miroponimanie (Petrograd: Izd. M. i S. Sabashnikovykh, 1922). 
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Given Borgman's role in facilitating the publication of Einstein's work and the 

widespread admiration for Einstein among students in St Petersburg in the 191 Os, 

it is likely that Tynianov would have become aware of his ideas soon after arriving 

at the university in 1912, though the appropriation of relativistic-physical ideas by 

the literary avant-garde, beyond the universities, did not begin in earnest until later 

in the decade.61 Roman Jakobson, for example, mentioned Einstein's theory of 

special relativity, and quoted extensively from Khvol'ston's popular pamphlet cited 

above, in an article of 1919, one of his earliest publications.62 

The selective account of Tynianov's university years given above shows that he 

would likely have encountered theoretical biology, including its application to 

history and sociology, and theoretical physics. He attended lectures given by 

eminent professors in both fields. Furthermore, it emerges that Tynianov (and 

other future members of the OPOiaZ) arrived at the university during a critical 

phase for biology and physics and, indeed, for the natural sciences generally. The 

historian of science I. Bernard Cohen, who has described a distinct 'scientific 

revolution' of the period 1887- 1927, identifies the early twentieth century as a 

critical stage in the revolution that he observes, one that saw the publication of the 

results of the earliest experimental work in genetics and the acceptance of the 

61 See Vucinich, Einstein and Soviet Ideology, pp. 13- 35. 
62 R. 0. Jakobson, 'Futurizm', Iskusstvo, 2 August (1919) (signed 'R. Ia.'); also in 
two halves as 'Priemy staroi zhivopisi', Zhizn' iskusstva, 199- 200 (27 July 1919), 
2, and 'Futurizm kak esteticheskaia i nauchnaia sistema', Zhizn' iskusstva, 226 (26 
August 1919), 2; trans., as 'Futurism', by Stephen Rudy, in Stephen Rudy, 
'Jakobsonian Poetics of the Moscow and Prague Periods' (unpublished doctoral 
thesis, Yale University, 1978), pp. 205- 14 (where the full publication history of 
the article is given). 
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theories of special and general relativity in physics. 63 By the early 191 Os, Russian 

natural scientists were beginning to teach in accordance with the discoveries of the 

paradigm-shifting work done by Western scientists in the rapidly expanding fields 

of genetics and relativity theory. 

** 

When they came to the problem of literary history, the members of the OPOiaZ 

described the process as a perpetual ' struggle' [bor'ba] between generations, and 

they turned to narratives of social development for an appropriate rhetoric. In 

Rozanov (1921), Shklovsky concluded that legacy in literature was passed 'not 

from father to son, but from uncle to nephew', the history of literature moving 

forward 'in an interrupted, broken line' [po preryvistoi perelomistoi linii].64 In 

Dostoevskii i Gogol' ( 1921 ), Tynianov argued that literary succession was above 

all one of 'struggle' , a 'destruction of the old totality and a new construction from 

the old elements'. 65 The early work of the Society on literary history was filled 

with many other political, military, and revolutionary metaphors.66 Much of the 

63 I. Bernard Cohen, Revolutions in Science (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 1985), p. 96. 
64 Viktor Shklovsky, Rozanov: iz knigi 'Siuzhet, kak iavlenie stilia' (Petrograd: 
OPOiaZ, 1921), p. 5. 
65 Iu. N. Tynianov, Dostoevskii i Gogol': k teorii parodii (Petrograd: OPOiaZ, 
1921 ), p. 5. The work was presented as a paper in June 1921 and was published 
'no later than August 1921 ' according to A. P. Chudakov, comm. to Tynianov, 
'Dostoevskii i Gogol" , in PILK, pp. 483- 89. Shklovsky's Rozanov had originally 
been published in Zhizn' iskusstva in March and April of the same year. 
66 For a discussion of the power-political metaphors in the early work of the 
OPOiaZ, see Ann Jefferson, 'Literariness, Dominance, and Violence in Formalist 
Aesthetics ', in Literary Theory Today, ed. by Peter Collier and Helga Geyer-Ryan 
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1990), pp. 125-41; and Klaas-Hinrich 
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rhetoric of the early work of the OPOlaZ on literary history was suggestive 

specifically of the Marxist theory of social development. Shklovsky, for instance, 

wrote that the emergence of every new literary 'school' was equivalent to a 

'revolution, something like the appearance of a new class'. 67 Tynianov used the 

telling adverb 'dialectically' to describe the resolution of the tension between two 

literary genres.68 The emphasis on groupings of literary works - 'schools', 

'forms', and 'genres' - allowed the Formalists to model the development of 

literature in terms of the 'struggle' among them, to picture the history of literature 

in terms of mutually hostile units. 

Jurij Striedter, Aage A. Hansen-Love, and Peter Steiner show that the early theory 

of literary history developed by the Formalists amounted to a generalization, an 

expanded application, of the principle of ostranenie.69 Whereas Shklovsky had 

argued in 1917 that the purpose of art was to make our experience of life seem 

strange, he, Eikhenbaum, and Tynianov argued in their work on literary history of 

the period 1919- 24 that art had either to make life seem strange more successfully 

than had older art, or to make older art itself seem strange. Steiner argues that the 

Ehlers, Das dynamische System. Zur Entwicklung von Begriff und Metaphorik des 
Systems bei Jurij N. Tynjanov (Frankfurt: Peter Lang, 1992), pp. 223- 31. 
67 Shklovsky, Rozanov, p. 7: 'Ka)l()J;ajl HoBajl mnepaTypHajl llIKorra - :no 
rieBOJllOI.lI-rn, HeqTo spo.[{e IIOjiBJieHMjl HOBOro KJiacca.' 
8 See, e.g., Iurii Tynianov, 'O literaturnom fakte', Lef, 2 (6) (1924), 101- 16 (p. 

107). Cf the critique of Tynianov's use of that word in P. N. Medvedev, 
Formal'nyi metod v literaturovedenii (Kriticheskoe vvedenie v sotsiologicheskuiu 
poetiku) (Leningrad: Priboi, 1928), p. 222. 
69 Jurij Striedter, Literary Structure, Evolution, and Value: Russian Formalism and 
Czech Structuralism Reconsidered (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
1989), pp. 30- 35; Aage A. Hansen-Love, Der russische Formalismus: 
Methodologische Rekonstruktion seiner Entwicklung aus dem Prinzip der 
Verfremdung (Vienna: Verlag der Osterreichischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, 
1978), pp. 369- 76; Peter Steiner, Russian Formalism: A Metapoetics (Ithaca, NY: 
Cornell University Press, 1984), pp. 53- 63. 
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application of ostranenie to literary history gave rise to a banal, 'mechanical' 

account of the process as an 'infinite permutation of the same poetic forms ' . 70 He 

sees the origin of their early theory of history in the metaphor of the machine, one 

originating in the cult of technology of the Italian and Russian futurists.71 

Shklovsky, Eikhenbaum, and Tynianov tended to conceptualize literary history 

mechanically, as a process in which the phenomena of literature endlessly swapped 

positions in a hierarchy without ever developing.72 

Despite the lack of development in the early stage of their historical thinking, 

Shklovsky, Eikhenbaum, and Tynianov slipped easily into a Darwinian narrative of 

evolution in their work on literary history. They took their inspiration from 

Ferdinand Brunetiere, the literary scholar who first established the analogy 

between literary genre and biological species. An outsider in academic circles, 

Brunetiere wrote many books about literary history, the best known of which was 

L 'Evolution des genres dans l 'histoire de la litterature [The Evolution of Genres in 

the History of Literature] (1890).73 In the book, widely derided on its publication 

in France,74 Brunetiere explained that, if literary scholarship aspired to 'become a 

70 Steiner, p. 59. 
71 Ibid., p. 45. 
72 On the absence of development in the Formalist theory of history, see also 
Medvedev, pp. 213- 31; Fredric Jameson, The Prison-House of Language: A 
Critical Account of Russian Formalism and French Structuralism (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 1972), pp. 96- 98; John Frow, Marxism and Literary 
History (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1986), pp. 83- 102; and Galin 
Tihanov, The Master and The Slave: Lukacs, Bakhtin, and the Ideas of Their Time 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2000), pp. 128-40. 
73 Ferdinand Brunetiere, L 'Evolution des genres dans I 'histoire de fa litterature: 
fer;ons professees a I 'Ecole normale superieure, vol. 1: Introduction. L'evolution 
de la critique depuis la renaissance jusqu'a nos jours (Paris: Hachette, 1890). 
74 See, e.g., Antoine Compagnon, La Troisieme Republique des lettres, de Flaubert 
a Proust (Paris: Seuil, 1983), p. 37, where it is noted that the allegedly Darwinian 
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science', it must look for a supplement to its approach 'in the means, in the 

methods, and in the techniques of natural history'. 75 

In a recent article on the biological metaphors in Shklovsky's literary history, Rad 

Borislavov includes several pages on Shklovsky's engagement with Brunetiere.76 

He shows convincingly that some of Shklovsky's best-known metaphors of the 

period, such as that of the canonization of the 'junior line' [ mladshaia liniia], must 

have originated in the jargon of evolutionary biology. However, despite 

acknowledging that many contemporary literary scholars, including Zhirmunskii 

and Propp, made comments in the 1920s specifically about the 'Darwinism' of the 

work of the OPOlaZ on literary history, Borislavov does not explore the defining 

feature of Darwinism as an account of natural history: selection as the primary 

mechanism of evolution. This caution is understandable: Shklovsky, Eikhenbaum, 

and Tynianov frequently contradicted one another - and even themselves - in 

the conduct of their evolutionary musings, a fact that makes it tempting to dismiss 

their evolutionism as nothing but rhetoric. It can nevertheless be shown that 

Shklovsky and Tynianov' s work on literary history of the period 1919- 24 seems to 

have relied on a modified model of evolution in which selection was the primary 

mechanism. 

Let us first deal with Brunetiere. In the preface to the first volume of L 'Evolution 

des genres, Brunetiere claimed to have developed a model of literary history 

framework of Brunetiere's study was widely interpreted as a cynical strategy to 
acquire 'scientific' credibility. 
75 Brunetiere, L 'Evolution des genres, vol. 1, pp. 17- 18. 
76 Borislavov, pp. 209- 15. 
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founded on the 'natural history of Darwin and Haeckel'. 77 Despite the promised 

specificity, the model that he developed in the volume cannot be classified as 

Darwinian because it lacks the necessary mechanism of selection: the genres that 

Brunetiere described seemed to 'evolve' in isolation from one another, with no 

need for any 'struggle', as they morphed inexplicably into new forms. 78 

Nevertheless, despite Brunetiere' s poor execution of a specifically Darwinian 

model, Shklovsky strongly associated the idea of ' literary evolution' with him. 

Shklovsky ended his article 'Sviaz' priemov siuzhetoslozheniia s obshchimi 

priemami stilia' ( 1919) with a long quotation from Brunetiere. Although it was 

taken from Brunetiere's Manuel de l'histoire de la litteraturefran9aise [Manual of 

French Literary History] (1898), a book written some years after Brunetiere had 

abandoned his allegedly Darwinian project, 79 the quotation outlined an approach to 

literary history more consistent with the principles of Darwinism . 

.5I He rrpeHe6perarr )l.pyrnMl1 BJil1j{Hl1j{Ml1 - TeMl1, KOTOpbie o6bJqHo 
Bbl)l.Bl1raIOTCji, BJil1j{Hl1j{Ml1paCbI11Jil1 cpe)l.bl [milieu]; HO 11Mejl B Bl1)l.y, qTo 113 
Bcex BJil1j{Hl1H, )l.eHCTBYIOIIJHX B 11CTOp1111 Jil1TepaTypbI [dans l'histoire d'une 
litterature ], rnaBHoe - BJIJ1j[H11e rrpo113Be)l.emrn Ha rrpo113Be)l.eH11e, j{ cJie)l.11JI, 
rJiaBHbIM o6pa30M, 3a Hl1M. MbI XOTl1M C)l.eJiaTb 11Haqe, qeM Te, KOTOpbie HaM 
rrpe)l.IIIeCTBOBaJI11, - BOT rrpo11CXO)l()l.eH11e 11 )l.eHCTBYIOIII11H rrp11HIJ,11II KaK 

~ 80 113MeHeHHjl BKyca, TaK 11 Jil1TepaTypHbIX peBOJIIOIJ,1111. 

77 Brunetiere, L 'Evolution des genres, vol. 1, pp. 17- 18. 
78 For a critique ofBrunetiere's model of literary evolution, see David Fishelov, 
Metaphors of Genre: The Role of Analogies in Genre Theory (University Park: 
Penn State University Press, 1993), pp. 19- 52 passim. 
79 See Compagnon, pp. 35-42. 
80 As quoted in Viktor Shklovsky, 'Sviaz' priemov siuzhetoslozheniia s obshchimi 
priemami stilia', in Poetika. Sborniki po teorii poeticheskogo iazyka (Petrograd: 
Gos. tip., 1919), pp. 113- 50 (p. 150). Cf. Ferdinand Brunetiere, Manuel de 
l 'histoire de la litterature fran9aise (Paris: Delagrave, 1898), iii. 

126 



The interactions between literary works, according to Brunetiere, were the 

principal motor of literary evolution, the struggle for literary survival. The 

relentless pursuit of novelty, of something different from that which had come 

before, represented a form of Darwinian adaptation to the unstable ' taste' of the 

literary public. Shklovsky thus associated Brunetiere with the analogy between 

literary history and natural history. The following year, Shklovsky alluded to 

Brunetiere 's concept of ' literary evolution' in a short article, 'Staroe i novoe', 

published in Zhizn' iskusstva. He ended a discussion of the 'life' and 'death' of 

literary forms by making the following comment: 'KcTaTH, :no H3 EpiotteThepa.'81 

Darwinism had, however, so permeated European culture that Brunetiere was not 

necessarily the only intermediary between the theory and the OPOiaZ. A number 

of prominent Russian Marxists, for example, had tried to fuse Darwin and Marx, 

exploiting the shared idea of 'struggle' and attempting to draw parallels between 

the concepts of biological species and social class. 82 

To get to the origin of the Darwinism of the OPOiaZ, however, it is necessary to 

go back further to the article in which Shklovsky had introduced the term 

oshchushchenie, since it later became the mechanism of selection in his theory of 

literary history. 

In ' Iskusstvo kak priem' (1917), Shklovsky first used the term ostranenie. He 

explained that the purpose of art was to make our experience of the world 

81 Shklovsky, 'Staroe i novoe' (1920), as quoted in Borislavov, p. 209. 
82 On the reception of Darwin by Russian Marxists before the Revolution, see 
Vucinich, Darwin in Russian Thought, pp. 330- 69. 
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'strange'. In his exposition of the concept of ostranenie, Shklovsky made use of 

the concept of oshchushchenie. 

11. BOT ,ll)UI Toro, qT06hI Bepttyrh OI.QyI.Qemie )f(M3HM, noqyBCTBOBaTh Bel.QM, 
.n.m1 Toro, qTo6hI .n.enaTh KaMeHh KaMeHHhIM, cyI.QeCTByeT TO, qTO Ha3hIBaeTC51 
MCKYCCTBOM. 11,enhIO MCKYCCTBa 51Bn51eTC51 .n.aTh OI.QyI.QeHMe Bel.QM, KaK 
BM,ll.eHMe, a He KaK y3HaBaHMe; npMeMOM MCKYCCTBa HBnHeTCH npMeM 
'ocTpaHeHM51' BeI.QeH M npMeM 3aTpy.n.HeHHOH <PopMhl, yBenMqMBaIOI.QMH 
TPY.ll.HOCTh M .n.onroTy BocnpMHTMH, TaK KaK Bocnf:MHMMaTenhHhIH npou;ecc B 
MCKyccTBe caMou;eneH M .n.on)f(eH 6hITh npo.n.neH. 3 

In the initial exposition, Shklovsky stated that the purpose of art was to return to 

the perceiver the original 'feeling' (of ' life' or of a ' thing'). The intensity of the 

feeling produced by an object was proportional to the difficulty of the process by 

which it was perceived, such that, if the object in question were to be perceived by 

a series of cognitive shortcuts (algebraic symbols, for example), which would 

serve to facilitate the process of perception (in line with the principle of the 

economy of effort), it would barely be ' felt' at all. Although the ultimate aim of art 

was apparently to intensify the 'feeling' provoked, the artist could do so only 

indirectly by making more difficult the process of perception to which it was 

proportional. Ostranenie was the term used to categorize the ways in which 

perception could be made more difficult. 

A few words should be said about the origin of the term oshchushchenie. 

Shklovsky borrowed the term from late nineteenth-century German psychology.84 

83 Viktor Shklovsky, ' Iskusstvo kak priem' , in Sborniki po teorii poeticheskogo 
iazyka, vyp. 2 (Petrograd: OPOiaZ, 1917), pp. 3- 14 (pp. 7- 8). 
84 For a discussion of the origin of the concept, see Hansen-Love, pp. 215- 24. 
Although Ilona Svetlikova does not examine it specifically in her study of Russian 
Formalist psychologism, oshchushchenie appears in several of the quotations that 
she supplies from works of German psychology in Russian translation. See, e.g., 
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It is likely that he borrowed it from Broder Christiansen's Philosophie der Kunst 

[Philosophy of Art] (1909), a book long known as an important source of Formalist 

ideas.85 Shklovsky was familiar with Georgii P. Fedotov's Russian translation 

(1911) of Philosophie der Kunst. 86 

In ' Sviaz' priemov siuzhetoslozheniia s obshchimi priemami stilia', the article that 

he ended with a quotation from Brunetiere, Shklovsky included a fifteen-line 

quotation from Fedotov's translation of Philosophie der Kunst in which the 

German Differenzempfindungen, a fundamental concept in Christiansen's 

aesthetics,87 had been translated by the Russian differentsial'nye oshchushcheniia. 

Below is part of the passage in question. 

5I BbI)J,emno TOnbKO O)J.HY rpyrrrry HeqyBcTBeHHbIX <PopM [ eine Gruppe der 
nicht-sinnlichen Formen] - caMyro Ba)J(Hyro, )J.yMaeTc~ MHe: 
)J,H<i><i>epeHu,HanbHbie orn;yrn;eHH~ HnH orn;yrn:eHH~ pa3nHqHi1: [die 
Differenzempfindungen]. Kor)J,a MbI HCITbITbIBaeM qTQ-HH6y)J.b KaK 
OTKllOHeHHe OT o6bNHOrO, OT HOpMMbHOrO, OT KaKorO-HH6y)J.b 
)J,eHcTByIOrn,ero KaHoHa [von einem irgendwie geltenden Kanon], B Hae 
pO)J()J,aeTC~ 3MOU,HOHMbHOe BrreqaTneHHe oco6oro KaqecTBa, KOTOpoe 110 

THITY CBOeMy He OTnHqaeTC~ OT 3MOU,HOHanbHbIX 3neMeHTOB qyBCTBeHHbIX 
<i>opM, c TOH TOnbKO pa3HHu,ei1:, qTo ero aHTeQe)J,eHTOM ~Bn~eTc~ orn;yrn;eHHe 
HeCXO)J,CTBa, TO eCTb HeqTo, He)J,OCTYITHOe qyBCTBeHHOMY BOCI1pH~THIO. 88 

Ilona Svetlikova, Istoki russkogo formalizma: traditsiia psikhologizma i 
formal'naia shkola (Moscow: NLO, 2005), pp. 44, 55. 
85 See, e.g., Viktor Zhirmunskii, 'Formprobleme in der russischen 
Literaturwissenschaft' , Zeitschrift far slavische Philologie, 1 ( 1925), 117- 52 (p. 
124). 
86 For more on Shklovsky's use of the Russian translation of Philosophie der 
Kunst, particularly in relation to the origin of ostranenie, see Douglas Robinson, 
Estrangement and the Somatics of Literature: Tolstoy, Shklovsky, Brecht 
(Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2008), pp. 79- 132. 
87 On Christiansen, see Horst-Ji.irgen Gerigk, 'Wer ist Broder Christiansen? Drei 
Schliisselbegriffe seiner Philosophie der Kunst', in Figurationen der literarischen 
Moderne, ed. by Carsten Dutt and Roman Luckscheiter (Heidelberg: Winter, 
2007), pp. 85- 106. 
88 Broder Christiansen, Filosofiia iskusstva, trans. by Grigorii P. Fedotov (St 
Petersburg: Shipovnik, 1911), as quoted in Shklovsky, 'Sviaz' priemov', p. 120. 
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Christiansen makes the argument that 'differential feelings' are one category of 

' unfelt forms' produced when we 'experience' something as a deviation from what 

is ' normal', from a 'canon'. He made a distinction between sinnliche Formen and 

Empfindungen, one that was translated into Russian as a distinction between 

chuvstvennyeformy and oshchushcheniia. Christiansen's emphasis on 

oshchushchenie as a cognitive response to novelty, to the abnormal, anticipated 

Shklovsky's later use of the concept, as did his mention of the 'canon'. 

Shklovsky made the link between Brunetiere and Christiansen explicit: he 

presented the passage from Brunetiere's Manuel de l 'histoire de la litterature 

fram;aise, quoted on page 150 of his article, as a 'supplement to page 120' 

[prilozhenie k str. 120], that is, as further context in which to understand the 

passage from Christiansen quoted on page 120.89 Shklovsky thus associated the 

historical application of the concept of oshchushchenie - its transformation into 

the basic mechanism of literary history - with Brunetiere 's notion ofliterary 

evolution. In 1926, Eikhenbaum would draw attention to the significance of the 

concept of differentsial'nye oshchushcheniia for Shklovsky's literary history in 

particular. 90 

Cf. Broder Christiansen, Philosophie der Kunst (Hanau: Clauss und Feddersen, 
1909), p. 118. For a discussion of the Russian translation of the passage in 
auestion, and an English translation, see Robinson, p. 280. 
8 Shklovsky, 'Sviaz' priemov', pp. 120, 150. 
90 Eikhenbaum, 'Teoriia "formal'nogo metoda"', in Literatura, p. 130: 
' lllKJIOBCKHM nOJih3yeTc~ YKa3att11eM E. Xp11cT11attcetta Ha oco6h1e 
")l.mpcpepeHIJ;HaJihHhie orn:y:rn:eHH~" HJIH "orn:y:rn:eHH~ pa3JI11q11i1:" - '.HHM 
o6ocHOBhIBaeTc~ xapaKTepHhIM )l.HHaMH3M HCKYCCTBa, Bhipa)l(aIO:rn;HMC~ B 
nocTO~HHhIX HapyrneHH~x C03)1.aBaeMoro KaHoHa.' Cf. Christiansen, Philosophie 
der Kunst, p. 120: 'Ein Jedes, was Kanon sein kann, wird zum Ausgangspunkt 
wirksamer Differenzempfindungen.' 
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The concept began to occupy an increasingly important function in Shklovsky's 

theoretical work of the late 191 Os and early l 920s.91 In ' Stroenie rasskaza i 

romana', he identified various categories of oshchushchenie: certain literary 

devices in prose, he explained, gave the 'feeling of closure' [oshchushchenie 

okonchennosti], others, the ' feeling of novellaness' [oshchushchenie novelly], and, 

others still, the ' feeling of plotness' [oshchushchenie siuzheta].92 Oshchushchenie 

served its most important function, however, as a definition of art: only that which 

was art, argued Shklovsky, was 'felt'. He employed the term 'feltness' 

[oshchutimostj to describe the quality. He also used the word as a verb in 

impersonal constructions. In ' Sviaz' priemov siuzhetoslozheniia s obshchimi 

priemami stilia', he wrote - in an analogy for the relation between poetic 

language and everyday language - that a dance was a walk that had been 'made 

to be felt ': 'TaHel( - 3TO XO~h6a, KOTOpa~ Oll(yll(aeTc~; ell(e TOqHee - XO~h6a, 

KOTopa~ nOCTPOeHa TaK, qTo6hI Oll(yll(aThC~. '93 By using the word as a noun and as 

a verb only in impersonal constructions, Shklovsky kept the concept very abstract: 

oshchushchenie applied to the generalized capacity of an artwork to make itself 

felt, not to any actual instance of its being felt by any historical person. 

Shklovsky chose not to include a dedicated entry for the term oshchushchenie in 

the index to either the 1925 or the 1929 editions of the major collection of his 

theoretical articles to be published in his lifetime, 0 teorii prozy. However, Pavel 

Medvedev identified oshchushchenie as a fundamental component of Shklovsky's 

91 Hansen-Love, pp. 215- 24, isolates two distinct categories of oshchutimost'. 
92 Shklovsky, 'Stroenie rasskaza i romana', in Razvertyvanie siuzheta (Petrograd: 
OPOiaZ, 1921), pp. 3- 22 (pp. 3, 7, 6). 
93 Shklovsky, 'Sviaz' priemov', p. 115. 
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theory of literary history, dedicating a paragraph to the concept. Medvedev argued 

that, by defining the aim of the work of art as the evocation of oshchushchenie, 

Shklovsky had reduced it to a mere 'apparatus' for that purpose: 'caMa 

omyniMOCTb KaK TaKOBa51, COBepIIIeHHO paBHO.[(YIIIHa51 K TOMy, qTo co6CTBeHHO 

omymaeTC.H, CTaHOBHTC.lI e,[(HHCTBeHHbIM co.nep)f(aHHeM xy.[(O)f(eCTBeHHOfO 

BocnpH.HTH51'.94 For Medvedev, it was methodologically inadmissible for the work 

of literature to be defined teleologically in terms of the ultimate effect that it had 

been constructed to produce. The work of art could not be reduced to a mere 

' apparatus for the evocation of oshchutimost" .95 

By projecting his theory of aesthetic experience onto history, Shklovsky 

transformed its basic cognitive mechanism, oshchutimost', into a mechanism of 

selection. In Rozanov (1921), he argued that, over time, the 'forms ' comprising the 

literature of a given era lost their capacity to evoke oshchushchenie, losing with it 

their place in the 'canon' (in which positions were determined by the capacity to be 

felt). Eventually, forms would cease to qualify as literature at all. He drew an 

analogy between such forms and 'grammatical forms in speech': although 

grammatical forms had presumably once been felt, that is, they had once had the 

capacity to induce an aesthetic experience, they had since lost the capacity to do 

so, becoming instead an ' instrumental, unfelt phenomenon' [iavlenie sluzhebnoe, 

vneoshchutimoe ].96 New forms, those capable of inducing such an experience, 

were created to replace them: 'co3.na10Tc.H HOBbie <PopMbI B3aMeH <PopM crnporo 

94 Medvedev, p. 201. Note that Medvedev discusses the concept of oshchutimost' 
in the context of a broader discussion of the Formalist theory of literary history. 
95 Ibid., p. 201. 
96 Shklovsky, Rozanov, p. 6. 
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HcKyccTBa ' .97 Two features of Shklovsky's model must be stressed: first, some 

historically and culturally specific notion of what was not strange, such that 

strangeness could be identified as such; second, a finitude of oshchushchenie, such 

that there was not enough for all texts to be ' felt ' at any given time. 

Although Darwin and the members of the OPOiaZ used a mechanism of selection 

as part of two very different models of change, it is nonetheless possible to draw 

broad parallels between them. The implicitly Darwinian features in the early work 

of the Society on literary history are the following: the focus on groupings of more 

than one literary work (which, in 1921 , Shklovsky called 'forms' or 'schools' and, 

in 1924, Tynianov called 'genres ') as the basic unit of historical analysis (an 

analogy for species inherited from Brunetiere), the implied 'struggle' among them 

(a metaphor conveniently shared with Marxist narratives of social development), 

and oshchutimost' as a mechanism of selection. 

The two theories could be described analogously as follows. The organisms 

(works) of a given species (genre) reproduce, creating further organisms (works) of 

that species (genre), which are subject to variation. Should any of the variations 

cause one of the members of that species (one of the works of that genre) to be 

better adapted to its environment (to have a greater capacity to ' make strange' and 

therefore to be 'felt') than other members of the same species (other works of the 

same genre), the organism (work) will be afforded more opportunities to multiply. 

Should any variation cause the organism (work) to be less well adapted to its 

environment (to have a lesser capacity to 'make strange' and therefore to be ' felt '), 

97 Ibid., p. 6. 
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the opposite will be true. Over time, the advantageous variation (device) will 

become the new norm for the species (genre), unless the environment to which the 

species must adapt (the reading public in whom the genre must evoke 

oshchutimost) changes, changing with it what constitutes an advantageous 

variation (device). 

The implicit Darwinism in Shklovsky and Tynianov' s early work on literary 

history made it possible for them to avoid describing in any detail the 

'environment' in which selection occurred. It had not been necessary for Darwin to 

reconstruct fully the particular environmental conditions to which a particular 

organism had had to adapt at a particular time and in a particular place. It would 

not only often have been impossible to do so, since the geological record is so 

imperfect, 'a poor collection made at hazard and at rare intervals',98 but it would 

also have been largely irrelevant, since the process of evolution modelled only the 

changes of 'organic forms' .99 In a similar way, Shklovsky avoided 'environmental' 

questions of precisely why particular literary genres were 'felt' intensely at 

particular times, questions that would inevitably have been reduced to a 

sociological interpretation, because, on the one hand, he could not reconstruct the 

countless factors potentially implicated in literary selection, and, on the other, his 

task as a literary scholar was only to trace changes in what he called literary 

'forms'. 

98 Charles Darwin, 'On the Origin of Species by Means of Natural Selection, or 
The Preservation of Favoured Races in the Struggle for Life', in Evolutionary 
Writings, ed. by James A. Secord (Oxford: Oxford University Press: 2010), pp. 
107- 211 (p. 209). 
99 Ibid., p. 209. 
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Unlike Darwin, however, Shklovsky and Tynianov did not allow for any 

development in their model of evolution. They envisaged an infinite chain of 

revolutions, an endless process of 'struggle', in which development was not 

possible. Genres never became extinct; indeed, they never really changed. 100 As 

Tihanov notes, the Formalists described merely the changes in the positions of 

genres in the literary hierarchy rather than addressing the problem of their 

'genesis' .101 Their early model of literary history could thus be considered an 

application to literary history of a modified form of Darwinism, one purged of the 

concept of origin. Darwin had presented the theory of evolution by natural 

selection as a process beginning with some original Ur-form and developing 

through a progression of increasingly 'beautiful' and 'wonderful' forms. 102 He 

wrote that biological species were thereby progressively made 'complicated' and 

'perfect'. 103 Shklovsky and Tynianov were keen to foreground the mechanism of 

selection involved in the resolution of any given 'struggle' among the constituent 

genres of literature, but they showed little interest in the question of the origin of 

. . d d f h '04 its genres or, m ee , o genre as sue . 

It is illuminating to consider the modified Darwinism of the early work of the 

OPOiaZ on literary history in light of the reception of the theory of evolution by 

100 See, e.g., Shklovsky, Rozanov, p. 7: 'IIo6e)l(,D;eHHaj{ "mrnIUI" He ym1qTo)l(aeTcj{, 
He rrepecTaeT cyUleCTBOBaTb.' 
101 Tihanov, The Master and the Slave, p. 132. 
102 Darwin, p. 211: 'There is grandeur in this view of life, with its several powers, 
having been originally breathed into a few forms or into one; and that [ ... ] from so 
simple a beginning endless forms most beautiful and most wonderful have been, 
and are being, evolved. ' 
103 Ibid., p. 183. 
104 For Tynianov' s explanation of the necessity of studying 'tradition' rather than 
'genesis' in the history of literature, see Iu. Tynianov, 'Tiutchev i Geine', Kniga i 
revoliutsiia, 4 (1922), 13- 16 (p. 13). 
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natural selection in nineteenth-century Russia. Darwin referred to his theory as the 

'doctrine of [Thomas] Malthus applied with manifold force to the whole animal 

and vegetable kingdoms', 105 though the phrase ' survival of the fittest', coined by 

Herbert Spencer, was not included until the fifth edition (1869) of On the Origin of 

Species. 106 Daniel Philip Todes argues that it was precisely the Malthusian 

elements in On the Origin of Species that threatened Darwin's success in Russia. 

For various reasons, Russian thinkers of the nineteenth century reacted badly to the 

concept of 'struggle ' in Darwin's theory, a metaphor 'so foreign to their culture 

and so laden with negative associations ' .107 Todes argues that the metaphor of 

'struggle ' was strongly associated in nineteenth-century Russia with economics 

and with the 'British enthusiasm for competition' in that sphere.108 It is therefore 

significant that the Formalists emphasized the concept of struggle, while 

downplaying that of origin, since they thereby reversed the reaction to Darwin of 

pre-revolutionary Russian thinkers. 

Related to the problem of the erasure of origin is that of the pace of the 

evolutionary process. Darwin theorized a gradual process, since species developed 

through 'insensibly fine gradations' of change, 'not by miraculous acts of creation 

and by catastrophes' .109 Shklovsky and Tynianov, however, clearly envisaged a 

rapidly changing process, a ceaseless succession of 'revolutions ' . For this reason, 

105 Darwin, p. 110. 
106 Jam es Allen Rogers, 'Russia: Social Sciences' , in The Comparative Reception 
of Darwinism, ed. by Thomas F. Glick, 2nd edn (Chicago, IL: University of 
Chicago Press, 1988), pp. 256- 68 (p. 260). 
107 Daniel Philip Todes, Darwin Without Malthus: The Struggle for Existence in 
Russian Evolutionary Thought (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 
1989), p. 44. 
108 Ibid., p. 3. 
109 Darwin, pp. 173, 209. 
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Kozlov and Ehlers argue that Tynianov effectively merged the concepts of 

evolution and revolution. 110 He and Shklovsky sacrificed development, in other 

words, to produce a permanent state of upheaval. 

Despite the incoherence of their Darwinism, Shklovsky and Tynianov were quick 

to adopt more generalized metaphors of ' life' and 'death' in their work on literary 

history. 111 Their mechanistic theory of literary history by selection was 

nevertheless at odds with organicist theories of development, such as that of 

Propp's 'morphological' approach. 112 

Tynianov had challenged organicism directly in two articles published in late 1921. 

In 'O slonenke', an article published under the pseudonym G. Montelius in 

December 1921 in the first issue of Peterburg, an experimental journal that 

survived for only one further issue, Tynianov drew a whimsical analogy between 

Western civilization and a dying elephant at Copenhagen Zoo. 113 Although the 

elephant was sick, and doctors recommended that it be euthanized and its corpse 

subsequently dissected, the elephant had not yet died: 'CnoHeHOK )IUIB. Mb1 ern.e 

11° Kozlov, 'Literatumaia evoliutsiia i literatumaia revoliutsiia', pp. 112- 19; 
Ehlers, pp. 240- 48 (p. 242). 
11 1 The word priznak represents another example of a generalized classificatory 
discourse and has been interpreted as a borrowing from biology by Mikhail 
lampol'skii, 'Istoriia kul'tury kak istoriia dukha i estestvennaia istoriia', NLO, 59 
(2003), 22- 89. Note also that the word 'function' , an important concept in 
Tynianov's mature theoretical work, is discussed as a term of possibly biological 
origin in the introduction to Michael R. Sosa, ' Jurij Tynjanov: Method and Theory' 
(unpublished doctoral thesis, University of Wisconsin-Madison, 1987), pp. 5- 7. 
112 For a detailed discussion of Propp's concept of 'morphology', see Davydov and 
Steiner. 
113 Authorship of the feuilleton is attributed to Tynianov in Chudakova, comm. to 
Tynianov, 'Zapiski o zapadnoi literature', in PILK, pp. 441-46. The two issues of 
the journal were published in Petrograd in December 1921 and January 1922. 
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ycnhIIllHM o HeM. CnoHeHOK )l(lfB.' 114 It could not yet be cut open, coldly, as a 

lifeless specimen. In the same way, despite the ravages of war, the world had not 

yet seen the last of the West: ')Ktts nH 3ana,n;? 5I oTseqy: HecMOTpH Ha xono,n;, Ha 

6oph6y, Ha pocKOillh, Ha rp513b - 3ana,n; )l(HB.' 115 By casting doubt on the severity 

of the elephant's condition, Tynianov was implicitly polemicizing with the idea -

widespread after the Great War - of the inevitable and terminal 'decline ' of 

Western civilization, especially as popularized by Oswald Spengler in Der 

Untergang des Abendlandes [The Decline of the West] (1918- 23). Spengler had 

developed an organicist model of development in which, like biological organisms, 

civilizations grew, came into their prime, and inevitably declined. The first volume 

of Spengler's book had been met with great interest in Russia and was published in 

Russian in 1923. 116 By asserting that the elephant at Copenhagen Zoo still lived, 

Tynianov was positioning himself in opposition to Spengler and, therefore, to his 

organicist theory of development. 

In the first part of the article 'Zapiski o zapadnoi literature ', which had been 

published one month previously under the pseudonym Iu. Van-Vezen, Tynianov 

explained his opposition to Spengler's theory in greater detail. He was dismissive 

of Spengler's book, whose title he translated as Gibe/' Zapada, and lamented the 

114 Iu. N. Tynianov, 'O slonenke', Peterburg: Dvukhnedel'nyi literaturno­
populiarno-nauchnyi illiustrirovannyi zhurnal, 1(1921),20- 21 (p. 21) (signed 'G. 
Montelius'). The discussion of Spengler was continued in Viktor Shklovsky, 
'Toska ostrovitian', Peterburg: Dvukhnedel'nyi literaturno-populiarno-nauchnyi 
illiustrirovannyi zhurnal, 2 (1922), 15- 16. 
115 Tynianov, 'O slonenke', p . 21. 
116 For more on Spengler in early Soviet Russia, including a discussion of the 
reception of his book by Marxist intellectuals, see Stuart Finkel, On the Ideological 
Front: The Russian Intelligentsia and the Making of the Soviet Public Sphere (New 
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2007), pp. 126- 35. 
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proliferation of similarly 'cataclysmic' theories to which it had given rise. 11 7 He 

argued that Spengler had taken too wide an angle on the history of European 

culture and, as such, had failed to anchor his analysis in any contemporary reality. 

Spengler' s was a history writ too large: 'Mep1rno HCTOpHqecKoe .D.JUI Hero [sc. 

lllrreHrnepa] He COTHH, a TbIC51qH neT. [ ... ] EecrrpHIOTHa51, qepHa51 qenoBeqecKa51 

MbICJib Bb16porneHa H3 op6HT H, rro.D,o6Ho 6e33aKOHHOH KOMeTe, 6ny)l(.D,aeT.' 118 Not 

long afterwards, Tynianov began work on a translation of Georges Duhamel' s 

Civilization, a Goncourt Prize-winning collection of short stories about the 

destruction of European civilization by the Great War. 119 As he was developing his 

theory of literary history as a process of ' evolution' by selection, Tynianov was 

explicitly polemicizing with organicist models of change. 

Several contemporary commentators recognized the 'Darwinism' of the work of 

the OPOiaZ on literary history. In 1923, Zhirmunskii wrote that the members of 

the Society had conceptualized literary history as a 'mechanistic process', one that 

bore a ' seductive resemblance to Darwin's teachings ' [soblaznitel'noe skhodstvo s 

ucheniem Darvina]. 120 In a sustained invective against the Formalists in her work 

Poetika siuzheta i zhanra (1936), Ol'ga Freidenberg accused them of having taken 

117 Tynianov, 'Zapiski o zapadnoi literature ' , Knizhnyi ugol, 7 ( 1921 ), 31- 36 
(signed ' Iu. Van-Vezen'). For the continuation of the article, see Knizhnyi ugol, 8 
(1922), 41- 47. Dates of each part as given in Chudakova, comm. to Tynianov, 
'Zapiski o zapadnoi literature', in PlLK, pp. 441-46. 
118 Tynianov, 'Zapiski o zapadnoi literature', p. 34. 
119 Georges Duhamel, Tsivilizatsiia, 1914- 1917, trans. by Iu. N. Tynianov 
(Moscow and Petrograd: Gos. izd., 1923). For a typically cynical sentiment, see, 
e.g., the following sentence (p. 190): '51 HeHaBH)l(Y .D,Ba.D,QaTbIH BeK, KaK HeHaBH)l(Y 
rHHJIYIO EBporry H Bech MHp, Ha KOTOpOM pacnrnynach :na HecqacTHa51 EBporra Ha 
MaHep canbHOro IT51THa. ' Tynianov signed the contract for the translation (RGALI, 
f. 2224, op. 1, ed. kh. 190, I. 1), on 6 February 1923. 
120 V. Zhirmunskii, 'K voprosu o "formal'nom metode"' (1923), in Voprosy teorii 
literatury: stat'i 1916- 1926 (Leningrad: Academia, 1928), pp. 154- 74. 
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an eclectic approach to history involving 'positivist applications of Darwin to 

literature ' [pozitivnye perelozheniia Darvina na literaturu]. 121 

In June 1923, while Shklovsky was still in exile in Berlin, having fled in March 

1922, Lev Trotsky's article 'Formal'naia shkola poezii i marksizm' was published 

in Pravda. In the article, Trotsky compared Shklovsky, whom he presented as 

ignorant of historical materialism, to those who had opposed Darwinism on 

religious grounds. 122 Trotsky thereby presented Darwinism and Marxism as a 

united front against Formalism. Borislavov has studied the materials relating to 

Trotsky's attack on the 'Formal school' in Shklovsky's personalfond at the 

Russian State Archive of Literature and Art. 123 His research reveals that Shklovsky 

responded to the accusation of anti-Darwinism in Trotsky's article with a single 

word scribbled underneath the relevant passage: 'Henom1THO.' 124 Borislavov 

speculates that, after the publication of Trotsky's article, Shklovsky became 

determined to appeal in his work on literary history to the very latest advances in 

evolutionary biology. He shows, for example, that Shklovsky's work of the late 

1920s contains several references to the genetic 'mutation' [mutatsiia] and 

numerous others to the randomness of literary history. 125 

121 Ol'ga Freidenberg, Poetika siuzheta i zhanra, ed. by Nina Braginskaia 
(Moscow: Labirint, 1993), p. 1 O; partially quoted (in English) in Katerina Clark 
and Galin Tihanov, 'Soviet Literary Theory in the 1930s: Battles over Genre and 
the Boundaries of Modernity', in A History of Soviet Literary Theory and 
Criticism: The Soviet Age and Beyond, ed. by Evgeny Dobrenko and Galin 
Tihanov (Pittsburgh, PA: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2011), pp. 109-43 (p. 
131). 
122 L. D. Trotsky, 'Formal'naia shkola poezii i marksizm', Pravda, 166 (26 July 
1923), 2-4 (p. 3). 
123 Borislavov, esp. pp. 217- 18. 
124 Ibid., p. 218. 
125 Ibid., esp. pp. 219- 31. 
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Tynianov was the first to make use of concepts from genetics, having adopted 

them in the preparation of his article 'O literatumom fakte' (1924). Tynianov 

worked on the article in late 1923, 126 soon after Shklovsky had returned from 

Berlin, and later dedicated it to him. 127 Although Lef did not publish the article 

until the summer of 1924, it had been requested in February of that year. 128 There 

had been a surge of interest in the field of genetics in 1922, the year in which 

Filipchenko's papers on Morgan's experiments were published.129 

Whereas Shklovsky tended to borrow from genetics only extravagant metaphors, 

Tynianov attempted to make use of concepts from that field, however allusively, to 

improve the modified Darwinism in his work on literary history. Chudakov, 

Chudakova, and Toddes make note in passing of the traces in the article of an 

engagement with genetics, supplying a major piece of evidence in support of the 

claim: one of his notebooks, they reveal, includes the phrase 'genre as gene' [zhanr 

kak gen ]. 130 It must be said that this formulation seems a little confused, since an 

analogy is more often drawn between genre and species. 

Tynianov's most productive borrowing from genetics was the concept of the 

'mistake' [oshibka]. Shklovsky was also interested in mistakes, but he understood 

126 Date of composition as given in Chudakov, Chudakova, and Toddes, comm. to 
Tjnianov, 'Literatumyi fakt', in PILK, pp. 507- 18. 
12 Tynianov, 'Literatumyi fakt', in Arkhaisty i novatory (Leningrad: Priboi, 1929), 
pp. 5- 29 (p. 5). 
128 Chudakov, Chudakova, and Toddes, comm. to Tynianov, 'Literaturnyi fakt' , in 
PILK, p. 507. 
129 Dobzhansky, 'The Birth of the Genetic Theory of Evolution', in The 
Evolutionary Synthesis, ed. by Mayr and Provine, p. 233. 
13° Chudakov, Chudakova, and Toddes, comm. to Tynianov, 'Literatumyi fakt' , in 
PILK, esp. pp. 510- 11. They also suggest that L. A. Zil'ber might have been an 
intermediary between Tynianov and the field of genetics. 
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the concept rather differently. For Shklovsky, in the early 1920s, the term 

'mistake' referred to a misunderstanding between literary characters, a plot device 

of the kind fundamental to the ' comedy of errors ' .131 The following, for example, 

was his telegrammatic analysis of Chekhov's 'V bane', a story in which the 

inability of some visitors to the bathhouse to recognize one another through the 

steam leads to an amusing case of mistaken identity: ')J:atto: y CBHW:eHHHKOB Hy 

cou,mIBHCTOB )1,JIHHHbie BOJIOCbI. Heo6xo)J.HMO cMernaTb HX. MoTHBHpOBKa: 

6attH.' 132 For Tynianov in 'O literaturnom fakte ', mistakes performed a more 

abstract function: his were mistakes not on the part of the protagonist of a literary 

work in relation to an expected course of action, but on the part of the literary 

process in relation to its own conventions. Some literary texts, according to 

Tynianov, constituted mistakes in relation to the conventions of the genres to 

which they purported to belong. He wrote that, occasionally, a literary text was 

produced that by chance failed to satisfy the conventions of its genre: although it 

was 'felt' as, for example, an ode, and qualified as an ode by superficial criteria, it 

was nevertheless also 'felt' as a deviation from its genre. 

Genres functioned in Tynianov's model as conventions. Since conventions were 

historical, so too were any exceptions to them: the literary 'mistake' could only be 

13 1 On the idea of the 'mistake ' in a more general sense in Formalism (e.g. the 
'mistake' in the spelling of ostranenie), see Yuri Tsivian, 'The Gesture of 
Revolution or Misquoting as Device' , in Ostrannenie: On 'Strangeness' and the 
Moving Image: the History, Reception, and Relevance of a Concept, ed. by Annie 
van den Oever (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2010), pp. 21- 32. On 
Shklovsky's use of the trope of admitting to having made a mistake (e.g. his 
'Pamiatnik nauchnoi oshibke', 1930), see Richard Sheldon, 'Viktor Shklovsky and 
the Device of Ostensible Surrender', Slavic Review, 34 (1975), 86- 108. The 
participants of the 'Retro-formalism' workshops, organized by Anke Hennig since 
2013, have recently been working on the concept of the mistake. 
132 Viktor Shklovsky, 'Roman tain', Lef, 4 (1924), pp. 125-42 (p. 129). 
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identified as such in a particular historical period, against the background of the 

historically unstable notion of literary 'correctness' . In his interest in the historical 

significance of individual violations of literary genres, Tynianov can be seen to 

have developed another of Shklovsky's ideas from Rozanov. In an often-quoted 

passage, Shklovsky wrote that it was difficult to assign the greatest works of 

literature, those of greatest historical significance, to a particular genre, since their 

greatness was a function of their violation of genre. 133 Tolstoy's Voina i mir was a 

novel because, although it frustrated the expectations of that genre, its historical 

significance could be understood only in relation to them. 

Tynianov took Shklovsky's observation and fashioned it into the law of literary 

history by adding other concepts associated with genetics. Since the literary 

mistake was by definition produced by accident, its function in the literary process 

could not be predicted: some mistakes would ultimately prove successful in the 

literary process, causing a text to be ' felt' more strongly than other examples of the 

genre to which it purported to belong; others would prove detrimental, causing a 

text to be 'felt ' less strongly; still others would prove neither successful nor 

detrimental, having no effect on how strongly a text was 'felt ' . The successful 

literary mistake would ultimately reproduce itself, though Tynianov did not 

attempt to explain exactly how. Over time, it would cease to be 'felt ' as a mistake 

at all, becoming instead the measure of correctness against which a new mistake 

could be identified, and so on. Literature, he explained, evolved by means of happy 

accidents. 

133 Shklovsky, Rozanov, pp. 12- 13. 
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0,ll;Hl1M 113 ' cnyqaJ:i:HbIX' pe3yJibTaTOB 60JibIIIOH <PopMbl 6y.n;eT OC03HaH11e 
tte.n;oK0HqeHHOCT11, 0TpbrnoqHOCT11 KaK rrp11eMa, KaK MeTo.n;a KOHCTpyKu;1111, 
qTo rrpHMO se.n;eT K ManoH: <PopMe. Ho 3Ta ' tte.n;oKoHqeHHOCTb', 
'oTpbrnOqHOCTb' ' HCHOe .n;eno, 6y.n;eT BOCIIp11Hl1MaTbCH KaK OIII116Ka, KaK 
Bbma.n; 113 Cl1CTeMbI, 11 TOJlbKO KOr.n;a caMa Cl1CTeMa aBTOMaT113yeTCH, Ha ee 
<Potte Bbip11cyeTCH 3Ta OIIIl16Ka KaK HOBbIH KOHCTPYKTl1BHbIH rrp11HQ11II. 
Co6cTBeHHO rosopH, Ka:>K.n;oe ypo.n;cTBO, Ka)K.n;aH '0III116Ka', Ka)K.n;aH 
'tterrpaBl1JlbHOCTb' HOpMaTl1BHOH II03Tl1Kl1 eCTb - B IIOTeHQ1111 - HOBbIH 

~ 134 KOHCTPYKTl1BHbm rrp11ttu;11rr. 

In the above-quoted passage, the literary mistake is presented as a random 

occurrence, a 'chance result' of the evolutionary process. Each 'mistake' or 

' incorrectness', thought Tynianov, could potentially become the new index of 

correctness for its genre, or, in Tynianov's jargon, the new 'constructive principle'. 

Its success was determined by how strongly it was ' felt'. Tynianov's choice of the 

word 'mutant' or 'monster' [urodstvo] was significant, since it not only evoked the 

study of physical deformity, an important area ofresearch for evolutionary 

biologists, including Shimkevich, whose lectures he had attended as a student, but 

it also made clear that he understood literary mistakes to represent very large 

deviations from their genres. Literature, according to Tynianov, evolved very 

rapidly by massive shifts from one generation to the next. His model of evolution 

thus contained elements both of the theory of evolution by natural selection (the 

implicit mechanism of selection) and of saltationism (the emphasis on an uneven 

pace of evolution). 

In another passage in the article, Tynianov explicitly linked the concept of the 

literary mistake with that of an uneven process of evolution, a series of enormous 

'leaps'. He focussed on a specific example of a literary 'mistake', Pushkin's 

134 Tynianov, 'O literatumom fakte', p. 109. 
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Ruslan i Liudmila (1820), a text presented as a violation of the conventions of the 

poema. The appearance of the text, he continued, represented ' not a regular 

evolution, but a leap' in the literary process of the early nineteenth century. 

Bc51 peBOJIIO~HOHHa51 cyTb nylllKHHCKOH ' no3Mbl ' 'PycnaH H n10)1,MHJia' 6blJia 
B TOM, qTo 3TO 6blJia 'He-n03Ma' [ ... ]. l1 0Il51Tb KpHTHKa BOCnpHHHMaJia 3TO 
KaK Bbma)l, 113 CHCTeMbl, KaK oum6Ky, H Oll51Tb 3TO 6b1JIO CMemeHHeM 
c11cTeMbI. [ ... ] He nnaHoMepHa51 3BOJIIO~H51 , a cKaqoK, He pa3BHTHe, a 
cMemeH11e. )l(aHp Hey3HasaeM, 11 see )Ke B HeM coxpaH11nocb HeqTo 
)l,OCTaToqHoe )l,Jl51 Toro, qT06bI H 3Ta ' He-no3Ma' 6blJia Il03MOH. l1 3TO 
)l,OCTaToqHoe - He B 'ocHOBHbIX'' He B 'KpynHbIX' OTJIHqHTeJibHbIX qepTax 
)KaHpa, a BO BTOpOCTeneHHbIX, B Tex, KOTOpbie KaK 6bl caMH co6010 
Il0)1,pa3yMeBaIOTC51 H KaK 6y)l.TO )KaHpa BOBCe He xapaKTepH3yIOT. 135 

Tynianov described Ruslan i Liudmila as a 'dislocation' of the genre of the poema, 

a 'non-poema'. He continued to use the term 'mistake' to describe the 

exceptionality of Ruslan i Liudmila, but introduced the concept of the 'leap' to 

model its broader evolutionary significance. Pushkin's poema, according to his 

saltationist narrative, represented a mistake large enough to obviate the need for 

any mechanism of selection by a readership over a large number of generations. 

The choice of the word skachok was significant because it preserved the equivalent 

Slavic root to the Latin saltus in the word saltationism, a fact that could be 

interpreted as evidence of a direct allusion on Tynianov's part to contemporary 

debates in evolutionary biology. It is also notable that he made reference to the 

'primary defining characteristics' [osnovnye otlichitel'nye cherty] and 'secondary 

defining characteristics' [ vtorostepennye otlichitel'nye cherty] of the genre of the 

poema, both formulations evoking the classificatory discourse of nineteenth-

century biology. 

135 Ibid., p. 101. 
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An examination of the handwritten manuscript of 'O literaturnom fakte', as it was 

submitted to Osip Brik for publication in Lef, reveals two further points of 

relevance to the argument made here about Tynianov's engagement with theories 

of biological evolution and specifically with those advanced by geneticists. First, 

the manuscript includes one enigmatic sentence in which reference is made to the 

'evolutionary element' [ evoliutsionnyi element] of a literary work. The sentence 

was deleted from and therefore not included in the version of the article as printed 

in Lef The mysterious concept of the 'evolutionary element' seems to have been 

based on that of the gene in genetics. It modelled a unit of hereditary information. 

Although he did not develop the concept in detail, he argued that the literary text 

could be conceptualized as the host of this essential ' element': 'Ka)J(,noe HO Boe 

JUITepaTypHoe rrpOH3Be.IJ,eHHe pacneHHBaeTCj{ (11113y11aeTCj{) He B ce6e, a ITO TOM)' 

3BOJIIOnHoHHOMY 3neMeHry, KOTOphIH OHO B ce6e 3aKn1011aeT. ' 136 The development 

of the concept of the 'evolutionary element' would have allowed Tynianov to 

model texts in terms of their ultimate evolutionary significance. It is unclear why 

the sentence was deleted from the manuscript. Second, several of the most 

revealing lexical choices in the article, including most of those cited above as 

evidence of an interest in genetics, were inserted into the manuscript at a late stage 

in the drafting process. The most significant late additions to the article were the 

words skachok and urodstvo and the phrases ' evolutionary genesis ' [evoliutsionny i 

genezis] and 'evolutionary line' [evoliutsionnaia liniia]. 137 Another late addition to 

136 RGALI, f. 2852, op. 1, ed. kh. 485, 1. 9. 
137 Ibid., 1. 2, 19. Note also that, on one occasion, the three-word phrase sluchainye 
vypady, oshibki was inserted (1. 18) and, on two occasions, the word vtorostepenny i 
was added to replace the original vtorichnyi (both 1. 2). 
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the article was the metaphor of the literary fact as one that was 'alive' [zhivoi]. 138 It 

can be conjectured that, at a relatively late stage in the drafting of the article, 

Tynianov decided to allude directly to evolutionary biology - and, specifically, to 

the work of geneticists in the field - by inserting a handful of highly loaded 

terms. 

Thus, in 'O literatumom fakte ' , Tynianov combined the concept of the mistake 

with other historically contentious concepts in evolutionary biology. By 

incorporating a concept from genetics into a theory of evolution by selection, 

Tynianov was not borrowing from evolutionary biology indiscriminately. Rather, 

he was adopting a considered position in the debates of the day. Although many 

leading Russian evolutionary biologists working in the 1920s, including Lev Berg 

and Trofim Lysenko, argued against the 'mechanistic' theories being developed by 

geneticists, proposing instead that biological ' forms ' 'developed' teleologically 

towards perfection, Tynianov instead embraced genetics. We can therefore confirm 

Chudakov, Chudakova, and Toddes 's original conjecture about the possible 

presence in the article of evolutionary-biological concepts associated with genetics. 

Tynianov used genetics to modify the model of literary history that he and 

Shklovsky had first advanced in 1921: he was able to preserve the violence of a 

'struggle ' for survival among literary forms, as described so evocatively in his 

earlier Dostoevskii i Gogol', since the necessity of appealing to the affections of a 

readership remained implicit, but was able to overcome the pedestrian gradualism 

of any Darwinian theory of evolution by modelling 'mistakes' as massive 'leaps'. 

Tynianov did not attempt simply to fuse the concepts of social revolution and 

138 Ibid., 1. 4, 5. 
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biological evolution, then, but sought out a ready-made branch of evolutionary 

biology whose models were well suited to the representation of a process of rapid 

change. 

In Tynianov's later work, the mistake played a less prominent role, as did the 

associated concepts of evolutionary-biological origin. However, his continued 

interest in the 'failures' [ neudachi] of literary history preserved something of the 

analogy. Towards the end of 1924, in the concluding paragraph of his article 

'Promezhutok', part of the article that was not published until 1929,139 he wrote 

that the 'failures' of literature should be celebrated, since they made possible its 

'successes': 'MhI He 3HaeM, qTo HaM .nerraTh c xopolllHMH Beru,aMH, KaK ,neTH He 

3HaIOT, qTo HM .nerraTh co CJIHillKOM xopOillHMH HrpylllKaMH. [ ... ] "Beru,H" )Ke 

MoryT 6hITh "Hey,naqHhI", Ba)KHO, qTo OHH rrpH6JIH)KalOT B03MO)KHOCTh "y,naq".' 140 

Tynianov became interested in V. B. Kiukhel'beker, and made him the subject of 

his first historical novel, begun in late 1924, precisely because he had been a 

'failure' by comparison with Pushkin. 141 In the article '"Argiviane": neizdannaia 

tragediia Kiukhel'bekera' (1924-27), Tynianov argued that the 'failure' of 

139 For information about the incomplete initial publication of 'Promezhutok', see 
M. 0. Chudakova, comm. to Tynianov, 'Promezhutok', in PILK, pp. 471- 82. 
140 Iu. N. Tynianov, ' Promezhutok', in Arkhaisty i novatory, pp. 541- 80 (p. 580). 
141 Tynianov's pupils at Giii remembered that he encouraged them to research the 
mechanisms by which literary 'success' was determined. See Tamara 
Khmel'nitskaia, 'Emkost' slova', in Vospominaniia o Ju. Tynianove, ed. by V. 
Kaverin (Moscow: Sovetskii pisatel', 1983), pp. 121- 37 (p. 123): '1.fro 3acrnBrnmo 
HHor.na MeHee caM06hITHhIX, TPa.D;Hll,HOHHhIX Il03TOB BKJIIOqaTh B HCTOpHIO 
JIHTepaTyphI, a 6orree OpHr11HaJihHhIX 11 HHTepeCHO-HerrerrhIX - Haq11CTO 
BhJqepKHBaTh 113 rraMj{T11?' 
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Kiukhel'beker's tragedy 'Argiviane' was ultimately productive for Russian 

literature, comparing it to the analogous 'failure' of Griboedov's lyric poetry. 142 

Tynianov made most spectacular use of the concept of the mistake, however, in 

Podporuchik Kizhe ( 1927), a work of historical fiction based on two anecdotes 

from the time of Paul I. 143 In the novella, an apparently innocuous mistake in the 

copying of a list of lieutenants ' names results in the accidental creation of a new 

lieutenant, the eponymous Kizhe. As the plot progresses, the emperor' s courtiers 

become ever more reluctant to admit to having allowed a mistake to occur in the 

copying of an official document, which allows Kizhe, while stubbornly non-

existent, to go on to enjoy a brilliant career in the army. One miniscule mistake 

gives rise by chance to an entire biography, a chain of events in which Kizhe 

rapidly advances through the ranks to greatness. 

In the period 1919- 21, Shklovsky and Tynianov thus developed a theory ofliterary 

history strongly reminiscent of Darwin's theory of evolution by natural selection. 

They attempted to remove the concept of origin, however, by shifting their 

emphasis onto the 'struggle' among literary genres to evoke oshchutimost'. Their 

original reworking of evolution was nevertheless incoherent, since the endless 

142 Tynianov, "'Argiviane" : neizdannaia tragediia Kiukhel'bekera' , in Arkhaisty i 
novatory, pp. 292- 329 (p. 329). (Date of article as given by Tynianov in Arkhaisty 
i novatory.) See also Tynianov, 'Predislovie', in Dnevnik V.K. Kiukhel'bekera: 
materialy k istorii russkoi literaturnoi i obshchestvennoi zhizni 10- 40 godov XIX 
veka, ed. by V. N. Orlov and S. I. Khmel'nitskii (Leningrad: Priboi, 1929), pp. 3- 6 
(p. 3, emphasis in original): 'B COCTaB CJiaBbl BXOMT, IIOBH)J;HMOMy, He TOJibKO 
rOTOBbie HJIH y,n;aBIIIHec~ 6eUfU, HO H Te Hey,n;at.IH, Te 3aTpat.IeHHbie CHJibI, 6e3 
KOTOpbIX He MOrJIH 6bI 3TH BeW:H ocyw:ecTBHTbC~.' 
143 See B. 0. Kostelianets, comm. to Tynianov, 'Podporuchik Kizhe ', in Iu. N. 
Tynianov, Sochineniia v trekh tomakh, ed. by B. 0. Kostelianets (Moscow and 
Leningrad: Gos. izd. khudozhestvennoi literatury, 1959), vol. 1, pp. 53 7- 9. 
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revolutions that they envisaged were incompatible with a theory of evolution by 

natural selection. In 1924, Tynianov seemed to have been moving towards a more 

sophisticated engagement with evolutionary biology by borrowing concepts from 

the nascent science of genetics. His saltationist narrative of evolution made it 

possible for selection to be supplemented by another mechanism, the ' mistake'. 

The frequent characterizations of the early work of the OPOlaZ on literary history 

as 'mechanistic' or 'mechanical', as being regulated by 'mechanisms', suggest the 

possibility of a further natural-scientific parallel, that with the laws of classical 

mechanics. Shklovsky often used metaphors of motion in his early work, such as 

those of' slowing down' [ zamedlenie] and 'holding back' [ zaderzhanie] in his 

theory of plot construction, and he, Eikhenbaum, and Tynianov sometimes spoke 

of the inherent 'energy' of literature. 144 Several commentators on the work of the 

Formalists have interpreted such metaphors in a philosophical context with 

reference in particular to Bergson and vitalism. 145 While the significance of 

Bergson for the development of Formalism is incontestable, especially in relation 

to the theory of perception, and Eikhenbaum and Shklovsky both made explicit 

reference to his work, there are nevertheless grounds to argue that, in the work of 

144 See, e.g., Shklovsky, 'Sviaz' priemov', pp. 122, 132. 
145 James M. Curtis, 'Bergson and Russian Formalism', Comparative Literature, 
28 (1976), 109- 121; Levchenko, pp. 43- 58. On Bergson and Tynianov's theory of 
verse, see M. L. Gasparov, 'Pervochtenie i perechtenie: k tynianovskomu 
ponimaniiu suktsessivnosti stikhotvomoi rechi', in TS, 3 (1988), pp. 15- 23. On the 
concept of energy, see Sergei Zenkin, 'Veshch', forma i energiia (russkie 
formalisty i Diurkgeim)' , in Evropeiskii kontekst russkogo formalizma: K 
probleme esteticheskikh peresechenii. Frantsiia, Germaniia, Italiia, Rossiia, ed. by 
Ekaterina Dmitrieva, Michel Espagne, and Valerii Zemskov (Moscow: IMLI RAN, 
2009); and Tihanov, The Master and the Slave, pp. 128-40 (where it is argued that 
the work of the Formalists on literary history presupposed the 'Humboldtean idea 
of an ever-present form-building energy', p. 131 ). 

150 



the OPOlaZ on literary history in particular, such metaphors of motion acquired a 

distinctly Newtonian - and therefore more literally ' mechanical ' - slant. 

In the early 1920s, Eikhenbaum and Tynianov both frequently described literature 

as 'dynamic' . The figurative senses of the word dynamic have, at least in English, 

become so prevalent as to obscure the origin of the word in natural philosophy. In 

the late seventeenth century, Leibniz coined the word dynamique in French as a 

calque of the Greek dynamikos ('powerful'). 146 The noun dynamics came to denote 

the branch of physics concerned with motion and was contrasted against the 

ancient tradition of statics. 147 

Eikhenbaum developed a 'dynamic' theory of the work of literature, an 

understanding of the literary text as an arrangement of' elements' subordinated to a 

particular ' function ' . In Melodika russkogo liricheskogo stikha ( 1922), the study in 

which he first advanced such a theory systematically, Eikhenbaum explained that 

the various 'elements' that constitute an artistic work existed in a 'struggle' with 

one another. 148 One element in the literary work would predominate, 'ruling over' 

the remaining elements and ' subordinating' them. Eikhenbaum referred to the 

victorious element as 'the organizing "dominant" ' [ organizuiushchaia 

"dominanta "],a term borrowed, as he explained in a footnote, from Christiansen's 

146 See the etymological section in the entry for 'dynamic, a. and sb.', in the Oxford 
English Dictionary, 2nd edn, 20 vols (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989), vol. 5, p. 6. 
147 See the entry for 'dynamism, n.', ibid., vol. 5, p. 7. 
148 B. M. Eikhenbaum, Melodika russkogo liricheskogo stikha (Petrograd: 
OPOiaZ, 1922), p. 9. 
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Philosophie der Kunst. 149 The 'dynamic' approach was especially productive in the 

analysis of individual genres. Eikhenbaum applied the concept to the lyric, a genre 

whose dominant, he argued, was intonation: the production of intonation, in other 

words, deformed everything else in a lyric poem. 

Tynianov, too, wrote that the 'form' of the literary text was perceived as a 

'dynamic whole'. 150 He used the term 'constructive principle ' [ konstruktivnyi 

printsip] to describe a concept similar to Eikhenbaum's ' dominant': the 

constructive principle, he explained, organized the 'factors' comprising a work of 

literature around a particular goal. 151 

Tynianov argued that the dynamism of the literary text was experienced 

atemporally. In Problema stikhotvornogo iazyka, he wrote that the dynamism of 

verse, the tension among the constituent forces of the verse construction, was 

independent of time. It was instead a 'flow', a process of 'pure motion', one 

realized 'beyond time ' : 'B IIOIDITHe :noro rrpoTeKaHm1 [ ... ] BOBCe He ofor3aTeJibHO 

BHOCHTb BpeMeHHOH OTTeHOK. ITpoTeKaHHe, ,[(HHaMHKa MO)l(eT 6bITb B3j{T0 CaMO ITO 

ce6e, BHe BpeMeHH, KaK qttcToe .[(BH)l(eHtte.' 152 The perception of the atemporal 

'flow' or 'pure motion', argued Tynianov, the 'feeling of the interaction of the 

149 For detailed discussions of Eikhenbaum's concept of the dominant, see esp. 
Hansen-Love, pp. 312- 15. For a development of the concept, see Roman 
Jakobson, 'The Dominant' ( 1935), in Selected Writings, vol. 3: Poetry of Grammar 
and Grammar of Poetry, ed. by Stephen Rudy (The Hague: Mouton, 1981), pp. 
751- 56. 
150 Iu. N. Tynianov, Problema stikhotvornogo iazyka, Voprosy poetiki: vyp. 5 
(Leningrad: Academia, 1924), p. 10. 
15 1 Cf. also the concept of the 'orientation' [ ustanovka] of a genre, as advanced in 
Tynianov, 'Oda kak oratorskii zhanr', Poetika. Vremennik otdela slovesnykh 
iskusstv GIII, 3 (1927), 102- 28. 
152 Tynianov, Problema stikhotvornogo iazyka, p. 10. 
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factors' [ oshchushchenie vzaimodeistviia faktorov ], 153 was the aesthetic experience 

itself, that which gave 'life' to art. 154 The 'dynamism of form ' was synonymous 

with the literary: ' )J.1rnaMHKa cj:>opMhI - ecTh HerrpephrnHoe HapyrueHHe 

aBTOMaTH3Ma'. 155 In other words, to experience the interaction of the forces in a 

text was to experience it as literary. 

Eikhenbaum and Tynianov soon expanded the application of their dynamic 

conception of literature - the literary text conceptualized as the interaction of its 

constituent forces - to include literary history. Just as Shklovsky had expanded 

the application of his cognitive conception of aesthetic experience to include 

literary history, thereby producing a mechanism of literary selection (in the form of 

oshchushchenie ), Eikhenbaum and Tynianov produced a conception of literary 

history as the dynamic interaction of its constituent forces. In 'O literatumom 

fakte ', Tynianov wrote about literary history as a process of perpetual 'motion' 

[ dvizhenie], describing it as an unstable constellation of genres engaged in a 

ceaseless struggle for dominance. 156 In one section of the article, he drew a 

comparison between the early work of the futurists and a bullet. Neither futurism 

nor the bullet, he argued, could be understood from a purely static perspective, 

since they were inherently dynamic phenomena. Later in the article, he compared 

the early work of the futurists to an explosive shell. Although the military 

metaphor - early futurism as a round of ammunition fired through literary history 

- strikes the ear as little more than an avant-garde trope, it can also be understood 

153 Ibid., p. 10. 
154 Ibid., p. 10. 
155 Ibid., p. 27. 
156 Tynianov, 'O literatumom fakte', p. 106. 
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in the context of Tynianov's dynamic thinking. To qualify as a bullet, an object 

had to be capable of moving through physical space; to qualify as a literary fact, 

Tynianov reasoned, a text had to be capable of moving through the space of 

history. 

ToT 6ecrrno,nHhIM nHTepaTypHbrH: KpHTHK, KOTOpbrH: Terrepb ocMeHBaeT 
5IBnemu1 paHHero <PYTYPH3Ma, o.nep)KHBaeT .nerneByIO rro6e.ny: ou:emrnaTb 
,nHHaMHqecKHM <PaKT c TOqKH 3peHH51 CTaTHqecKOM - TO )Ke, qTo ou:eHHBaTb 
KaqecTBa 51,npa BHe BOrrpoca o rroneTe. '.51.npo' MO)KeT 6hITb oqeHb xopornHM 
Ha BH,n H He neTeTb, T. e. He 6bITb 51,npOM, H MO)KeT 6bITb ' HeyKnJO)KHM' H 
'6e3o6pa3HhrM', HO neTeTb xoporno, T. e. 6hITb 51,npoM. 157 

Tynianov argued that the 'appearance' of a literary phenomenon bore no relation to 

its function in the literary system. Literary critics should therefore be wary of 

mocking the futurists, whose early work might have seemed inelegant to some 

contemporary observers, since its superficial imperfections were of no 

consequence to its significance in the grand scheme of literature, its significance as 

motion across the space of history. It was only possible to evaluate a literary text or 

genre, in other words, in terms of its capacity to ' move'. 

The development of a 'dynamic' conception of literary history made it possible for 

the Formalists to dispense with the category of time, to conceptualize history in 

purely spatial terms. In the theoretical introduction to Lermontov (l 924), 

Eikhenbaum wrote eloquently about the elimination of the category of time from 

his theory of history. He argued that the interaction of the constituent forces of 

literary history, much like those of the literary text in Tynianov's model, was a 

process beyond time. Eikhenbaum claimed that his focus as a theorist of history 

157 Ibid., p. 106. 
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was on 'motion as such', an expression similar to Tynianov's comment about 'pure 

motion'. The category of time, he explained, was nothing but a fiction in history. 

BpeM51 B HCTOpHH - <j:JHKQH51, ycJIOBHOCTb, Hrpa10rn:a51 pOJib 
BCIIOMOraTeJibHYIO. Mbl H3yqaeM He L{BmKeHHe BO BpeMeHH, a L{BmKeHHe KaK 
TaKOBOe - L{HHaMHqecKHH rrpoQecc, KOTOpbIH HHKaK He ;::i;po6HTC51 H HHKor;::i;a 
He rrpepbrnaeTC51, HO HMeHHO II03TOMY peaJibHOro BpeMeHH B ce6e He HMeeT H 
H3Mep51TbC51 BpeMeHeM He MO)l(eT. lICTOpHqecKoe H3yqeHHe OTKpbrnaeT 
L{HHaMHKY co6hITHH, 3aKOHbl KOTOpOH ;::i;eiicTByIOT He TOJibKO B rrpe;::i;eJiax 
ycJIOBHO BhI6paHHOH 3IIOXH, HO IIOBCIOL{Y H Bcer;::i;a. B 3TOM CMblCJie, KaK 3TO 
HM 3ByqHT rrapa;::i;OKCaJibHO, HCTOpH51 eCTb HayKa 0 IIOCT051HHOM, 0 
HeH3MeHHOM, 0 HeIIOL{BH)l(HOM, XOT51 HMeeT ;::i;eJIO c H3MeHeHHeM, c 
L{BH)l(eHHeM. HayKoi1 OHa MO)l(eT 6h1Th TOJihKO B TOH Mepe, B KaKoi1 ei1: 
y;::i;aeTC51 rrpeBpaTHTb peaJibHOe L{BH)l(eHHe B qepTe)I(. 158 

The language of the above-quoted passage is overtly Newtonian. Eikhenbaum 

imagined a process that 'nothing could break and could not be interrupted', one 

governed by 'laws' operating 'everywhere and always'. Space, he argued, could 

not be 'measured' in temporal terms, a comment consistent with the fact that time 

and space did not elapse relatively to each other in classical mechanics.159 Just as, 

for Newton, space had been governed by the laws of motion, time being a category 

that elapsed in complete isolation, so too, for the Formalists, did the constituent 

genres of literary history interact without regard for time. Eikhenbaum fashioned 

literary history into a sort of literary physics, setting those who studied the process 

the task of discovering the laws according to which literary genres moved. Indeed, 

he went as far as to argue that the scientificity of the discipline of history was 

conditional on its successful elimination of the category of time: history was a 

science, he argued, only to the extent that it was capable of translating the 

historical process onto a spatial model of change. Arkadii Gornfel'd's earlier, 

158 B. M. Eikhenbaum, Lermontov: Opyt istoriko-literaturnoi otsenki (Leningrad: 
Gos. izd., 1924), p. 8. 
159 See John Earman, World Enough and Space-Time: Absolute Versus Relational 
Theories of Space and Time (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1989), pp. 6- 26. 
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sarcastic description of the Formalists as 'brave Russian Newtons' 160 could thus be 

said to have been realized, albeit rather crudely, in their theoretical work on 

literary history of 1924. 

The parallel drawn here between Eikhenbaum and Tynianov's early work on 

literary history and classical mechanics could be said to shed light on the more 

generalized metaphors of motion in the work of the OPOlaZ on the question. 

Shklovsky, for example, wrote in Rozanov that the history of literature 'moves 

forward ' . 161 Tynianov often made reference to the various 'directions' 

[napravleniia] in which literature moved. 162 He ended 'Literatumoe segodnia' 

(1924), an article on contemporary Russian prose-writing published before 'O 

literatumom fakte', 163 with a striking metaphor about the many ' paths' in which 

literature was moving simultaneously. Its movements could not be planned, he 

argued, since they were caused by an inherent dynamism: ' JlHTepaTypa 11.z:i;eT 

MHOrHMH rryn1M11 o.z:i;HoBpeMeHHO [ ... ]. Otta He rroe3.z:i;, KOTOpbIH rrp11xo.z:i;11T Ha 

MeCTO Ha3HaqeHml.' 164 

In the article 'Promezhutok', the first half of which was published in the final issue 

of Russ/di sovremennik, Tynianov developed a more sophisticated model of 

literary motion through an application of concepts associated with relativistic 

160 Gomfel'd, p. 5. 
161 Shklovsky, Rozanov, pp. 4- 5. 
162 See, e.g., Tynianov, 'O literaturnom fakte', p. 103. 
163 For the months of publication of the four issues of Russ/di sovremennik, see J. 
A. E. Curtis, The Englishman from Lebedian ':A Life of Evgeny Zamiatin (1884-
1937) (Boston: Academic Studies Press, 2013), pp. 142-46. 
164 Iu. Tynianov, 'Literatumoe segodnia', Russ/di sovremennik, 1(1924), 291- 306 
(p. 306). 
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physics. His new understanding of the category of literature as historically relative 

required an appropriately relativistic conceptual apparatus. Several decades later, 

Tamara Khmel'nitskaia, one of Tynianov's pupils at Giii, would allude to an 

affinity between his conception of literary 'motion' and Einstein's theory of 

relativity: 'Y TbIH~HOBa CBO~ CBOeo6pa:ma~ TeopH~ OTHOCHTenhHOCTH H 

COOTHeceHHOCTH BCeH )KH3HH nHTepaTyphI H ee )J;BH)KeHH~ B HCTOpHH.' 165 

There was a surge of interest in Einstein in 1921, the year in which he won the 

Nobel Prize in Physics. In the years immediately afterwards, several prominent 

literary journals carried articles about him and published bibliographies of 

literature on the theory ofrelativity. 166 Tynianov's 'Literaturnoe segodnia', 

published in the first issue of Russ/di sovremennik, includes a section on Evgenii 

Zamiatin' s My (1924), a book profoundly influenced by Einstein. 167 One factor in 

Tynianov's decision to apply concepts from relativistic physics to the history of 

literature in 'Promezhutok' could well have been Zamiatin's position on the 

editorial board of Russ/di sovremennik. 168 

165 Khmel'nitskaia, 'Emkost' slova', in Vospominaniia o Ju. Tynianove, ed. by 
Kaverin, p. 121. Note also the title of Marc Weinstein's monograph, Tynianov, ou 
la poetique de la relativite (Saint-Denis: Presses universitaires de Vincennes, 
1996), though the analogy is not explored. 
166 See, e.g., la. Perel'man, 'Novosti nauchnoi literatury. Prostranstvo i vremia', 
Literaturnye zapiski, 2 (1922), 17; and Nikolai Koialovich, 'Obzor literatury po 
teorii otnositel'nosti na russkom iazyke', Kniga i revoliutsiia, 10 (1922), 29- 34, 
and 11- 12 (1923), 26- 32. See also M. Ikhteiman, 'Chto chitat' po fizike i 
estestvoznaniiu', Zvezda , 1 (1924), 281- 84. For additional context on Einstein in 
early Soviet literary culture, see also Jonathan Stone, 'Polyphony and the Atomic 
Age: Bakhtin's Assimilation of an Einsteinian Universe', PMLA , 123 (2008), 405-
21. 
167 On Einstein and Zamiatin, see W. J. Leatherbarrow, 'Einstein and the Art of 
Yevgeny Zamyatin', Modern Language Review, 82 (1987), 142- 51. 
168 On Zamiatin's involvement on the editorial board of the journal Russ/di 
sovremennik, see Curtis, The Englishman from Lebedian ', pp. 142-46. 
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'Promezhutok' offered a general survey of Russian poetry. Tynianov discussed 

how poetry and prose had developed in recent years, arguing that the flourishing of 

prose had led to less poetry, fewer poets, and even fewer readers of poetry. 169 

Tynianov once again expressed literary 'success' in terms of motion: the difference 

between poetry and prose at the beginning of the 1920s, he argued, could be 

expressed in terms of the respective velocities at which they were moving through 

the space of literary history. He wrote that, whereas poetry had almost come to a 

halt, and was languishing in an ' intermediary period' [promezhutok], prose was 

continuing to move at a rapid velocity by the sheer force of ' inertia'. 

Tynianov had applied the concept of ' inertia' to literature before, in 'Literaturnoe 

segodnia'. He had argued that Zamiatin had been led to writing science fiction, and 

the novel My, by the sheer ' inertia of style' [inertsiia stilia]. 170 He applied the 

concept to literary history itself in 'Promezhutok'. 

IIpo3a )l(HBeT ceJ:i:qac orpOMHOH CHJIOH HHepu;HH. C 6oJihIIIHM TPYJJ.OM, no 
MeJioqaM yJJ.aeTC5I npeOJ].OJieBaTh ee, H 3TO JJ.eJiaeTC5I Bce TPYJJ.Hee H, no­
BHJJ.HMoMy, 6ecnoJie3Hee. HHOrJ].a Ka)l(eTc5I, qTo 3TO He nttcaTeJih, a caMa 
HHepu;H5I HaTIHCaJia pacCKa3 [ ... ]. )J,m TI033HH HHepu;H5I KOHqHJiaCb. [ ... ] 
illKOJihI Hcqe3JIH [ ... ]. HapacTaJIH B reoMeTpHqecKoH: nporpeccHH, 
JJ.tt<P<PepeHu;HpOBaJIHCh, pacnaJJ.aJIHCh [ ... ]. H pocT [ ... ] HOBhIX 5IBJieHHH 
npOHCXOJ].HT TOJihKO B Te npoMe)l(yTKH, KOrJ].a nepecTaeT J].eHCTBOBaTh 
HHepu;H5I.1 71 

Prose continued to move at a rapid velocity through the space of literary history, 

whereas poetry had come to a standstill. Whereas some prose-writers, such as the 

169 Tynianov, 'Promezhutok' , Russkii sovremennik, 4 (1924), 209- 21 (pp. 208- 13). 
170 Tynianov, 'Literatumoe segodnia', Russkii sovremennik, 1(1924),291- 306 (p. 
297). See also the discussion of the ' inertia' of European civilization in Tynianov, 
'Zapiski o zapadnoi literature' , p. 33. 
171 Tynianov, 'Promezhutok', p. 210. 
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Serapion Brothers, were, Tynianov explained, churning out story after story, some 

of which were translated into Italian almost immediately after having been written 

in Russian, poets were by contrast struggling to produce even a few words. 172 

Tynianov aligned himself, as a critic of contemporary poetry, with those for whom 

it was difficult to write: ' IlHcaTb o cn1xax Terrepb rroqnr TaK )Ke TPY)l,HO, KaK 

m1caTb CTHXH. ' 173 The stasis in which poetry found itself would nevertheless prove 

to be the cause of a new 'direction' . Stasis required poets to search for the force 

with which a new motion could be raised. The inertia undergone by prose, 

however, prevented anything new from being cultivated, since its continued 

motion required no further force to be exerted; for this reason, some prose works 

gave the impression of having been written by 'inertia itself. 

It seems that, in 'Promezhutok', Tynianov had nuanced his conception of literary 

motion from that expressed in 'O literatumom fakte ' : whereas motion, in 'O 

literatumom fakte', was held to encapsulate the essence of the literary, and it was 

thought necessary for a genre to be 'felt' as moving in order for it to be ' felt ' as 

literary, it was argued in 'Promezhutok' that motion, which led eventually to 

inertia, resulted in a form of automatization. Dynamism had allowed prose-writers 

to become complacent, to stagnate; stasis had obligated poets to create something 

new. Indeed, Tynianov argued that it was the destiny of the literary revolutionary 

to become canonized, to be made to remain in motion: 'B KOHeqHoM cqeTe, 

172 Ibid., p. 209. 
173 Ibid., p. 209. 
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Kattotta.' 174 He used a strikingly Newtonian metaphor to describe the relativity of 

literary velocity, that of the 'optical laws of history' : ' MbI 3ttaeM, co6cTBeHHO, 

TOJibKO ~eHCTBHe HHepu:1111 - npoMe)l(yTOK, KOr~a HHepu:1111 HeT, no OilTHqecKHM 

3aKottaM 11cTop1111 Ka)l(eTc51 ttaM TyrrnKOM. ' 175 The metaphor of the optical laws was 

used to describe the unequal velocities at which poetry and prose were moving 

across the space of history. 

In addition to the generalized relativism of Tynianov's comments about motion in 

'Promezhutok' , his treatment of time and mass in the article, while limited to a 

handful of suggestive metaphors, suggests a familiarity on his part with the basic 

principles of special and general relativity respectively. 

First, Tynianov wrote about the experience of time as being relative to motion. 

Although Eikhenbaum and Shklovsky had made provocative comments about the 

flexibility of time in previous articles, 176 Tynianov gave them a distinctly 

Einsteinian emphasis. He described poetry and prose as two clocks going at 

different speeds: 'Y npo3aHKOB 11 n03TOB qacbI H~YT no-pa3HOMy.' 177 The example 

of the two synchronized clocks had become a common trope in discussions of the 

theory of special relativity: one clock was usually stationary and the other made to 

move. The example originated in the thought-experiments of Poincare, Einstein, 

174 Ibid. , p. 210. 
175 Ibid., p. 210. 
176 See, e.g., Eikhenbaum, '5 = 100', Knizhnyi ugol, 8 (1922), 38-41; and 
Shklovsky, ' Sovremenniki i sinkhronisty', Russ/di sovremennik, 3 (1924), 232- 37. 
177 Tynianov, 'Promezhutok', p. 210. 
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and others involved in the development of the theory. 178 Khvol'son used the 

example of the two clocks extensively in his popularization of the theory of special 

relativity (from which Jakobson quoted at length in his article of 1919).179 Prose 

and poetry were experiencing time differently, according to Tynianov's reworking 

of the example, because they were moving at vastly different velocities through the 

space of history. Prose was in a 'rush' [speshka]. 180 Every hour that elapsed 

changed the relationship between them: 'O~HH II03T-O~HHOqKa rosopHrr MHe, qTQ 

"Ka)K~hIH qac MemieT rrorro)KeHHe".' 181 Tynianov had thus developed his earlier 

theory of literary history as an interaction of forces in space by introducing the 

category of time as relative to motion. Indeed, the very concept of an 'interval' 

[promezhutok] in history would seem to play into a relativistic understanding of 

time. The difference between how poets and prose-writers experienced time could 

be explained in terms of the difference between the respective velocities at which 

they were moving. Given Tynianov' s interest in the relativity of the experience of 

time in relation to motion, it was perhaps appropriate that 'Promezhutok' was 

published in the long-delayed final issue of Russkii sovremennik. 182 

178 See esp. the repeated use of the clock example in Albert Einstein, 'On the 
Electrodynamics of Moving Bodies ' ( 1905), in The Principle of Relativity: A 
Collection of Original Memoirs on the Special and General Theory of Relativity 
(London: Methuen, 1923), pp. 37- 65 (trans. by W. Perrett and G. B. Jeffery). 
179 Jakobson, 'Futurizm kak esteticheskaia i nauchnaia sistema', Zhizn' iskusstva, 
331 (31 Dec. 1919), 2. Note the mention of Poincare, and of how he removed the 
'scaffolding' [Lesa] on which his mathematical proofs had been constructed, in 
Viktor Shklovsky, ' Andrei Belyi', Russkii sovremennik, 2 (1924), 231-45 (p. 245). 
180 Tynianov, 'Promezhutok', p. 209. 
18 1 Ibid., p. 210. 
182 The fourth and final issue of Russkii sovremennik was not actually published 
until January 1925, despite having been typeset by early November 1924. See 
Curtis, The Englishman from Lebedian ', pp. 142-46, for a full account. 
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Second, it is possible to see in Tynianov's concept of literary 'inertia' a borrowing 

from the conceptual apparatus of general relativity, Einstein's theory of gravitation 

finalized in 1915. The origin of inertia had become one of the principal problems 

of relativistic physics, as formulated in what was known as the 'Mach principle' .183 

Tynianov's metaphor of inertia acquired a gravitational pull of its own in light of 

what he had to say about prose having a greater mass than poetry, and about the 

fact that more prose was being produced than poetry: 'CTHXOB CTaHOBHTC51 see 

MeHbllle H MeHbllle' .184 Nevertheless, Tynianov did not develop the possible 

parallel with general relativity and it is as such more speculative. 

Tynianov thus complicated his earlier, 'dynamic' conception of literary history by 

tentatively introducing the categories of velocity, mass, and time in 

'Promezhutok'. Although he and Eikhenbaum had purged their literary history of 

time by the summer of 1924, he decided, later that year, to use concepts borrowed 

from relativistic physics in order to represent literary time as relative to the 

velocity at which a genre was moving through the space of literary history. 

** 

The mechanical theory of literary history developed by Shklovsky, Eikhenbaum, 

and Tynianov in the early 1920s thus supports parallels with natural-scientific 

theories of change. Indeed, in several passages of their early articles on the 

problem of history, they adopted metaphors associated with evolutionary biology 

183 Earman, pp. 91- 110. 
184 Tynianov, 'Promezhutok', p. 209. 
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or physics in order to explain the interactions of literary genres. The fact is 

significant because it shows evidence of an attempt to problematize the dichotomy 

of the sciences of nature and those of history. The Formalists were toying with the 

possibility of a new, revolutionary nauka in which the old, German divisions of the 

sciences would no longer have any relevance. 185 The problem of history offered 

them an opportunity to gesture towards a unified model of all change. 

They were attempting ultimately to produce a model of history in which 

development had been eliminated. To that end, they thought it necessary even to 

purge their thinly veiled Darwinism of the concept of origin, to allow literary 

genres to engage in the struggle to win the affections of an implied readership 

without ever becoming extinct. As shown above, Eikhenbaum argued that the 

discipline of history could become a science only by mapping change onto a 

spatial model. 186 Tynianov was the most experimental of the Formalist theorists of 

literary history in that regard. In two articles of 1924, 'O literaturnom fakte' and 

'Promezhutok', he appealed to genetics and relativistic physics for concepts with 

which to theorize the history of literature. He was able to do so, however, only 

because the conceptual groundwork had already been done: he, Shklovsky, and 

Eikhenbaum had already formulated conceptions of literary history structured 

similarly to the theory of evolution by natural selection and Newton's conception 

185 Note that, in his diary and correspondence of the 1920s, Eikhenbaum 
occasionally wrote dismissively about 'German' or 'Germanic' science, by which 
he presumably meant philosophical aesthetics or the tradition of philology with 
which Zhirmunskii aligned himself. See, e.g., Eikhenbaum, diary entry of 7 
February 1928, as quoted in Ewa Berard-Zarzycka, 'La genese des travaux sur le 
literaturnyj byt d'apres le Journal d'Ejxenbaum', Revue des etudes slaves, 57 
(1985), 83- 89 (p. 86): 'PeaKQH51 c .nsyx CTOpOH: qHHOBHHKH co CBOHM 
"MapKCH3MOM" H 3IIHrOHhI-Hey,naqHHKH c repMaHCKOH HayKOH.' 
186 Eikhenbaum, Lermontov, p. 8. 
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of space, such that he had simply to translate the early twentieth-century natural­

scientific revolution onto a pre-prepared mechanistic model of change. 

In one sense, Tynianov's interest in genetics and relativistic physics was a self­

representational gesture typical of the Russian avant-garde of the 191 Os. The 

natural-scientific revolution of the early twentieth century was seen by some in 

Russia as a manifestation of a wider revolutionary shift in human culture, the dawn 

of a new age. The spirit of the Revolution, it was thought, had spread to encompass 

all human activity. In his 1919 article on futurism, Jakobson heralded Einstein's 

work and futurism as two of the many revolutionary 'fronts' from which the 'old 

culture' was under attack: 'lfa'/KHBaHHe cTaTHKH, H3rHaHHe a6conroTa - rnaBHbIH 

rracpoc HOBOfO BpeMeHH, 3no6a TeKyll(ero .n;m1. [ ... ] rrpHHllHII OTHOCHTenbHOCTH H 

<PYTYPHCTH11ecKHH ".n;onoJ:i" pyrnaT oropo.n;hI crnpoJ:i KynhTYPbI. E.n;HHCTBO 

cppoHTOB H3yMm1eT.' 187 Tynianov could be said to have borrowed from genetics 

and relativistic physics in order to perform a revolutionary theoretical act. With the 

help of concepts associated with the natural-scientific revolution, he was able not 

simply to describe revolutions in the history of literature, but also to become a 

participant in the same revolutionary process. 

In another sense, Tynianov's engagement with genetics and relativistic physics 

was a way of tempering some of the more mechanical elements of the very earliest 

work of the OPOiaZ on literary history. By 1924, Tynianov had developed a 

historically more relativistic understanding of the concept of literature, arguing in 

'O literatumom fakte' that what was literary in one era was not necessary so in the 

187 Jakobson, 'Futurizm kak esteticheskaia i nauchnaia sistema', p. 2. 
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next. The concept of the 'mistake' and that of a relative relationship between 

motion and time allowed him to nuance his earlier model of literary history by 

emphasizing the historical relativity of the category of literature itself. 

In their early work on literary history, the Formalists were at times incoherent, 

proliferating conflicting metaphors. The mechanical, natural-scientific paradigm in 

their work on literary history made it possible for them to slip into and out of the 

rhetoric of evolutionary biology, that of physics, and various other sciences of 

nature. As was shown in the previous chapter, their work on literary history of the 

period 1919- 24 was of a more exploratory nature than Tynianov' s later, 

'structuralist' work on the question. Their early work represented a metaphorical, 

conceptually less restrained approach to the problem of change. 

The theorization of literary history without recourse ultimately to Marxist 

philosophy threatened to bring the Formalists into conflict with their opponents. As 

Eikhenbaum noted in May 1924, a few months before the publication of the attack 

on the 'Formal method' in Pechat' i revoliutsiia, 188 the expansion of Formalism 

into the field of literary history was one step too far for its Marxist opponents: 

KOr}J,a pe% 3axo}J,HT 06 HCTOptttt.' 189 The Formalists ' flirtation with the natural 

sciences made their mechanical literary history even more provocative, since it 

188 P. Sakulin, 'Iz pervoistochnika', Pechat' i revoliutsiia, 5 (1924), 12- 15; S. 
Bobrov, 'Metod i apologet', ibid. , 16- 19; A. Lunacharsky, 'Formalizm v nauke ob 
iskusstve', ibid., 19- 32; P. Kogan, 'O formal'nom metode ', ibid., 32- 35; V. 
Polianskii, 'Po povodu B. Eikhenbauma', ibid., 35- 38. 
189 Eikhenbaum, diary entry of 6 May 1924, as quoted in Berard-Zarzycka, p. 86. 
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signalled a rejection of historical materialism in the study of literature. 190 In 

Materializm i empiriokrititsizm (1909), Lenin had denounced the application of 

natural-scientific concepts to socio-economics and to those disciplines dependent 

on socio-economics. He strongly disapproved, for example, of Georgii 

Plekhanov's attempt to incorporate elements of the Lamarckist theory of evolution 

into the Marxist theory of social development and of Aleksandr Bogdanov' s 

attempt to do the same with Darwin's principle of natural selection. 191 Lenin did 

not reject the natural-scientific concepts in themselves; rather, he disapproved of 

their use beyond the natural sciences, writing that their application to socio-

economic problems was nothing more than ' hot air' [pustaiafraza]. 192 Lenin' s 

staunch opposition to the plundering of the natural sciences by thinkers in other 

fields could have been one of the reasons why Tynianov, publishing 'O 

literatumom fakte' in the second issue of Lefto appear after Lenin's death in 

January 1924, chose not to make more of a fanfare of the natural-scientific 

concepts in his narrative of history. 

Although the accusations of 'formalism' and of a 'mechanical' or 'mechanistic' 

conception of change became standard tropes of the rhetoric of high Stalinism, it is 

19° Cf. V. Shklovsky, 'Prostranstvo v iskusstve i suprematisty' (part 1), Zhizn' 
iskusstva, 196 (July 1919), 2: '11crnpttqecKHH MaTepttarrtt3M oqeHh xoporn ~Jrn 
COU,HOJIOrHH, HO HM HeJih3j{ 3aMeHHTh 3HaHlfj{ MaTeMaTHKH If acTpOHOMHH If nptt 
O~HOH ero IlOMOIIJ;H HeJib3j{ HH paccqttTaTb MOCT, HH onpe~eJIHTh 3aKOHhl 
~BH)l(eHlfj{ KOMeTbl., 
191 See Vucinich, Darwin in Russian Thought, pp. 330- 69. 
192 V. I. Lenin, 'Materializm i empiriokrititsizm', in Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, 
5th edn, 55 vols (Moscow: Gos. izd. politicheskoi literatury, 1958-65), vol. 18 
(1961), p. 348. He also described a ' denigration of historical materialism through 
pretentious and vacuous energeticist and biological verbosity' [iskazhenie 
istoricheskogo materializma pretentsiozno-pustoi energeticheskoi i biologicheskoi 
slovesnost'iu] (pp. 349- 50). 
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nevertheless instructive to compare the ways in which Marxist philosophers 

attempted from the late 1920s to ward off the challenges to the supremacy of 

materialism presented by Formalism in literary studies and by genetics and 

relativistic physics in the natural sciences. In the 1930s, it became politically 

unwise to endorse 'mechanistic' theories of change, or 'formalism', even within 

the natural sciences. It became increasingly necessary for any conception of 

change to conform to the principles of dialectical materialism. 193 

Trofim Lysenko's biological ' theory of development' [teoriia razvitiia] offered an 

appropriately materialist theory of biological evolution. As Boris Gasparov notes, 

Lysenko reserved his most venomous criticism for the work of geneticists in the 

field of evolutionary biology, referring disparagingly to the 'mechanistic laws' of 

the 'formalist science' of genetics. 194 Gasparov shows the uncanny parallels 

between Lysenko's 'neo-Romantic' Marxist critique of genetics in the 1930s and 

Medvedev and Voloshinov's similarly 'neo-Romantic' Marxist critique of 

Formalism in literary studies in the late 1920s. 

If Lysenko and his disciples saw genetics as a 'formalist' science of 'mechanistic 

laws ', others interpreted relativistic physics, at least as derived mathematically by 

Einstein, as an ' idealist' science. Einstein's conceptual debt to the physicist and 

philosopher of science Ernst Mach was well known, 195 which, given Lenin's 

193 See Daniel Todes and Nikolai Krementsov, 'Dialectical Materialism and Soviet 
Science in the 1920s and 1930s ', in A History of Russian Thought, ed. by William 
Leatherbarrow and Derek Offord (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 
P£· 340- 67. 
1 4 Gasparov, 'Development or Rebuilding', p. 134. 
195 See Earman, pp. 27- 30. 
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objections to Machian 'empirio-criticism', automatically made him a suspicious 

figure. In the 1930s and 1940s, a number of prominent Marxist philosophers 

expressed suspicion of Einstein's excessive faith in mathematics, seeing it as 

evidence of Machist idealism. 196 They thought that Einstein had, like Kant, 

developed an edifice of pure thought rather than one grounded in the experience of 

physical reality, having wrongly presupposed that reason preceded nature. 197 As 

late as 1953, the Stalinist philosopher A. A. Maksimov accused Einstein of 

'mechanistic views and mathematical formalism ' .198 Marxist philosophers had 

levelled identical charges against the Formalists in the 1920s. Trotsky, for 

example, had accused them of a typically idealist ignorance of the process of 

historical development, claiming that Kant had been the first Formalist. 199 They 

had, he argued, blindly followed St John in thinking that in the beginning had been 

the Word, that the Word had preceded the deed. 200 

For Shklovsky, Eikhenbaum, and Tynianov, the tum towards the problem of 

literary history in the period 1919- 24 coincided with the beginnings of a 

heightened historical self-awareness. Their increasingly historical understanding of 

their work and its decisive role in the development of nauka was accompanied by 

the construction of a curiously 'mechanical' theory of literary history. In the 

present chapter, we have read the early work of the OPOiaZ on literary history in 

light of Eikhenbaum and Tynianov's comments about the need to reconsider the 

division of the sciences into those of nature and those of history. From such a 

196 As quoted in Vucinich, Einstein and Soviet Ideology, pp. 60- 61. 
197 Ibid., pp. 60- 61. 
198 Ibid., p. 116. 
199 Trotsky, p. 4. 
200 Ibid., p. 4. 
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perspective, the 'mechanical' elements in their theorization of history can be seen 

as evidence not of an intellectual naivety, but of an attempt to experiment with the 

application of natural-scientific models of change. Their aim was to uncover the 

'laws' ofliterary history, but to do so in such a way as to make a break with how 

the process had traditionally been theorized. In other words, they sought to have 

their theorization of history come into being as a revolution, an act of defiance 

against the old order and its intellectual conventions. To undertake to apply 

natural-scientific concepts to history was, to borrow Tynianov's phrase, to attempt 

to effect a 'shift of the system' [smeshchenie sistemy] in (intellectual-)historical 

terms.201 Such a strategy caused the Formalists to complicate the fundamental 

division between the object and the subject of theoretical investigation: their work 

on history was taking shape in accordance with its own laws, both stating and 

enacting its central argument. It is striking that Eikhenbaum and Tynianov toyed 

with the possible self-referentiality even of the two relatively obscure natural-

scientific concepts at the centre of the analysis in the present chapter, the 

productive 'mistake'202 and literary ' inertia'203
. The use of theory simultaneously 

20 1 Tynianov, 'O literatumom fakte', p. 101. 
202 See, e.g., Iu. Tynianov, 'O Khlebnikove', in Sobranie proizvedenii Velimira 
Khlebnikova, 5 vols, ed. by Iu. Tynianov and N. Stepanov (Leningrad: Izd. 
pisatelei, 1928- 33), vol. 1 (1928), pp. 17- 30 (p. 25): 'TaK 6hrnaeT tt s ttayKe. 
ManeHhKtte oum6Ktt, "cnyqaM:ttocTtt", 0605lcm1eMhie cTapbIMH yqeHbIMH KaK 
OTKllOHeHtte, Bbl3BaHHOe HecoseprneHCTBOM OTibITa, cny)l(aT TonqKOM ,ll;ll51 HOBbIX 
OTKpbITHH: TO, qTo 06'b51CH5lll0Cb "ttecoseprneHCTBOM OTibITa"' OKa3bIBaeTC51 
,ll;eHCTBtteM Hett3BeCTHbIX 3aKoHoB.' Cf. Omri Ronen, in 'Anketa k 100-letiiu so 
dnia rozhdeniia Iu. N. Tynianova', in Tynianovskii sbornik, vyp. 9: Sed'mye 
Tynianovskie chteniia. Materialy dlia obsuzhdeniia (Riga and Moscow: 1995- 96), 
pp. 47-49 (p. 48): ·~a)l(e H orntt6Ktt TbIH51HOBa ,ll;eHCTBeHHeH TbMbl HH3KMX HCTHH 
s HarneM: o6nacTtt.' 
203 See Eikhenbaum, in Iurii Tynianov, ed. by Kaverin, p. 78: 'JlttTepaTyptta51 
ttayKa )l(ttna csoeM: ttHepu.tteM: - tt ttHepU.tt51 JTa KOHqttnacb; 06pa3osanc51 csoero 
po,ll;a "npoMe)l(yToK". [ ... ] TbIH51HOBy, nptt ero OTHOllleHHM K HCTOptttt [ ... ]HK 
cnosy, He06XO,ll;HMO 6bin0 BblpBaTbC51 H3 JTOH Tpa,ll;HU.HH, npeO,ll;OneTb HHepu.mo.' 
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as a means of understanding revolutions in the history of literature and of 

performing a revolutionary act makes it possible to see the early work of the 

Society on literary history as a reconfiguration of the original relation of 

interdependence between nauka and literature on which the OPOiaZ had been 

founded. 
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Chapter Three 

The Collection of Articles as Science (1924-30) 

From 1924 or 1925 until the late 1920s, Shklovsky, Eikhenbaum, and Tynianov all 

experienced a period of stagnation in their theoretical work, one often since termed 

a 'crisis' in the history of Formalism. 1 Having rapidly developed an original 

theoretical approach towards the study of literature in the late 191 Os and early 

1920s, they were confronting new challenges, both methodological and political.2 

Indeed, the methodological and the political had become almost synonymous, 

since their principal challenge was that of how to model social factors in the 

development of literature, how to explain the interactions between literature and 

such categories as everyday life [ byt]. As was mentioned in the first chapter, 

Eikhenbaum expanded his theoretical interests to encompass biographical 

questions, such as that of the socio-historical function of the !iterator, and 

Tynianov developed a theory of 'literary evolution'. 

1 On the theoretical challenges faced by the Formalists in the late 1920s, see esp. 
A. P. Chudakov, M. 0. Chudakova, and E. A. Toddes, comm. to Tynianov, 'O 
literatumoi evoliutsii', in PILK, pp. 518- 30. For a discussion of the 'crisis ' with 
relevance specifically to Eikhenbaum, see Carol Any, Boris Eikhenbaum: Voices 
of a Russian Formalist (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1994), pp. 80-
103. 
2 On the methodological debate between the Formalists and Marxist literary critics, 
see esp. 'Materialy disputa "Marksizm i formal'nyi metod" 6 marta 1927 g.', NLO, 
50 (2001), 247- 78 (ed. by D. Ustinov); and Galin Tihanov, 'Zametki o dispute 
marksistov i formalistov 1927-ogo goda', ibid., 279- 86 (trans. by M. Poliakova). 
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Roman Jakobson thought that the 'crisis of Formalism' could more accurately be 

described as a 'crisis of the Formalists'. 3 He meant that the crisis had a more 

personal, existential quality, that it was not limited to the purely intellectual task of 

constructing new theoretical models. The Formalists were looking for a new 

direction, a new means of securing historical relevance in a much-changed 

intellectual climate.4 Their greater uncertainty about the future entailed a 

corresponding effort of self-historicization on their part. As the decade progressed, 

Eikhenbaum and Tynianov were ever more conscious of the historical specificity 

of their theoretical work of the late 191 Os and early 1920s. In 1927, Tynianov 

quipped that his students at Giii, the younger generation of ' Formalists' , had 

simply come too late to the table: 'oHH rrpmrnrn K cTony, Kor.na o6e.n cne,neH.'5 The 

Formalists thought that they had achieved something remarkable, but that their 

hour of revolutionary glory had ultimately passed. They were nevertheless uneasy 

with what several contemporaries described as the ' canonization' of the work of 

the Society.6 Eikhenbaum strongly associated the crisis of the late 1920s with the 

institutionalization of the 'Formal method'. He complained of being surrounded by 

3 Quoted in Shklovsky, letter to Tynianov of 27 November 1928, as quoted in A. P. 
Chudakov, M. 0. Chudakova, and E. A. Toddes, comm. to Jakobson and 
Tynianov, 'Problemy izucheniia literatury i iazyka', in PILK, pp. 530- 36 (p. 531 ). 
4 The search for a new direction is referenced in the title of Shklovsky's Tret'ia 
fabrika (Moscow: Krug, 1926): having been 'made' in the first factory of his 
youth, and the second of the OPOlaZ, he was looking for a 'third factory' in which 
the process of his 'making' could be completed. 
5 Quoted in Lidiia Ginzburg, Chelovek za pis'mennym stolom (Leningrad: 
Sovetskii pisatel', 1989), p. 32. 
6 See, e.g., P. Medvedev, 'Uchenyi sal'erizm: 0 formal'nom (morfologicheskom) 
metode', Zvezda, 3 (1925), 264- 76 (p. 264): 'HecoMHeHeH rrpou,ecc KaHOHH3aU,HH 
<PopMaJihHOro MeTo,na. OH CTaHOBHTC51 .norMoii. Y Hero y)Ke HMeIOTC51 He TOJihKO 
yqnTem1 H yqeHHKH, HO yqeHHKH H :mHrOHhl.' 
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'epigones', by those who wanted to reduce the work of the Society to a finalized, 

'static system' of concepts.7 

In their search for a new direction, the Formalists experimented with new modes of 

nauka. Eikhenbaum wrote in late 1925 of his desire to overcome the nauka 'of the 

old type' [prezhnego tipa].8 Shklovsky's Tret'iafabrika (1926) and Gamburgskii 

schet (1928) and Eikhenbaum's Mai vremennik (1929) provided a clear realization 

of a new ' type ' of nauka. In these works, they framed theoretical observations in a 

more literary-autobiographical prose. Their strategy was in itself theoretically 

significant in light of their heightened interest in the question of biography in 

relation to literature: they were not only making arguments of theoretical 

significance, therefore, but were in effect demonstrating or performing them. In a 

monograph dedicated to the question, Jan Levchenko argues that Shklovsky and 

Eikhenbaum thereby practised 'inoskazanie teorii' or an 'alternative form of 

reflection on material ' .9 Broadly similar arguments have been made about 

Shklovsky, Eikhenbaum, and Tynianov's correspondence of the late 1920s, a 

largely unpublished body of letters of theoretical significance in light of what the 

Formalists had to say, in their literary-theoretical articles, about the letter as a 

peripherally literary genre. Io 

7 Eikhenbaum, 'Teoriia "formal'nogo metoda"', in Literatura: teoriia, kritika, 
polemika (Leningrad: Priboi, 1927), pp. 116-48 (pp. 116- 17). 
8 Eikhenbaum, diary entry of 2 December 1925, as quoted in Ewa Berard­
Zarzycka, 'La genese des travaux sur le literaturnyj byt d'apres le Journal 
d'Ejxenbaum', Revue des etudes slaves, 57 ( 1985), 83- 89 (p. 87). 
9 Jan Levchenko, Drugaia nauka: russkie formalisty v poiskakh biografii 
(Moscow: Izdatel'skii dom NIU VShE, 2012), pp. 38, 10. 
Io See esp. Catherine Depretto, Le Formalisme en Russie (Paris: Institut d'Etudes 
Slaves, 2009), pp. 147- 61; and Levchenko, pp. 67- 79. On Shklovsky and letters, 
see Asiya Bulatova, "'I'm Writing to You in this Magazine": The Mechanics of 
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Despite the interest shown in the historical significance of the new ' types' of 

nauka pioneered by Shklovsky and Eikhenbaum in the late 1920s, commentators 

have overlooked the possible theoretical significance of the five apparently more 

conventional authorial collections compiled by them and Tynianov, largely from 

already-published articles, during the same period. The collections in question are 

Eikhenbaum's Skvoz' literaturu (1924) and Literatura (1927), the two editions of 

Shklovsky's 0 teorii prozy (1925, 1929), and Tynianov's Arkhaisty i novatory 

(1929). 11 Shklovsky could be said to have provided the very earliest example 

among his peers of a work made of already-published material in the form of his 

Khod konia (1923), a book of many short pieces originally published during the 

Civil War, to which he gave the descriptive subtitle 'collection of articles' [sbornik 

statei]. Given that its constituent pieces were much shorter, more numerous, and 

ultimately more journalistic in nature than those in the collections named above, 

however, it must be considered a collection of a different kind, one less oriented 

towards the theory of literature. 

Modernist Dissemination in Shklovsky's Open Letter to Jakobson', Comparative 
Critical Studies, 11 (2014), 185- 202; and idem, 'Neumestnyi modernizm Viktora 
Shklovskogo: "Pis'ma ne o liubvi" i granitsy literatury', NLO, 133 (2015), 182- 96. 
On the OPOiaZ and Arzamas as analogously structured societies of epistolary 
correspondents, see Efim Kurganov, Arzamas i OPOiaZ (St Petersburg: Zvezda, 
1998), pp. 7- 14 passim. On the significance of Tynianov and his pupil N. L. 
Stepanov's foundational theoretical work on the letter as a literary genre, see 
William Mills Todd III, The Familiar Letter As a Literary Genre in the Age of 
Pushkin (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1976), pp. 3- 18. 
11 B. Eikhenbaum, Skvoz' literaturu: sbornik statei, Voprosy poetiki: vyp. 4 
(Leningrad: Academia, 1924); Viktor Shklovsky, 0 teorii prozy (Moscow and 
Leningrad: Krug, 1925); B. Eikhenbaum, Literatura: teoriia, kritika, polemika 
(Leningrad: Priboi, 1927); Iu. N. Tynianov, Arkhaisty i novatory (Leningrad: 
Priboi, l 929); Viktor Shklovsky, 0 teorii prozy, 2nd edn (Moscow: Federatsiia, 
1929). 
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During the late 1920s, other figures associated with Formalism, including 

Zhirmunskii and Tomashevskii, also compiled collections of their earlier literary-

theoretical articles. 12 A. P. Chudakov argues that the proliferation of collections of 

already-published material at the close of the decade was a symptom of a universal 

'time of stock-taking' [vremia itogov], a time at which those who had participated 

in the literary-theoretical debates of the decade looked back on what had been 

accomplished. 13 The various collections produced by literary theorists in the late 

1920s could to some extent be considered analogous in function to the textual 

'monuments' produced in commemoration of literary scholars in the late imperial 

period. 14 

There are two principal reasons why Shklovsky, Eikhenbaum, and Tynianov's 

authorial collections have been overlooked in the critical literature on Formalism. 

The first is that they were for the most part compiled from articles already 

published elsewhere, though the articles were usually edited before inclusion. The 

second is the existence of more comprehensive, posthumous editions of their 

articles accompanied by scholarly commentaries. One recent exception to the 

general trend of overlooking the collections is Jessica Merrill 's discussion of the 

'folkloric' origins of Shklovsky's 0 teorii prozy. Merrill nevertheless does not 

focus on the book as a whole; it serves instead, as it and the other examples cited 

12 V. Zhirmunskii, Voprosy teorii literatury: stat'i 1916- 1926 (Leningrad: 
Academia, 1928); B. Tomashevskii, 0 stikhe: stat'i (Leningrad: Priboi, 1929). 
13 A. P. Chudakov, 'V. V. Vinogradov i teoriia khudozhestvennoi rechi pervoi treti 
XX veka', in V. V. Vinogradov, Izbrannye trudy: 0 iazyke khudozhestvennoi 
prozy, ed. by E. V. Dushechkina et al. (Moscow: Nauka, 1980), pp. 285- 315 (p. 
285). 
14 See Andy Byford, Literary Scholarship in Late Imperial Russia: Rituals of 
Academic Institutionalization (London: Legenda, 2007), pp. 74- 126. 
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above have generally for the majority of commentators, as an author-approved 

corpus of literary-theoretical texts. 15 The significance of Shklovsky, Eikhenbaum, 

and Tynianov's authorial collections as original works in themselves remains to be 

considered. 

The present chapter expands the scope ofrecent research on Formalist inoskazanie 

teorii in the late 1920s by approaching the four - or, if the second edition of 0 

teorii prozy is included, five - collections cited above as examples of an emerging 

genre, one that was theoretically significant in itself. The aim is to present that 

genre as another instrument of inoskazanie teorii characteristic of the period of 

crisis from 1924. Although the collections in question could be read as little more 

than old wine in new bottles, and their authors were paid less for them than they 

would have been for new material, 16 they were nevertheless original publications. 

The selection of articles to be included represented an original authorial act, as did 

the sequence in which they were arranged, the manner in which they were edited, 

and the foreword with which they were framed. The collections were inescapably 

autobiographical in their orientation: their authors were collecting articles written 

at various stages in their careers, such that, even if not made explicit, the 

chronological progression among them reflected a process of development. For the 

Formalists, the authorial collection of articles acquired a further, historically 

specific resonance in that the compilation of such a collection was an act of 

15 Jessica Merrill, 'Fol'kloristicheskie osnovaniia knigi Viktora Shklovskogo "O 
teoriiprozy'", NLO, 133 (2015), 197- 213 (trans. byNatal'iaMovnina). 
16 Note, e.g. , that, on the contract (dated 30 June 1930) between Tynianov and the 
publishing house Academia for a planned collection of articles, Russkaia literatura 
v parodiiakh i karikaturakh, he was offered three times as much per pechatnyi list 
of new material than he was per pechatnyi list of old material. (RGALI, f. 2224, 
op. 1, ed. kh. 190, I. 16.) 
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making a 'whole' from a selection of ' parts ' . The process thus nostalgically 

recalled the famous early work of the OPOiaZ on the ' making' of such works as 

Don Quixote, on the literariness of large-scale works of prose. The use of literary 

devices to orient the genre towards autobiography endowed it with a theoretical 

significance in its own right, making each collection into a contribution to nauka 

independent of the contributions of its constituent articles. 

Skvoz' literaturu was the first such authorial collection. Eikhenbaum had been 

seeking a publisher for a collection of his own articles since early 1922, 17 the 

beginning of a period of greater self-reflection on his part. His short article 'Mig 

soznaniia', which had appeared towards the end of the previous year, had been the 

first published testament to his self-historicizing tum, an eloquent account of his 

personal experience of the work of history. 18 Eikhenbaum saw himself, as someone 

who wrote about literature, as subject to the same laws as those who wrote 

literature; just as poets had their day on which to shine, so too did those who wrote 

about poetry have theirs. In so doing, he blurred the boundary between literary 

works and literary-theoretical ones, thereby inscribing himself, a theorist of 

literature, into the same narrative of history. The process of historical self-

reflection intensified after Shklovsky fled Russia in March 1922, leading to a 

historicization of the OPOiaZ itself. In Tomashevskii's speech to the Petrograd 

17 M. 0. Chudakova, comm. to Eikhenbaum, 'Leskov i sovremennaia proza', in 0 
literature: raboty raznykh let, ed. by M. 0. Chudakova, E. A. Toddes, and A. P. 
Chudakov (Moscow: Sovetskii pisatel', 1987), pp. 514- 18 (p. 514). 
18 For an analysis of the article and the estimate of its month of publication, see M. 
0. Chudakova, 'Sotsial'naia praktika, filologicheskaia refleksiia i literatura v 
nauchnoi biografii Eikhenbauma i Tynianova', in TS, 2 (1986), pp. 103- 31 (esp. 
pp. 103- 10). 
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Association (1922), for example, the OPOiaZ was represented triumphantly as a 

piece of revolutionary history, as a decisive historical event. 19 

Skvoz' literaturu can be traced to the same self-historicizing turn. Although 

Eikhenbaum had entrusted the collection to a different publisher in 1922,20 it was 

eventually published in April 1924 by Academia,21 the publishing house officially 

attached to Riii (later Gill) as of late 1923. 22 It became the fourth title in 'Voprosy 

poetiki ' , an irregular series intended to showcase the work of the faculty at the 

institute. The series was widely - even internationally - seen as an unofficial 

mouthpiece of the " 'formal" school' in Russia. 23 The first three titles, all published 

in late 1923, had been original monograph-length studies either of Russian 

literature or of the language of verse.24 Tynianov's Problema stikhotvornogo 

iazyka, another original monograph on verse, was the fifth title in the series and 

was published a few months after Eikhenbaum' s collection.25 The addition to the 

series of Skvoz' literaturu must thus have been seen as an unexpected editorial 

19 B. V. Tomashevskii, 'Formal'nyi metod: vmesto nekrologa' , given in 'Beseda o 
formal'nom metode v petrogradskoi assotsiatsii 10 dekabria 1922 goda', Zvezda, 8 
(2004), 145- 60 (ed. by V. G. Belous) (pp. 148- 53). 
20 A. P. Chudakov, comm. to Tynianov, 'Predislovie k knige "Problema stikhovoi 
semantiki"', in PILK, pp. 501- 07 (pp. 501- 02). 
21 Date of publication as given in M. 0. Chudakova and E. A. Toddes, 'Nasledie i 
r:ut' B. Eikhenbauma', in Eikhenbaum, 0 literature, pp. 3- 32 (p. 17). 

2 See T. D. Ismagulova, notes to V. P. Zubov, Stradnye gody Rossii: 
vospominaniia o revoliutsii, 1917- 1925, ed. by T. D. lsmagulova (Moscow: Indrik, 
2004), pp. 90- 110 (p. 103). (V. P. Zubov was the director of Riii.) 
23 See, e.g., D.S. Mirsky, [review ofVoprosy poetiki: vyp. 1- 5 (1923- 24)], 
Slavonic Review, 2 (1924), 658- 59, and 3 (1924), 227- 28. 
24 A. Slonimskii, Tekhnika komicheskogo u Gogolia, Voprosy poetiki: vyp. 1 
(Petrograd: Academia, 1923); B. Tomashevskii, Russkoe stikhoslozhenie. Metrika, 
Voprosy poetiki: vyp. 2 (Petrograd: Academia, 1923); V. Zhirmunskii, Rifma, ee 
istoriia i teoriia, Voprosy poetiki: vyp. 3 (Petrograd: Academia, 1923). 
25 Date of publication as given in Chudakov, comm. to Tynianov, 'Predislovie k 
knige "Problema stikhovoi semantiki'" , in PILK, p. 502. 
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decision, a departure from the usual pattern in which the work of the faculty at the 

Institute had until then been packaged. It was, therefore, perhaps inevitable that 

some contemporary readers were left perplexed by the collection. Fedor Zhits, for 

example, began his review of Skvoz' literaturu with an expression of complete 

incomprehension of the purpose of the book before him: '51cttocTh u:emr, tty:11rna51 

)J;Jrn BC51KOH pa60Thl, y aBTOpa ,IJ;aHHOH KHHTH, IIOBH)J;HMOMy, OTCYTCTByeT. ' 26 

Eikhenbaum's collection comprised fifteen articles all originally published 

between 1916 and 1922, a period of great change in his work: in 1916, 

Eikhenbaum had not yet joined the OPOiaZ and was still producing articles 

strongly informed by philosophical aesthetics; by 1922, however, when he was the 

official vice-president of the Society, he had changed the fundamental principles of 

his approach to the study of literature, having shifted his focus to quintessentially 

Formalist problems of what he later, and somewhat dismissively, termed 

'composition'. 27 

He chose to demonstrate his intellectual development by arranging the articles 

included in Skvoz' literaturu chronologically. In the foreword, he described the 

progression of the articles as a six-year 'path' [putj through his career to date, one 

divided clearly into two halves by a ' break' [perelom] in 1917- 18.28 Despite the 

range of historical periods and topics covered across the articles, from Schiller to 

26 Fedor Zhits, [review of Eikhenbaum, Skvoz' literaturu (1924)], Krasnaia nov', 5 
(1924), 327- 29 (p. 327). 
27 Eikhenbaum, letter to Shklovsky of spring 1927, as quoted in Chudakova, 
'Sotsial'naia praktika', p. 113: 'He Mory 6oJihllle HH rosopHTh, HH q11TaTh o 
"KOMII03HU:HH".' 
28 Eikhenbaum, 'Predislovie', in Skvoz' literaturu, pp. 3-4 (p. 3). 
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Tolstoy, it was nevertheless possible, to use Eikhenbaum's choice of verb, for the 

reader to 'feel' [oshchushchat1 a deeper meaning in their chronological 

sequence.29 He identified the tenth chapter, 'Kak sdelana "Shinel"' Gogolia' 

(1918), as the turning point, the beginning of his work on 'problems of poetics in 

itself [problemy poetiki samoi po sebe]. 30 There is evidence to suggest that 

Eikhenbaum had finalized the sequence of the articles to be included in the 

collection before the last few had even been written: at least one, 'Nekrasov' , was 

- before its completion - planned as a chapter in a future collection.31 The 

article thus came into being as the logical conclusion to a retrospectively 

constructed career trajectory, as an illumination of his earlier work with the benefit 

of hindsight. In the final paragraph of the foreword, Eikhenbaum suggested that his 

personal development during the period 1916- 22 was representative of a more 

general development in Russian literary scholarship, the emergence of a true nauka 

of literature.32 

While Eikhenbaum's Skvoz' literaturu was not a wholly original work in the sense 

that its constituent articles had already been published elsewhere, it nevertheless 

constituted an original reworking of them in retrospect. His use of old, unaltered 

articles from different moments in his career gave the collection a historical 

perspective, one accentuated by its chronological ordering of them. Although he 

used the foreword to alert the reader to the definitive historical 'break' represented 

29 Ibid., p. 3. 
30 Ibid., p. 3. 
31 See Eikhenbaum, diary entry of 24 January 1922, as quoted in Chudakova, 
comm. to Eikhenbaum, 'Leskov i sovremennaia proza', in 0 literature, p. 514. 
32 Eikhenbaum, 'Predislovie', in Skvoz' literaturu, p. 3. 
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by its tenth article, 33 his celebrated study of Gogol ' s ' Shinel", at no point in the 

collection did he make explicit precisely what the article represented: his entry into 

the OPOiaZ. The omission can be explained by the fact that, by 1924, 'Kak 

sdelana "Shinel"' Gogolia' had become so inseparable from the work of the 

Society that it was no longer necessary to explain what, for Eikhenbaum and his 

career, it represented.34 Indeed, the article had become so well known by 1924 that 

Eikhenbaum did not even need to supply its full title, making reference in the 

foreword simply to 'the article on "Shinel"" .35 It was sufficient for him to allude to 

the title in order to evoke the Society from whose work it was inseparable. The 

collection was thus structured around an article standing as a cipher for the 

OPOiaZ, a historical event, or 'break', of decisive significance not only in 

Eikhenbaum's development as a scholar of literature, but also, according to the 

foreword, in the development of poetics into nauka. Indeed, the collection was 

structured such that it was unintelligible as a whole without reference ultimately to 

the work of the Society, the missing piece in the puzzle. Eikhenbaum's decision 

not to include in the collection any articles written after l 922, the year in which 

Shklovsky fled Russia, served further to accentuate the break by dividing it cleanly 

into the articles completed before he had joined the Society and those completed in 

its heyday, before the process of its historicization had begun in 1922. 

33 Ibid., p. 3. 
34 Even Mirsky, writing in English in the Slavonic Review, 3 (1924), 227- 28 (p. 
228), noted that the article on ' Shinel" was well known for having had a 'decisive 
influence on the direction of literary studies in Russia'. 
35 Eikhenbaum, 'Predislovie', in Skvoz ' literaturu, p. 3. Note that the original title 
of the article, 'Kak sdelana "Shinel"" (under which it was published in l 919), was 
expanded to 'Kak sdelana "Shinel'" Gogolia' for publication in Skvoz ' literaturu. 
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It was highly significant that Eikhenbaum used a compositional device to represent 

the historical 'break' caused by the work of the OPOiaZ. He had decided to 

reproduce an intellectual revolution in the structure of a book, to model a historical 

event in 'compositional' terms. He thus had to adopt the same techniques of 

construction that he and Shklovsky had studied in their early work on prose. 

Indeed, as he was compiling Skvoz' literaturu, Eikhenbaum was also writing 

Lermontov, a monograph in one chapter of which he examined Geroi nashego 

vremeni. Eikhenbaum wrote about the ambiguity of Lermontov's book as 

simultaneously a novel and a collection of short stories [tsep' povestei], describing 

it as a struggle between the 'small form' [malaiaforma] and the 'large form' 

[bol'shaiaforma]. He also discussed the function of the pseudo-authorial preface 

as a device for 'framing' [obramlenie]. 36 The compilation of Skvoz' literaturu 

required Eikhenbaum to adopt the same compositional strategies. By turning his 

old articles into such a collection, a 'whole' comprising individual ' parts', he was 

staging a battle of his own between the 'large form' and the 'small form' . 

The act of compiling the collection forced Eikhenbaum to treat his own work as 

that of another, to tum it into the object of a new authorial act. His relation, as 

author of the collection, towards its constituent articles can thus be said to have 

mirrored his relation, as author of its constituent articles, towards the literary works 

analysed in them. The compilation of the collection required of Eikhenbaum the 

implementation of a range of literary 'devices', such as the sequencing of its 

constituent articles and their framing by a foreword. In 1924, then, Eikhenbaum 

36 Eikhenbaum, Lermontov: opyt istoriko-literaturnoi otsenki (Leningrad: Gos. 
izd., 1924), pp. 127- 56 (esp. pp. 134-44). 
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was adopting a self-consciously ' literary' mode of presentation in order to 

repackage the old products of nauka. Indeed, he was adopting the very kind of 

literary devices that had been studied in the best-known work of the OPOiaZ, work 

in which the literariness of a text had been reduced to the manner of its 'making'. 

Skvoz' literaturu was thus a homage in 'composition' to the Society. 

Eikhenbaum made further allusions to the conceptual apparatus of the OPOiaZ in 

his foreword to the collection. The most striking example was the very concept of 

a historical ' break' , a metaphor associated with the revolutionary rhetoric of 

Shklovsky and Tynianov's early works on literary history. Another example was 

Eikhenbaum's choice of the word 'path' to describe what he perceived as his 

historical development, a word that evokes the title of his earlier article on 

Pushkin's tum from poetry to prose, 'Put' Pushkina k proze'.37 Even the choice of 

the verb ' feel' to describe how the reader should experience the collection is 

significant: Shklovsky, Eikhenbaum, and Tynianov had, as was shown in the 

previous chapter, originally applied that verb to the experience of reading 

literature. Such lexical choices reveal that Eikhenbaum had begun to interpret his 

own career in the same terms in which he and his colleagues wrote about literature. 

The title of the collection, Skvoz' literaturu, thus acquired a double meaning: in 

addition to the obvious meaning of a journey through literature in the form of a 

succession of articles on various themes, it acquired the meaning of a prism with 

which literary-theoretical articles could be observed through literature, as if they 

were themselves literary. 

37 Eikhenbaum, 'Put' Pushkina k proze', in Pushkinskii sbornik pamiati Professora 
S. A. Vengerova, ed. by N. V. Iakovlev (Moscow: Gos. izd., 1923), pp. 59- 74. 
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Like Eikhenbaum himself, reviewers sympathetic to Formalism wrote about the 

collection in terms curiously reminiscent of the rhetoric of the OPOiaZ. Vladimir 

Sillov, for example, who thought the collection excellent, wrote that the decision to 

order the articles chronologically had had the advantage of showing how the author 

had 'evolved' [evoliutsioniroval] as a theorist.38 He conceptualized the 'evolution' 

in Eikhenbaum's work in terms of a shift in its ' decisive principle ' [reshaiushchii 

printsip],39 a formulation reminiscent ofTynianov's 'constructive principle' 

[ konstruktivnyi printsip]. Sillov noted that the reading strategies recommended by 

Eikhenbaum in the foreword to the collection had already found their most brilliant 

realization in its constituent articles: 'octtosttoii HHTepec c6opHHKa He TOJihKO s 

caMHX CTaTb51X [ ... ] - CKOJibKO B opram1qecKOH 3BOJIIOL(HH MeTO,ll,OB H 

rrpHHL(HIIOB H3yqeHH51 JIHTepaTypbl y 0,ll,HOro 113 BH,ll,Heiiumx cospeMeHHbIX 

ttayqtthIX 11ccJie,ll,OBaTeJieii 3BOJIIOL(HH' .40 Skvoz' literaturu, according to Sillov, 

represented the evolution of a brilliant student of evolution. Eikhenbaum, he 

argued, had provided - in the articles comprising the collection - a string of 

mises-en-abyme of how he wanted it to be read as a whole. 

Vinokur was a similarly enthusiastic reviewer, praising Skvoz' literaturu so highly 

that, in the final paragraph of his review, he came close to accusing contemporary 

Russian writers of being inadequate to Eikhenbaum's brilliance as a theorist of 

literature: just as Viazemskii had had a Pushkin to serve as his muse, so did 

38 V. Sillov, [review ofEikhenbaum, Skvoz' literaturu (1924)], Lef, 2 (6) (1924), 
157. 
39 Ibid. , p. 157. 
40 Ibid. , p. 157. 
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Eikhenbaum deserve literary contemporaries worthy of his pen.4 1 Vinokur, too, 

slipped seamlessly into the rhetoric of the OPOiaZ in his analysis, writing that the 

very nature of the book called for a different style ofreview.42 Like Sillov, he 

described Eikhenbaum's 'evolution' in terms borrowed from the work of the 

Society on literary history: ' 3somo11,11.H 3i1:xett6ayMa no csoeMy 3aKOHOMeptta. Ho 

rOBOpMTh 0 Hdi, KaK 06 3BOJIIOU,1111, - MO)l(HO TOJihKO ycJIOBHO: 3_nech cphIB, 

rrepesopoT, "rrepenoM", a He rrocne,nosaTeJihHa.H rrp.HMa.H JIMHM.lI. ' 43 Vinokur also 

described Eikhenbaum's foreword to Skvoz' literaturu as both a ' canonical 

compositional frame ' [kanonicheskaia kompozitsionnaia ramka] and a ' literary 

device' [literaturny i priem], two unambiguous allusions to Shklovsky' s early 

. l l . 44 artlc es on p ot construction. 

Those who reviewed Skvoz' literaturu thus read the book exactly as Eikhenbaum 

had intended: they not only accepted the sequence of the articles as representative 

of the development of his career, but also knowingly slipped into the rhetoric of 

the Society in their descriptions of it.45 

4 1 G. Vinokur, [review of Eikhenbaum, Skvoz' literaturu (1924)], Russkii 
sovremennik, 2 (1924), 293- 94 (p. 294). 
42 Ibid., p. 294: 'O KHttre 3i1:xett6ayMa Mettee scero xoqeTc.H rosopMTh .H3hIKOM 
yqeHhIX peu,eH311H'. 
43 Ibid., p. 293. The metaphor of the broken 'line' of history, for example, can be 
traced to Viktor Shklovsky, Rozanov: iz knigi 'Siuzhet, kak iavlenie stilia ' 
(Petrograd: OPOiaZ, 1921), p. 5. See also Iu. N. Tynianov, Dostoevskii i Gogol': k 
teorii parodii (Petrograd: OPOiaZ, 1921), p. 5. 
44 Vinokur, p. 293. 
45 Note that the same was true even of those who disliked the book. See Zhits, 
[review of Eikhenbaum, Skvoz' literaturu], Krasnaia nov', 5 (1924), 327- 29 (p. 
329); and P. Kogan, 'O formal'nom metode', Pechat' i revoliutsiia, 5 (1924), 32-
35 (p. 35). (Both make dismissive comments about Eikhenbaum's developmental 
'path' .) 
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Skvoz' literaturu can be seen to have initiated a distinct genre among the 

Formalists, one that would be developed in different ways, as shall be shown 

presently, by Shklovsky and Tynianov. Although Eikhenbaum's collection was 

primarily read as an instrument of self-historicization, analogous in function to 

such articles as his '5 = 100', it differed from those texts in its performativity: it 

was a tool not with which to describe the development of Formalism, as had 

already been done in '5 = 100', but with which to allow his reader to experience, or 

'feel', its development. As shall be shown, the same, performative mode would 

characterize Shklovsky' s 0 teorii prozy and Tynianov's Arkhaisty i novatory. The 

old products of nauka were historicized in a self-consciously literary manner, 

thereby allowing Eikhenbaum to cultivate a genre oriented ultimately towards the 

self in history, towards biography. In light ofEikhenbaum's heightened interest in 

the 1920s in autobiography as a theoretical problem, his collection can be read as a 

contribution to nauka in itself. Indeed, it is possible to consider Eikhenbaum's 

collection an example of the same strategy of inoskazanie teorii examined by 

Levchenko in his monograph on Shklovsky and Eikhenbaum's experimental prose. 

Skvoz' literaturu was published on the eve of Eikhenbaum's 'crisis', a period of 

several years in which he struggled to find a new direction in his theoretical work. 

In one sense, the publication of Skvoz' literaturu could be said to have precipitated 

the ensuing period of self-doubt, since it was a moment for which he had been 

waiting for more than two years and it represented the culmination of a clearly 

delineated phase in his career. The publication of the collection forced him to 

consider his next step. In a diary entry oflate 1925, Eikhenbaum described his 

dissatisfaction with his work of the immediately preceding years, writing that 
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Lermontov, a monograph published in the spring of 1924, had been written 'coldly' 

[kholodno ].46 The almost simultaneous publication of Skvoz' literaturu would have 

exaggerated his sense of dissatisfaction by reproducing, in stark contrast to the 

'coldly' written monograph, a dramatization in 'composition' of the revolution 

caused by the OPOiaZ.47 

Shklovsky's 0 teorii prozy, the second example of the collection of articles among 

the Formalists, was published in the second half of 1925, just over a year after 

Skvoz' literaturu. Shklovsky's collection has proved the most internationally 

successful authorial collection of articles of all those compiled by the Formalists in 

the 1920s, the only one, for example, to have been translated into a Western 

European language in its entirety.48 Shklovsky's collection can be considered an 

example of the same, performative mode characteristic of Skvoz' literaturu, albeit 

by different means. Whereas Eikhenbaum had structured his collection in 

accordance with compositional devices associated with the early theoretical work 

of the OPOiaZ, his strategy being to dramatize the 'break' caused by the Society in 

46 Eikhenbaum, diary entry of December 1925, as quoted in Chudakova, 
'Sotsial'naia praktika' , p. 111. For a discussion of the troubled publication history 
of Lermontov, see Any, pp. 80- 103 passim. 
47 Contemporaries also compared and contrasted the two books. They were 
reviewed together by, e.g., V. Pereverzev, [review of Eikhenbaum, Skvoz' 
literaturu (1924) and Lermontov (1924)], Kniga i revoliutsiia, 1 (1925), 269- 70. 
48 See Viktor Shklovsky, Theory of Prose, trans. by Benjamin Sher (Elmwood 
Park, IL: Dalkey Archive Press, 1990). See the translator's introduction, xv- xix 
(xix), for an explanation of the decision to translate the expanded 1929 edition of 
0 teorii prozy. See also the following German, Italian, and French editions: 
Theorie der Prosa, trans. by Gisela Drohla (Frankfurt: Fischer, 1966); Una teoria 
della prosa, trans. by Maria Olsoufieva (Bari: De Donato, 1966); and Sur la 
theorie de la prose, trans. by Guy Verret (Lausanne: L' Age d'Homme, 1973). Note 
also that many of the articles in Tynianov's Arkhaisty i novatory have been 
published in Italian as Avanguardia e tradizione, trans. by Sergio Leone (Bari: 
Dedalo, 1968). 
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a manner conducive with its doctrine, Shklovsky allowed his collection to 'fail' in 

the exposition of the advertised ' theory of prose' and thereby to succeed in 

revealing the working of prose in practice. 

0 teorii prozy had eight chapters, almost half as many as had been included in 

Eikhenbaum's collection: they had all first been published in some form over the 

period 1917- 21. Although the pieces comprising 0 teorii prozy had originally been 

written contemporaneously with those comprising Skvoz' literaturu, the selection 

of articles to be included in 0 teorii prozy was more homogenous: with the 

exception of the first piece included in the collection, the manifesto article 

'Iskusstvo kak priem', the remaining pieces were all studies of plot construction in 

various large-scale prose works. The primary concern of the articles included in 0 

teorii prozy was the question of how prose works were 'made'. Indeed, 

Shklovsky's interest in the 'construction' of literary things frequently led him to 

compare the production of literature to industrial manufacturing processes.49 He 

wanted to show that the literariness of a work of prose was reducible to the manner 

of its 'making', to the process by which its 'parts' had been fashioned into a 

'whole'. In ' Iskusstvo kak priem', he argued that the work of art existed so as to 

allow its 'making' to be experienced: ' 11cKyccTBO ecTb crroco6 rrepe)l(HTb ,D;erraHbe 

Bern:11, a c,D;erraHHOe B 11cKyccrne He Ba)l(HO. ,so The remaining articles in 0 teorii 

prozy were all explorations of the 'making' of various works of prose. The 

49 On the metaphor of the machine in Russian Formalism, see Peter Steiner, 
Russian Formalism: A Metapoetics (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1984), 
Pf· 44- 67. 
5 Shklovsky, ' Iskusstvo kak priem', in 0 teorii prozy (1925), pp. 7- 20 (p. 12). The 
sentence is emphasized in the original. 
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canonical writers examined in the collection - including Cervantes, Dickens, 

Tolstoy, Sterne, and Rozanov - were thus portrayed as masters of construction. 

Shklovsky strongly associated the literariness of the great prose works studied in 0 

teorii prozy with parody and especially with the undoing of narrative conventions 

of (chrono)logical linearity. In the chapter on Don Quixote, he likened the structure 

of that novel to an iconostasis and an encyclopaedia, arguing that the logic of its 

structure was independent of the chronology of the events that it narrated. 5 1 He 

showed that it comprised a succession of 'episodes', ' inserted novellas' [vstavnye 

novelly] , that the whole had been made by a process of 'stringing-together' 

[ nanizyvanie]. 52 In the chapter on Tris tram Shandy, he compared those who could 

not understand Sterne 's novel to those for whom only opera qualified as music, to 

those for whom the sound of an orchestra was nothing but 'chaos' [besporiadok]. 53 

For Shklovsky, the essence of prose was the 'laying bare of the device' 

[obnazhenie priema], the exposing - and neutralizing - of an original device.54 

He argued that much of the narrative of Tristram Shandy, for example, comprised 

a commentary on its own progress. Shklovsky argued paradoxically that the most 

exceptional works of prose were therefore crystallizations of convention. Tris tram 

Shandy, for example, was so inextricably bound to the conventions of the novel -

conventions that it had been ' made' in order to flout - that it was the 'most 

typical' novel in the history of literature.55 

51 Shklovsky, ' Kak sdelan Don-Kikhot', ibid. , pp. 70- 96 (pp. 70- 71). 
52 Ibid., p. 81. 
53 Shklovsky, 'Parodiinyi roman', ibid., pp. 139- 61 (p. 161). 
54 See, e.g., ibid. p. 142. 
55 Ibid., p. 161. Cf. Shklovsky, 'Literatura vne "siuzheta"', ibid., pp. 162- 78 (p. 
165): "'Boiitta H MHp" JlbBa ToncTOro, "TpHcTpaM IlleH,LJ,H" CTeptta [ ... ] MoryT 
6hITh Ha3BaHbI poMaHOM TOJihKO 3a TO, qTo OHH HapyrnaIOT HMeHHO 3aKOHbI 
poMatta. ' 
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Just as Cervantes had 'made' a string of episodes into a novel, Shklovsky ' made' 

old pieces of his work into a book. Some of his articles were either combined or 

split into two before inclusion. 56 His authorial act, the ' making', also involved the 

addition to the chapters of a ' framing' foreword, an alphabetical index of names 

and terms, and a title. He signalled the ultimate aim of his 'making' in the title: he 

wanted the chapters to amount to a ' theory ofprose'.57 

Nowhere in the collection, however, did Shklovsky state that the collection 

comprised chapters that had already been published as articles or short pamphlets. 

Whereas Eikhenbaum had given Skvoz' literaturu a descriptive subtitle (a 

'collection of articles' [sbornik statei]) and had used the foreword to explain the 

historical specificity of the articles comprising the collection, Shklovsky did 

nothing of the sort. Indeed, whereas Eikhenbaum had referred to Skvoz' literaturu 

as a 'collection' [sbornik],58 a term making clear the construction of the 'whole' 

from a series of 'parts ', Shklovsky referred to 0 teorii prozy as a 'book' [ kniga], 59 

a term disguising the fact. To use Shklovsky's terminology, the ' motivation' for 

the 'making' of the book had been to advance a unified theory of prose. 

56 Two pieces on Don Quixote, which had both originally been published in 
Razvertyvanie siuzheta (Petrograd: OPOiaZ, 1921), were amalgamated into a 
single chapter before inclusion in the collection. 'Tris tram Shendi' Sterna i teoriia 
romana (Petrograd: OPOiaZ, 1921) had its last few pages removed. 
57 By a curious editorial oversight, the wording printed on the front cover, Teoriia 
prozy, is different from that printed on the title page, 0 teorii prozy. One reviewer 
speculated that the publisher, Krug, having decided at the last minute to change the 
title from Teoriia prozy to the slightly more modest 0 teorii prozy, had simply 
forgotten to correct the front cover. See I. Sergievskii, [review of Shklovsky, 0 
teorii prozy (1925)], Novyi mir, 5 (1926), 187- 89 (pp. 187- 86). 
58 Eikhenbaum, 'Predislovie', in Skvoz' /iteraturu, pp. 3-4 (p. 3). 
59 Shklovsky, 'Predislovie', in 0 teorii prozy (1925), p. 5. 
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The end result, however, could not be called a coherent exposition of a theory of 

prose. Individually, the chapters comprising the collection were characterized 

above all by digression and quotation; their arguments were advanced through 

paradox and aphorism. 60 The chapter on Rozanov was perhaps the most extreme 

example.61 'Kak sdelan Don-Kikhot' was another: it was marked by the 

progressive encroachment of a discursive, self-referential commentary. Shklovsky 

made many first-person interjections including one in which he advertised the 

'influence' of Cervantes on the progression of his argument.62 Furthermore, 

although it ran to only twenty-six pages, the chapter on Don Quixote included 

many disorientatingly long quotations from that novel. One quotation supplied 

from the novel was over five hundred words long.63 In the chapter on Tristram 

Shandy, Shklovsky lamented that it was not possible for him to supplement his 

analysis of the novel with a wholesale reproduction of it: 'K co)Kanemuo, He Mory 

rreperrMcaTh Bcero CTepHa' .64 Some contemporaries lamented Shklovsky's 

6° Cf. Shklovsky's description of the compositional shortcomings of ' old' literary 
scholarship in Rozanov, p. 55 (the penultimate page of the pamphlet, i.e. one of 
those excluded from 0 teorii prozy ): 'crnphIH KaHoH cBe.n,eHHOH cTaThM MnM 
neKIJ.MM yMep. Mh1cnM, cBe.n,eHHhie B McKyccTBeHHhie p~.n,hI, rrpeBpaIIJ.aIOTC~ B o.n,Hy 
.nopory, B KoneM MhICnM IIMCaTen~. Bee pamoo6pa:me accou.MaU.MH, Bee 
6ecqMcneHHbie TPOIIMHKM, KOTOphie 6eryr OT Ka)K.D,OH MhICnM BO Bee CTOpOHhI, 
crna)KMBaIOTC~. ' 
61 For a discussion of Shklovsky's Rozanov (1921), which was included in 0 teorii 
prozy (1925), as the turning point on his 'path towards prose ', see A. Razumova, 
'Put' formalistov k khudozhestvennoi proze', Voprosy literatury, 3 (2004), 131- 50. 
62 Shklovsky, 'Kak sdelan Don-Kikhot', in 0 teorii prozy (1925), pp. 70- 96 (p. 
85): 'Ho~ HaqMHaIO qyBCTBOBaTh, qTo Ha MHe y)Ke CKa3hIBaeTC~ BnM~HMe 
pa36HpaeMoro poMaHa: ~ BCTaBn~IO 3IIM30.D, 3a 3IIM30.D,OM, 3a6hIB 06 OCHOBHOM 
.D,BM)KeHMM CTaTbM.' 
63 Ibid., pp. 92- 93 . 
64 Shklovsky, 'Parodiinyi roman', ibid., pp. 139- 61 (p. 143). Cf. Shklovsky, 'Kak 
sdelan Don-Kikhot', ibid., pp. 70- 96 (p. 75): 'K CO)KaneHMIO, He.n,ocTaTOK Mecrn 
MernaeT MHe rrpHBeCTM 3TY peqh, 3aHMMaIOIIJ.YIO OKono rronoBMHhI XVI rnaBhI 
TpeThero TOMa. ' 
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fondness for quotation, 65 though it can in part be attributed to the manner in which 

he had been forced to write during the chaotic years of the Civil War.66 The 

disorientating experience of reading the eight chapters individually was increased 

exponentially when they were taken together as a collection. 0 teorii prozy turned 

a selection of stylistically provocative articles into a bewildering patchwork of 

many hundreds of fragments of prose, both Shklovsky' s own and those of others. 

Jan Mukafovsky described 0 teorii prozy as a 'disquieting book' in a 1934 piece 

about the Czech translation of the collection. 67 He explained that, while the book 

had served to formulate the 'epistemological stance' of a new paradigm in literary 

studies, it could by no means be considered the coherent exposition of a theory. 68 

Shklovsky ' requires the public to figure out the total plan and direction of his 

attack from fragmentary allusions', he wrote.69 ' Instead of full-blown proofs', 

Mukafovsky continued, ' he [sc. Shklovsky] provides only synecdochic 

65 See, e.g., V. Khovin, "'Smontirovannaia" poetika', Knizhnyi ugol, 8 (1922), 29-
38 (p. 33): 'A rroTOM u;i1TaThI. U:HTaThI 6e3 KOHu;a .. .' Khovin sarcastically recycled 
Shklovsky's comment about Sterne: 'K CO)l(aJiemuo, He Mory rrepem1caTh Bcero 
IliKJIOBCKoro. ' (p. 35) On Khovin, Knizhnyi ugol, and the OPOiaZ, see A. V. 
Krusanov, Russkii avangard: 1907- 1932 (Istoricheskii obzor), 2 vols (Moscow: 
NLO, 2003), vol. 2: Futuristicheskaia revoliutsiia (1917- 1921), kn. 1, pp. 287- 304 
(fP· 300- 01). 
6 Merrill explains that Shklovsky constructed his articles by literally piecing 
together fragments cut both from his notebooks and from printed books (by other 
authors). She interprets the fact as evidence of his intertextual, 'folkloristic' 
understanding of the concept of authorship. 0. N. Panchenko attributes 
Shklovsky's conversational tone in part to the fact that he dictated some of his 
work. See 0. N. Panchenko, 'O teorii poezii i poezii prozy V. B. Shklovskogo', 
IzvestiiaAN SSSR, 49 (1990), 126-35 (p. 134). 
67 Jan Mukafovsk}', 'A Note on the Czech Translation of Sklovskij's Theory of 
Prose', in The Word and Verbal Art: Selected Essays by Mukafovskf;, trans. and 
ed. by John Burbank and Peter Steiner (New Haven, CN, and London: Yale 
University Press, 1977), pp. 134-42 (p. 139). 
68 Ibid., p. 142. 
69 Ibid., p. 135. 
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illustrations. ' 70 Mukafovsky argued that the lack of systematization in 0 teorii 

prozy was a consequence of the chaos of the historical period in which its 

constituent pieces had originally been written. Shklovsky nevertheless made no 

reference to the historical origin of the chapters comprising the collection. He 

achieved the effect of chaos by bringing together pieces originally written as 

independent articles or pamphlets and attempting to disguise that fact, by 

presenting the natural incoherence of a succession of disparate pieces on prose 

construction as being the product of his own ' making' . 

Shklovsky wrote a densely theoretical foreword for 0 teorii prozy, one very 

different in tone from the more personal foreword to Eikhenbaum's Skvoz' 

literaturu. He made no reference whatsoever to the context in which the articles 

had been written or to the development of his thought, but instead launched 

immediately into a justification of the 'Formal method' as the only valid approach 

to the 'word' as such. Without any frame ofreference, the effect was one of 

disorientation. Whereas Eikhenbaum had ended the foreword to Skvoz' literaturu 

with a few remarks about the contemporary state of Russian philology, a 

contextual frame of reference in which his articles could be situated, Shklovsky 

chose to end the foreword to 0 teorii prozy with a highly abstract analogy between 

the theory of literature and the cotton industry. 71 The purpose of the opaque 

analogy was to serve as preparation for a series of articles quite different from the 

advertised 'theory of prose': the analogy conditioned readers to make great leaps 

70 Ibid. , p. 135. On the reverence in which 0 teorii prozy was held in Prague in the 
late 1920s, see Tynianov' s letter to Shklovsky from that city of' late 1928 ', as 
given in 'Iz perepiski Iu. Tynianova i B. Eikhenbauma s V. Shklovskim', Voprosy 
literatury, 12 (1984), l 85- 218 (ed. by 0. Panchenko) (pp. 95- 96). 
71 Shklovsky, 'Predislovie', in 0 teorii prozy (1925), p. 5. 
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of thought between disparate things, somehow to conjure forth a theory of prose 

from the peculiar assortment of articles with which they had been supplied. 

0 teorii prozy thus came to resemble such novels as Don Quixote and Tristram 

Shandy. Indeed, Shk:lovsky's descriptions of the great novels of history could be 

said to have been equally accurate descriptions of his own collection. He described 

one of Don Quixote's speeches as a 'chrestomathy' and a 'collection of quotations ' 

[nabor tsitat], a judgment equally true both of 'Kak sdelan Don Kikhot' and of the 

collection as a whole. In much the same way, Shklovsky explained that Tristram 

Shandy created an impression of' chaos' [ khaos], since Sterne undid the 

conventions of narrative: 'aBTOp Bee BpeM51 B03BpamaeTc51 Ha3a,LJ, tt ,LJ,enaeT rrpbDKOK 

Brrepe,ll,, B OCHOBHYIO HO Benny' KOTopyIO K TOMY )Ke He cpa3y Jf HaH,LJ,eIIIh, Bee 

BpeM51 BTOpraIOTC51 ,LJ,eC51TKH crpaHHQ, HaIIOJIHeHHbIX rrpttqy,LJ,JIHBbIMH 

paccy)K,LJ,eHtt51Mtt.'72 0 teorii prozy could be said to have been 'made' so as to 

create much the same impression: Shk:lovsky shifted his focus from episode to 

episode, supplying a succession of quotations so lengthy as to threaten to supplant 

his analysis, but gave ultimately only sporadic snippets of 'theory'. Furthermore, 

Shk:lovsky nudged his reader towards other, non-linear reading strategies by 

appending to the chapters an index of names and terms. It was possible, for 

example, immediately to jump to the handful of passages in which Tolstoy's Voina 

i mir was mentioned and to extract them as if to create a new chapter. 

Before coming to a final judgment on the significance of 0 teorii prozy in the 

development of the genre of the collection of articles, let us briefly consider the 

72 Shk:lovsky, 'Parodiinyi roman', ibid., pp. 139- 61 (p. 139). 
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reactions to the book of some contemporary reviewers.73 Those who reviewed 0 

teorii prozy reacted with surprise to the presentation of a succession of disparate 

articles as a ' theory of prose' . I. Sergievskii wrote that, whatever its merits, the 

collection could not be considered a 'systematic exposition' [sistematicheskoe 

izlozhenie] of the problem of prose.74 Pavel Medvedev argued that the title was 

profoundly misleading: 'HecqacTHOe "O" [B 3arnaBHH c6opHHKa] cytlleCTBeHHOH 

pOJilf He HrpaeT, H60 HlfKaKOH TeopHH np03bI B KHHre B. illKJIOBCKOro HeT.'75 

Whereas Shklovsky had placed emphasis on the wholeness of his 'book', on its 

being a work of organized chaos, Medvedev was keen to draw attention to the 

cause of its incoherence: the fact that its constituent chapters had not originally 

been conceived as a whole. He set out to historicize the book, to show that it 

amounted to nothing more a 'string of old articles ' [riad starykh statei].76 He drew 

attention in particular to how they had aged and, much like their author, 'gone 

bald': 'B caMOM ~ene, KaK IIOJilfIDIJilf, KaK o6JiblCeJilf 3Tlf CTaTblf 3a CBOIO 

MOJIO~eqeCTBO, 3aOCTpeHHO-IIOJieMifqeCKHH TOH - cenqac BCe 3TO CIIOC06HO 

BbI3BaTb TOJibKO ynhI6Ky.'77 Medvedev was trying to prevent Shklovsky's 

collection from passing as legitimate currency in the contemporary debate by 

73 For a discussion of the reception of the book, see 0. N. Panchenko, "'O teorii 
prozy" (1925, 1929) Viktora Shklovskogo i ee avtorefleksiia ', Studia litteraria 
J?,olono-slavica, 3 ( 1999), 183- 95. 

4 Sergievskii, [review of Shklovsky, 0 teorii prozy (1925)], pp. 187- 86. The same 
argument was made by Zhits, [review of Shklovsky, 0 teorii prozy (1925)], 
Krasnaia nov', 1 (1926), 267- 69. 
75 P. Medvedev, [review of Shklovsky, 0 teorii prozy (1925)], Zvezda, 1 (1926), 
265- 66 (p. 265). Cf. Khovin, "'Smontirovannaia" poetika' , p. 36: 'B KHHre 
[illKJIOBcKoro] o Po3aHoBe HeT P03aHoBa, TaK )Ke, KaK B ~pyroH: HeT CTepHa If KaK 
B KHHre 0 .D:oH-KlfXOTe HeT .D:oH-KlfXOTa., 
76 Ibid., p. 265. 
77 Ibid., pp. 265- 66. 
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reducing it to an item of purely historical interest. He ended the review by calling 

into question the scientificity of the incoherent book before him: 'Ho pa3Be 3TO 

It is illuminating to read Medvedev's review of Shklovsky's 0 teorii prozy in light 

of his reviews of Boris Tomashevskii's Teoriia literatury (1925) and Viktor 

Zhirmunskii's Vvedenie v metriku (1925), two contemporaneous books of equally 

ambitious - and textbook-like - scope.79 The first edition of Teoriia literatury 

had been published in early 1925, some months before 0 teoriiprozy, and it would 

go on to enjoy great success in the coming years.80 While Medvedev recognized 

both Teoriia literatury and 0 teorii prozy as 'Formalist' works, he showed a 

marked preference for Tomashevskii 's book. Whereas he found in Shklovsky's 

effort an unsystematic, unserious, and ultimately unscientific text, a motley array 

of dated articles, he praised Teoriia literatury for its unity of purpose. He made 

note in particular of its 'scientific systematization and elaboration' of material: 

'Ecmf Bl1)].eTb B Hett [sc. KH11re ToMarneBCKOro] TOJlbKO yqe6Hl1K, TO HeJib3j{ He 

ITp113HaTb ee nyqrn11M 113 11MeIOI.Q11XCji y Hae - ITO 6oraTCTBY MaTep11ana, ITO 

HayqHoH: c11cTeMaTmau.111111 pa3pa6oTKe ero. ' 81 Medvedev nevertheless concluded 

that Tomashevskii 's book fell short of being a 'self-sufficient and whole work on 

78 Ibid., p. 266. 
79 B. Tomashevskii, Teoriia literatury. Poetika (Moscow- Leningrad: Gos. izd., 
1925); V. Zhirmunskii, Vvedenie v metriku, Voprosy poetiki: vyp. 6 (Leningrad: 
Academia, 1925). 
80 The sixth edition of Teoriia literatury. Poetika was published in 1931. 
81 P. Medvedev, [review ofTomashevskii, Teoriia literatury. Poetika (1925)], 
Zvezda, 3 (1925), 298- 99 (p. 298). By contrast, Eikhenbaum disliked 
Tomashevskii's book. See Eikhenbaum, diary entry of January 1925, as cited in 
Any, p. 244. For more on Eikhenbaum's antipathy towards Tomashevskii in the 
1920s, see Chudakova, 'Sotsial'naia praktika', pp. 103- 31 passim. 
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poetics ' [ samostoiatel'naia i tsel'naia rabota po poetike]. 82 In his review of 

Zhirmunskii 's Vvedenie v metriku, he argued that the historical immaturity of the 

discipline of poetics called for the production of theoretical works of a more 

'systematic' nature.83 Medvedev thought that the most perfect compositional 

realization of nauka was a 'self-sufficient and whole work', one maximally 

systematic in its exposition. Shklovsky's 0 teorii prozy was for him a failure, not 

only in terms of the methodological failings of individual chapters, which were 

glaring, but also on its own terms, as an attempt to produce a unified work of 

nauka. 

It is nevertheless possible to read 0 teorii prozy differently, as the staged 'failure' 

of a systematic argument or even as a parody of a scholarly monograph. 

Shklovsky's sabotage of the coherent exposition of a theory of prose, in other 

words, could be said to have allowed it to offer a fleeting glimpse of prose in 

action. In an article on Andrei Bely's prose published one year before the first 

edition of the collection and later included in the second, Shklovsky wrote that 

large-scale prose works were, paradoxically, often realized in spite of their ' task', 

an argument that could be used to explain his own strategy in 0 teorii prozy. 84 

Shklovsky's digressions, quotations, and gleeful frustration of the conventions of 

composition facilitated a mode of argumentation in which the essence of prose -

as he understood it - could be performed in addition to being theorized. Gerald L. 

82 Medvedev, [review of Tomashevskii, Teoriia literatury. Poetika] , p. 298. 
83 P. Medvedev, [review of Zhirmunskii, Vvedenie v metriku ( 1925)], Zvezda, 4 
(1925), 301- 02. 
84 Viktor Shklovsky, 'Andrei Belyi ', Russkii sovremennik, 2 (1924), 23 1-45 (p. 
238): ' .51 CTOIO Ha TOH TOqKe 3pemuc, qTo rrpOH3Be)l.eHJie, oco6eHHO )l.JIHHHOe, He 
C03)].aeTCj{ rryTeM ocyllJ,eCTBJieHHj{ cBoero 3a)l.aHHj{.' 
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Bruns makes a similar comment in his introduction to the English translation of the 

collection: 'His [sc. Shklovsky's] theory of prose is a prose theory of prose, not the 

systematic construction of a model indifferent to its examples but heterogeneous, 

internally conflicting descriptions of texts strewn irreducibly throughout the 

history of writing. ' 85 Shklovsky's compositional strategy, his performative mode 

of presentation, was thus essential to the overall argument of the book: he allowed 

his communication of the theory of prose repeatedly to frustrate the narrative 

conventions of scholarly exposition and thereby to show the workings of prose in 

action.86 

Levchenko argues that the publication of 0 teorii prozy marked a 'distancing from 

nauka' in Shklovsky's career.87 He describes the book as a 'gesture of farewell' to 

nauka on the eve of Shklovsky's definitive tum towards his literary-

autobiographical work of the late 1920s. 88 It is nevertheless possible to read the 

book differently if it is placed in the context of the emerging Formalist genre of the 

collection of articles. Skvoz' literaturu had been the first example of a collection of 

articles - one in which the products of nauka were presented in a performative 

mode with an ultimately autobiographical orientation. Shklovsky shifted the 

emphasis away from autobiography, but nevertheless produced an analogously 

performative work. It was thus not so much an end to nauka as it was the 

development of a new emerging genre, a profoundly new 'type ' of nauka. 0 teorii 

85 Gerald L. Bruns, ' Introduction', in Shklovsky, Theory of Prose, ix- xiv (xii, 
emphasis in original). 
86 For another example of what might be called a 'performative' approach to the 
theorization of prose, see T. W. Adorno, 'The Essay as Form', New German 
Critique, 32 (1984), 151- 71 (trans. by Bob Hullot-Kentor and Frederic Will). 
87 Levchenko, p. 85. 
88 Ibid., p. 85. 
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prozy might thus be considered - like Skvoz' literaturu, though by different means 

- another manifestation of the strategy of inoskazanie teorii characteristic of the 

period of crisis from 1924. 

By the time that Shklovsky's 0 teorii prozy was published towards the end of 

1925, Eikhenbaum was at the nadir of his personal crisis. He was struggling with 

the problem of how to find an entirely new ' type' of nauka, one to mark a second 

clear ' break' in his career.89 Although his thirst for a renewal of nauka would, by 

1929, lead to his generically experimental Mai vremennik, a path reconstructed by 

Chudakova and Levchenko, his second collection of articles, Literatura: teoriia, 

kritika, polemika, could be said to have represented a first step in that direction. 

Literatura, a collection of thirteen articles, was published in April 1927.90 The 

selection of articles to be included in the collection made it a rather different 

publication from both Skvoz' literaturu and 0 teorii prozy. First, as its subtitle 

suggests, Literatura included pieces other than literary-theoretical and literary-

historical articles: it also included literary criticism, a piece on cinema, and even 

the self-referential 'Teoriia "formal'nogo metoda"'. Second, four of the articles in 

Literatura had never before been published in Russian, a fact advertised by 

Eikhenbaum in the foreword.91 Third, three of the articles in the collection had 

89 Eikhenbaum, diary entry of 2 December 1925, as quoted in Berard-Zarzycka, p. 
87. 
90 Month of publication as given in Chudakova, comm. to Eikhenbaum, ' Leskov i 
sovremennaia proza', in 0 literature, p. 516. 
91 Eikhenbaum, 'Predislovie', in Literatura, p. 3. (One of the four, 'Teoriia 
"formal'nogo metoda"', had been published in Ukrainian the previous year. See 
Toddes, comm. to Eikhenbaum, 'Teoriia "formal'nogo metoda"', in 0 literature, 
pp. 509- 14.) 
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already been reprinted in Skvoz' literaturu, including the famous article on 

'Shinel" . Literatura thus represented an expansion of the collection of articles: 

whereas Skvoz' literaturu had included only literary-theoretical and literary­

historical articles originally published over a clearly delineated timespan, 

Literatura included a greater variety of articles, some of which had never before 

been published and some of which had already been published more than once. 

Eikhenbaum's expansion of the collection of articles can be seen as an attempted 

solution to his personal crisis, as part of his search for a new form of nauka. He 

was slowly turning to theoretical questions of the self in history, of biography, of 

the social function of the man or woman of letters. The collection was his attempt 

to represent himself as part of the literary process of the 19 l Os and 1920s and, by 

including a range of different kinds of article written across his career, to represent 

that process in its entirety. He chose to arrange the articles in a roughly thematic 

order (chronologically in accordance with the historical periods analysed in the 

articles rather than in accordance with their dates of composition or publication), a 

decision that served further to represent literature itself as a process of evolution. 

In spite of the thematic order of the articles in Literatura, Eikhenbaum dated all the 

articles in the collection individually, as he had in Skvoz' literaturu, so as to make 

them intelligible in the terms of his intellectual development. In the foreword, he 

wrote that the collection stood as testament to what he had achieved in the period 

between the composition of its earliest article, 'Kak sdelana "Shinel"' Gogolia' , 

and that of the most recent one, 'Teoriia "formal'nogo metoda"' : ',[J:Jrn Mem1 :noT 

c6opHHK HMeeT 3HaqeHHe "HTOros": OT CTaTbH 0 "illHHene" f oromI - .D;O 
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"Teop1rn <t>opMaJihHOro MeTO,na" . ' 92 However, Eikhenbaum placed less emphasis 

on his own development than he had in Skvoz' literaturu: whereas, in the first 

collection, a chronological order had served to set up the staging of the ' break' in 

Eikhenbaum's career, in Literatura, by contrast, a thematic order served - as the 

title of the collection suggested - to represent literature itself, as an open, 

evolving sphere. Eikhenbaum thus represented literature as a process so as to 

inscribe himself within it as a participant, as one of many perspectives from which 

it could have been focalized. 

The historical path to which Eikhenbaum alludes in the foreword - from 'Kak 

sdelana "Shinel"' Gogolia' to 'Teoriia "formal'nogo metoda" ' - reflects a shift 

from the glory days of the OPOiaZ, the days of the Sborniki po teorii 

poeticheskogo iazyka, to the period of their historicization. In fact, 'Teoriia 

"formal'nogo metoda'", an account of the development of the 'Formal method' in 

literary theory with reference uniquely to the work of the OPOiaZ, includes an 

evaluation of the historical significance of 'Kak sdelana "Shinel"' Gogolia'. Other 

articles in Literatura, such as the article on Blok, similarly blur the line between 

commentary on literature and commentary on the theory of literature. Like a set of 

matryoshki, the constituent articles offer a kaleidoscopic series of superimposed 

perspectives on literature: it includes 'second-degree ' articles about literature, such 

as the well-known article on 'Shinel", in addition to a 'third-degree' article about 

those articles, a further step removed from literature itself. The fact Eikhenbaum 

did not respect such distinctions in the ordering of the articles exaggerates the 

effect. 

92 Eikhenbaum, 'Predislovie', in Literatura, p. 3. 
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'Teoriia "formal'nogo metoda"' was the last of the articles in Literatura to have 

been written, one of its four never before to have been published in Russian. The 

first section of the article can be read as a key to understanding the collection as a 

whole. Eikhenbaum wanted to impart that nauka, like literature, was a process; it 

was not a finalized system of laws, but, like literature itself, it was an evolving 

practice. The epigraph selected for the article, from the work of the Swiss botanist 

A. P. de Candolle, reflected such a conception of nauka: 'Le pire, a mon avis, est 

celui qui represente la science comme faite. ' 93 In one sense, the collection reflected 

Candolle's conception of nauka in that it was possible to trace the historical 

development among its articles, despite their thematic order. In another sense, the 

collection as a whole showed that nauka, theoretical work on literature, was an 

organic part of the literary process: it was written into the same history as was 

literature, part of the same process of development, and was therefore amenable to 

the same laws. 

By the spring of 1927, when Literatura was published, Tynianov had seen 

Eikhenbaum and Shklovsky produce three collections of articles between them. He 

first began to prepare a collection of his own articles in early 1928. He had for 

some time been experiencing a dissatisfaction with his historical fiction - on 

which he had been working, alongside his theoretical and historical studies of 

93 Eikhenbaum, 'Teoriia "formal'nogo metoda"' , in Literatura, p. 116. In the 
standard posthumous edition of Eikhenbaum's articles, 0 literature, the following 
Russian translation is given: 'Bcex xy)l(e, rro MOeM)' MHemuo, TOT, KTO 
rrpe,n:cTaBm1eT ce6e HayKy KaK roTOByIO. ' (p. 375) Eikhenbaum elaborated on that 
conception of nauka in the first section of the article: 'H11KaKott [ ... ] roToBott 
CHCTeMbl mrn .D:OKTpHHbl y Hae He 6bIJIO 11 HeT. B CBOett HayqHoH pa6oTe Mbl 
u:eHHM TeOpHIO TOJibKO KaK pa6oqyJO rHIIOTe3y [ ... ]. f OTOBbIX HayK HeT'. 
(Eikhenbaum, 'Teoriia "formal'nogo metoda"', in Literatura, p. 117.) 

202 



Russian literature, since late 1924 - and wanted to tum back in earnest to nauka. 

In a letter to Shklovsky of early 1928, he wrote that, once he had finished Smert' 

Vazir-Mukhtara, a historical novel about Griboedov, he would begin to work on a 

collection of articles, a 'little scientific book' [nauchnaia knizhka] instead of a 

work of fiction. 94 He settled on a collection of articles rather than a completely 

original work of nauka primarily because, as he himself recognized, he and his 

colleagues had reached an intellectual impasse, a temporary 'break' [pereryv ], and 

were uncertain of their next step.95 Even Eikhenbaum's considered decision to 

develop a more 'biographical' nauka, to write about the 'literary environment', had 

failed to convince him, as is shown by his letters to Shklovsky of 1927.96 Tynianov 

believed that, as a genre, the collection of articles offered him a means of 

producing a work of nauka without first having to find an escape from his 

uncertainty, a way of saying something new with old material. With the editorial 

assistance of one of his star students at Giii, Nikolai Stepanov, who was duly 

thanked in the foreword,97 Tynianov brought the work to completion in October, 

the month in which he turned thirty-four. However, a suitable title had still not 

been found. Shklovsky eventually proposed Arkhaisty-novatory,98 an appositely 

oxymoronic formulation later clumsily expanded - presumably, as had happened 

94 Tynianov, letter to Shklovsky of late January or early February 1928, as quoted 
in E. A. Toddes, comm. to Tynianov, 'Predislovie k knige "Arkhaisty i novatory"', 
in PILK, pp. 567- 73 (p. 567). 
95 Ibid., p. 568. 
96 For excerpts, see Chudakova, ' Sotsial'naia praktika', pp. 103- 31 passim. 
97 Tynianov, 'Predislovie', in Arkhaisty i novatory, pp. 3-4 (p. 4). 
98 Toddes, comm. to Tynianov, 'Predislovie k knige "Arkhaisty i novatory"' , in 
PILK, p. 568. On the change of title, see also Viktor Shklovsky, in Iurii Tynianov: 
pisatel' i uchenyi. Vospominaniia, razmyshleniia, vstrechi, ed. by V. Kaverin 
(Moscow: Molodaia gvardiia, 1966), pp. 48- 72 (pp. 58- 59). 
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with Problema stikhotvornogo iazyka, at the request of the publisher - to 

Arkhaisty i novatory for the final publication. 

Arkhaisty i novatory was the last new collection of articles to be published by one 

of the revtroika of the OPOlaZ - Shklovsky, Eikhenbaum, and Tynianov -

before the capitulation of Formalism in 1930. With the benefit of hindsight, it can 

be considered a final exercise in the possibilities of the genre. Tynianov's 

expression of gratitude to Shklovsky and Eikhenbaum in the foreword to the 

collection, to those who had 'helped' him in his work,99 can be interpreted as a 

way of including his collection in the same progression of texts. Tynianov 

evidently wanted Arkhaisty i novatory to be read with reference to Skvoz' 

literaturu, 0 teorii prozy, and Literatura. To the same end, the first two articles in 

the collection, 'Literatumyi fakt' and 'O literatumoi evoliutsii', were furnished 

with dedications to Shklovsky and Eikhenbaum respectively. At almost six 

hundred pages in length, however, Arkhaisty i novatory was more than twice as 

long as Skvoz' literaturu and Literatura and three times as long as 0 teorii prozy, a 

fact presumably justifying its high price of six roubles. 100 One reviewer noted 

wryly that, by pricing it so highly, the publisher had renounced any hope of 

attracting the average reader. 101 

99 Tynianov, 'Predislovie', in Arkhaisty i novatory, p. 4. 
100 In letters to Shklovsky oflate 1928, Eikhenbaum emphasized that Arkhaisty i 
novatory would be a very substantial publication. See, e.g., Eikhenbaum, letter to 
Shklovsky of 30 November 1928, as quoted in Eikhenbaum, 'Iz pisem kV. V. 
Shklovskomu', Neva, 5 (1987), 156-64 (ed. by M. 0. Chudakova) (pp. 158-59), 
where the collection is described as a 'wonderful (and thick!) collection of 
articles'. 
101 'N. D- nyi ', [review ofTynianov, Arkhaisty i novatory (1929)], Zhurnal dlia 
vsekh, 5 (1929), 127. 
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Tynianov chose to include seventeen articles in the collection, all but two of 

which, ' Pushkin' and " 'Argiviane": neizdannaia tragediia Kiukhel'bekera', had 

already been published under his own name. He ordered the articles thematically 

(or chronologically by the historical periods analysed in them), as had Eikhenbaum 

in Literatura, and placed the purely theoretical ones at the beginning. In the 

foreword, Tynianov described the three categories of article represented in the 

collection as 'literary-theoretical', ' literary-historical', and 'critical'. 102 In practice, 

the categories were somewhat porous. The 'critical' articles in the collection, by 

which Tynianov presumably meant such pieces as 'Promezhutok' and 'O 

Khlebnikove', were inescapably theoretical in nature, as indeed were such 

'literary-historical' articles as 'Arkhaisty i Pushkin' . As Eikhenbaum had in both 

Skvoz' literaturu and Literatura, Tynianov supplied a date on the last page of every 

article in the collection (apart from, presumably by an editorial oversight, 

'Pushkin') . One article, 'Stikhovye formy Nekrasova', has two dates: the main 

body of the article is dated 1921 and a three-page section tacked on at the end is 

dated 1928.103 

The preparation of Arkhaisty i novatory was a revelatory experience for Tynianov, 

as that of Skvoz' literaturu, the first example of the genre, had been for 

Eikhenbaum some five or so years previously: it made it possible for him to see his 

work afresh, to gain new perspectives on it. He began, for example, to identify 

102 Tynianov, 'Predislovie' , in Arkhaisty i novatory, p. 3. 
103 In the postscript, Tynianov responds to Komei Chukovskii, who had, in 
Nekrasov: stat'i i materialy (Leningrad: Kubuch, 1926), pp. 134- 79, objected to 
the basic argument of the original article, first published in 1921. See A. P. 
Chudakov, comm. to Tynianov, 'Stikhovye formy Nekrasova', in PILK, pp. 404-
07. 
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patterns among his articles. In a letter to Shklovsky of spring 1928, by which time 

he had begun work on the collection, he noted with fascination that he had been 

drawn to the early nineteenth century, the period of the ' archaists', more than to 

any other period in Russian literary history.104 Like Eikhenbaum in the forewords 

to both Skvoz' literaturu and Literatura, Tynianov was keen to quantify in 

temporal terms the work represented by the collection. In the foreword to 

Arkhaisty i novatory, he referred to the collection as the result of nine years of 

work: although he had first been published in 1921, he considered the year 1919, 

that in which he had completed his first serious study, to mark the beginning of his 

career. 105 

Overall, however, the experience of preparing the collection had the effect of 

worsening Tynianov's personal crisis, just as the publication of Skvoz' literaturu in 

early 1924 had plunged Eikhenbaum into self-doubt by forcing him to juxtapose 

the revolutionary articles that had won him fame against his more recent, 'coldly' 

written work on Lermontov. The preparation of Arkhaisty i novatory over the 

course of 1928 did the same to Tynianov by forcing him to compare, on the one 

hand, his literary-theoretical and literary-historical articles, most of which had been 

written before he had begun to write historical novels in late 1924, and, on the 

other, the novels themselves, the historical fiction with which he had been so 

occupied in recent years. Tynianov concluded privately that his novels had 

ultimately wasted his time by distracting him from his calling to nauka. In another 

104 Tynianov, letter to Shklovsky of late March or early April 1928, as quoted in 
Toddes, comm. to Tynianov, 'Predislovie k knige "Arkhaisty i novatory"', in 
PILK, p. 568. 
105 Tynianov, 'Predislovie', in Arkhaisty i novatory, p. 3. 
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letter to Shklovsky of October 1928, he proposed to make a fresh start and no 

longer to write historical fiction: 'Terreph xoqy HaqaTh HOBYIO )KH3Hh: poMaHOB 

6oJihllle He rrttcaTh.' 106 Though the collection stood as a testament to nine years of 

work, it represented how little, he thought, had been achieved during that period, a 

testament to his distancing from nauka. Like Eikhenbaum, then, whose Skvoz ' 

literaturu had encouraged him to find a new path, to make a second 'break' in his 

theoretical work, Arkhaisty i novatory led Tynianov to want to make a clean 

'break' of his own with the past. The preparation of a collection of articles once 

again served as a catalyst in the process of self-reflection, in the renewal of nauka. 

In the foreword to the collection, Tynianov described the strange experience of 

rereading his old articles, some of which had been written nearly a decade earlier: 

after nine years, he could finally see his work ' from the side' [so storony ]. 107 

Although the experience had made him want to rewrite the articles, to write them 

'differently' [inache], he noted that a ' different book' [drugaia kniga] would then 

have resulted. 108 He thus reconciled himself to an imperfect text, to one whose 

imperfections would nevertheless stand as witness to the historical moments at 

which its articles had been written, to a historical self. For that reason, he asked his 

reader to forgive any 'contradictions ' among the articles, to see them instead as 

evidence of the work of history. 109 In an earlier draft of the foreword, he went 

further in his criticism of his historical self, claiming even to disagree with much 

106 Tynianov, letter to Shklovsky of October 1928, as quoted in Chudakov, 
Chudakova, and Toddes, comm. to Jakobson and Tynianov, 'Problemy izucheniia 
literatury i iazyka' , in PILK, pp. 530- 36. 
107 Tynianov, 'Predislovie', in Arkhaisty i novatory, p. 3. 
108 Ibid., p. 3. 
109 Ibid., p. 3. 
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of what he had originally written, as if to disown his old articles entirely. 110 Like 

Eikhenbaum in Skvoz' literaturu, Tynianov reproduced in Arkhaisty i novatory a 

number of articles that he no longer fully endorsed, if only to have them stand as a 

foil to later work, as the props in a staging of the narrative of his evolution. 

In fact, Tynianov altered a number of the articles before their publication in 

Arkhaisty i novatory. In the foreword, Tynianov explained that he had two 

principal reasons for having 'edited' them: first, he had thereby been able to clarify 

the sometimes convoluted language of his argumentation; second, he had been able 

to 'restore' [ vosstanovitj the articles first published in an abridged version to their 

'original' form. 111 His explanation does not hold entirely true because 'Dostoevskii 

i Gogol" was shortened before inclusion in the collection and the two longest 

articles, 'Arkhaisty i Pushkin' and 'Dostoevskii i Gogol", had some of their 

internal chapter divisions removed. 

The article 'Promezhutok' is an interesting case, since, although it was indeed 

' restored' for inclusion in Arkhaisty i novatory, only half of it having originally 

been published in 1924, 112 one of its short internal sections was removed before 

inclusion in the collection. The offending section had been a discussion of the poet 

Vasil ii Kazin, one of the founders of the Kuznitsa, an organization of 'proletarian 

poets'. It is likely that Tynianov's decision to omit the section was due to Kazin's 

110 Part of Tynianov's draft of the foreword to Arkhaisty i novatory is given in 
Toddes, comm. to Tynianov, 'Predislovie k knige "Arkhaisty i novatory"', in 
PILK, pp. 567- 73 (p. 567). 
11 1 Tynianov, 'Predislovie', in Arkhaisty i novatory, p. 4. 
112 See M. 0. Chudakova, comm. to Tynianov, 'Promezhutok', in PILK, pp. 471-
82. 
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association with that organization, one that was, by the late 1920s, profoundly 

hostile to Formalism. 113 More significant than the editorial decision itself, 

however, was the fact that Tynianov attempted to conceal it by including a 

misleading note on its first page in which he claimed that the article had not been 

altered since its original publication: 'CrnTMI ttamrcatta B 1924 ro)l;y, rreqarneTCH 

6e3H3MeHeHHH.' 114 Tynianov wanted the article to be read as a historical artefact, a 

vision of Russian poetry focalized through the year 1924, but nevertheless thought 

it necessary to ' restore' it to an imaginary original version, to manipulate the 

manner in which the collection exercised its autobiographical mandate. 

Although it is more difficult to prove, Tynianov was equally misleading in the 

dating of one of the articles in Arkhaisty i novatory. The dates on the articles in the 

collection corresponded in the most part to their respective dates of first 

publication, though there was in a number of cases a discrepancy of one or two 

years. The article 'Oda kak oratorskii zhanr', however, was more problematic. It 

was dated to 1922 in Arkhaisty i novatory, but had first been published in l 927 in 

the journal Poetika. E. A. Toddes explains that the article originated in a paper, 

entitled 'Oda i elegiia', given at Giii in November 1922.115 Tynianov included a 

note at the beginning of the article, as printed in Poetika, to explain that it was 

113 See Natalia Komienko, 'Literary Criticism and Cultural Policy During the New 
Economic Policy, 1921- 1927', in A History of Russian Literary Theory and 
Criticism: The Soviet Age and Beyond, ed. by Evgeny Dobrenko and Galin 
Tihanov (Pittsburgh, PA: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2011 ), pp. 17-42. 
114 Tynianov, 'Promezhutok', inArkhaisty i novatory, pp. 541- 80 (p. 541) 
115 Toddes, comm. to Tynianov, 'Oda kak oratorskii zhanr', in PILK, pp. 490- 501 
(p. 490). Ginzburg notes that the basic argument ofTynianov's 'Arkhaisty i 
Pushkin', dated 1926 in Arkhaisty i novatory (the year in which it had first been 
published), had in fact already been known to his students at Giii for some years. 
See Lidiia Ginzburg, 0 starom i novom: stat'i i ocherki (Leningrad: Sovetskii 
pisatel', 1982), p. 306. 
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'part of a re-edited work' [chast' zanovo proredaktirovannoi raboty], but he chose 

to omit the note on its inclusion in Arkhaisty i novatory. 116 The reader of the 

collection was therefore led to believe that the article was written in 1922 without 

subsequent alteration. Conceptually and terminologically, however, the article 

clearly belongs to a later period in Tynianov's career. The wording of many 

passages is anachronistic for 1922, bearing more than a coincidental resemblance 

to a number of the theses presented in 'O literatumoi evoliutsii' (1927). Compare 

the following two extracts: 

[ ... ] KaK, '-teM COOTHeceH 6hIT c nHTepaTypoii? Be.n.b 6hIT ITO COCTaBY 
MHOrorpaHeH, MHOrOCTOpOHeH, H TOnbKO cPYHKU:HR Bcex ero CTOpOH B HeM 
cITeU:HcPHqecKaR. Ebzm coomHeceH c JZumepamypou npe;;1ciJe ecezo ceoeu 
pe'-teeou cmopoHou. TaKoBa )Ke cooTHeceHHOCTb nHTepaTypHbIX pR.D.OB c 
6hITOM. 3Ta COOTHeCeHHOCTb nHTepaTypttoro pR.n.a c 6hITOBbIM COBepwaeTCR 
ITO pe'-leeou nHHHH, y nHTepaTypbI ITO OTHOIIIeHHIO K 6hITY eCTb pe'-teeaR 
cPYHKU:HR. 
y Hae eCTb cnOBO 'ycTaHOBKa'. 117 

('O literatumoi evoliutsii') 

JlHTepaTypttaR CHCTeMa COOTHOCHTCR c 6nH)KaHIIIHM BHenHTepaTypHbIM 
pR.D.OM - peqbIO, c MaTepHanoM coce.n.HHX peqeBbIX HCKyccTB H 6b1T0Boi1 
pe1rn. KaK COOTHOCHTCR? .[(pyrHMH cnoBaMH, r.n.e 6nH)KattrnaR COU:HMbHaR 
cPYHKUHR nHTepaTypHoro pR.n.a? 3.n.ecb ITOnyqaeT CBOe 3HaqeHHe TepMHH 
ycmaH06Ka. y CTaHOBKa eCTb He TOnbKO .11.0MHHaHTa ITpOH3Be.n.eHHR (HnH 
)KaHpa), cPYHKUHOHMbHO OKpaIIIHBa10iu:aR ITO.lJ.qHHeHHbie <PaKTOpbI, HO BMeCTe 
H cPYHKU:HR ITpOH3Be.n.eHHR (HnH )KaHpa) ITO OTHOIIIeHHIO K 6nH)KaHIIIeMy 
BHenHTepaTypHOMy - peqeBOMY pR.n.y. 11 8 

('Oda kak oratorskii zhanr') 

The two passages quoted above are similar in their terminology, a terminology 

associated with Tynianov's work of the late 1920s. The term 'series' [riad] is an 

especially glaring example: it could not possibly have been used in the sense above 

116 Iu. N. Tynianov, 'Oda kak oratorskii zhanr', Poetika. Vremennik otdela 
slovesnykh iskusstv GIII, 3 (1927), 102- 28 (p. 102). 
117 Tynianov, 'O literatumoi evoliutsii', inArkhaisty i novatory, pp. 30-47 (p. 42, 
emphasis in original). 
118 Tynianov, 'Oda kak oratorskii zhanr', ibid., pp. 49- 50 (emphasis in original). 
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in 1922. Furthermore, the exposition of the concept of 'orientation' [ustanovka] is 

identical in both passages, introduced by the same rhetorical question. While the 

turning point in the development from ' Oda i elegiia' to 'Oda kak oratorskii zhanr' 

cannot be established for certain, the paper given in 1922 was certainly not the 

same text as the article printed in Arkhaisty i novatory in 1929. It is therefore 

significant that Tynianov stated 1922 as the date of the article in the collection, and 

that he placed it in a prominent position as its third article, immediately after its 

two major theoretical statements, since the date led his reader to conclude, falsely, 

that the 'systemic' model of parallel 'orders' had been introduced some four or 

five years earlier than it in fact had. 

Given Tynianov's emphasis on the autobiographical function of the collection, an 

emphasis so strong that he tried to conceal his editorial intervention, it seems 

strange that he should not have chosen to order the articles chronologically by their 

dates of composition or publication, since such a sequence would have made it 

possible for the reader to experience the historical development of his ideas. In the 

foreword, he explained that his ultimate decision to order them thematically and to 

place the theoretical articles at the beginning of the collection was due both to a 

predilection for 'external order' and a fear of appearing ' immodest'. His 

explanation nevertheless has the effect of drawing attention to the question of his 

historical development. 

Co6cTBeHHO, HY:ll<HO 6h1 pacrroJIO)l(l1Th pa6oThI rro speMeH11 11x Harr11caHm1: 
TOr)J,a rrpOTl1BOpeqm1, MO)l(eT 6hITb BCTpeqa10rn.11eCR B HeKOTOpbIX, 
o6'hRCHl1Jil1Ch 6hI KaK IIOCTerreHHhltt rrepecMOTP BhIBO)J,OB, 3aBl1CRIII.11H OT 
pacumpeHl1R MaTep11ana, a TeopeT11qecK11e CTaTbl1, c KOTOpbIX Haq11HaeTCR 
c6opH11K, Ka3aJil1Cb 6hI BhlBO)J,aMl1 113 KOHKpeTHOro MaTep11ana 11 
rrpe)J,IIOJIO)l(eHl1RMl1, C)J,eJiaHHhIMl1 Ha OCHOBe 3Tl1X BhlBO)J,OB, a He co6paH11eM 
Te311COB. 
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JlO)J<Ha51 mo60Bh K BHenrneMy nop51.ll.KY HllH npe)J.nOllO)l(eHHe TaKOH 
mo6BH y q11TaTen51 3acTaBHllH MeH51 crpynnHpOBaTb CTaTbH no TeMaM, 
neperncoBaB 9 neT. 

BnpoqeM, He TOnhKO no3TOMy. MHe KaJanoch HecKpOMHhIM 
3acTaBll51Th q11TaTen51 XO)J.HTh co MHOIO no TeMaM H BhIBO)J.aM HMeHHO B TOH 
nocne)J.OBaTenhHOCTH, B KaKOH XO)J.Hll 51 caM, TaK KaK CIO)l(eT 3TOH KHHrH 
npe)l()J.e Bcero 3BOllIOUH51 llHTepaTyphI, a HHKaK He 3BOllIOUH51 aBTOpa. 119 

Although Tynianov purports in the above-quoted passage to explain that he has 

decided to arrange the articles in the collection thematically as an attempt to 

represent the 'evolution of literature', his explanation of the decision has the 

simultaneous effect of advertising another way of reading the collection, as a 

representation of the 'evolution of its author' . Tynianov was encouraging his 

reader to distrust his editorial interference, to deconstruct the collection in order to 

uncover a second 'plot' [siuzhet] within it, one signposted by the dates 

conveniently supplied on the final pages of all but one of the articles. He thus 

created a conflict between the syn chronic and diachronic readings of the articles 

included in the collection. 

It is possible to interpret Tynianov's convoluted explanation of the order of the 

articles in Arkhaisty i novatory not only as a compositional, ' framing' device -

one analogous to Eikhenbaum's explanation, in the foreword to Skvoz' literaturu, 

of the 'break' in the collection - but, further, as a way of revealing such a device 

for what it was, of exposing one of the basic conventions of the genre of the 

collection of articles. Tynianov's discussion of the relative merits of two 

competing ways of ordering the articles in the collection served ultimately to draw 

attention to the device itself, the creation of the ' whole' from its 'parts' . In their 

119 Tynianov, 'Predislovie', ibid., p. 3. 
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theoretical work of the early 1920s, Shklovsky and Tynianov had written about 

such meta-textual strategies as the very essence of parody. In ' Dostoevskii i 

Gogol", his first publication and the eleventh chapter in Arkhaisty i novatory, 

Tynianov had described parody as a 'mechanization of the device ' [mekhanizatsiia 

priema]. 120 Tynianov's foreword to Arkhaisty i novatory could be said to have 

mechanized the device of the compositional frame on which Eikhenbaum had 

relied in Skvoz' literaturu and Literatura. It is significant in that respect that one of 

the two articles in Arkhaisty i novatory never before to have been published, 

"'Argiviane": neizdannia tragediia Kiukhel'bekera' , its sixth chapter, includes an 

analysis of how Kiukhel'beker often attached forewords to his lyrical and dramatic 

texts in order to provide a theoretical justification for the 'devices' used in them. 121 

The two other articles in Arkhaisty i novatory that were completed in 1928, the 

year in which Tynianov was preparing the collection for publication, reveal a 

broader interest on his part in the expansion of the devices of literature to other 

modes of writing and, more precisely, in the task of making nauka literary. 

'Pushkin', its fifth article, an analysis of how Pushkin rapidly increased the number 

of genres in which he worked, ends with a celebration of how he expanded his 

repertoire to include nauka and zhurnalistika, to bring those two modes of writing 

within the 'realm of literature' [krug fiteratury ]. 122 'O Khlebnikove', the last article 

in the collection, contains sporadic comments on the convergence of nauka and 

poetry in the poet's work, as was discussed briefly in the first chapter of the 

120 Tynianov, 'Dostoevskii i Gogol': k teorii parodii ', ibid., pp. 412- 55 . 
121 Tynianov, " 'Argiviane" : neizdannaia tragediia Kiukhel'bekera', ibid., pp. 292-
329 (p. 296). 
122 Tynianov, 'Pushkin', ibid., pp. 228- 291 (p. 291). 
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present work. 123 Thus, as he was compiling the collection, Tynianov was exploring 

how other writers had tried to introduce nauka into the domain of the literary. The 

question was of direct relevance to the collection of articles. 

Arkhaisty i novatory can be interpreted in the same way, as an inclusion of the 

products of nauka within a 'literary' mode of presentation. The collection 

represents, in addition to the contributions of its constituent articles, a contribution 

to nauka in itself: it can be said to have been structured so as to perform the 

'dynamism' that Tynianov considered the essence of literature, its historical 

instability. The decision to order the articles thematically, for example, served 

ultimately, as Tynianov recognized in the foreword, to draw attention to the 

'contradictions', or historical slippages, between discussions of the same theme. 

The three consecutive articles on Tiutchev, for example, each represent a distinct 

stage in the development of his work on the poet, such that the theoretical language 

in which Tiutchev's poetry is analysed shifts progressively from the first to the 

third. His poetry evades successive attempts to capture it, emerging in each case as 

something slightly different. In the same way, the first two articles in the 

collection, the theoretical statements 'Literatumyi fakt ' and 'O literatumoi 

evoliutsii', are, as was shown in the first chapter, each the culmination of a distinct 

stage in the evolution of Tynianov's thought. By placing them next to each other, 

Tynianov exaggerated the differences between them, such that fundamental 

concepts - genre, for instance - appeared to morph from one to the next. As did 

Shklovsky in 0 teorii prozy, Tynianov allowed for some degree of ' failure ' on his 

own part in order to facilitate a more performative mode. It could be for that reason 

123 Tynianov, 'O Khlebnikove', ibid. , pp. 581- 595 (esp. pp. 588- 89). 
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that, like Shklovsky, Tynianov described Arkhaisty i novatory as a 'book' [kniga] 

rather than as a ' collection' [sbornik], 124 though, unlike Shklovsky, he chose not to 

include an index to the work, even though one had been prepared for 

publication. 125 

Immediately after completing Arkhaisty i novatory in October 1928, Tynianov 

travelled to Germany to seek medical treatment. On his way back to Russia, in 

December, he visited Jakobson in Prague, an event of great significance in the 

history of structuralism: together, they co-authored the 'Prague theses', published 

as 'Problemy izucheniia literatury i iazyka', and their work together led to a surge 

of hope for the resurrection of the OPOlaZ. 126 It could be argued that the 

preparation of Arkhaisty i novatory encouraged Tynianov to push ahead in his 

theoretical work. The publication of the collection left him, like Eikhenbaum after 

that of Skvoz' literaturu in 1924, wanting something new. 127 In March 1929, one 

month after the publication of Arkhaisty i novatory, Tynianov described the void 

left in his life by its completion: '51 HeCKOJihKO pacTepHH, HeT y MeHH rnaBttoH: 

pa60Th1' .128 Shklovsky praised Tynianov's book very highly, writing that it was 

good enough even to justify its high price: 'Boo6me, oqeHh xoponrnH KHHra. 

124 Tynianov, 'Predislovie', ibid., p. 3. 
125 f RGALI, . 2224, op. 1, ed. kh. 71. 
126 On the planned relaunch of the OPOlaZ, see esp. Chudakov, Chudakova, and 
Toddes, comm. to Jakobson and Tynianov, 'Problemy izucheniia literatury i 
iazyka', in PILK, pp. 530- 36; Roman Jakobson, ' Iurii Tynianov v Prage' (1974), 
in Selected Writings, vol. 5: On Verse, its Masters and Explorers, ed. by Stephen 
Rudy (The Hague: Mouton, 1979), pp. 560- 68; and Depretto, pp. 133-46. 
127 Tynianov, letter to Shklovsky of 31March1929, as given in 'Iz perepiski Iu. 
Tynianova i B. Eikhenbauma s V. Shklovskim', pp. 199- 200: ' Y Hae ttacTyrraeT 
TeopeTHqecKoe BpeMH. ' (p. 200) 
128 Ibid., p. 200. 
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IlpasmihHO, qTo otta TOJICTa5111 CTOHT 6py6neii.' 129 Later that year, Shklovsky 

produced a second edition of his 0 teorii prozy, one that included a further two 

articles. The collection was otherwise unchanged, however, with the exception of 

the expansion of its index. 

It has been shown that Shklovsky's, Eikhenbaum's, and Tynianov's collections of 

articles of the period 1924- 30 played important roles in the lives of their authors. 

The publications of Eikhenbaum's Skvoz' literaturu in April 1924 and his 

Literatura in April 1927, for example, neatly framed the crisis in his theoretical 

work. Indeed, each of the collections of articles performed an important 

autobiographical function, representing the culmination of a defined period of 

work. Some of the articles included in Skvoz' literaturu, Literatura, and Arkhaisty i 

novatory were written specifically for inclusion in a collection of articles. 

Eikhenbaum recognized Tynianov's Arkhaisty i novatory as a testament to 

Formalism, its publication a moment of supreme importance in the history of the 

movement. 130 

The collections examined in the present chapter shared a historical orientation, one 

that itself developed over the course of the 1920s. Eikhenbaum's Skvoz' literaturu 

was primarily an instrument of self-representation, a way of showing the OPOiaZ 

129 Shklovsky, letter to Tynianov of late 1928, as given in ' Iz perepiski Iu. 
Tynianova i B. Eikhenbauma s V. Shklovskim', pp. 196- 97. Note that the same 
letter is dated to 4 March 1929 by Toddes, comm. to Tynianov, 'Predislovie k 
knige "Arkhaisty i novatory"', in PILK, pp. 567- 73 (p. 568). The date given by 
Toddes is more likely to be accurate in light of the month in which Arkhaisty i 
novatory was published. 
130 See Eikhenbaum, letter to Shklovsky of 30 November 1928, as quoted in 
Eikhenbaum, ' Iz pisem kV. V. Shklovskomu', pp. 158-59, where Arkhaisty i 
novatory is described as part of a 'ceremonial march' for Formalism. 
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to have caused a rupture in the historical development of nauka. It was a form of 

autobiography, a way of turning the self into the stuff of theory. In Literatura and 

Arkhaisty i novatory, Eikhenbaum and Tynianov attempted to represent literature 

itself as a historical process. Tynianov allowed articles on the same topic, but 

written at different stages in his career, to be placed side by side, such that the 

same literary genre changed its guise from page to page. The literary was shown 

repeatedly to evade his attempts to capture it, inherently dynamic and historically 

unstable. The development of the genre of the collection of articles thus resulted in 

a shift in emphasis away from a narrative of the development of nauka towards a 

narrative of historical development more broadly, one in which nauka and 

literature were conjoined. 

The very making of the collection of articles caused nauka to be treated as 

literature. Skvoz' literaturu, 0 teorii prozy, Literatura, and Arkhaisty i novatory 

were all constructed in dialogue with Formalist ideas about the literary. 

Eikhenbaum treated Skvoz' literaturu analogously to such literary works as Geroi 

nashego vremeni, seeing his collection, a work of nauka, as a state of tension 

between the 'whole' and its 'parts'. Contemporary reviewers of the collection were 

encouraged to avail themselves of the conceptual apparatus of the OPOlaZ, the 

tools of Formalist analysis, in their interpretations of the book. In much the same 

way, Shklovsky produced in his 0 teorii prozy a book that, like Tristram Shandy, 

failed astoundingly to fulfil its intended purpose, a fact that paradoxically made it 

into a demonstration of the working of prose, at least as Shklovsky understood it. 
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For that reason, each of the collections of articles must be seen not only as a means 

to an end, a convenient way of republishing historical pieces of nauka, but also as 

an end in itself, an original work of nauka in its own right. The collections 

produced new narratives of the historical development of nauka and allowed for 

connections between their constituent articles to be made. 0 teorii prozy, for 

example, was a way of demonstrating the applicability across several national 

literatures of what Shklovsky understood to be the universal essence of prose. 

More importantly, the collections can be seen as part of a broader tum in the late 

1920s towards what Levchenko calls inoskazanie teorii, the technique typical of 

Shklovsky's Tret'iafabrika and Gamburgskii schet and Eikhenbaum' s Mai 

vremennik. They were explorations of a new way of theorizing by performance, 

but acquired a more historical dimension in their use of old, dated theoretical 

articles as their 'material' . Such an interpretation allows for Tynianov to be 

included on an equal footing alongside Shklovsky and Eikhenbaum, for him to be 

considered a third exponent of the Formalist technique of inoskazanie teorii in the 

late 1920s: the Formalists' biographical turn of those years was manifest not only 

in the development of an experimentally 'autobiographical' practice of prose 

writing and in Tynianov's tum to historical fiction, but also in their representation 

of themselves and their movement through the implementation of literary devices 

in the preparation of authorial collections of articles. 
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Conclusion 

'j ' ai traverse un reve (euphorique) de scientificite' 1 

Roland Barthes, 1971 

We saw in the introduction that Boris Eikhenbaum described the work of the 

OPOlaZ as a 'literary science as such' [literaturnaia nauka kak takovaia].2 The 

members of the Society were the practitioners of a science, that is, only to the 

extent that they were capable of specifying the proper object of their science, 

'literature as such' [literatura kak takovaia].3 The Society was founded on a 

polarization of nauka and literature, one that made the two categories inseparable. 

The general methodology of the present work has been to enter into this distinctive 

self-representational logic in order to reconstruct three moments in the work of the 

OPOlaZ at which the relation between nauka and literature was felt with particular 

intensity. The three chapters have each explored a reconfiguration in practice of 

the same relation of interdependence. 

In the first chapter, it was argued that nauchnyi iazyk had been a component of the 

theory of language on which the Society had been founded in the 191 Os. Nauka 

featured in the work of the Society on language - and even in Shklovsky's 

Voskreshenie slova (1914) - as the mirror image of poetry, such that the one was 

possible only in terms of its difference from the other. Tynianov developed the 

same polarization in his work on language of 1924, but seemed simultaneously to 

realize it in the practice of his theorizing by developing an intensely abstract 

1 Roland Barthes, 'Reponses', Tel Que!, 47 (1971), 89- 107 (p. 97). 
2 B. Eikhenbaum, 'Teoriia "formal'nogo metoda"', in Literatura: teoriia, kritika, 
polemika (Leningrad: Priboi, 1927), pp. 116-48 (p. 121). 
3 Ibid., p. 121. 
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terminology. As the 1920s progressed, and he expanded the application of 

structural linguistics to encompass the 'evolution' of literature, Tynianov began 

explicitly to confront the widely acknowledged ' difficulty' of his own language. 

The prose of his mature theoretical work, burdened by heavy 'traces of the 

instrument', by attempts to reproduce in language the 'movements ' of thought, 

came uncannily close to 'poetic language ' as it had originally been defined. It was 

concluded that the original polarization of nauka and poetry progressively folded 

in on itself in his work. 

The second chapter explored the reconfiguration of the same relation between 

nauka and literature in the work of the Society on literary history of the period 

1919- 24. The Formalists attempted to make their theorization of the endless 

'struggles ' of literary history take a correspondingly revolutionary form. It was 

shown that their early literaiy history supports parallels with natural-scientific 

models of change - and in particular with Darwin 's theory of evolution by natural 

selection and Newton's laws of motion. In 1924, Tynianov was beginning to 

experiment with conceptual models associated with the sciences of genetics and 

relativistic physics - two examples of a broader revolution in the study of the 

physical universe at the beginning of the twentieth century. It was concluded that 

their early work on literary history showed signs of an effort to problematize the 

division of the sciences into those of nature and those of history. 

One further reconfiguration of the interdependent relation between nauka and its 

object was explored in the third chapter. Shklovsky, Eikhenbaum, and Tynianov's 

authorial collections of articles of the late 1920s were examined as examples of a 
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new 'type' of nauka. In the period 1924- 30, they developed the collection of 

articles as a genre oriented towards autobiography. Since it was dependent on a 

tension between the 'whole' and its 'parts', the collection of articles was an 

inescapably 'Formalist' genre, nostalgically recalling the compositional focus of 

the OPOlaZ. It allowed the Formalists to make new theoretical contributions 

performatively, by recycling their old work in a 'literary' manner. As they turned 

towards the theoretical problem of biography in the late 1920s, and began to 

theorize the interaction between literature and life, they used the authorial 

collection of articles as a means of transforming their old works of nauka into new 

ones. 

From an intellectual-historical perspective, the scientificity of the work of the 

Formalists was a function of its successful delineation of the proper object of the 

science of literature. The approach taken here, however, has not been a mere 

gimmick, an elaborate game to apply to Formalism its own conceptual tools; it has 

instead been motivated by an attempt to understand the ramifications for the work 

of the OPOiaZ of its most fundamental conceptual innovation, the conception of 

literature as an autonomous object. It can be concluded ultimately that nauka was 

not a pre-given category of work for the participants of the OPOlaZ, one 

indifferent to 'literature as such' . It was instead constructed in dialogue with that 

object. To some extent, such a conclusion could be said to shed light on why many 

commentators on the literary theory of the Society knowingly or often 

unknowingly adopt elements of its own, originally literary-theoretical conceptual 

apparatus in order to describe the significance of its work. 
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It has long been recognized that Shklovsky's literary-theoretical work, work in 

which he asserted the autonomy of literature, was itself characterized to a high 

degree by ' literariness' . In 1928, for example, Pavel Medvedev noted with 

frustration that it was difficult to engage on an intellectual level with some of 

Shklovsky's more aphoristic assertions from Rozanov (1921 ); Shklovsky's 

description of the work of literature as 'pure form', according to Medvedev, 

amounted to a 'paradox of the feuilleton type', 'a little work of art' [mal'enkoe 

khudozhestvennoe postroenie].4 More recently, scholarship on Shklovsky's 'path to 

artistic prose' reconstructs his literary-theoretical articles of the late 1910s and 

early 1920s as a kind of creative laboratory, a space in which he could formulate 

an experimental, generically hybrid prose style.5 It has also been argued that 

Shklovsky and Eikhenbaum' s more experimental, ' literary' prose of the 1920s 

represented a 'projection of theory into practice',6 or even a new, performative 

type of nauka. 7 

The approach taken in the present work has been to reframe the question slightly. 

It has been argued not that the Formalists 'turned nauka into literature' as the 

1920s progressed or that they came to problematize the 'borders' of the one or the 

other, as the standard arguments go, but that the interactions of nauka and 

4 P. N. Medvedev, Formal'nyi metod v literaturovedenii (Kriticheskoe vvedenie v 
sotsiologicheskuiu poetiku) (Leningrad: Priboi, 1928), p. 167. 
5 A. Razumova, 'Put' formalistov k khudozhestvennoi proze', Voprosy literatury, 3 
(2004), 131- 50. 
6 The phrase belongs to Aage A. Hansen-Love, Der russische Formalismus: 
Methodologische Rekonstruktion seiner Entwicklung aus dem Prinzip der 
Verfremdung (Vienna: Verlag der Osterreichischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, 
1978), e.g. p. 14. 
7 See esp. Jan Levchenko, Drugaia nauka: russkie formalisty v poiskakh biografii 
(Moscow: Izdatel'skii dom NIU VShE, 2012). 
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literature in the output of the Society resulted ultimately from the manner in which 

the two had originally been polarized. Three moments in the development of the 

relation between nauka and literature have been examined, three points at which 

the theorization of literature was to some degree realized as a performance. The 

approach taken has made it possible to shed further light on those moments, to 

consider the relation towards literature even of some of the most apparently 

conventional literary-theoretical work produced by the OPOiaZ. Thus, whereas Jan 

Levchenko, for example, considers Shklovsky and Eikhenbaum' s autobiographical 

prose of the 1920s in terms of an orientation towards literature, the present work 

has been able to consider the orientation towards literature even of such texts as 

Tynianov's dense and austere Problema stikhotvornogo iazyka (1924). In other 

words, even at moments when the Formalists' realization of nauka seemed to take 

the form of a provocative push away from literature, it nevertheless took place in 

dialogue with their conception of the literary. The difference in approach between 

Levchenko's monograph and the present work also explains why he chooses 

largely to exclude the 'scholar' Tynianov from his understanding of the 'other 

science' practised by the Formalists in the late 1920s, whereas, here, he has been 

placed at the very centre of the discussion. 

From a broader perspective, the conclusion drawn in the present work could be 

used further to problematize the nature of the theoretical work of the OPOiaZ. 

Krystyna Pomorska argues that Formalism was a generalized reformulation of the 

poetics of Russian futurism,8 but to make such an argument is to imply that 

8 Krystyna Pomorska, Russian Formalist Theory and its Poetic Ambiance (The 
Hague: Mouton, 1968), pp. 11- 14. 
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Formalism came into being merely in order to provide theoretical justification for a 

poetic movement. Fredric Jameson gestures towards a more nuanced approach, 

writing that 'an ultimate evaluation of Formalism as a concrete literary 

phenomenon will bring it much closer to genuinely creative movements such as 

German Romanticism or Surrealism than to a purely critical doctrine like that of 

the American New Criticism'.9 Jameson's comparison of Formalism to German 

Romanticism is especially apposite with regard to the work of the OPOlaZ. 

Romanticism produced a mode of writing in which the production of literature and 

the production of the concept of literature became synonymous. Philippe Lacoue-

Labarthe and Jean-Luc Nancy argue that the construction of the autonomous 

'literary absolute' by the German Romantics, a response ultimately to the crisis of 

Kantian philosophy, entailed the production of ' theory itself as literature or, in 

other words, literature producing itself as it produces its own theory' .10 'All art 

should become science', according to Friedrich Schlegel's famous fragment, 'and 

all science art.' 11 The construction by the Formalists of a ' literature as such', 

another response to a crisis originating ultimately in philosophy, 12 produced an 

equivalent result. In both Romanticism and Formalism, that is, an autonomous 

object was constructed - 'literature' - by an intellectual process that entailed its 

production in a refracted form. Although it would be unwise to push the analogy 

9 Fredric Jameson, The Prison-House of Language: A Critical Account of 
Structuralism and Russian Formalism (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 
1972), p. 48. 
10 Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe and Jean-Luc Nancy, The Literary Absolute: The 
Theory of Literature in German Romanticism, trans. by Philip Barnard and Cheryl 
Lester (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1988), p. 12. 
11 As quoted ibid., p. 13. 
12 See esp. Galin Tihanov, 'Why did Modem Literary Theory Originate in Central 
and Eastern Europe? (And Why is it Now Dead?)', Common Knowledge, l 0 
(2004), 61- 81. 
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too far, it is nevertheless perhaps revealing of the ramifications of a particular 

epistemological stance towards the literary as an autonomous object of 

investigation. Indeed, should one wish to, the arguments made here about the 

construction of nauchnost' as the mirror image of literariness could serve as further 

tools with which it would be possible to present Formalism as something in some 

way analogous to Romanticism. 

It is also possible to project such an interpretation forward in history, to consider 

its resonance for the project of literary theory later in the twentieth century. 

Formalism has long been recognized as an important precursor to structuralism, the 

latter a wide-ranging, if comparably short-lived, movement associated with the 

expansion of the application of the methods of structural linguistics, their 

application to all fields. Formalism could be said to have anticipated the 

generalizing urge characteristic of structuralism, the ease with which it expanded 

an original focus on language to make itself into a unified discourse capable of 

explaining everything. The creation of an immanent scientificity by the Formalists 

and its development by a number of the structuralists, their shared practice of an 

intellectual activity independent of any master science, could be said necessarily to 

have led to this colonizing tendency. 

Galin Tihanov writes that 'advances in literary theory in its second "golden age", 

the 1960s and 1970s, were hardly more than elaborations and variations on themes, 

problems, and solutions played out in the interwar period in Central and Eastern 
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Europe ' .13 Formalism was central to this anticipation of later developments in 

literary theory. Several commentators on the work of the OPOiaZ see profound 

affinities between their work and that of Jacques Derrida, for example. 14 The 

Western experience of literary theory in the second half of the twentieth century 

was telescoped in the work of the Formalists into an intense fifteen-year period in 

the late 191 Os and 1920s. 

It could be said that the Formalist experience of an immanent scientificity, its 

repeated refashioning into a form amenable to its own laws, was mirrored in the 

work of the leading representatives of late twentieth-century literary theory - and 

above all in that of Roland Barthes. 15 Like the science of the OPOiaZ, Barthes's 

science of structuralism was a self-consciously creative enterprise. In allusion to 

Nietzsche's 'gay science ', Eric Marty writes that Barthes was, unlike Gerard 

Genette and Tzvetan Todorov, a structuraliste heureux, one whose work was more 

akin to painting than to a purely theoretical activity. 16 Paul de Man even said of 

Barth es' s structuralist legacy that it must be read 'as an intellectual adventure 

13 Ibid., pp. 63- 64. 
14 See, e.g. , Lawrence Crawford, 'Viktor Shklovskij: Differance in 
Defamiliarization', Comparative Literature, 36 ( 1984), 209- 19; and Dragan 
Kujundzic, The Returns of History: Russian Nietzscheans After Modernity 
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 1997). 
15 Analogies have often been drawn between the Formalists and Roland Barthes. 
Above all, see the final section in Aleksandr Dmitriev and Jan Levchenko, 'Nauka 
kak priem: eshche raz o metodologicheskom nasledii russkikh formalistov ', NLO, 
50 (2001 ), 195- 245 (pp. 239-45), where they are compared in light of Pierre 
Bourdieu' s sociology of science. 
16 Eric Marty, 'Presentation' , in Roland Barthes, CEuvres completes, 5 vols, ed. by 
Eric Marty (Paris: Seuil, 2002), vol. 2: Livres, textes, entretiens, 1962- 1967, pp. 
9- 19 (p. 18). 
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rather than as the scientifically motivated development of a method' .17 As Barthes 

himself put it in 1963, the task of his structuralism was, as the name suggests, to 

reconstitute an object so as to 'make manifest in that reconstitution the laws of its 

functioning': it was a ' simulacrum' of that object, a model constructed of its 

operation. 18 He retrospectively described his structuralist experience as a ' euphoric 

dream of scientificity', 19 a utopian application of the structures of language to 

everything, a reproduction, therefore, oflanguage as such. His ' intellectual 

adventure', his 'dream of scientificity', was a rehearsal of how the original ' literary 

science ' had played out in the work of the OPOiaZ, a trace of that original exercise 

in intellectual autonomy. 

17 Paul de Man, 'Roland Barthes and the Limits of Structuralism' (1972), in 
Romanticism and Contemporary Criticism: The Gauss Seminar and Other Papers, 
ed. by E. S. Burt, Kevin Newmark, and Andrej Warminski (Baltimore, MD, and 
London: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1996), pp. 164- 77 (p. 166). 
18 As quoted in Marty, 'Presentation', in Barthes, CEuvres completes, vol. 2, pp. 
14- 15 (emphasis in original): 'Le but de toute activite structuraliste, qu'elle soit 
reflexive ou poetique, est de reconstituer un "object'', de fac;;on a manifester dans 
cette reconstitution les regles de fonctionnement de cet object. La structure est 
done en fait un simulacre de l'object' . 
19 Barthes, 'Reponses', p. 97. 
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