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SHORT ABSTRACT

Imaginary Interiors:
Representing Domestic Spaces in 1910s and 1920s Russian Film and Literature

Maria Pasholok
Magdalen College, Oxford

Submitted for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy

This thesis is an exploration of the ways in which a number of important Russian
writers and filmmakers of the 1910s and 1920s appropriated domestic interiors as
structural, visual and literary metaphors. My focus is on the artistic articulation of the
closed space of the Russian domestic interior, in particular as it surfaced in the
narratives of the modernist literature and cinema of the time and became an essential
metaphor of its age.

In my discussion I take issue with two standard ways of understanding domestic space
in existing literature. I argue that representations of home spaces in early twentieth-
century Russian culture mount a challenge to the conventional view of the home as a
place of safety and stability. I also argue that, at this point, the traditional approach to
the room and the domestic space as a fixed closed structure is assailed by
representations that see domestic space as kinetic. The importance of the ‘room in
motion’ means that I address cinematic as well as literary representations of domestic
space, and show that even literary representation borrow cinematic techniques.

My different chapters constitute case studies of various separate, but complementary,
aspects of the representation of home space. The first chapter shows how domestic
space in reflected in the poetical language of Anna Akhmatova. The second chapter
focuses on the parallel exploration of rooms and a child’s consciousness in Kotik
Letaev by Andrei Belyi. The third chapter discovers the philosophy of a room built by
Sigizmund Krzhizhanovskii in his short stories of the 1920s. The next three chapters
focus on interiors of three different cinematic genres. The fourth chapter looks closely
at films created by Evgenii Bauer, showing the director’s innovative techniques of
framing and set-design. The fifth chapter explores the film Tret'ia Meshchanskaia by
Abram Room, focusing on the director’s employment of the room as a structural
device of the film. The last chapter analyses two lyrical comedies by Boris Barnet to
show the comic effect produced by the empty room and domestic objects in his films,
and also focuses on the image of staircase. In conclusion, I speculate that the
representation of interior spaces in the period in question goes beyond genre, medium,
and narrative structure and becomes an important and culturally dynamic motif of the
time.
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LONG ABSTRACT

This thesis takes a close look at varied representations of domestic interiors in
modernist Russian film and fiction of the 1910s and the 1920s with the emphasis on
movement and the boundaries between the interior and the exterior.

In the context of the widespread assumption that each national culture produces
and manipulates its own ways of representing space artistically, Russia is traditionally
associated with open space. One of the largest countries in the world, Russia has
always been defined and redefined by means of spatial tropes. However, it is rarely
noted that parallel to these paeans to the breadth and boundlessness of Russia, this
country has also given rise to metaphors drawn from interior spaces: rooms, doors,
windows, walls and curtains. The quintessentially delimited space of the room thus
has also played a crucial role in the culture’s self-perception in artistic reality. Peter
the Great is said to have hacked a window into Europe; the Soviet Union built a wall
between Europe and itself and decorated it with an iron curtain, and even up to the
present day this country is often described as a single communal apartment by writers.
However, this process of concentration on internal space developed particularly in the
late 1910s and the 1920s, when many Russian intellectuals found themselves, for the
first time, actually confined to the space of just one room by the policy of uplotnenie,
yet also saw this limited personal space as highly creative, thus the room became a
key setting of imaginative self-exploration.

My intention, therefore, is to foreground the room setting as both a problematic
and creative site that has been marginalised in discussions of spaces in modern fiction
and film, which tend to concentrate on either city and urbanism, or landscapes and

nature. Moreover, taking for my investigation examples from the two media — film
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and literature, I wish to show that the representation of interior spaces goes beyond
genre, medium, narrative structure and becomes an important motif of its own.

My analysis acts to complement important existing studies of dwelling in
literature and film which, as my overview of the criticism shows, have tended to be
either historically and socially bound, or oriented on psychology and cultural and
national identity. Unlike these studies, in this thesis, I am concerned first of all with
the artistic dimension of the representations of the rooms in Russian modernist fiction
and film; specifically with the way in which this basic locus functions as a
problematic site for, and an active component of, the text’s structure and the author’s
artistic intentions.

The range of analysed texts and films is representative rather than exhaustive. I
take the three major film directors of the decades that are most connected to the house
theme (two films from my list have the address of a particular Moscow home in their
titles). My literary choice does not pretend to the same representative status, since
there are, at this period, many more literary treatments of home than cinematic ones.
However, the works selected are by major authors, yet have been less extensively
discussed in the secondary literature than, say, the representation of home in Mikhail
Bulgakov’s work, and they facilitate a comparison of three different artistic
treatments: poetical, psychological, and philosophical.

This study opens with a definition of the interior as a subject of analysis for the
modern humanities. Following such scholars as Walter Benjamin, Penny Sparke and
Charles Rice, I trace the development of the idea of the interior in European culture
from the Renaissance to the beginning of the twentieth century. It was around the turn
of the century, that the concept of the interior in European culture dramatically

shifted, and what used to be a private individual’s shelter from the outside world
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turned into a space that welcomed the uncertainty, violence and dynamism of the
outside. Russia shared deeply these visions of European modernity at that time, and
this study provides close reading examples of how Russian writers and directors
treated the image of the interior in their works.

My first chapter is an exploration of poetic interiors in the works of Anna
Akhmatova of the 1910s and 1920s, in which the domestic setting is shown
predominantly through its liminal details — thresholds, doors, windows and stairs.
Akhmatova produces an image of the interior that is unstable by describing these
areas on the threshold and the way her heroine moves through them. This approach
challenges the previous criticism of Akhmatova’s imaginary interiors, which has
suggested that these were stable and immovable.

The second chapter, ‘Andrei Belyi. The Apartment’s Consciousness’,
concentrates on the interior imagery in the autobiographical novel Kotik Letaev by
Andrei Belyi. The connections between the interior of the self and the private interior
are described through the various transformations of interior spaces seen through the
child’s eyes. My discussion explores the complex connections between the
constructing of the child’s consciousness and the topology of an apartment that is
based on the image of the spiral.

The third chapter, ‘Sigizmund Krzhizhanovskii. ‘Uetsipexyrnas necypaszuua’,
offers an in-depth exploration of the interior spaces in the short stories of Sigizmund
Krzhizhanovskii, and the way the writer employed interior spaces to explain his view
of space in general. In my close reading of Krzhizhanovskii’s stories of 1920s, I argue
that the image of a square room becomes of dominant importance, and influences also

the depictions of other types of spaces, such as cities and even the universe.



The next three chapters open the discussion of cinematic interiors, each of them
tracing a specific method of deploying interior imagery as a cinematic technique. The
fourth chapter concentrates on interior space in the films of Evgenii Bauer, the pre-
revolutionary Russian filmmaker who was most famous for his creative use of set-
design. It also highlights those functions of interior imagery that were essential in
filming melodramas, and his use of doors and windows in directing the complex mise-
en-scene and creating the sense of depth on the screen.

The fifth chapter, ‘Abram Room. A Travelling Room’, looks closely at one
important set of Abram Room’s film Tret'ia Meshchanskaia, and its connection to the
images of the city and the railway. It explores different cinematic theories of the
period related to the representation of objects and sets to show that Room’s approach
to set-design in this film was highly creative. It also explores how Room employed
the image of a ‘travelling room’ to suggest different kinds of meaning connected to
the changing reality of the late 1920s Soviet society.

Finally, the last chapter, examines the representation of interior spaces through
comedies of the late 1920s by Boris Barnet. It demonstrates the way domestic objects
are used to produce a comic effect, as well as to suggest a new way of connecting the
urban outside to the domestic inside. It also looks at the innovative use of an empty
room that Barnet employed in his first lyrical comedy Devushka s korobkoi, and the
way these techniques were developed in his later film Dom na Trubnoi by introducing
a highly elaborative set built on a staircase.

In treating the imaginary interior as itself a unit of analysis through which to
understand and approach Russian culture of the beginning of the twentieth century,
rather than a symptom of wider social relations, this thesis makes a new contribution

to the understanding of the artistic reality of the period.
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NOTES ON TRANSLITERATION AND REFERENCES

All Russian quotations in the text are given in Cyrillic characters. Transliteration of
Russian titles and proper names follows the Library of Congress system throughout
with the following exception: when a Russian name has an established English
version (such as Eisenstein, Mandelstam) that is preferred; so too when a Russian
scholar has a preferred spelling of his or her name in English (D.S. Mirsky; Yuri
Tsivian; Alexei Yurchak). The endings of proper names in ‘uii’ or ‘p1ii’ are
transcribed throughout as ‘ii” or ‘yi’ except in quotations from published texts, where
I follow the original as cited (for instance, Dostoevsky, Bely).

For references and bibliography, I have been guided by the handbook of the
Modern Humanities Research Association (MHRA, 2008). Forms of quotation marks
have been normalised to English. I have given the titles of short stories and poems in
quotation marks and italicised the titles of all novels and films.

Throughout the course of the text, full details of every source are given at
first citation. Thereafter they are referred to by author’s name only, or by author and
an abbreviation of the title if more than one work by the same author is used. Where
the author of a selected text is also the author of the collection from which the text is
taken, the author’s name will not be repeated.

When referencing Russian periodicals that have both the number of the issue
and the exact date of publication on the front page, I use the MHRA form of
referencing: newspapers and magazines published once a week or more are cited by
exact date (for example, Lev Kuleshov, ‘Priamoi put”, Kino-gazeta, 25 November
1924, p. 5; or Boris Barnet, ‘Na podstupakh k sovetskoi komedii’, Kino, 19 April

1927, p. 3); newspapers and periodicals published less frequently are cited by
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numbers (for example, ‘V stsenarnoi kukhne “Doma na Trubnoi’”’, Sovetskii ekran, 35
(1928), 15; or Leo Mur, ‘S”emki na nature i v atel'e’, Kino-front, 5:2 (1926), 2—7). In
the bibliography the indication of pages (p. or pp.) are used for articles in all media —
newspapers, journals, magazines or books.

For bibliographic entries from some Russian sources, I have kept the format
of initials followed by surname, if that was the format used in the original (for
example, N.V.Vul'fert and T.A. Selant'eva, Khudozhniki sovetskogo kino (Moscow:
Sovetskii khudozhnik, 1972).). In the body of text, however, I prefer to call these

authors by their last name.
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INTRODUCTION

In this thesis, I examine interior space as a crucial locus of Russian literary and
cinematic modernism of the 1910s and 1920s. Modernism, as a cultural movement,
has a very particular relation to spaces. If modernist practice is critically recognised
and identified against other cultural paradigms as ‘living and experiencing “new
times” not in the abstract location of literary history, but in specific spatial histories:
rooms, cities, buildings, countries and landscapes’,1 my thesis examines the smallest
unit of these ‘spatial histories’, one hitherto overlooked in analysis of modernist
geographies, especially in the context of Russian criticism — the room.

This understanding of the multiple material geographies of modernism is
guided by one of the key sets of terms found in recent geographical and spatial theory:
the opposition between space and place. To a number of geographical theorists, space
indicates a sense of movement, of history, of becoming, while place is often thought
to imply a static sense of location, of being, or of dwelling.”> And if in a pre-modernist
tradition the representation of a room or interior has been largely associated with the
sense of place and statics, the modernist authors discussed in this thesis present

interiors filled with a revolutionary sense of space and movement.

Pre-Modernist Rooms: Stability, Privacy, Domesticity
My understanding of the primary connotation of a room as a place of stability and

comfort comes from the theoretical model established by European cultural historians

' Andrew Thacker, Moving Through Modernity: Space and Geography in Modernism (Manchester:
Manchester University Press, 2003), p. 13.

* The critical writing on place and space is extensive; see, for example, John A. Agnew and James S.
Duncan, The Power of Place: Bringing Together Geographical and Social Imagination (Boston, MA:
Unwin Hyman, 1989), and Key Thinkers on Space and Place, ed. by Phil Hubbard and Rob Kitchin
(London: SAGE Publication, 2004).



of interior representations. According to the German cultural critic Walter Benjamin —
— probably the first writer of a scholarly kind to acknowledge the cultural importance
of interior space — the concept of the modern interior emerges ‘under the reign of
Louis Philippe’, when for the first time in social history ‘the places of dwelling are
[...] opposed to the places of work’.> This opposition of private and public, according
to Benjamin, plays a key role in establishing the interior as ‘not just the universe of
the private individual’, but also as an “étui’," protecting the individual from the rapid
development of the modern city, guarding the border between the inside and the

outside.

Following Benjamin, scholars have argued that the traditional understanding
of the interior is strongly associated with the notions of family, intimacy, privacy, and
domesticity. Indeed, the interior is often seen as the embodiment of such sentiments.
For example, the two recent monographs on the topic — Charles Rice’s The
Emergence of the Interior and Penny Sparke’s The Modern Interior — establish
privacy and domesticity as the key aspects of the interior as a private space for middle
and upper classes in eighteenth and nineteenth-century Europe.’ In his pioneering

monograph on the idea of home in European history, Witold Rybczynski also argues

? Walter Benjamin, ‘Paris, Capital of the Nineteenth Century (Exposé of 1939)’, in The Arcades
Project, trans. by H. Eiland and K. McLaughlin (Cambridge, MA: The Belknap Press of Harvard
University Press, 1999), pp. 14-26 (p. 19). The term ‘modern’ and the subject of ‘modernity’ in general
is of course complex. Having attracted many writers and scholars, this term collected an impressive
pedigree of definitions and interpretations. For some it is bound up with the idea of ‘consumer culture’,
see Don Slater, Consumer Culture and Modernity (Oxford: Polity Press; Cambridge, MA: Blackwell
Publishers, 1997); some connect modernity to the experience of living in the city, see Tracing
Modernity: Manifestations of Modern Architecture and the City, ed. by Mari Hvattum and Christian
Hermansen (London: Routledge, 2004); some see ‘the modern’ as a sum of the experiences of
continuous disintegration and disconnections, loss of structure, flux and incompleteness, see Marshall
Berman, A/l that Is Solid Melts into Air: The Experience of Modernity (New York: Penguin Books,
1988). All these definitions are elaborative and self-sufficient; however, for the purpose of this
research, I adopt the point of view expressed by Walter Benjamin (quoted above), for whom the
emergence of modernity is bound up with the emergence of the private individual, and, by extension,
his private space — the interior.

* Benjamin, ‘Paris’, p. 20.

> See, Charles Rice, The Emergence of the Interior: Architecture, Modernity, Domesticity (London:
Routledge, 2007), pp. 4-5; Penny Sparke, The Modern Interior (London: Reaktion Books, 2008), p. 7.
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that, beginning in Holland in the early sixteenth-century, the sense of intimacy and
privacy becomes a constant attribute of interior representations in European culture.’
Although similar to most European and American histories, this idea of safe and
secure interior space received slightly different reincarnations in different national
cultures.” A preliminary step in my discussion, therefore, must be an analysis of to
what extent the analytical principles evolved in the discussion of other cultures and
societies (mainly America and Western Europe, and at a variety of periods up to the
early twentieth century) are helpful to the study of Russia, my subject of investigation

here.

Russian Imaginary Rooms in European Context: ‘BHyTpeHHOCTH KOMHATBI’
According to the overall patterns in post-Petrine history, throughout the eighteenth
and early nineteenth centuries, the image of Europe, and France in particular,

dominated the minds of many Russians, forming a new Russian identity of a self-

% Witold Rybczynski, Home: A Short History of an Idea (London: Heinemann, 1988), p. 15. Other
cultural historians name a slightly later date (though still earlier than Benjamin’s) from which they start
tracing the development of the idea of home in Europe. For Steven Parissien the concept of home was
fully articulated in European culture from the very beginning of the eighteenth century, see Steven
Parissien, Interiors: The Home since 1700 (London: Laurence King Publishing, 2009). Jeremy Aynsley
and Charlotte Grant name the year of 1650 as the birth date of ‘The Interior Defined’. It was not until
the mid-seventeenth century, they argue, that architects (a new profession at that time) started
considering the interior as a separate part of the building, see Jeremy Aynsley and Charlotte Grant,
‘The Interior Defined’, in Jeremy Aynsley and Charlotte Grant, eds, /magined Interiors: Representing
the Domestic Interior since the Renaissance (London: V&A Publications, 2006), p. 100. Although
defining the opening chronological frame of the concept of the European interior as 1650, this volume
also provides highly informative examples of representation of domestic spaces and their significance
in earlier epochs, including the Renaissance, the Middle Ages, and even Antiquity. Although
understanding this legacy, my research does not go into many details of these earlier representations, as
the main body of theoretical work on interior representation connected to my research belongs to the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries. For more on the earlier studies of ‘interior portraits’ and their
cultural significance see, for example, Cary Howie, Claustrophilia: The Erotics of Enclosure in
Medieval Literature (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007). Naming different dates and origins of the
birth of the concept of the interior, all these scholars, however, agree that very soon after its emergence,
the interior becomes a most popular and discussed cultural phenomenon, and ‘a dominant visual
strategy’ of European culture, see Hannah Greig, ‘Eighteenth-Century English Interiors in Image and
Text’, in Imagined Interiors, pp. 102-127 (p. 112).

7 Julia Prewitt Brown, for example, analyses a particular ‘Victorian addiction to dwellings’ in Charles
Dickens novels, see Julia Prewitt Brown, The Bourgeois Interior: How the Middle Class Imagines
Itself in Literature and Film (Virginia: University of Virginia Press, 2008); for an extensive discussion
of dwellings in American novels, see Marilyn Chandler, Dwelling in the Text: Houses in American
Fiction (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1991).



consciously ‘European’ kind.* According to the cultural historian Iurii Lotman, the
Russian nobility and bourgeoisie of that time adopted a set of values that was based
on the imitation of foreigners, which became crucial to the social, political and
cultural life of the country. The Russian nobility of the eighteenth and the beginning
of the nineteenth century, Lotman suggests, was, like Russia itself, constantly in the
process of becoming Western — starting with dress and behaviour that imitated
Western style, and ending with a whole range of goods and fashion items (including
furniture and interior decoration) that often actually were of Western origin.” In his
history of Russian furniture, Antoine Cheneviere confirms this picture, and notes that,
in the middle of the nineteenth century, the industry of producing furniture in Russia
‘became submerged in the new style which spread throughout Europe during the
second half of the century, a style which aimed at comfort rather than elegance,
lavishness rather than refinement.”"

Examples of such interiors could be seen in the new genre of inter'er that was
formed in Russian art during the first half of the nineteenth century and soon became
particularly popular. As noted in the first Russian study of the genre, in the first half
of the nineteenth century, ‘He HaliIeTCs XyA0KHHUKA, KOTOPHIN XOTs ObI OAHAKIBI HE

11 Most of the artists who depicted the

n300pa3uit Obl “BHYTPEHHOCTh KOMHATHI.
‘interiority of a room’ — from the leaders of the genre Aleksei Venetsianov or Fedor

Tolstoi to many ‘mpoBUHIMATBHBIE TUIETAaHTHI’ practising the genre — were highly

influenced by the traditions and techniques of seventeenth-century Dutch art and

¥ On the foreign influences on Russian identity, see Section II ‘Constructive Identities: “Us” and
“Them”” in National Identity in Russian Culture: An Introduction, ed. by Simon Franklin and Emma
Widdis (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), pp. 51-92.
? See for example, Turii Lotman and Boris Uspenskii, The Semiotics of Russian Culture, ed. by Ann
Shukman, transl. by Gail Lenhoff and Ronald Vroon (Ann Arbor, Mich: Michigan Slavic
Contributions, 1984), p. 233; pp. 141-161.
' Antoine Cheneviére, Russian Furniture: The Golden Age 1780-1840 (London: Weidenfeld &
Nicolson, 1988), p. 238.
"' E.Ia. Longvinskaia, Inter'er v russkoi zhivopisi pervoi poloviny XIX veka (Moscow: Iskusstvo, 1978),
p. 3.
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eighteenth-century French works,'” and the appearance of such works was very close
to those seen in contemporary continental Europe. These pictures represented interiors
as secure and comfortable spaces with light coming in from the windows allowing the
viewer to see all the details of these symmetrical and perfect rooms — a place to
dwell, to be, to read, to think, and to relax, a place that was well protected from the
hostile environment outside.

The same influence could be traced in the literary representations of this
secure and comfort private interior of the upper class. These ideas have been
extensively explored by scholars of Russian literature and culture of this period.

In his many articles dedicated to the topic of the domestic interior in Russian
culture during this period, Shchukin analyses how for the Slavophiles'” the idea of
the house (as embodied above all in the life of the country estate with its many private
interiors) became identified with the notion of ‘cnacurensusiit kpos’ for the whole
nation, and how it was reflected in many descriptions of interiors and home in
Slavophile texts.'*

Under Romanticism, on the other hand, the domestic interior became an

embodiment of dreams and high aspirations, as explored by Bugrova and

"2 For a detailed explanation of these influences, see Longvinskaia, pp. 5-9; and Mario Praz, 4n
Hllustrated History of Interior Decoration from Pompeii to Art Nouveau (London: Thames and Hudson,
1981), pp. 274-281.

" The term Slavophiles, or slavianofily, refers to the members of an intellectual movement who wanted
Russia to be developed according to the values derived from Russian and Slavic culture as opposed to
Western history and tradition, see Chapter 6, ‘The Slavophiles’, in Andrzej Walicki, 4 History of
Russian Thought from the Enlightenment to Marxism (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988), pp. 92—-114.

' V.G. Shchukin, ‘Spasitel'nyi krov (O nekotorykh mifopoeticheskikh istochnikakh slavianofil'skoi
kontseptsii Doma’, in Iz istorii russkoi kul'tury (XIX vek), ed. by B.F. Egorov and A.D. Koshelev
(Moscow: Tazyki russkoi kul'tury, 1996), pp. 588—609; idem, ‘Kontseptsiia Doma u rannikh
slavianofilov’, in Slavianofil'stvo i sovremennost’ (St Petersburg: Nauka, 1994), pp. 33-47; idem, ‘K
evoliutsii zhanra usadebnoi povesti v russkoi literature XIX veka (Turgenev i Chekhov)’, Slavica, 23
(1988), 277-303; idem, ‘Poeziia usad'by i proza trushchoby’, in Iz istorii russkoi kul'tury (XX vek), ed.
by B.F. Egorov and A.D. Koshelev (Moscow: lazyki russkoi kul'tury, 1996), pp. 574-588; idem, Mif
dvorianskogo gnezda. Geokul'turologicheskoe issledovanie po russkoi klassicheskoi literature
(Krakow: Wyd-wo Uniwersytetu Jagiellonskiego, 1997).



Kartashova.'® According to the scholars, Russian Romantic writers always depicted
interiors as a temporary stop, a haven before the lyric hero’s next voyage to exotic
worlds. Radomskaia has illustrated how the discussions of family values and state
construction in early nineteenth-century literature were reflected in the concepts of the
house and Fatherland, and addressed their close relationship with the spiritual
development of the family and the state.'® There was no break in this tradition in the
mid-nineteenth century either. As Pavlova has argued, the family, house, and state
represent crucial points of departure for Saltykov-Shchedrin and other writers of his
generation.'’

The traditional representation of the interior in pre-modernist Russian literary
texts is probably best summarised by one of the most prominent Russian critics (and a
major figure of the Russian modernist movement) Mikhail Bakhtin, in his book on
Dostoevskii’s poetics. Describing the traditional space of the Russian novel that was
contemporary to Dostoevskii (and the one that Dostoevskii just ‘jumps over’ —
‘nepeckakuBaet’), Bakhtin refers to it as ‘00kuTO€, YyCTpOCHHOE U MPOYHOE, JAJIEKOE
OT MOpora, BHyTPEHee IPOCTPAHCTBO JOMOB, KBAPTHP U KoMHAT . ® According to
Bakhtin, all sorts of private interiors become primary loci of the imaginary geography
of the Russian novel of that period in order to demonstrate the biographical life of the
characters — these are the interiors of ‘TOCTHHBIX, CTOJIOBEIX, 3aJI0B, KAOMHETOB,

CHaJieH, B KOTOPBIX MPOXOIUT Ouorpaduieckas KU3Hb U COBEPILAIOTCS COOBITHS B

BLV. Bugrova, 1.V. Kartashova, Motiv doma v russkoi romanticheskoi proze 20kh-30kh godov XIX
veka (Tver': Forum, 2007).

' T.1. Radomskaia, Dom i otechestvo v russkoi klassicheskoi literature pervoi treti XIX veka: Opyt
dukhovnogo, semeinogo, gosudarstvennogo ustroeniia (Moscow: Sovpadenie, 2006).

'71.B. Pavlova, Tema sem'i i roda u Saltykova-Shchedrina v literaturnom kontekste epokhi (Moscow:
IMLI RAN, ‘Nasledie’, 1999). Valuable studies of these ideas based on the Western material, both
historical and literary, include Douglas Anderson, 4 House Undivided: Domesticity and Community in
American Literature (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990); Nancy Armstrong, Desire and
Domestic Fiction: A Political History of the Novel (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987); Laura
Fasick, Professional Men and Domesticity in the Mid-Victorian Novel (Lewiston, NY: Edwin Mellen
Press, 2003).

'8 Mikhail Bakhtin, Problemy poetiki Dostoevskogo (Moscow: Sovetskii pisatel’, 1963), p. 228.
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pomanax Typrenesa, Toncroro, 'onuapoBa u apyrux’. ~ In this ‘06xuTom

BHYTpPEHHEM NpocTpaHcTBe’, the characters “kuByT OHorpaduuecKoii KHU3HbIO B
OnorpauuecKoM BPEMEHU: POXKIAIOTCS, IEPEKUBAIOT IETCTBO, FOHOCTh, BCTYNAIOT B
6paK, poXKaIOT AeTeil, CTaperoT, yMUparoT.” >

As Bakhtin argues, in realist novels, which represent the most detailed
description of all sorts of interiors in Russian literature, rooms become a place of
stability, domesticity and comfort, of the display of bourgeois values, and locus of the
private, biographical life of their inhabitants in opposition to their public life. One of
the most brilliant examples of this is the description of Oblomov’s milieu in the novel
by Ivan Goncharov, Oblomov (1859), in which a room becomes an almost grotesque
symbol of bourgeois comfort, a display of bourgeois values of consumption and
vanity. It is probably the best example of an imagined interior that is stable, static, and
that lacks any sense of dynamism and movement. Il'ia II'ich Oblomov would spend all
his days just in one room (‘Koraa on 6bu1 TOMa — a OH OB MOYTH BCETAA JOMa, —
OH BCE JIe)KaJI, ¥ BCE MIOCTOSIHHO B OJIHOW KOMHATE, I/Ie MbI €r0 HaIILIH, CIIYKHBIICH

. <oy 21 s .
eMy crajbHel, kabuneToM u npueMHoii’).” This room represented the aesthetic taste

of the time in every possible interior detail:

Kowmnara, rie nexan Unes Uneuy, ¢ mepBoro B3rIgaa Ka3zanach npekpacHo yopannoio. Tam
CTOsI0 OIOPO KPACHOTO JepeBa, /IBA AMBaHAa, OOUTHIE IIEIKOBOIO MAaTEPUEI0, KPACHBbIE
IIMPMBI C BBIITUTHIMU HEOBIBAJIBIMU B IPUPOAE NTHUIIAMH U TUIOIaMH. BB Tam menKkoBbie

. 2
3aHaBEeCHI, KOBPHI, HECKOJIBKO KapTHH, OpoH3a, (happop 1 MHOKECTBO KPACHBBIX METOYEH.

' Bakhtin, Problemy, p. 230.
% Ibid., pp. 228-229.
2! Ivan Goncharov, Oblomov (Moscow: Izdatel’stvo ‘Khudozhestvennaia literatura’, 1967), p. 26.
2 4.
Ibid., p. 27.



This description leaves the reader with a strong sense of the comfort and frivolity of
the life that Oblomov leads. One’s imagination follows the author in his long
description of everyday interior decoration whose function, other than scene-setting,
is purely to evoke the personality of the main character and his way of life. For
instance, Goncharov also stresses that Oblomov felt very uncomfortable about his

room:

CamM X0341H, OJHAKO, CMOTpPEN Ha yOpaHCTBO CBOEro KaOMHETa TaK XOJIOJHO U PACCESHHO,
Kak Oyxaro crpamuBain riazaMu: “KTo cioja HaTammi 1 HacTaBmII Bce 3T0?” OT Takoro
XOJIOJTHOTO BO33PEHMS. .. BUJ KAOMHETA, €CIIM OCMOTPETh TaM BCE MOBHUMATEIbHEE, IIOPayKal

23
TOCTIOACTBYIOUICIO B HEM 3aITyHICHHOCTBIO 1 He6pe)KHOCTBIO.

The room does not really have any existence beyond the shaping force of the human
personality, and that in the most fortuitous sense (‘Ko croga nataugm...?’). The idea
that things might have their own dynamism is remote from Goncharov’s world-view.
Similar long descriptions of interiors, with all their furnishings and decorative
details arranged according to the taste of the time, appear in many novels by other
prominent Russian novelists belonging to the school of classic realism, such as Ivan

Turgenev and Lev Tolstoi.”* Most of these descriptions give us a profound idea of the

> Goncharov, p. 27.

** See, for example, one of Turgenev’s most detailed descriptions of an interior — the description of
Anna Sergeevna’s living room in Oftsy i deti (1862), which lasts for eleven lines: ‘[Toxuaca criycrst
BazapoB ¢ ApkaaueM COILIN B TOCTHHYI0. DTO Oblia MPOCTOPHAs, BBICOKAs KOMHATa, yOpaHHas
JIOBOJIBHO POCKOIIIHO, HO 6e3 ocobeHHoro Bkyca. Tspkenas, foporast Mebenb cTosia B 00BIYHOM
YOMOPHOM IOPSAIKE BAOJb CTEH, OOUTHIX KOPHUHEBBIMU 000SMH € 30JI0TBIMU Pa3BOJaMHU; OKOIHEII
OauHIIOB BhIMHCAN €€ U3 MOCKBBI Uepe3 CBOETOo MPUATENIs U KOMUCCHOHEpa, BUHHOTO Toprosua. Hax
CpeIHHM JUBAHOM BHCEJ HOPTPET 00PIO3IIOro 6eI0KypOro My>KUHHBI — U, Ka3aJI0Ch, HEPYKEITOHO
risgen Ha rocteit. “/lomkHO ObITh, caM, — HIeTIHYJI ba3zapoB Apkaauio U, CMOPIIKB HOC, TPHOABUIL: —
Anb yapate?”’, see Ivan Turgenev, ‘Ottsy i deti’, in Polnoe sobranie sochinenii i pisem, 28 vols,
(Moscow-Leningrad: Izdatel'stvo ‘Nauka’, 1960-1978), viii: Sochineniia: Nakanune. Gamlet i Don-
Kikhot. Ottsy i deti (1964), pp. 193-403 (pp. 274-275). Although these descriptions were rather
detailed, they still were not as long as European examples. Compare Balzac’s seven-page description
of the lodging-house and the sitting room of Madame Vaugqeur at the beginning of Le Pére Goriot



values that obtained at the time among comfortably-off members of the society. The
room is a showcase for the display of taste to the general visiting public, a safe haven,
and a background for the events in the characters’ lives. Moreover, these descriptions
are highly detailed and pretend to verisimilitude (‘life as it is’); at the same time, most
of the details in these rooms have stable social or moral significance. We could say
that they are barometers of the domestic ideology of the time. These examples from
Turgenev’s Ottsy i deti perfectly illustrate how each character has his or her own

particular space, all individually characterised:

Y auBuTENIBRHOE €70, — IpoaoirKkan basapos, — 3Tu crapenspkue poManTHku! Pa3oBeioT B cebe
HEPBHYIO CHCTEMY JI0 pa3fpa)keHHs... Hy, paBHOBecHe U HapymeHo. OqHako mpormaii! B
MOEI KOMHATe aHIIUICKANA PYKOMOMHUK, a JBEPb HE 3anupaercsa. Bee-raku 310 moowmpsTs

. o 25
HaJ0 — aHTJINICKIEe PYKOMOWHHKH, TO €CTh Iporpecc!

While Bazarov is connecting English basins to the idea of progress, another character,

Arkadii, is happy in his old and cosy family house:

bazapos ymren, a Apkaanem OBIafeno pagocTHOE IyBcTBO. CIIaaKo 3aChIIaTh B POANMOM
JI0Me, Ha 3HaKOMOM MOCTENH, TOJI OJESUIOM, HaJl KOTOPBIM TPYAMIUCH TIOOMMBIE PyKH, OBITH

26
MOXET PYKU HAHIOMIKH, TC JIACKOBLIC, ,Z[O6pI:Ie U HEYTOMUMBIC PYKHU.

Another character, Pavel Petrovich, is enjoying the fireplace in his cabinet:

(1835), see Honor¢ de Balzac, Father Goriot: Le Pére Goriot, trans. by Ellen Marriage (Auckland: The
Floating Press, 2009), pp. 7-14.

* Turgenev, p. 210.

* Ibid.



Bpat ero cuzmen nanexo 3a HOJHOYH B CBOEM KabHWHETe, Ha IHPOKOM raMOCOBOM Kpeciie,
nepea KaMHHOM, B KOTOPOM cabo Tien kaMeHHbIH yrois. [1aBen IlerpoBud He pasamencs,
TOJIBKO KUTalCKue KpacHbIe Ty(hiu 0€3 3a]JKOB CMEHWJIM Ha er0 HOTaxX JIaKOBBIE

nonycanokku. OH iepkai B pykax nociegauit Hymep Galignani, HO OH HE YWTaJT; OH TJISEN

27
IMPpUCTAJILHO B KaMUH, I'/I€, TO 3aMUpas, TO BCObIXUBAasA, B3AparmBajio FOJ'Iy6OBaTOC Iams. ..

In the text, these descriptions follow each other, and we can see how in just a couple
of paragraphs Turgenev presents the showcase of rooms and the characters that
inhabit them, something like a literary dolls' house, and that each room in its own way
subscribes to the values of old times, memories, comfort, and stability. Bazarov
indicated that even new progressive English basins were still displayed in the old
order of things, where even the doors to the bathroom were not closed.

However, already in Tolstoi’s descriptions of the interiors there are some
examples that tend to contradict this rule. Anna Karenina tfamously opens with a house-
hold made chaotic and unstable by the adultery of its head Stepan Arkadevich
Oblonsky: ‘Bce cmemanock B gome O6moHckux. JKeHa He BRIXOMIA U3 KOMHAT,
MyKa TpeTHii 1eHb He 6bUT0 1oMa. JleTH Geraiu o BceMy I0My, Kak IMOTepSHHEE. >
To establish this sense of chaos, Tolstoi chooses to describe a dislocation in the use of
traditional interior spaces; we learn that Stiva wakes up not in his bedroom, but on the
couch in his study, where he is not supposed to be: ‘Ha TpeTtuit nens mocine ccopsl
kHs13b Crenan ApkaabeBud O6noHckmii — CTHBa, Kak €ro 3Bajid B CBETE — B
OOBIYHBII Yac, TO €CTh B § 4YaCOB YTpa, IPOCHYJICS HE B CIAJIbHE KEHBI, & B CBOEM
xabuuere, Ha cappaHoBom auBane’.” The dislocation in interior space indicates the

dislocation that has happened in the social and private life of the household — the

" Turgenev, p. 211.
¥ Lev Tolstoi, Anna Karenina (Moscow: Gosudarstvennoe izdatel'stvo, 1928), p. 3.
29 :

Ibid.
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normal function of the interior is lost, everything is chaotic, the bedroom can no
longer protect its dwellers from the outer world. Instead, the chaotic outside world has

entered in, and changed everything.

Dostoevskii: ‘na nopoze’/‘na naowaou’
This tendency to show the irruption into private space of the external world in its most
hostile manifestations becomes even more evident in Dostoevskii’s descriptions of
domestic spaces. Critic Mikhail Bakhtin specifically analysed the way Dostoevskii
uses interior space in Prestuplenie i nakazanie (1866), and other novels. Bakhtin
comes to the conclusion, that unlike other authers of the same time, Dostoevskii
choses to represent very unusual spaces. In Dostoevskii’s novel’s, there are few
interiors of shining drawing rooms and well-organised studies exercising a function of
stability and comfort — such common features of the writing of the time. According to
Bakhtin, Dostoevskii uses in his works just two specific, and what is important — one
is an interior and one is an exterior. Bakhtin calls them ‘na mopore’ and ‘na
wiomaan’. What is specifically interesting in these locations and important for this
study is that Bakhtin is the first critic to define the functions of two absolutely
opposite imaginary spaces. ‘Ha momanu’ represent the centre of the open, public
space; ‘Ha mopore’ — is a threshold within or leading to interior space. What unites
them, however, is the sense of catastrophe, of a tragedy, anxiety, chaos that is about to
emerge within these spaces (and possibly even caused by these locations).
Dostoevskii, according to Bakhtin, does not fall under the category of so-
called ‘cosy family writer’, or as he puts it in Russian, Dostoevskii ‘Obu1 MeHee Bcero
yca1eOHO-TOMaIIHe-KOMHAaTHO-KBapTUPHO-CeMEHBIM mucaTenem’. Instead,

Dostoevskii moves at speed (to use Bakhtin’s word, ‘nepeckakuaet’) through this

11



cosy space of private rooms — to describe a life far away from these cosy spaces. His
characters are the characters that always stay on the threshold — literally and

metaphorically. The only time when Dostoevskii describes his characters in so called
‘central interior zones’, such as drawing rooms and halls, is when these locations are

too infected by the qualities of threshold, qualities of the square:

BryTpenHee jxe mpocTpaHCTBO 10Ma, KOMHAT, JaJIEKOTO OT CBOMX I'PaHUll, TO €CTh OT IIOpOra,
JocToeBCKUI MOUTH HUKOT' /1A HE UCIIOJIb3YET, KPOME, KOHEYHO, CIIEH CKaHAAJIOB U

pa3BeHYaHU, KOT/1a BHYTPEHHEE MMPOCTPAHCTBO (TOCTHHON WM 3aJ1a) CTAHOBUTCS

3aMCCTHUTCIIEM HJIOIIIEIL[I/I.30

‘ITopor’ and ‘rutomazns’, Bakhtin argues, are united by yet another quality, the quality
to transform the time, and to redefine it as the time of crisis.: ‘Ha mopore u na
TUTOIIAM BO3MOYKHO TOJBKO KPU3UCHOE BP €M 5, BKOTOPOM M U T
PUPABHUBACTCS K TOJ[AM, JCCATHIICTHSIM, AaXe K “OuuIHoHy 1er”” .

I perceive both Tolstoi and Dostoevskii as transitional figures, no longer
classic realists, but standing themselves on the threshold of modernism. As Bakhtin’s
interpretations of Dostoevskii’s narrative sets make clear, the function of interior
space is also transitional, moving in the direction towards the imaginary interior
spaces of Russian modernism of the beginning of the twentieth century. At this point,
the interior, which used to be a primary locus of stability and comfort, clearly
becomes the place of catastrophe and scandals, the place where everything is

shattered and nothing is stable. Similarly, the writers and directors whom I am going

to describe transport this sense of instability and catastrophe into the interior as a

3% Bakhtin, Problemy, pp. 228-229.
* Ibid., (emphasis original).
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whole (not just thresholds), so that the shifting and treacherous space of the room
becomes one of the identifying features of Russian modernism as an artistic direction,

rather than of an individual psyche or a shared emotional crisis within the text itself.

Rooms of Russian Modernism

Coming to the Russian imaginary rooms of the beginning of the twentieth century, I
would reiterate that I see them as an integral part of modernist aesthetics. As a true
space of modernism, I argue, the interior borrows all the modernist characteristics of
flux and instability, creativity and paradox, movement and chaos: notions that were
not associated with the private domestic space earlier.

This shift in the understanding of interiors, this move to regarding them as a
part of the modernist aesthetics of speed and flux, has been described and theorised by
several notable cultural historians. In her history of modern interiors, Sparke notes
that during modernism the boundaries between the public space of the city and the
private interior became ‘fundamentally unstable’.** It was this instability, Sparke
argues, that ‘defined modernity, and by extension, the modern interior, reflecting the
constantly shifting identities and the increasingly fragmented experiences of
inhabitants of the modern world’.”

What Sparke understands by the interior in the ‘modern world’ received,
perhaps, one of its strongest and most emotional expressions in The Poetics of Space
— a field-defining study of the significance of interior spaces by the French
phenomenologist Gaston Bachelard. Initially, for Bachelard, the private rooms
represent the ontology of the individual’s intimate being — the sense that was

associated with the interior in the early nineteenth century. Consequently, Bachelard

2 Sparke, p. 11.
> Ibid.
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refers to the house as ‘one of the great interrogative forces in man’s life’.** According
to the notion of ‘topophilia’, developed in The Poetics of Space, every part of the
House — drawers, chests, walls, corridors, and cabinets — is permanently linked to
what Bachelard calls ‘cosmicity’; an absolute space of human existence. This
harmony, however, is not eternal. In the twentieth century, it is shaken by the
emergence of the modern city — the process Bachelard introduces with his
description of modern Paris, where ‘there are no houses’, and ‘the inhabitants [...]
live in superimposed boxes’*” that no longer provide its dwellers with the intimate
feeling of home.

Although referring to Paris, Bachelard’s theories can be applied to Moscow or
St Petersburg of the time — which will be the locations of imaginary rooms in this
work. Many accounts of representation of everyday life and interiors in Russia at the
beginning of the twentieth century are similar to that given by Bachelard of Paris and
run in parallel with the European canon, and should be understood ‘as forming a part
of the history of modernity, rather than its totalitarian “other.””>

Such a paradigm is of value because of its comparative range and its
recognition of the similarity between the Russian and the European modernist
experience. Mark D. Steinberg writes more precisely on the modern city as an

embodiment of the modernist ambiguity both in Russia and Europe:

In literary and interpretive writings about the city, which have proliferated in modern Europe
and beyond, the urban terrain [...] has often appeared as an exemplar of the contradictoriness

of the modern: of the interdependence and inextricability of rationality and disorder,

** Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Space: The Classic Look at How We Experience Intimate Places,
trans. by Maria Jolas (Boston, MA: Beacon Press, 1994), p. 5.

35 Bachelard, p. 26.

%% Christina Kiaer and Eric Naiman, ‘Introduction’, in Everyday Life in Early Soviet Russia: Taking the
Revolution Inside, ed. by Christina Kiaer and Eric Naiman (Bloomington: Indiana University Press,
20006), pp. 1-22 (p. 2).
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opportunity and peril, imagination and perversion, community and solitude, positive faith and

existential unease.”’

Russia, as Steinberg continues, shared these traditions of modernity — ‘the
more deeply because it was so late to embrace and experience economic and social
modernization and the contradictory drives of modern discipline and disorder’.*® At
the same time Steinberg emphasises this ubiquitous sense of ‘vitality, and flux of city
life’ that is immanent to any kind of modernity.”

But if the Russian experience was partly universal, the sense of speed and flux
being shared across all modernising countries, there were also some specific features

in the understanding of domestic space in Russia. As Tim Harte observes:

When modernisation and the technologies of speed did finally arrive in Russia at the end of
the nineteenth century, they elicited distinctively Russian aesthetic forms and achievements.
By the second decade of the twentieth century, painters, poets, sculptors, and filmmakers in
Russia had begun to seek out innovative artistic means for conveying the velocity of their

rapidly industrializing, urban landscape.*’

These artists were bound to work in very specific economic and historical
circumstances. In the years after the Bolsheviks came to power, private property was
abolished in the Soviet Union. For the first time in its history the state ‘obtained the

possibility of determining who has the right to build housing, what housing, [...]

" Mark D. Steinberg, Proletarian Imagination: Self, Modernity, and the Sacred in Russia, 1910-1925
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2002), pp. 147-183 (p. 147).

** Ibid., p. 147.

** Ibid., p. 153.

* Tim Harte, Fast Forward: The Aesthetics and Ideology of Speed in Russian Avant-Garde Culture,
1910-1930 (Madison, Wi: The University of Wisconsin Press, 2009), p. 4.
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where and with whom one may live.”*' This period between the October Revolution
and the early 1920s is also known as an epoch of ‘housing distribution according to
class affiliation,”** and is characterised by the emergence of processes such as
samouplotnenie (subdivision of apartments on a voluntary basis) and the New
Economic Policy campaign for novyi byt.* This led to the emergence of the
communal apartment; a cultural phenomenon often seen ‘as a weapon to mould
revolutionary consciousness and behaviour’,** or indeed taken as a uniting metaphor
for the overall experience of living in the Soviet Union.*

The communal apartment was central not just to lived experience, but to the
Soviet imaginary. Writers such as Mikhail Zoshchenko set their stories in communal

apartments, and its social relations are fundamental to memoirs of the period too.*®

*! Katerina Gerasimova, ‘The Soviet Communal Apartment’, in Beyond the Limits: The Concept of
Space in Russian History and Culture, ed. by Jeremy Smith (Helsinki: SHS, 1999), pp. 107—130 (pp.
109-110).

*2 For details on the ‘redistribution of housing’, see A.I. Chernykh ‘Zhilishchnyi peredel: Politika 20-kh
godov v sfere zhil'ia’, Sotsiologicheskie issledovaniia, 10 (1995), 71-78. This process was also
represented through and popularised by the cinematic medium. A year after the Revolution, Anatolii
Lunacharskii, the head of Narkompros, commissioned a film entitled Uplotnenie (1918), dedicated to
the new conditions of Soviet housing. The fact that Lunacharskii co-wrote the script of the film
demonstrated the importance of the topic for Soviet ideology.

* For a discussion of byt in Russian culture, see Catriona Kelly, ‘Byz: Identity and Everyday Life’, in
National Identity in Russian Culture, ed. by Franklin and Widdis, pp. 149-168; specifically on the NEP
campaign to re-establish a new Soviet everyday life, see Viktor Buchli, An Archaeology of Socialism
(Oxford: Berg, 1999), pp. 41-62.

* William Craft Brumfield and Blair A. Ruble, ‘Introduction’, in Russian Housing in the Modern Age:
Design and Social History, ed. by William Craft Brumfield and Blair A. Ruble (Cambridge: Woodrow
Wilson Center Press and Cambridge University Press, 1993), pp. 1-6 (p. 3). For a history,
anthropology, and sociology of the communal apartment, see Nataliia Lebina ‘Kommunal'nyi,
kommunal'nyi, kommunal'nyi mir...’, Rodina, 1 (1997), 16-21; for a symbolical, mythological, and
anthropological meaning of the communal apartments, see V. Semenova, Sud'by liudei: Rossiia XX vek
(Moscow: AST, 1996), pp. 373-390; and Svetlana Boym, Common Places: Mythologies of Everyday
Life in Russia (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1994), pp. 120-150. Valuable exceptions to
this tendency of depicting communal apartments as a particularly Russian (Soviet) type of interior
space include two monographs published in 2003 on different types of Russian housing. These are a
study of the Russian estate and its historical significance for Russian culture, literature, and theatre in
E.E. Dmitrieva and O.N. Kuptsova, Zhizn' usadebnogo mifa: Utrachennyi i obretennyi rai (Moscow:
OGI, 2003); and Stephen Lovell, Summerfolk: A History of the Dacha, 1710-2000 (Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 2003), in which the author explores different configurations of summer cottages
throughout Russian history.

* Yuri Slezkine, ‘The USSR as a Communal Apartment, or How a Socialist State Promoted Ethnic
Particularism’, Slavic Review, 2 (1994), 414—-452.

% See, for example, Mikhail Zoshchenko, Nervaye liudi (Paris: Biblioteka noveishikh pisatelei, 1927);
Turii Tomashevskii, Vospominaniia o Mikhaile Zoshchenko (St Petersburg: Khudozhestvennaia
literatura, 1995); Viktor Shklovskii, Zhili-byli: Vospominaniia, memuarnye zapisi, povesti o vremeni. S
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Most of the writers and artists that I consider here had direct first-hand experience of
such places, as is made clear by their own writings and biographies (and I shall cite
these records in my text). But to focus simply on the kommunalka in its everyday
sense would be to risk repeating material that has become very familiar. The last few
decades have seen an impressive number of publications dealing with the question of
Soviet and Russian society that include the exploration of the domestic interior in
both its real and imaginary incarnations. These studies shed interesting light on Soviet
houses and their relation to post-socialist politics and economics,* attitudes to
banality and kitsch,*® mechanisms of power,* ways of life under communism,® social
and cultural ‘hegemony of form’,”" and ways of being “cultured’.”* Yet for all that,
they do not consider imaginary interiors as a specific locus of Russian modernity that
borrows all the characteristics of modernist open spaces.

Therefore, the most relevant theoretical study concerning the Russian
dwellings during the 1910s and the 1920s is the one written by the architect and
scholar Vladimir Papernyi. In his pioneering study of the spaces of Russian
modernity, Vladimir Papernyi famously claimed that the culture of the early years of
Russian avant-garde, what he calls ‘Culture One’ was characterised as ‘KynpTypa

nepemMenicHusd, USMCHCHUA COCTOAHUA, HGYCTOﬁqHBOCTH, HECTAaOMILHOCTHU. DTO

kontsa XIX veka po 1962 god (Moscow: Sovetskii pisatel’, 1964); and Kommunal'naia strana v
Jfotografiiakh i vospominaniiakh, ed. by Elena Lavreneva (Moscow: Eterna, 2009).

7 Slezkine.

* Boym, Common Places; and eadem, ‘The Archeology of Banality: The Soviet Home’, Public
Culture, 6 (1994), 263-292.

* Buchli.

*% Sheila Fitzpatrick, Everyday Stalinism: Ordinary Life in Extraordinary Times: Soviet Russia in the
1930s (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000); Il'ia Utekhin, Ocherki kommunal'nogo byta (Moscow:
0.G.I, 2001).

> Alexei Yurchak, Everything Was Forever, Until It Was No More: The Last Soviet Generation
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2006).

32 Catriona Kelly, Refining Russia: Advice Literature, Polite Culture, and Gender from Catherine to
Yeltsin (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001).
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“BeuHBbIil 00I”, “nepmaHeHTHas peBotous”, “3emisa ap1oom’’.” This describes quite
precisely the feeling of constant movement that was experienced and captured by
major artists of this time, for example, Vladimir Maiakovskii, who in 1914
deliberately emphasises the shift from rural to urban space, from open to closed, from

outside to inside:

Tenehonsl, a3pOIUTaHbI, SKCIPECCHI, TH(THI, pPOTAIIHOHHBIE MAIIWHEL, TPOTYaphl, (hadpuaHbIe
TpyOBI, KAMEHHBIE TPOMAbI, KOMOTh U JABIM — BOT 3JI€MEHTHI KPACOTHI B HOBOH TOPOACKON
npupojie. DIeKTpruUecKnii (OHAPH MBI Yallle BUANM, YeM CTapyl0 POMaHTUYIECKYIO TyHYy. MBI,

TrOpOXKaHE€, HC 3HACM JICCOB, HOHefI, IBETOB — HaM 3HAKOMBI TYHHECJIU YJIUI] C UX IBUKCHUEM,

54
LOIyMOM, TPOXOTOM, MEJIbKaHUEM, BEUHBIM KPYTOBPALICHUEM.

However, perhaps because the popular idea of this age has been associated
with high speed, fluidity, uncertainty, and alienation, the interior, conventionally
considered to represent belonging and stability, has often been marginalised in
criticism of the period. Even those scholars who are primarily concerned with
different interior spaces in their analyses, such as lurii Leving in his Vokzal-Angar—
Garazh: Vladimir Nabokov i poetika russkogo urbanizma, have addressed not the
interior structures themselves, but the types of movements between those structures.”
Similarly, scholars writing specifically on architecture, such as Papernyi, have tended
to approach it from the level of the facade and architectural construction and the
movements between the houses rather than as interior spaces that are perceived from

the inside.

>3 Vladimir Papernyi, Kul'tura Dva (Moscow: Novoe literaturnoe obozrenie, 1996), p. 61.

>* A quotation from Maiakovskii’s speech. Quoted in commentaries for Vladimir Maiakovskii’s
‘Dostizheniia futurizma’ in Vladimir Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, 13 vols (Moscow:
Izdatel’stvo khudozhestvennoi literatury, 1955-1961), i (1955), pp. 453-454.

> See Iurii Leving, Vokzal-Angar-Garazh: Viadimir Nabokov i poetika russkogo urbanizma (Moscow:
Izdatel’stvo Ivana Limbakha, 2004).
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Moreover, most of the examples from the domestic sphere used by Papernyi
and other architectural critics of the time belong to the area of not just imaginary
interiors, but utopian ones, as generated by, for example, futurism and constructivism;
i.e. as visions belonging to just one left-leaning section of the Russian modernist
intelligentsia. Many of the buildings that he focuses on were never actually built.

At the same time, some of Papernyi’s insights are helpful for my study of
1910s and 1920s Russian imaginary interiors. According to Papernyi’s concept of
‘Culture One’, the architectural constructions of this time are fluid and movable, as
the whole idea of movement was essential to the artistic thought of the time. Houses
built or imagined during the period of ‘Culture One’ were usually presented
‘IOBOPAYMBAIOIIUMHUCS K COJHILY, pa300pHBIMH, KOMOMHHUPOBAHHBIMU U
TIOJBHKHBIMA [...] ¢ MEHSIOIIEHCS IITAaHUPOBKOH KoMHaT, MeGemn’.”® Papernyi also
remarked that the ideal character of this culture is someone who could freely and
rapidly embark on a new travelling route, a kind of ‘uenoBek ¢ uemoganom’ or ‘6aba
¢ mentkom’ — the typical fldneurs of the new age.”” The houses for such fickle
dwellers are turned into ‘kaOWHKK MacCca)XUPCKOTO MApOX0/1a, adPOIUIaHa WIH
CTANBHOTO BAroHa’;" Of ‘SIIHUK M3 THYTOTO CTEKJIA MM ITOXOHYIO KAlOTYy,
CHAGKEHHYIO JIBEPHIO C KOJIBLAMH, Ha KOJECaX CO CBOMM OOBIBATEIEM BHYTPH .
Indeed, according to canonical texts from the period, a typical traveller was supposed
to merge with interior space in the process of travelling. This process was strikingly

evoked, for instance, by the poet Velimir Khlebnikov: ‘Takum o6pa3om 66110

AOCTHUTHYTO BCJIMKOC 3aBOCBAHUC: IMYTCIICCTBOBAJI HC YCIIOBCK, a €TI0 IOM Ha

K L. Zelenskii, ‘Ideologiia i zadachi sovetskoi arkhitektury’, LEF, 3 (1925), 77-108 (p. 100; p. 105).
>7 Papernyi, p. 61.

¥ Moisei Ginzburg, ‘Tselevaia ustanovka v sovremennoi arkhitekture’, Sovremennaia arkhitektura, 1
(1927), 4-18.

> Velimir Khlebnikov, ‘My i doma’, in Sobranie proizvedenii, 5 vols (Leningrad, 1928-1933), iv
(1933), pp. 275-286 (p. 279).
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KOJIECHKAX WJIHU, Jy4Ille CKa3aTh, Oy/IKa, MPUBUHUMBAEMAs TO K TUIOMIAIKE IT0E3/1a, TO
K mapoxozy’.*

So far as avant-garde artistic activity was concerned, there was a sturdy
tradition of imagining new architectural and city plans that would, however, never
become reality. Because of this utopic resonance, I have not included the objects of
the left-wing artistic imagination in my discussion of modernist interiors in Russian
culture. However, as I hope to demonstrate, the representation of interior spaces even
in its less radical, everyday incarnations still tended to be highly elaborate, whilst
following the same pattern of the flow, speed and instability of the modernist
movement, which demonstrates its dependence on urbanism and the culture of the

outside, rather than the conservative idea of the peaceful and comfortable home.

Cinematic Interiors

Tracing a link between cinema and modernity’s fixation on the dynamic is nothing
new. The most important characteristics of modernity are often seen as a derivative of
the cinematic medium and even linked directly to the emergence of cinema.®' Indeed,
the modern city’s preoccupation with speed and motion perfectly fits in with the
possibilities of the new cinematic medium, and is often directly compared to it as
such.®” Yuri Tsivian observes that talking about cinema in the age of modernity, ‘one

comes into contact not with the film and not even with the cinema, but with the city,

59 Khlebnikov, p. 279. Khlebnikov goes further in his description, pointing out that this kind of
travelling should be recognised and legalised all over the world that is moving towards a new
geography, and that ‘xaxslii ropoJ] cTpaHsbl, Kyia IpUObIBA B CBOEM CTEKISTHHOM SIIMKE BIaJenell,
00s13aH ObUI 1aTh Ha OJJHOM U3 JOMOB-OCTOBOB MECTO AJIS I€PEIBUKHOIM ANTHUKO-KOMHATHI (CTEKIO-
xatel)’, see Khlebnikov, ‘My i doma’, p. 280.

61 See, for example, Tom Gunning, ‘Modernity and Cinema: A Culture of Shock and Flow’, in Cinema
and Modernity, ed. by Murray Pomerance (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2006), pp.
297-315.

62 Cf. Maiakovskii’s lecture on futurism, ‘A camoe raBHOE — H3MEHHIICS PUTM KU3HH. Bce cTano
MOJIHHCHOCHBIM, OBICTPOTEYHBIM, KaK Ha JeHTe KuHemaTtorpada’, see Maiakovskii, ‘Dostizheniia
futurizma’, p. 454.
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condensed into the cinematographic text.”®’

The secondary literature relating to these subjects is quite copious, and
includes studies on modernity in film;** studies on the representations of trains and
railways in early cinema;®® phenomenological and semiotic cinematic approaches to
the city;*® utopian and dystopian representations of cities;”” haptic mapping of the
cinematic urban space;68 and, finally, urban cinematics as a category in itself.®’

However, it is rarely mentioned that a room as a setting can provide vital
material to explore cinematic modernism; at times much more vital than the image of
the city, or the image of home.”

Talking about interiors in cinematic terms, one is obliged to enter what the art
historian Anthony Vidler characterises as of the most difficult and complex, but at the

same time most privileged relationship in the history of cross-disciplinary study —

% Yuri Tsivian, ‘Early Russian Cinema and Its Public’, trans. by Alan Bodger, Historical Journal of
Film, Radio and Television, 11:2 (1991), 105-120 (p. 110).

%4 Nezar AlSayyad, Cinematic Urbanism: A History of the Modern from Reel to Real (London:
Routledge, 2006); Ted Perry, Masterpieces of Modernist Cinema (Bloomington: Indiana University
Press, 2006); Leo Charney and Vanessa Schwartz, Cinema and the Invention of Modern Life (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1996); Scott McQuire, Visions of Modernity: Representation, Memory,
Time and Space in the Age of the Camera (London: Sage, 1998).

% Lynne Kirby, Parallel Tracks: The Railroad and Silent Cinema (Exeter: University of Exeter Press,
1997).

% Juhani Pallasmaa, The Architecture of Image: Existential Space in Cinema, trans. by Michael
Wynne-Ellis (Helsinki: Rakennustieto, 2007); André Gardies, L Espace au Cinéma (Paris: Méridiens
Klincksieck, 1993); Vivian Sobchack, The Address of the Eye: A Phenomenology of Film Experience
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1992).

%7 Noir Urbanisms: Dystopic Images of the Modern City, ed. by Gyan Prakash (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 2010); David Butler, Fantasy Cinema: Impossible Worlds on Screen
(Brighton: Wallflower Press, 2009); Dietrich Neumann, Film Architecture: Set Design from Metropolis
to Bladerunner (New York: Prestel, 1996).

% Giuliana Bruno, Atlas of Emotions: Journeys in Art, Architecture, and Film (New York: Verso,
2002); Tom Colney, Cartographic Cinema (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2007).

% Frangois Penz and Andong Lu, Urban Cinematics: Understanding Urban Phenomena through the
Moving Image (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2011), p. 204.

% ‘Home’ is a notion that could be seen as a substitute for the two loci — the room and the city — and
there are a number of studies that focus on the image of home and homeland in cinema; however, as I
have noted previously with regard to the literary rooms, my cinematic analysis, too, will tend to move
away from this notion and focus on a more precise and laconic idea of the ‘room’. For a discussion of
‘home’ in cinematic terms, see Home, Exile, Homeland: Film, Media, and the Politics of Space, ed. by
Hamid Naficy (New York: Routledge, 1999).
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the relationship between film and architecture.”' Throughout the history of this
relationship, Vidler continues, ‘the obvious role of architecture in the construction of
sets (and the eager participation of architects themselves in this enterprise), and the
equally obvious ability of film to “construct” its own architecture in light and shade,
scale and movement, from the outset allowed for a mutual intersection of these two
“spatial arts.””’> And it is exactly on this crossing of the two disciplines that my study
of cinematic interiors of the Russian modernism of 1910s and 1920s is located.

It is around this time that space, as has been pointed out earlier, gains the
connotation of power and fluidity, and it is cinema that is recognised as the medium
most able to reproduce this new quality. One of the first films to fully demonstrate the
power of cinema to capture both space and time in their constant transformation was
Das Kabinet des Dr. Caligari (1920) by Robert Weine. As one of its first reviewers
Herman G. Scheffauer concludes, this film demonstrated the victory of the ‘fourth

dimension’ over the traditional two-dimensional space:

Space — hitherto considered and treated as something dead and static, a mere inert screen or
frame, often of no more significance than the painted balustrade-background at the village
photographer’s — has been smitten into life, into movement and conscious expression. A

fourth dimension has begun to evolve out of this photographic cosmos. "

"' Anthony Vidler, ‘The Explosion of Space: Architecture and the Filmic Imagery’, Assemblage, 21
(1993), 44-59 (p. 45).

" Ibid., p. 46.

" Herman G. Scheffauer, ‘The Vivifying of Space,” Freeman (24 November—1 December 1920);
reprinted in Introduction to the Arts of Movies, ed. by Lewis Jacobs (New York: Noonday Press, 1960),
pp- 76-85 (p. 77).
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Moreover, Scheffauer deliberately highlights the use of interior imagery in this
process: ‘Einstein’s invasion of the law of gravity is made visible in the treatment of
walls and supports; [...] furniture, room, house, street, city, landscape, universe.”’*

Scheffauer uses the interior imagery to express aesthetics specific to the
expressionist movement to which the film belonged” in his study on space in cinema,
Turii Lotman universalises these ideas in relation to cinematic image in general. In his
study of the semiotics of the cinema, Lotman focuses on the tension that exists
between the two-dimensional space of the screen and the unlimited, four-dimensional,
space of the world to which the film refers. Lotman argues that ‘au B omHOM 13
n300pa3UTEIbHBIX UCKYCCTB 00pa3bl, 3aMOIHSIONINE BHYTPEHHIOIO TPaHHILY
XYZ0KECTBEHHOT'O TIPOCTPAHCTBA, HE CTPEMSITCS CTOJIb AKTUBHO €€ NMPOPBaTh,
BbIpBaThCs 3a ee npeaensl’. These dynamics Lotman calls ‘mTypm mtockoii
nosepxuoctr’.’® This to some extent metaphorical image of space within the frame
‘rebelling’ against its dimentiality, gives an illustration of the way the interior
functions in Russian 1910s and 1920s film, and by close-reading some of the films of
the period in this work, I will come back to this Lotmanian term.

Moreover, this Lotmanian metaphor of a ‘rebellious’ inner space of the
cinematic frame opens up the discussion of some technical elements of cinematic
production and the cinematic image as a whole. Below I will touch upon those which

are particularly important to this study.

™ Scheffauer, p. 79.

7 Later these ideas would be developed by other expressionist critics from Siegfried Krakauer to
Rudolf Kurz. Cf. ‘Perpendicular lines tense towards the diagonal, houses exhibit crooked, angular
outlines, planes shift in rhomboid fashion, the lines of force of normal architecture, expressed in
perpendiculars and horizontals, are transmogrified into a chaos of broken form’, see Rudolf Kurz,
Expressionismus und Film (Berlin: Lichtbildbithne, 1926), 123; cited in Vidler, Explosion, p. 58; and
Siegfried Kracauer, Nature of Film: The Redemption of Physical Reality (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1960).

7 Turii Lotman, Semiotika kino i problemy kinoestetiki (Tallin: Eesti Raamat, 1973), pp. 105; 108-109.
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Frame

Talking about cinematic frame and its relationship to the domestic interior, I refer to a
study by Thomas Elsaesser and Malte Hagener, who have suggested an innovative
way of looking at film theory through the methodological framework of interior-based
metaphors, such as doors and windows. This framework allows us to see how deeply
the interior imagery can influence film theory and film analysis, and at the same time
provides us with useful methodology for analysing particular case-studies. The first
two chapters of their 2010 monograph, Film Theory.: An Introduction through the
Senses, entitled ‘Cinema as Window and Frame’ and ‘Cinema as Door — Screen and
Threshold’, offer an in-depth exploration of different theoretical approaches to film
study that have employed ‘interior metaphors’ in their lexicon. The chapter dedicated
to ‘window as frame’ deals with the framing of the filmic image as its essential
element and includes approaches such as Andre Bazin’s theory of filmic realism,
David Bordwell’s study of staging in-depth, and Rudolf Arnheim and Sergei
Eisenstein’s exploration of the principles of construction governing the image’s
composition ‘within the frame-as-frame’.”’

In the section that reveals the ‘door’ metaphor and its application to film
theory, Elsaesser and Hagener’s focus is on the ‘position that seeks to describe the
transition from the spectator’s world to the world of the film, [...] physical entry into
cinema and imaginary entry into the film’.”® Importantly, in their approach Elsaesser
and Hagener prefer to concentrate on formalist theories of cinema and cinematic
space, which gives their approach a similarity to the method I am using in my thesis.

However, in their exploration of window as frame and door as threshold, the

authors focus more on the latter part of each pair, using windows and doors in rather

7T Elsaesser and M. Hagener, Film Theory: An Introduction through the Senses (New York:
Routledge, 2010), p. 8.
" Ibid., p.8.
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metaphorical terms, suggesting they unite different film theories. I, on the other hand,
try to analyse and close-read the doors and windows of the cinematic interiors and
establish how they work as metaphors and as a specific artistic medium in the

different films selected as case studies.

Set Design and Narrative
As well as raising issues about the treatment of space in a geometrical sense, the use
of the domestic environment in the film raised other questions that were more specific
to the cinema as an industry — the questions of set design and artistic direction. At
the early stage of film-productions, both in Russia and abroad, set designers were not
considered to be an essential part of the film. Rather, they played the role of the
‘masters of invisible sets’.”” Due to this attitude, the contribution of set designers to
the overall understanding of films’ narratives was significantly under-researched.
There are some practical introductions to the profession of a set-designer, and some
encyclopaedic articles devoted to the topic, as well as articles related to the
exploration of specific sets.*” However, there are still very few monographs or
collections of articles that present detailed historical and cultural analyses of the
significance of the set — and, particularly, the domestic set — in cinema.

Charles Affron and Mirella Jona Affron in Sets in Motion: Art Direction and
Film Narrative set out the basic question of the relationship between set design and
the organisation of cinematic narrative. This book is considered to be

‘groundbreaking’ in describing the ways the set influences the narrative and vice-

versa, importantly stating that the set could call upon ‘powerful images that serve to

" Film Architecture and the Transnational Imagination: Set Design in 1930s European Cinema, ed. by
Tim Bergfelder, Sue Harris and Sarah Street (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2007), p. 11.
80 See, for example, Michael L. Stephens, Art Directors in Cinema. A Worldwide Biographical
Dictionary (Jefferson, London: McFarland, 1998); N.V.Vul'fert and T.A. Selant’eva, Khudozhniki
sovetskogo kino (Moscow: Sovetskii khudozhnik, 1972).
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organise the narrative; it exhibits an elevated level of rhetoric; [...] insists on values
that are highly determining; [...] oblige the spectator to read design as a specific
necessity of narrative’.®' Among other problems, the Affrons discuss a specific
category of set design or, as they call it, ‘design intensity’, that is defined by the
scholars as ‘narrative’ itself. This category is applied to films that take place almost
solely in one apartment.® In such films, ‘décor becomes the narrative’s organizing

image, a figure that stands for the narrative itself’.*> As the Affrons observe:

Where the set is narrative, décor’s topography, no matter how complex, becomes utterly
familiar. [...] In the end, this décor takes on for the spectator a relationship to the narrative

akin to that which it had for the character.®

On the other hand, C.S. Tashiro’s Pretty Picture: Production Design and the History
Film argues that some sets impose their presence beyond narrative and work against
the story to highlight the sense of the image, and to suggest meanings that cannot be
expressed within the frame; hence set design, according to Tashiro, becomes an
independent part of the film that to some extend rebels against narrative.®

Emma Widdis in her article on the use of faktura in early Soviet set design
was one of the first scholars to approach this question from both historical and
aesthetic perspective in relation to Soviet tradition. Widdis discusses the question of
set design with regard to the artistic thought of the time, and introduces the

contradiction of different approaches to the set as one between depth and surface on

' Film Architecture, p. 18.

%2 Several films described in this thesis fall into this category.

%3 Charles Affron and Mirella Jona Affron, Sets in Motion: Art Direction and Film Narrative (New
Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1995), p. 36.

$ Affrons, Sets in Motion, p. 177.

% C.S. Tashiro, Pretty Picture: Production Design and the History Film, (Austin: University of Texas
Press, 1988), p. 6.
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the screen.® Her article represents one of very few scholarly contributions to the topic
of early Soviet cinematic décor.

My thesis, to some extent, aims to contribute to this field. However, it is
important to note that I am neither predominantly concerned with the evolution of set
design, nor entirely focused on the role of the designer in the process of filmmaking.
Rather, my work primarily deals with the image of the room and the way it is
constructed by the cinematic medium. My preference is to see the domestic interior
not so much in terms of materialisation (as in sets), but as a problematic motif of the

culture in question — an expression of the contemporary imaginary.

Two Media, Six Rooms

I deliberately made my choice of case studies so that they cover two different media —
literature and film. The correlation of cinematic and literary interiors here highlights
one important premise of this work — by exploring one motif in two different media, I
follow the point of view expressed in the volume of essays Russian Literature,
Modernism and the Visual Arts by Catriona Kelly and Stephen Lovell, who refer to
‘the imitation of one art form in another’, especially concerning the coexistence of

visual and narrative art, as a dominant feature of Russian and, by extension, European

% Emma Widdis, ‘Faktura: depth and surface in early Soviet set-design’, Studies in Russian and Soviet
Cinema, 3: 1 (2009), 5-32. Widdis’ previous approach to the topic of Soviet cinema is her innovative
book Visions of a New Land, in which the scholar explores the construction of space and landscape by
cinematic medium, and the mapping of a new Sovietness on the screen. This monograph includes some
pages on the employment of the domestic imagery in Soviet films of the 1920s; however they are
discussed in the context of the complex relationship between public and private or as the feeling of
‘home in the city’, which is different to my approach to domestic space in the same films.
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modernism.®” The period in question is therefore seen as an era in which the
preference manifested in nineteenth-century Russian culture for the word over visual
image was swept away’.*® Containing manifestations of different forms of art and
therefore being itself an interdisciplinary inquiry,*” my study of the interior
represented in film and literature of Russian modernism contributes to the paradigm
outlined by Kelly and Lovell, suggesting new possibilities for reflections and
interpretations. By this I also insist on the discussion of specific imaginary interiors as
a distinct part of particularly modernist aesthetics.

With two media to discuss in this work, there remains the issue of how one
should organise the representation of these literary and cinematic rooms as at once
fixed and dynamic entities. In Literary Architecture, Ellen Frank refers to the five
chapters of her discussion as ‘five rooms’: ‘each filled with the furniture of its subject
matter, each very specifically located, separated by halls of space’.”® Similarly, I shall
structure my chapters as a gallery of six imaginary rooms correlating to the six

chapters (in each chapter, however, there will be more than one room).

87 Catriona Kelly and Stephen Lovell, ‘Introduction’, in Russian Literature, Modernism

and the Visual Arts, ed. by Catriona Kelly and Stephen Lovell (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2000), pp. 1-20 (p. 5). For further theoretical discussion of the coexistence and interrelations of
different forms of art, see James Heffernan, Space, Time, Image, Sign: Essays on Literature and the
Visual Arts (Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 1987); Ulrich Weisstein, ‘Literature and the Visual Arts:
Intertextuality and Mutual Illumination’, in Intertextuality: German Literature and Visual Art from the
Renaissance to the Twentieth Century, ed. by Ingeborg Hoestrey and Ulrich Weisstein (Columbia, SC:
Camden House, 1993), pp. 1-17; and Mario Praz, Mnemosyne: The Parallel between Literature and
the Visual Arts (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1970). Film and literature as separate art forms
create also a special paradigm of interconnection explored through cinematic adaptations of literary
texts. For some of the most systematic analyses of the topic, see Brian McFarlane, Novel into Film: An
Introduction to the Theory of Adaptation (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1990); as well as A Companion to
Literature and Film, ed. by Robert Stam and Alessandra Raengo (Malden: Blackwell, 2004).

% Kelly and Lovell, ‘Introduction’, p. 5.

% Turii Lotman demonstrates this ability of the interior to accommodate many different forms of art in
his article dedicated specifically to the aesthetics of ‘ObIToBOE mpocTpancTBo’: ‘Opranu3anms
MHTEpbepa — 3TO HE TOJBKO pa3MelleHre MeOelH, YKpalleH!H, KapTHH U CKYJIBITYpP BHYTPH JaHHOTO
MIOMEIEHNS, HE TOJIBKO XYI0XKECTBEHHOE 0hopMIIeHHE CTeH, TOTOJIKA U ToJia. JloMariHss cleHa B
6apckoM ocobHsike X VIII B. B Takoif e Mepe BBOAMIA B HHTEPhEP TeaTPalbHOE UCKYCCTBO, B KAKOH
TEJIEBU30D BBOJUT B COBPEMEHHYIO KBapTUpy knHematorpad’, see Turii Lotman, ‘Khudozhestvennyi
ansambl’ kak bytovoe prostranstvo’, in Stat'i po semiotike iskusstva (St Petersburg: Akademicheskii
proekt, 2002), pp. 376-387 (p. 377).

% Ellen Eve Frank, Literary Architecture: Essays Towards a Tradition. Walter Pater, Gerard Manley
Hopkins, Marcel Proust, Henry James (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1979), p. 3.

28



It is important to note that to represent the class of phenomena under
investigation, I use the terms interior and room interchangeably. It is the enclosed
space within houses with which I am primarily concerned. In particular, I generally
prefer to use ‘room’, when dealing with texts originally written in Russian because it
is a more usual and natural usage for this language than the borrowed inter'er. I see
these terms as far more appropriate than house or home (dom in Russian), a category
of philosophical, social, and anthropological enquiry that is far too multifunctional
and has a complex shift of meaning in English, which is not applicable to the Russian
context. Although many scholars use both sets of notions in parallel in their critical
discussions of the topic (and I will refrain from challenging their preferences while
establishing the theoretical and historical background for particular case-studies, as
well as at some points in this Introduction), I use the interior, rather than the house.
Sometimes I look briefly at the house in an overall sense when this is suggested by the
text itself (as in Dom na Trubnoi, for example), but I quickly move ‘inside’ the house
to look at the interior. The term ‘room’ is also helpful in suggesting that I focus on
private domestic spaces, rather than on public interiors of factories and offices.

The thesis is organised not as a generalising, chronological exploration of the
topic, but as a series of complementary, though autonomous, case studies. Each of the
six chapters discusses a particular interior or set in literature and cinema of the period
in question: the room in Anna Akhmatova’s poetry; the apartment in Andrei Belyi’s
autobiographical writings; the rooms of Sigizmund Krzhizhanovskii’s short stories;
the cinematic interiors of Evgenii Bauer’s melodramas; the set of Abram Room’s
‘oprToBas ¢unpma’; and the domestic sets depicted in Boris Barnet’s lyrical comedies.
The particular films and literary works of these authors were chosen because they all

take place in one or several domestic interiors and they represent the diversity of the
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artistic employment of this particular setting by artists of widely different ambitions
and orientations. Nevertheless, there are common features in their representation of
interiors, which guided my choice of the authors and directors, and which were the
point of embarking on this analytical journey.

All the case studies in this thesis emerge during a period of radical change in
the understanding of space in general and interior space in particular. The new reality
of fast urbanisation, such as the new experiences of travelling by train and
automobile, required fresh modes of representation of space. The connotations of the
house as a specific shelter from this destructive urban reality, a place of safety,
comfort, and stability were so strong that this notion remained one of the last bastions
of ‘the old regime’ while everyone in the outside world ‘nerenu Ha xene3HoM sape u3
nporwioro B Oyaymee’, as the critic Viktor Shklovskii characterised the cultural
experience of modernism.”’

Another reason for this choice of authors was based on their specific interest
in the interior as a creative location. Of coure, many writers and directors of the time
depicted different parts of interior imagery, but their vision was somewhat nostalgic.
To give just an examples, Mikhail Bulgakov creates a cult of cream-coloured curtains
and sees interior as a kind of refuge from the outside world.”*

Another tendency of the interior representation can be seen in Maiakovskii’s
writings. Although playing with the notion of the room (‘Komuara — riaBa B

KpydJeHbIXOBCKOM any’),” Maiakovskii’s protagonist tends to escape from any room

! Viktor Shklovskii, ‘Po povodu kartiny Esfir’ Shub’, Lef, 8-9 (1927), 32-54 (p. 53).

%2 Cf. ‘B pomane Toro %e Bynrakosa “Bermas reapaus” KpeMOBbIE 3aHABECKH B FOCTHHOIA, 4achl,
HCTIOJHSIONINE FABOT, CTAPUHHBIC TOOCICHBI, MIKA(BI C 30J0THIMU 00pE3aMU KHHUT, JTAMIIA MO/
LISTKOBBIM abakypoM, )KapKo HATOIUICHHAsI TOJUIAHICKAs IeYb ¢ U3pa3l[aMu, pa3Be 3TO HE CHMBOJIBI,
10 MHEHHIO aBTOPa, MUPHOH, cTapoil 106poil xU3HH, KOTOPOH elle He KOCHYIUCh Oypu
peBomononHoi Poccun?’, see Aleksei Losev, Problema simvola i realisticheskoe iskusstvo (Moscow:
Iskusstvo, 1976), pp. 187—-188.

% Vladimir Maiakovskii, ‘Lilichka! Vmesto pis'ma’, in Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, 13 vols (Moscow:
Izdatel'stvo khudozhestvennoi literatury, 1955-1961), i (1955), pp. 107-108 (p. 107). Here,
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he may be in; the trajectories of his characters are either out of the room, into the
street and the broader city space,” or between the streets.”

Pasternak is a very important figure in the representation of interior spaces in
Russian culture, however he sees a room as a medium to enrich the higher reality and
higher harmony, what Zholkovskii in his article calls ‘Bbicinas ¢asa’ of Pasternak’s
poetics.”®

In my discussion, I try to go away from these three tendencies — nostalgic
rooms, room as a starting point of escaping, and a room as a sign of higher reality. I
want to look at very ordinary representations of interiors, and see to which extent they
are converted to and affected by modernist aesthetics.

In this context, the rooms represented by the three authors whose works I am
going to discuss — not escaped from but inhabited, though in an original and
specifically modernist way — are as usual as they are significant. They precisely
facilitate the emphasis that I wish to place on movements within interior spaces, on
the mutability and dynamism of the domestic environment, allowing me to site the
discussion of the Russian (including early Soviet) interior in the broader discussion of
modernism, rather than representing it yet once more as a sociological account of
kommunalka life.

The filmmakers on whom I focus had an equally idiosyncratic and revealing
understanding of modern spaces, though for different reasons. The majority of the

film directors of the time, including Eisenstein and Vertov, were not particularly

Maiakovskii is ironically referring to the work by Kruchenykh and Khlebnikov Igra v adu: Poema
(1912).

% Cf. ‘Bmibery, | Teno B ymuy 6poury s°, in “Lilichka!’; and ‘51 Gera oT 308a pa3ssHyTHIX OKOH’ in
Vladimir Maiakovskii, ‘Pro eto’, iv (1957), pp. 135-184 (p. 169).

% See Vladimir Maiakovskii, ‘Iz ulitsy v ulitsu’, i, pp. 38-39.

% Aleksandr Zholkovskii, ‘Mesto okna v poeticheskom mire Pasternaka’, in Aleksandr Zholkovskii,
lurii Shcheglov, Raboty po poetike vyrazitel'nosti: Invarianty—Tema—Priemy—Tekst. Sbornik statei
(Moscow: Izdatel'skaia gruppa ‘Progress’, 1996), pp. 209-239 (p. 230).
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interested in detailed representation of private interior spaces, but preferred to focus
on shared spaces such as factories and offices, or indeed on the cities’ squares and
public spaces.”” On the other hand, the works by the three different directors analysed
in this work offer extremely interesting examples of the cinematic use of interior
imagery of the time. Where other artists took interior space for granted (by
representing it conventionally, or by ignoring it), the figures on whom I focus
deliberately manipulated the interior space within their works. Frequently, they
divided the interiors into several areas featuring smaller spaces, like corridors, doors,
windows, and chests, whilst introducing them by different mediums — cinema and
literature, in order to show the interior in constant movement. This was also true of
the writers on whom I focus.

After briefly setting out the critical reception of each cinematic and literary
work in question (which generally has acknowledged the issue of interior space only
in passing), I present my own reading of the role of interior imagery in the text. The
bulk of each chapter consists of close reading and analysis of the interior motifs of

selected works. Historical details and biographical information about the authors are

°7 For an intriguing discussion of the representation of these spaces in Soviet cinema, see Widdis,
Visions of a New Land. Sergei Eisenstein, although undoubtedly interested in film architecture (being
an architect himself), explores the montage possibilities of architectural images in his later films,
especially in Ivan Groznyi (1944), in which he, still, deliberately focuses on the ‘giganticness’ of the
interior, see Sergei Eisenstein, Nonindifferent Nature, trans. by Herbert Marshall (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1987), p. 152. Dziga Vertov as a pioneer of documentary filmmaking also
preferred to shoot exterior locations, and there is hardly any scene in his films that is shot indoors. The
exception would be the opening sequence of Chelovek s kinoapparatom (1929) that takes place in a
private room of a Soviet woman. However, as Jeremy Hicks points out, this scene was not shot for the
sake of the showing intimacy and domesticity of a private dwelling, but rather was ‘an attempt to
upstage the private and domestic with the drama and dynamism of the public and social’. He continues,
“The interior scenes of the woman sleeping give way to the outdoor scenes of increasing activity. This
opposition, implicit throughout Vertov’s films, is explicitly thematised in the allegory of awakening’,
see Jeremy Hicks, Dziga Vertov: Defining Documentary Film (London: 1.B.Tauris, 2007), p. 70. For an
interesting discussion of the outside location and the technique of Vertov’s cinema, see Malcolm
Turvey, ‘City Symphony and Man with a Movie Camera’, in The Filming of Modern Life: European
Avant-Garde of the 1920s (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2011), pp. 135-162.
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included where relevant in order to contextualise the ideological and aesthetical
content of a specific work.

My first chapter offers an exploration of poetic interiors using the works of
Anna Akhmatova of the 1910s and 1920s, in which the domestic setting becomes one
of the most popular imaginary locations in the author’s work, and develops from
joyful associations to sad and uncanny ones. I analyse the development of the interior
imagery in Akhmatova’s poetry, focusing as well on the specific play of metaphors
connected to domestic imagery that pervades her works at that time. I look closely at
the way Akhmatova describes different parts of interiors to indicate the mood of her
heroine.

The second chapter — ‘Andrei Belyi. The Apartment’s Consciousness’ —
focuses on the employment of interior imagery in the autobiographical context. The
connections between the interior of the self and the private interior are visible already
in the double meaning of the word ‘interior’. This chapter will analyse how these
connections work in the artistic imagination. It explores the complex correlations
between the construction of a child’s consciousness and the topology of an apartment.

The third chapter offers an in-depth exploration of interior spaces in the short
stories of Sigizmund Krzhizhanovskii, and the way he employed rooms to explain his
view of space in general. In my close reading of Krzhizhanovskii’s stories of the
1920s, I argue that the image of a square domestic interior becomes of great
importance. I demonstrate that the various aspects of his use of interior space,
including the use of opposition between interior and exterior, the description of
borders and enclosure — create a complex topology that links the domestic to the

urban. Krzhizhanovskii’s rooms become a fusion of a personal and paradoxical kind,
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which illustrates the possibilities and potential of spatial imagery as a specific
modernist technique.

The next three chapters open the discussion of cinematic interiors. The fourth
chapter concentrates on interior space in the films of Evgenii Bauer, the pre-
revolutionary Russian filmmaker who was most famous for his creative use of set
designs. It also highlights those functions of interior imagery that were essential in the
filming of melodramas, and Bauer’s use of doors and windows in directing the
complex mise-en-scene and creating the sense of depth in the screen.

The fifth chapter — ‘Abram Room. A Travelling Room” — looks closely at
one single set design of Abram Room’s film 7Tret'ia Meshchanskaia, and its
connection to the images of the city and the railway. It explores different cinematic
theories of the period related to the representation of objects and sets in order to show
that Room’s approach to set design in this film was new and unique. It also explores
how Room employed the metaphor of a ‘travelling room’ to suggest different kinds of
meanings connected to the changing reality of late 1920s Soviet society.

Finally, the last chapter examines the representation of interior spaces through
the genre of lyrical comedies by Boris Barnet. It demonstrates the way domestic
objects are used to produce a comedic effect, as well as to suggest a new way of
connecting the urban outside to the domestic inside. It also looks at the innovative use
of the empty room that Boris Barnet employed in his first lyrical comedy Devushka s
korobkoi and the way these techniques were developed in his later film Dom na
Trubnoi.

As the approach to the individual authors and directors suggests, I have not
aimed for encyclopaedic inclusiveness. I plan instead to demonstrate, through these

complementary and interlinked case studies, that those selected authors were aware of
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how interior spaces could constitute a specific metaphor within the narrative
environment, which goes beyond the limits of genre and even medium. Through my
focus on their work, I intend to revise the conventional truth that byz, or domestic life,
was marginalised in the Russian modernist movement in order to represent different
urban realities. Rather, as will be shown, the dynamism and creative transformation
that we usually associate with the world beyond the domestic sphere was fundamental
to the interior spaces represented in some key works of Russian modernism,

suggesting a need for revision of standard ideas about how the movement functioned.
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CHAPTER I

Anna Akhmatova. The Poetics of a Room

In this chapter, I examine a number of key poems by Anna Akhmatova (1889—-1966)
created during the 1910s and 1920s.! In my analysis, I focus on the development of
the imagery of interior spaces in Akhmatova’s poems — from those written in the
1910s to those created in the immediate post-revolutionary years, and look at how the
basic elements of the interior — doors, windows, beds, furniture, textiles and other
domestic objects — interact with the protagonists of poetical texts, and how this
interaction creates meaning. Although Akhmatova was not the first to use interior
details poetically and may not even have explored their poetic potential as fully as
some other poets,” these loci are profoundly embodied in her work, creating their own
motifs and establishing a new poetic world within the four walls of a room.

The critical history of Akhmatova’s imaginary homes can be traced from as
early as 1921, when the critic Konstantin Mochul'skii built up an ascending paradigm
of Akhmatova’s architecturally-related poetic motifs (‘kamens’ — ‘mom’/ ‘3manue’ —
‘komHaTa’), putting the house in the very centre of it.” Many scholars have followed
Mochul’skii’s line, expanding it in different directions. Susan Amert, for example,
commented on the significance of the image of the house as a metaphor for memory

in Akhmatova’s late poetry, putting the house ‘at the very centre of Akhmatova’s

! These include the collections of poetry Vecher (1912); Chetki (1914); Belaia staia (1917);
Podorozhnik (1921), Anno Domini MCMXXI (1922), and the mini-cycle Epicheskie motivy (1914—
1916).

* According to the critic Aleksandr Zholkovskii, the image of the window becomes a dominant motif in
the poetry of Boris Pasternak, often associated with the transition to the field of the spiritual, see
Zholkovskii, ‘Mesto okna’, pp. 209-239.

? Konstantin Mochul’skii, ‘Poeticheskoe tvorchestvo Anny Akhmatovoi’, in Anna Akhmatova: Pro et
Contra. Antologiia, ed. by S. Kovalenko, 2 vols (St Petersburg: I1zdatel'stvo Russkogo khristianskogo
gumanitarnogo instituta, 2001-2005), i (2001), pp. 346365 (pp. 360-361).
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poetic universe’.* Kichnei assessed the role of what she called the ‘locus’ of home in
the lyrical system of Anna Akhmatova, describing it, again, as being central in
relation to other spatial images.” All three studies, although relating to different
periods of the poet’s work, demonstrate a similar tendency to focus on the image of
the house (‘mom’) rather than a room or interior. Another similarity of these scholars’
approach to Akhmatova’s use of interior imagery is the tendency to schematise the
poet’s treatment of the imagery of the home and analyse it in a rather abstract way —
as a symbolic or geographic centre of her poetics. Although leading to many
interesting conclusions, this technique of analysis does not allow us to divide the
house into components and to study the schemes that emerge inside the house, as
opposed to making connections between the house and other images.

Those few scholars who do divide the house image into its components, on
the other hand, tend to treat Akhmatova’s use of home images mainly in symbolic or
allegorical terms. Sam Driver, for example, has remarked upon the association of
house-related images, especially windows, with the theme of love in Akhmatova’s
poems.® Kees Verheul, as a part of his general discussion of space and time in
Akhmatova’s poetry, has devoted some pages to such motifs as the house and
window. For Verheul, the house in Akhmatova’s poetry represents the source of
nervous anxiety; it is connected to the death of beloved ones. At the same time, the
window, according to Verheul, serves Akhmatova to indicate the symbolical division

between past and present, dream and reality, sadness and happiness.’” Echoing these

* Susan Amert, In a Shattered Mirror: The Later Poetry of Anna Akhmatova (Stanford: Stanford
University Press, 1992), p. 188.

> L.G. Kikhnei, ‘Lokus “doma” v liricheskoi sisteme Anny Akhmatovoi’, in Vostok-Zapad:
Prostranstvo russkoi literatury, ed. by L.G. Kikhnei and M.V. Galaeva (Volgograd: Peremena, 2004),
pp- 198-204.

® Sam Driver, ‘Anna Akhmatova: Early Love Poems’, in Russian Literature Triquarterly, 1 (1971), pp.
306-310 (p. 307).

" Kees Verheul, The Theme of Time in the Poetry of Anna Akhmatova (Paris: The Hague, 1971), pp. 8—
14; pp. 212-213.
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studies, Wendy Rosslyn in her analysis concludes that the window in Akhmatova’s
poetry becomes ‘a particularly appropriate symbol of the heroine’s openness to love’,
while domestic motifs in general are ‘the major vehicle for the theme of separation in
several of its manifestations’.® Importantly, Rosslyn accepts that ‘not every image of a
house in Akhmatova is, of course, symbolic, but the house does very frequently act as
an image of, or correlative for, the self’.” Nearly half of Akhmatova’s poems of the
1910s and 1920s are ‘played out’ — at least partly — directly in interior settings,
which has made some scholars point out the unusual ‘frequency of rooms and
interiors in Akhmatova’s poetry’."

My own analysis differs from these examples of criticism in several ways.
Firstly, unlike most of the previous scholarship on this topic, which creates an overly
static model of Akhmatova’s lyrical universe with a defined centre in or around the
house, I consider the house not as a holistic notion that could be compared to other
units of poetic text, but as a set of different elements: rooms, doors, and windows.
Secondly, these elements of the house appear in my analysis not in their static and
immovable form but with regard to their active relationship and interaction with one
another as well as, more importantly, with the author/narrator and his (or more
accurately, her), movements through the room.

Moreover, I explore how the description of rooms and domestic settings
become an important poetical device, a structural metaphor in Akhmatova’s works. In
this, I follow an idea echoed in the early reviews of Akhmatova’s books from the
1910s and 1920s. The description of a room and its objects, of course, was a popular

device for many poets. However, as Rafilovich notes, ‘nmst Bcex 310 Tonbko ¢oH,

¥ Wendy Rosslyn, ‘The Function of Architectural Imagery in Akhmatova’s Poetry’, Irish Slavonic
Studies, 6 (1985), 19-34 (pp. 19-21).

? Ibid., p. 21.

10 Driver, p. 307.
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0oJiee WM MEHEE YIAYHO BBIO annbni’.'! For Akhmatova, the description of a room
y ,

and interior objects becomes much more than just a background. The image of a
theatrical setting, populated by different objects that could be regarded as true actors,
is, in the eye of Rafilovich, an accurate metaphor for Anna Akhmatova’s poetic world

in general:

Ecnu 651 MOXHO ObUTO ce0e peACcTaBUTh TAKYIO MBECY, T/Ie 00CTAHOBKA, IEKOPALNH,
OyTadopust ObLTH ObI CAMBIMH HaCTOSIIMMHU ACHCTBYIOIINMH JINLIAMH, COBEPIICHHO

PaBHOIIPaBHBIMHU JIIOJIIM, H300PKEHHBIM B HEH, TO OHA TOYHEHUIITM 00pa3oM

12
COOTBETCTBOBAjIa ObI AXMaTOBCKUM CTUXOTBOPCHUSIM.

This chapter is designed to explore the limits of this imaginary environment; this

everyday yet extraordinary stage set.

The Rooms of Vecher: Window, Pillow, Curtain, Door

One of the most striking images of the interior in Akhmatova’s first collection of
poems, Vecher (1912), is in ‘Molius’ okonnomu luchu’ (1909)." Straightforward in
its approach, it acts as a useful illustration of the general treatment of interior imagery
in Akhmatova’s early works. In it, we see the heroine praying to the beam of sun that
is coming from the window. She describes the sunbeam that is ‘Gnenen, ToHOK, ipsim’

and ‘HeBuHHBIN 1 nipocToii’ (SP: 51). Unlike this beam, the heroine’s heart does not

'"'S. Rafalovich, ‘Anna Ahkmatova’, in Anna Akhmatova: Pro et Contra, ed. by Kovalenko, pp. 181—
187 (p. 183).

"2 Rafalovich, pp. 183—184.

" Here and later the citations of Akhmatova’s poems are given from Anna Akhmatova, Stikhotvoreniia
i poemy, ed. by Viktor Zhirmunskii (Leningrad: Sovetskii pisatel’, 1976) in brackets with the
abbreviation of this volume’s title SP and page number. Individual titles of poems will not be cited in
the bibliography.
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feel that innocent and simple; instead, it is anxious, broken in two parts — ‘cepaie —
nonoam’ (SP: 50). However, as she follows the journey of the sunbeam around her
room, her state changes. From the window she points her gaze to the basin. It is old
and its copper has already gone green (‘Ha pykomoitauke moem | [To3enenena mens’,
SP: 50-51), but the play of light on the copper fills the heroine with joy (‘Beceno
rinsaaets’, SP: 51). Finally, this dark, silent and empty room (‘B BeuepHeit Tummne’; ‘B
xpamuHe mycroii’, SP: 51) changes completely. The journey of the beam around the
room results in ‘mpa3gauk 301m0Toi’ (SP: 51), a kind of divine festival, which makes
the heroine’s heart relax and her forget her troubles. The room here is depicted as a
locus for transformation, for the fusion of opposite sensations and even states: light
and dark, anxiety and joy. However, these states are not static — they move and are
transformed.

A more detailed description of a room appears in the poem ‘Vecherniaia
komnata’ (1912). This poem bears a title making an explicit reference to the title and
theme of the whole poetic collection — Vecher — and therefore we could conclude
that it is, if not central to the whole collection, then at least of a specific importance.
The title of the collection represents a time of day when everything is vague and
unclear. As day changes into night, everything is in flux and the scene is set for a
change of states. These connotations are often enacted in open space, in a place where
one can see the sunset and the natural change of light. Akhmatova, however, prefers
to trace the qualities of this changing world inside an interior space. Here, she
presents the room setting as a perfect space for creativity, inspiration and memory.

The poem starts with words that a reader takes as a promise of something
unique and special: ‘5l roBopio ceifuac cioBaMu TeMH, | UTO TOIBKO pa3 poKIar0TCs B

nyme’ (SP: 43). However, having promised a kind of experience that could only
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emerge once in a lifetime, the narrator goes into a description of the everyday
surroundings of her room; and in the process of description, these objects indeed
become extraordinary. Staying in the room for just one evening (and four strophes)
turns out to become a rich experience that involves all possible senses of perception.
The representation of the room combines a whole variety of sensory stimuli such as
colours — ‘0emnbIX XpU3aHTeM , “KENThIN JIy4d’, ‘OyKeT sipkux reoprut’; stuffiness —
‘mymHo nmaxHet crapoe camre’, smells of the chrysanthemums and dahlias; memories
— ‘IIOMHHT CTapHHY; sounds — “KYKHT Imuesa’, ‘3ByK BUOJIBI, ‘pEIKHUE aKKOPIbI
kiaBecuH’; textures and forms — ‘OIeCTSIUX CEBPCKHUX CTATYATOK |...]
TIISTHIIEBUTHIC TN ; Voice — ‘s ToBOpio’; and even linguistic experience — ‘Hax
KpOBAaThIO HAAMUCH Mo-(ppaniy3cku | ['macut: “Seigneur, ayez pitié de nous™’; sense
of weight — ‘Tspxenslit [myd]’; and sense of time — ‘momepkin’, ‘3acteur’ (SP: 43).

Finally, there is also a reference to a sense of size —‘xkomHara, r71e OKHa
ciukoM y3ku”® (SP: 43). The windows, the only detail that connects the room to the
outer world, are too narrow. This might suggest a sense of confinement, and hence
something ominous, especially given that the evening sun is setting and the room
must be getting dark very quickly. However, this very quick change of light is
something that interests Akhmatova, rather than oppressing her. She records every
moment of this changing of the outside world reflected in the details of the interior
world, and tries to capture this change within the interior (‘Ilocnenuuii ny4, u
KENTHIN U TsOKeTbIH | 3acTbul B OykeTe sapkux reoprus’, SP: 43). The room becomes,
therefore, the final stop for the continuous change of time outside. Internal space and
interior space are integrated.

This room also works as a locus for imagination and memory (‘komHara

[...] | Xpanut 1000Bb U TOMHUT cTapuny’, SP: 43), which later becomes a traditional
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association for Akhmatova.'* However, the primary point of my analysis here is to
show that the static setting of a room allows Akhmatova not only to describe different
senses and memories, but also to focus on their flow and functions, capturing the
movements of the gaze of both the lyrical persona and the reader’s imagination.
Other important descriptions of interior spaces in Vecher are less detailed,
but also become characteristic of her style. In ‘Dva stikhotvoreniia’ (1909)
Akhmatova depicts a room through interior details that reflect the inner state of the
heroine. The female protagonist has spent the whole night in her room without sleep.
However, the reader learns this information indirectly: Akhmatova reveals a very
special detail, that immediately gives us the sense of the protagonist’s state, her
instability and anxiety: ‘[loxymika yxe ropsiua | C o6enx cropon’ (SP: 51). From this
indirect description we learn that the protagonist has been trying to fall asleep and
turning her pillow from side to side several times, so both sides of the pillow are hot.
Perhaps she was even crying. As readers, we do not know what happened to the
heroine, but another interior detail described in the poem makes us sympathise with
her: ‘Kax necrepnumo 6ena | [lllTopa Ha 6enom okue’ (SP: 51). Here, Akhmatova
makes a simple and ordinary part of interior decoration in the room seem strange,
literally unbearable. This dislocated description (‘Hectepmumo 6ena’) related to an

interior detail (‘mTopa’) makes us understand the heroine’s state of mind — a stylistic

'* Generally, Akhmatova’s casting of memory in terms of an enclosed space of a room of some kind is
constant throughout her work, but becomes more prominent in her later poetry. Susan Amert, for
example, lists three tropes for memory: ‘XopoMsl mamsTH’; ‘TepeMa MaMATH ; ‘TIOABAJ MaMATH , not
mentioning, however, the room as such, which is the focus of my analysis, see Amert, pp. 169-170.
The tradition of association of memory with enclosed spaces is not specific to Akhmatova. In her study
of the art of memory, Mary Carruthers lists different spatial images frequently used to locate memory
in Classical texts; memory is located in such places as ‘cella’, ‘arca’, and storehouses. She also, more
pertinently to the present discussion, traces the image of memory as a room or ‘a spacious house with
many rooms’ back to Cicero and Quintilian; see Mary J. Carruthers, The Book of Memory: A Study of
Memory in Medieval Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), p. 107; p. 129. For more
on different loci of memory in culture, see Frances A. Yates, The Art of Memory (London: Pimlico,
1992); Lina Bolzoni, La stanza della memoria: Modelli letterari e iconografici nell eta della stampa
(Turin: Einaudi, 1995).
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and poetic device that will be seen more and more from that point on in Akhmatova’s
poetry. An equally unsettling detail also intrudes from the outside — the cawing of the
crows, ushering in the new day in an ominous fashion.

Importantly, the poem ends with an emotion that is opposite to those
described in the rest of the poetical text. ‘3npaBcTByii!’ (SP: 51), the heroine says. We
do not know to whom this greeting is addressed — whether it is a visitor the heroine
was waiting for, or if she is just greeting a new day, or saying hello to her imaginary
lover; however, this ‘3npaBctByii!” welcomes a new rhythm, a new emotion. It opens
up the poetical world of the text to a new experience, once more showing the high
emotional potential of an interior location.

The second poem of ‘Dva stikhotvoreniia’ is also set in a room (perhaps the
same one), this time during daytime. A visitor (perhaps the one the heroine has been
waiting for in the previous poem) enters the room. This guest was here a year ago, and
he has not changed since (‘ToT ke ronoc, TOT e B3rJs, | Te )Ke BOIOCH ThHSHBIE, |
Bce, xak ron Tomy Hazaxn’, SP: 51). However, despite everything being ‘the same as
always’ and ‘the same as last year’, it is the present moment that the heroine values
most — the present moment that is about to flow away. This moment is represented
by a reference to an interior detail — the play of light that comes from the window
and reflects on white walls (‘CkB03b cTexio 1yun fHeBHbIC | MI3BecTh O€bIX CTEH
nectpar’, SP: 51). It is only by looking at these beams of sun on the wall that the
heroine can locate herself here and now, and not a year ago. The room, once more,
becomes a container of oppositions: past and present, memories and real moments;
and once more presence is defined by movement from the exterior to the interior — in

this case, of light.
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Attention to different kinds of interior details that could represent the
protagonists’ unstable state of mind becomes emblematic of Vecher. Using the room
as a common setting for an intimate exploration of space, Akhmatova defines it in
terms of zones and locations that are specifically significant for her poetic idea. Most
of these zones have a common quality of representing a certain kind of threshold:
spatial (between inside and outside); temporal (between past and present); social
(between public and private), or emotional (between memories and reality). In the
poems described above it is the window that separates these states of being."
However, Vecher introduces another threshold that helps Akhmatova develop her
poetics of interior space — a door.

The door to the room is the primary threshold to an identifiable territory. It
is generally very simple in its connotations and usually represents the choice of two
states; it is either opened or closed, either inviting or prohibiting entry or departure.
Yet, in her poetical language, Anna Akhmatova goes beyond these common
meanings. It is in Vecher that Akhmatova first introduces the motif of not showing a
door as simply shut or open. In most cases, Akhmatova introduces the door-image
indirectly; through a half-action, which alludes to the indecisiveness of her heroine.

‘Dver’ poluotkryta...” (1911) begins this tradition. The door is left open by a
visitor who has just left in a hurry (he forgot his gloves and horsewhip on the table).
The heroine does not understand the reasons for his departure (‘Otuero ymen te1? | 5

He moHuMaro...’, SP: 29), perhaps there was an argument between them. Despite her

' The German Romantics immediately captured this particular connotation of a window. For their
aesthetic, the open window in the enclosed room became one of the most striking and evocative
images; one that enabled them to express the common romantic sense of the world bifurcated: one part
close and familiar, and the other distant, longed-for and unfamiliar. As the art historian Sabine Rewald
observes: ‘In it [the motif of the open window], the Romantics found a potent symbol for the
experience of standing on the threshold between an interior and the outside world. The juxtaposition of
the close familiarity of the room and the uncertain, often idealized vision of what lies beyond was
immediately recognized as a metaphor for unfulfilled longing.” See Sabine Rewald, Rooms with a
View: The Open Window in the 19" Century (New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art; Yale
University Press, 2011), p. 3.

44



confusion, she believes that the next morning will be bright and joyful (‘pagoctHo u
sicio’, SP: 29), and her heart should stay wise (‘Cepaue, 0yas sxe myapo’, SP: 29).
The last strophe, however, leaves an ambivalent feeling. The heroine addresses her
heart, which feels weary, on the point of exhaustion (‘TsI coBceM ycraro, | beemibcs
tuie, riyme...", SP: 30). The poem ends with a sudden ‘3naemrs, s unrana, | Uro
6eccmepthsl gy’ (SP: 30), as if the heroine cannot forget anything, and the visitor
who had just left cannot leave forever — souls are immortal, hence nothing passes
away completely.

From the beginning of the poem, the door separates different states of being
— not only the inside and the outside, but also different states of the heroine’s mind,
different possibilities of her future: in one strophe she regrets that her visitor left her,
in the next strophe she feels joyful about it, while the following strophe adds a feeling
of sadness and eternal return. The image of the half open door that appears at the very
beginning of the poem dictates the mood — the heroine hesitates between the two
states of mind in the same way she hesitates to close the door of her room and make
the decision definite.

A very similar feeling of shifting emotionality comes from another poem
from Vecher, ‘Beloi noch’iu’ (1911). In this poem, the door is deliberately left open
by the heroine (‘Ax, nBepsb He 3anupana s1’, SP: 38). Once more, this image indicates
the state of doubt that the heroine is in. The opened door invites the possibility that
her lover might come back. She waits for him, every sound reminds her of his voice
(‘IIesines 3BykoM rooca, | [Toxoxxero Ha TBoit’, SP: 38), and at the same time she
knows that nothing is to be returned (‘Bce motepsino’, SP: 38). The poem ends with
the quintessence of this paradox: ‘O, s Obuta yBepeHa, | Uto Thl npuaents Hazaa’ (SP:

38). Though the heroine asserts that she was sure he would come back, the past tense
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in this sentence and its construction makes the readers realise that this did not happen.
At the same time, the door from the beginning of the poem remains open as an
indicator of the process of waiting, which the poem is dedicated to, and which is more
valuable for the author than the result. And the open door also highlights another
important feature of the poem — the slippage between interior and exterior worlds. In
the second stanza the lyric heroine refers to her absorption in the forest landscape
outside, not mentioning which aperture she is looking through — door or window —

but enhancing the sense that this space is not closed off:

CMoOTpeTh, Kak TaCHYT HOJOCHI
B 3akatHOM Mpake XBOH,
IIpsHes 3ByKOM ronoca,

IToxoskero Ha TBOii.

The sense of uncertainty acquires a transgressive air as the heroine refers to the
‘intoxication’ that the exterior voices provoke.

In both ‘Dver’ poluotkryta’ and ‘Beloi noch'iu’, a ‘a ‘half open’ door —
being in both cases the first images of the poems — allow the heroine to keep herself
in the ambiguous space of the threshold until the very end of the poem. The image of
the door lets her balance between the two worlds — reality and memories, the
desirable and the actual — to create her own world where both scenarios are possible.
Thus, the image of the doors allows Akhmatova to keep her poems themselves in the
state of threshold and paradox. Threshold spaces inside the room guide the meaning in
Akhmatova’s poems, create their architectonics and develop the plot in her later
poetical cycles as well.

Vecher also introduces another interior detail that will soon become a
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common feature of Akhmatova’s poetry — the steps or the staircase. These images
are introduced indirectly — mainly by the depiction of particular movements. Finding
themselves on the steps in Akhmatova’s imaginary rooms (or just outside the rooms),
her protagonists never manage to walk calmly up or down the steps. Instead, they
shake (‘Owu Bbrmen, marasics’, SP: 28) or rush down without touching the railings (‘s
cOexana, nepui He kKacasich’, SP: 28). In ‘Pesnia poslednei vstrechi’ (1911), the
heroine’s descent of the staircase becomes a major moment of emotional dramatism,
as it seems to her that there were many stairs, and it turned out there were only three.
Even when just standing on the staircase, protagonists are not immobile: they may, for
instance, use the railings to keep themselves steady (‘U, npomasice, nepxach 3a
nepuna’, SP: 30), as if about to faint (a motif that is introduced in ‘Khochesh znat’,
kak vse eto bylo?’ (1910)).' In her interpretation of the locus of the staircase,
Akhmatova comes close to the traditions of Dutch interior paintings, where the image
of steps was regularly constructed as a space of jealousy, suspicions and seduction.'’
In her poems, Akhmatova keeps this traditional connotation of the ‘seductiveness’ of
the staircase — the poems that take place on the staircase are connected to a romantic
drama or to betrayal by loved ones, accentuating the sense of anxiety and dynamism,

movement and sudden changes to opposite meanings. In ‘Khochesh znat’, kak vse eto

' Partly, this sense of anxiety and vertigo connected to the staircase reflects upon Anna Akhmatova’s
own feelings of illness — a complaint once shared with Lidiia Chukovskaia: ‘Y MeHsi, kpoMe KaBepH
BO BCeX JIETKHX, €llle, HAaBepHOE, U MUHbEpOBa 00Je3Hb. [...] Korma-To cnenuanuctel MeyTanu
HaO0II0AaTh XOTh 0HOrO OosbHOTO. Teneps Takux 00NBHBIX MHOTO. CTOUT MHE ABHHYThCS, IOBEPHYThH
rOJIOBY — TOJIOBOKpY>KeHUE U TolHOoTa. Korza s uay mo nectHule, nepeao Moo 6e3nHa’, See Lidiia
Chukovskaia, Zapiski ob Anne Akhmatovoi. Kniga 1. 1938—1941 (Moscow: ‘Kniga’, 1989),

p- 36. The self-diagnosis of Méniére’s disease (characterised by fainting and vertigo) provided
Akhmatova with quasi-objective evidence of her own fragility. Note that she emphasised also just how
rare the disease was when she first had it: thus, frailty became the mark of exceptionality, in a sideways
reference to the idea of the ‘sick genius’.

' See, for example, several paintings by Nicolaes Maes with speaking titles including The Jealous
Husband (ca. 1656. Boston Museum of Fine Arts); The Listening Housewife (1655. London,
Buckingham Palace); The Eavesdropper (1655—1656. London, Ashley House), which depict a
character on the stairs, listening to or looking at the drama of seduction happening in another room. For
an analysis of this motif in Dutch art, see Hollander, pp. 103—148. It is not impossible that Akhmatova
was aware of these associations, since the Hermitage has a world-renowned collection of Dutch and
Flemish art.
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bylo?’ the heroine is in the dining room and, when the time comes (‘Tpu B cT070BOI
npobuso’, SP: 30), she needs to see a guest to the door. However, rather than simply
saying good bye, she suddenly confesses her love ‘Ax, HeT, s 3a0b11a, | S mobar0 Bac’
(SP: 30). In ‘Szhala ruki pod temnoi vual'iu’ the heroine follows her guest to the
gates to beg him to stay, but gets in response a pragmatic ‘He croii Ha Betpy’ (SP:
28). This conversation happens outside the interior, but from the first line of the poem
we learn that the main conversation has taken place in the room and, as we see, it led
to a similar result — the combination of two opposite feelings, and their sudden
change.

Having established the tradition of depicting various parts of the interior in
the poetical situations of anxiety, choice, and indecisiveness, Akhmatova develops

this tradition in her later writings.

The Rooms of Chetki: Insomnia and a Guest

In Akhmatova’s next collection, Chetki, we also find rooms that capture the heroine in
transition, between different states of being. In ‘Potertyi kovrik pod ikonoi’ (1912),
Akhmatova describes an interior setting that, at first glance, is calm and peaceful: the
room is cool and dark, the ivy is covering the window, the icon-lamp is lit, the roses
spread their sweet aroma. However, as is usual in an interior setting created by
Akhmatova, we find out that this peacefulness is delusive; it only brings anxiety to the
heroine. The room reminds her of the visitor who has just left this setting. His recent
visit is indicated by two details: the embarrassment of the heroine who covers her
fingers (“TsI 3anienoBanHble nanbliel | bpesrnuso npsyems nox miatok’, SP: 80) and
the smell of tobacco in her hair (‘U B kocax criyTanHbIX TauTcst | YyTh CIBIIIHBINA

3amax tabaka’, SP: 80). These details speak of passionate scenes that have just

48



happened in the room, the room that seemed to be so calm and pleasant just a moment
ago. Additionally, in the first two stanzas, there is another example of dynamism in
the representation of interior imagery — an emphasis on how everything has been
made: the ivy has ‘encircled’ the window (‘U rycTo 1utoi] TeMHO-3€1€HbIH | 3aBUI
mmpokoe okHo’, SP: 80), there are details ‘painted by the loving hand of the
craftsman’ (‘Ilectpo pacnucans! yknaaku | Pykoii mro60BHOM kyctaps’, SP: 80).
There is also the icon with a lamp that is always lit. The image of the icon might seem
to provide evidence of the stability and peace (as opposed to dynamism) of the scene.
However, in the poem the icon is not given any more weight than the secular details,
and certainly does not resolve anything. In contrast, the candle in the lamp is barely
burning — creating the sense of intimacy and fragility (‘Tpemur namnanka,| Uyts
rops’); and the rug before the icon is worn out — another sign of dynamism,
assuming that inhabitants often come to pray for a moment here, and then leave,
without taking care of the decoration (traditionally, the corner with the icon should be
considered the best part of the house, and be respected and constantly cleaned).

‘8 noiabria 1913” draws a similar picture of a combination of oppositions in
one room. The heroine wakes in a room that is lit by the sun from the outside. She
wakes up and remembers about her ‘munsiii’ (SP: 72). These thoughts make
everything feel different: the snow outside seems ‘warm’ (‘OTTOr0 OCHEeKEHHAa |
Hanb 3a okHamu tera’, SP: 72); the heroine, who usually suffers from insomnia,
slept last night as deep, sound and safe as if she had taken communion (°...s,
0ecconnas, | Kak npuuactanma cnana’, SP: 72). Once more, the interior location
indicates the presence of a paradox, an unexpected connection of oppositional
meanings.

The connection of an interior location (usually a bedroom) with
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oppositional states of awakening and falling asleep, of evening and morning, is
evident throughout the collection. In the poem ‘Bessonnitsa’ (1912), we learn that the
heroine has not slept for three months because of insomnia. The poem is set in the
atmosphere of half-darkness, which is indicated by an interior detail (‘OxHa TkaHbIO
Oemnoro 3aBerieHsl, | [lomympak ctpyutcs romy6oii...", SP: 69), the atmosphere that
alludes to the change of states. Finally, after having evoked a long-standing state of
insomnia (“TsI onsATh, omsITH CO MHOM, Oeccornuna!’, SP: 69), the poem ends up with
a quite different feeling: ‘“mHe nerko ¢ To6oi’ (SP: 69) — a transformation of states
that has already become a trope in Akhmatova’s early poetry.

This twist repeats in another interior setting in the poem ‘Vechernie chasy
pered stolom’ (1913), in which the heroine is also preparing to go to bed. Many
details link this interior to the ones mentioned previously: ‘Henonpasumo Genas
ctpanuna’ (SP: 75) alludes to the curtain that was described as ‘Hecteprnumo Gena’
(SP: 51) in ‘Dva stikhotvoreniia’ from Vecher. ‘Mumo3sa maxuer Hurmei u teriom’
(SP: 75) recalls the various flowers and aromas depicted in ‘Vecherniaia komnata’.
The feelings that these settings arouse are also almost identical to those in previous
poems: the combination of sadness and joy. ‘B okHo rispky st 6onbiie e rpycts’ (SP:
75) — says the heroine, who seems to be proud to have overcome her anxiety.
However, the last lines reveal that this victory is illusory. She is not able to control
herself when she hears her lover’s voice: ‘I He Mmory nogusTh ycransix Bek | Korna
Moe oH ums npousHocut’ (SP: 76). The interior setting seems to have its own
‘memory’ of the heroine’s emotional states that change so quickly, and this in turn
dominates her behaviour.

Importantly, in most of the cases it is a male visitor who causes these

changes. He enters, or leaves a room, and everything in it is transformed; the heroine,
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overcome by new emotions, sees her surroundings anew. The poem ‘Gost” (1914)
can be read as an example of this emblematic situation: the heroine is in a room; a
visitor enters it, and her emotions change dramatically. The poem starts with an
indication of the old order of things; everything is calm and peaceful, and the regular
sound of the falling snow only increases this feeling: ‘Bce, kak panblie: B OkHa
cTonoBoi | beercst menkuii merenbHbIN cHer” (SP: 80). We are located inside a
traditional dining room, looking at its windows. The contact with the outside world is
not intrusive — the snow may ‘strike’ the window, but its impact is no more than a
patter. However the guest brings a sense of anxiety to these peaceful settings. The
visitor enters and straightforwardly tells the heroine that he wishes to go to hell with
her (‘briTh ¢ TOOOI B axy’, SP: 80). Then he tries to seduce her by asking how she
kisses: ‘Pacckaxku, kak Te0st LenyioT, | Pacckaxu, kak nemyeus Tel” (SP: 80).

However, she is certain that this is only a game, that he does not want anything:

O, s 3Ha10: ero oTpana —
HanpsieHHO U CTpacTHO 3HATS,
Yto emy HUYETO HE HaJIO,
Uro MHE He B UeM eMy OTKa3aTh.

(SP: 80)

The room witnesses the combination of opposed feelings that is played out
between the protagonists: the desire to change everything, and the confidence in its
impossibility.

A similar allusion to the impossibility of change is made in the poem ‘Ne
budem pit’ iz odnogo stakana’ (1913). Here, the private interior with its everyday

routine is seen as a perfect location for the connection of the two lovers. However, the
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first lines already indicate that this connection is impossible. The heroine only dreams
of being in one room with her lover, and of living a happy life together, but she is
convinced that it will never happen: ‘He moneixyemMcst Mbl yTpoM paHo, | A BBeuepy He
norsauM B okHO' (SP: 61). Once again, a key role is played by the window, here as
the facilitator of an act signifying harmony and settled domestic bliss. Describing
these impossibilities throughout the poem, she nevertheless ends up with a sudden
indication that the lips of her lover (which she already decided not to kiss) are now the
most dear thing to her: ‘U ecnu 6 3Ha1 ThI, Kak celiyac MHE 00 | TBOM cyxue
po3oBeie TyoObI!” (SP: 61) — yet another combination of opposite desires played out in
interior settings. Equally, the room stands both for the settled domestic life the lyric
heroine cannot have, and for the transgressive passionate life that lies within her direct
experience.

The connection of interior location to an old, regular set of things, and its
impossibility of remaining so associated is evident in another poem ‘Zdes' vse to zhe,
to zhe, chto i prezhde...” (1912). This time, the regular set of life is broken by a
sudden death. Someone was hanged in the house, and now his ghost comes to visit the
room: ‘Ha ucreprom kpacHoM 1utoiie kpecen | M3penka menbkaeT TeHb ero’ (SP: 68).
The domestic surroundings become scary and haunted. The heroine, however, is not
scared, as she has got her protection — ‘I Homry Ha cyactbe | TeMHO-CHHUI
menkoBbIi mHypok’ (SP: 68). The poem ends with the breaking of rules; despite all
indications of ‘6mm3koe Henactee’ (SP: 68), the heroine believes in luck and
happiness. And this is characteristic of interior imagery in both Vecher and Chetki:
however ambiguous and anxious, interiors in these collections still have a lot of
positive and joyful connotations. It is true that this joy is not stable, but the heroine

believes in a brighter future, her rooms do not scare her. This sense fades out as the
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development of the interior imagery progresses in Akhmatova’s later cycles, which
she wrote during or after 1917. The haunting that she briefly evokes in 1912 becomes
a regular presence, and she moves from a sense of the room as a primary locus of
emotional upheaval and moral transgression to a sense of the room as the expression

of serious threat to the heroine’s vulnerable self.

The Rooms of Belaia staia: ‘Controlled Terror’

The rooms we see in Belaia staia are genetically close to those described in the
previous poetical texts — they also bear witness to dynamism, to the different, often
oppositional emotions that pass through them — but, starting from this poetical
collection, the imaginary rooms of Akhmatova’s poetry gradually become less joyful
and sunny, more dark and scary. This reflects the biographical and socio-political
situation that started to occur during this period — the First World War, the
Revolution, the Russian Civil War, and the emigration of Akhmatova’s close friends.

Describing the general tone of Belaia staia, Joseph Brodsky points out:

The intensely personal lyricism of White Flock is tinged with the note that was destined to
become her imprimatur: the note of controlled terror. The mechanism designed to keep in
check emotions of a romantic nature proved to be as effective when applied to mortal fears.
The latter was increasingly intertwined with the former until they resulted in emotional
tautology, and White Flock marks the beginning of this process. With this collection, Russian

poetry hit “the real, non-calendar twentieth century” but didn’t disintegrate on impact."®

This sense of ‘controlled terror’ is partly provided by the new treatment of

'8 Joseph Brodsky, Less than One (New York: Penguin Books, 1986), p. 41.
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interior imagery in this collection. ‘Gde, vysokaia, tvoi tsyganenok’ (1914) introduces
a heroine talking to a woman who has lost her son. Her heart becomes anxious
(‘Craner ceppiie TpeBOXHBIM U TOMHBIM , SP: 109) and, in order to find her son, she
walks through dark rooms, knowing however that this search is in vain: ‘Bce 6poxy s
0 KOMHAaTaM TeMHbIM, | Bee uiy konbsibensky ero’ (SP: 109). For the first time, it is
the interior in Akhmatova’s poem that is described as dark, rather than the
surrounding world. Moreover, the interior spaces do not act as somewhere to enclose
the heroine in a protective sense; instead, her movement seems never-ending (‘Bce
XOXKY’).

Another image of a room that captures past sentiments is depicted in ‘“Tam
ten’ moia ostalas’ 1 toskuet...” (1917). In this poem, in order to capture the past, the
heroine has left her shadow in the room. The shadow now lives in this room (‘Bce B
TOH ke cuHel komHate xuBeT’, SP: 121), feels anxious and makes all the inhabitants
feel anxious as well (‘B JoMe He coBceM OJIarONOIyYHO’; ‘X03s51iiKe HOBOW CKY4HO’
‘xo3stiH 1ibeT BUHO , SP: 121). The room is full of paradoxes: ‘orons 3axryT, a Bce-
taku TeMHO  (SP: 121). At the end of the poem we learn that it is not only the ‘Tens’
of the heroine that is left in the room, but also the shadow of her guest: ‘3a ToHKOIO
cteroto | [Ipumenmmii rocts 6ecenyer co Muoro’ (SP: 121). We see that the common
scheme taken from the previous poetical cycles (where a guest enters a room and
changes everything, making the heroine feel anxious and vulnerable) is depicted in
Belaia staia in a transformed state: the room is real and has new tenants, but the
heroine and her guest stay there as shadows, as memories. Moreover, this poem also
introduces the sense of surveillance, of always being looked at, never being really

alone in one room (that very ‘note of controlled terror’) — the sense that will become
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characteristic of Soviet modernity."

Another poem located in a room in Belaia staia ‘Besshumno brodili po
domu...” (1914) captures the moment of death. The heroine enters the room of a
dying friend. The death makes the interior change, look strange and unreal
(‘Kazanocs, crens custmu | Ot nosa 1o noronka’, SP: 112). The dying man asks for
the heroine’s forgiveness, which she gives to him. This room witnesses several
changes of states: from life to death, from pain to forgiveness (‘“Ckaxu: Tbl IPOCTUTH

299

He Moxenib? | U s ckazana: “Mory’”, SP: 112), and from non-recognition (‘U s He
y3Hana ero’, SP: 111) to recognition (‘S onsite y3Hana ero’, SP: 112). The moment of
change, of the transformation of different states is still of central importance for
Akhmatova, while the room remains the perfect locus for this transformation to take
place.

Also reinterpreted is the motif of steps and staircase. The poem ‘Pobeg’
(1914) describes the escape of the two lovers. We do not know what they are escaping
from, but we know the trajectory of the escape (““Ham ObI TOIBKO 10 B3MOPBS
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nobpatscs’”’, SP: 100). The narrative starts within an interior: the protagonists rush
down the stairs and look for the keys (probably to unlock their flat). The staircase
functions in this poem again as a place of transition, of decision-making — the
heroine does not agree with the idea of escape when she first hears it, she prefers not
to face it (““Momumn...””’, SP: 100). Their behaviour on the staircase still indicates the
indecisiveness and rush with which the decision is being made (‘U no nectauue
CTaJIM CITycKaTthbces, | 3aapixasce, nckanu kiatoun’, SP: 100). The staircase keeps its

connotation of transitional space, where nothing is stable. This connotation is

borrowed from the previous cycles, but this time the protagonists go further from their

' Christina Kaier and Eric Naiman suggest that ‘surveillance functions as a basic ontological principle’
and becomes ‘an essential part of Soviet life’, see their Introduction to Everyday Life in Early Soviet
Russia: Taking the Revolution Inside (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2006), p. 8.
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rooms. They manage to escape, but the sense of fear stays with them (‘I'opso Tecro
yxkacom cxkato’, SP: 100). Finally, we witness the successful ending of their escape
attempt. Yet this does not produce a transition to unambiguously positive emotions; it
is still interlinked with doubt (“““4I e crur0?””’, SP: 100). Thus, while the basic
emotional palette is the same as in Vecher and Chetki, and the room remains the
central locus for the dynamic shifts between divided states, the way in which the

conflicts are resolved has shifted considerably.

The Rooms of Podorozhnik: Staircase, Window, Floor
The next poetical cycle Podorozhnik (1921) seem to lose the sense of ‘controlled
terror’ and go back to the images of the interior developed in earlier cycles, almost
completely repeating them. For example, a poem (parts of which take place on the
staircase) appears in this cycle under the name ‘Techet reka nespeshno po doline’
(1917). Here, we see the description of the old order of things, of domestic comfort
and routine (as evoked in ‘Zdes’ vse to zhe, to zhe, chto i prezhde’ or ‘Gost”),
everything is as is used to be “>xuBem kak npu Exarepune’ (SP: 146). Again, the
visitor who has been away from this ‘mHOTOOKOHHBII HOM’ (SP: 146) for two days
comes back. As usual, he kisses the grandmother’s hand in the drawing room
(‘Lemnyer 6a0ymike B rocTuHO# pyky’, SP: 146), and breaks all rules of etiquette by
kissing the heroine on the lips on the staircase (‘U ryOpl MHe Ha JleCTHHILIE KPYTOH’,
SP: 146) — already a traditional location for the breaking of rules in Akhmatova’s
poems.

‘Ia okoshka ne zavesila...” (1916) repeats the earlier tradition of separating two
planes of being by an interior detail. The window is deliberately left uncovered by the

heroine the same way the door was left open in ‘Beloi noch'iu’. In Podorozhnik it also
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separates the heroine from her lover. However, this time she is not just waiting for her
lover, she plays with him. She leaves the window open in order to keep him staying
under the window and looking inside. He cannot leave; he is lured by this open
window, and she feels happy about it (‘OtrToro mae HeHUE Beceno, | UTo He MOXKelIb
11 yiTH’, SP: 142). The window here not only separates the protagonists, but also
‘directs’ their movements; it plays the major role in dictating their behaviour,
becomes a device that develops the poetical situation.

‘Na shee melkikh chetok riad’ (1913) introduces yet another metaphor
related to interior imagery that becomes significant for Akhmatova — a parquet floor.
In it, we find a heroine who is confused and dislocated. From a rather detailed
description of her portrait we learn that she wears a muff and a rosary on her neck,
wears silk clothes, her skin is pale, and her fringe is long (‘[Toutu qoxomut 1o GpoBeit
| Most nezaBuTas yenka’, SP: 146) — we see a woman perfectly prepared for a
romantic assignation. However from the detailed description of her appearance, we go
on into the description of her gait, and it is not a gait of a person who is looking
forward to a date with a beloved one (‘U ne noxosxa Ha noner | [Toxoaka MeieHHas
ata’, SP: 146). In fact, the heroine feels as though she is about to fall down, to
collapse; she feels unstable and anxious: ‘Kak Oyaro nmoa Horamu 1IoT, | A He
kBagpatuky nmapketa’ (SP: 146). Finally we learn that she even finds it hard to breathe
(‘HeposHo Tpynnoe apixanse’, SP: 147), because the meeting that her dress
anticipated in fact did not happen (‘HeOniBiIero cBuganbs’, SP: 147). But the crucial
image is that of the parquet floor, which appears to move (it is compared to a raft),
underlining the instability of the heroine’s condition. From the understanding that the
interior space is a vessel for the dynamic processes of natural forces and human

presences (light, visitors, the heroine herself), we have moved to a situation where the
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room itself is unstable. Once more, in this poem, a simple interior detail turns into a
complex metaphor of emotional upheaval, becoming one of the main devices to
explain the heroine’s state of mind — a technique so frequently used by Akhmatova
that it became a kind of signature. The frequency which Akhmatova refers to interior
details to explain her heroines’ state of mind resulted in criticism from Osip
Mandelstam in the 1920s, in which the poet used the same image of standing on a
piece of parquet floor to encapsulate Akhmatova’s place in Russian poetic evolution.
When talking about the stylistic method of Russian symbolism as ‘cTonmandectso’
(‘pillar ascetism’), he defined Akhmatova’s poetical style as ‘cTonmau4ecTBO Ha
napketue’ (‘woodblock ascetism’), meaning that Akhmatova uses very few words in
her poetry, and most of them are related to everyday life: ‘Bouctuny pycckue
CHUMBOJIMCTBI OBUIH CTOJIITHUKAMU CTHJISL: HA BCEX BMECTE HE OOJIbIIE MATUCOT CIIOB.
[...] Ho aT0 10 KpaifHel Mepe ObLTH acKeThl, MOABMKHUKK. OHH CTOSUIA HA KOJIO/AX.
AXMAaTOBa K€ CTOUT Ha IAPKETHHE — 3TO YKe MAPKETHOE CTOIIHUYECTBO .
Importantly, in this poem we see another variation of a common scheme of
‘a guest in the room’: the guest has not arrived, but even his ‘non-arrival’ (‘HeObIBIICE

ceuganbe’) changes the state of the heroine and her perception of her room.

The Room of Epicheskie motivy: Cage
The mini-cycle Epicheskie motivy, written between 1914 and 1916, introduces a new
variation of this scheme. In the second poem from this cycle, ‘Pokinuv roshchi rodiny

sviashchennoi’ (1914-1916), Akhmatova describes not a room of her own, but the

2% Osip Mandelstam, ‘Zametki o poezii’, Russkoe iskusstvo, 2 (1923), 68-70 (p. 68). Much later,
Akhmatova remarked to her friend Lidiia Ginzburg that she took this description to heart: ‘B
JaBanuatelx rogax Ocun ObUT OYEHB pajMKaIbHO HacTpoeH. OH Toraa Hamucan Ipo MEHs:
“cronmHuvecTBo Ha napkere’”’, see Lidiia Ginzburg, O starom i novom (Leningrad: Sovetskii pisatel’,
1982), p. 396.
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room of the painter Natan Al'tman, whom she visited regularly in 1913 while sitting
for a portrait. This real situation is transformed in the poetical text. The heroine
remembers her way to the artist’s room, as she used to leave her own house (‘pano s
u3 goma Beixoauna’, SP: 325) and approach the place where the artist used to live (‘s
noaxouia k crapomy mocty’, SP: 325). As she approaches his house, she describes
his room: it is narrow, in fact it looks like a cage (‘Tam koMHaTa, moxoxas Ha
kietky’, SP: 325), and it is situated in the attic, in an overcrowded house (‘mox camoit
KpBIIIIeit B rpa3HOM myMHOM gome’, SP: 325).2! However the poetic imagination
makes this small and untidy space expand and become beautiful. In her analysis of the
poem, Catriona Kelly suggests that ‘the poem expresses a desire on Akhmatova’s part
to control representation of her physical persona by ‘feminising’ the painter, and even
‘diminishing him by referring to him as a “siskin” *.** However Kelly does not
mention another important point of control — the heroine’s control over poetic space,
represented by the room. Akhmatova’s heroine deliberately ‘closes’ the painter’s
room, describing it as a cage. In this cage the artist himself is a ‘siskin’, everything is
small. He keeps painting her portrait, and as the portrait gets more and more like the
heroine herself,”> her memories expand. She then remembers not the cage-room, but
the ‘romy6[as] mancapa[a]’ (SP: 325). The cage opens up and the artist-siskin flies
away with the heroine: they go out from this room through the window to the roof to

look at ‘cuer, HeBy u obmaka’ (SP: 325).

*! The situation that resembles ‘mrymubiii, rpasusiit foM” at Trubnaia square in Barnet’s film, see
Chapter VI of this thesis.

** Catriona Kelly, ‘Painting and Autobiography: Anna Prismanova’s “Pesok” and Anna Akhmatova’s
“Epicheskie motivy™’, in Russian Literature, Modernism and the Visual Arts, ed. by Kelly and Lovell,
pp- 58-87 (p. 62).

* Kelly stresses, and I agree with this point of view, that ‘Al'tman’s representation of Akhmatova is
not created according to this poetic evocation, but simply emerges, as does a reflection in a mirror’, see
Kelly, ‘Painting and Autobiography’, pp. 63—64.
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Importantly, to reach this transformation, Akhmatova’s heroine leaves the
room through the window (‘uepe3 okHo Ha kpbimry Beixoauna’, SP: 325). Such
movements through the thresholds of a room (doors, windows or roofs) are very
common to many of Akhmatova’s poems of the period, and most of the time, lead her
poetic persona to creating unexpected meanings. However, this cycle demonstrates
probably the last example of interior imageries to be used in a positive, joyful context.
Akhmatova’s next poetical cycle, Anno Domini MCMXXI, demonstrates that the sense

of ‘controlled terror’ has finally got inside the room, and there is no way out of it.

The Rooms of Anno Domini MCMXXI: Fear

Akhmatova’s last poetical cycle before a long interval introduces significantly fewer
images of interiors than her earlier poetry; however the poems that do evoke interiors
point to a very important change. The everyday impression of living in a room and
exploring it (perhaps at times supersensitive) has become unremittingly dark and
despairing, estranged and neurotic.

An important case that illustrates Akhmatova’s new manner of representing
interior space is ‘Bezhetsk’ (1921). Central to the poem is the motif of the door,
already long established as a feature of Akhmatova’s poetic interiors. However, if
previously the door was the symbol of indecisiveness and possibility in Akhmatova’s
poems, this time the heroine knows for sure what to do: she refuses to enter, she shuts
the door: ‘Ho s He Bomna, | S 3axmonHyna crpamnyio aseps’ (SP: 150). The door is
described as ‘crpamnas’; it is the door not so much of physical space as of the
‘Tepem’ (SP: 150) of memory, which Ahkmatova’s heroine this time chooses not to

enter. The dynamic works in the opposite direction from the dynamic of Akhmatova’s
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early poetry: here we move from the reassuring world of the Old Russian city with its
moon the colour of honey, and the son’s ‘cornflower-blue eyes’, to a door that opens
on the abyss.

‘Tebe pokornoi? Ty soshel s uma!’ (1921) (the sixth part of ‘Chernyi son’)
employs the traditional scheme of a visitor in a room. This time, as in Epicheskie
motivy, the heroine becomes a visitor herself, going into her lover’s room, which is
seen as a state of capitivity (‘ueBoms’, SP: 155). Moreover, by visiting her lover she
just escapes from one prison to another — as earlier she described the house of her
husband as ‘troppma’ (SP: 155). Experiencing ‘Tioppma’ and ‘HeBosst’ within the two
interiors mentioned in the text, the heroine does not feel safer outside them. The
atmosphere outside is scary and unwelcoming: ‘BeTpbl BbUIM B TOJIE’, ‘32 OKOIIKOM
cropoxuia TeMa’ (SP: 155). In this situation, the heroine compares herself to a bird
who tries to get in the room through the window and hurts herself: ‘Tak ntuna o
po3pavyHoe cTekIo | BceM Tenom Obercst B 3MMHee HeHAacThe, | M KpoBh MATHAET
6emoe kpbuto’ (SP: 155). The window, rather than a liminal object, has become a
barrier. Certainly, even this painful experience turns out to be positive for the
protagonist. As she leaves her lover’s ‘HeBoms’ she feels ‘criokoiicTBue u cuactbe’
(SP: 155). But then the mood changes again. ‘Ilpormaii, moit Tuxwuii’ (SP: 155), says
the heroine, and we learn that it is the last farewell and that was their last meeting.

The poem ‘Za ozerom luna ostanovilas'...” (1922) draws another picture
related to the interior imagery that is full of anxiety. In this poem, Akhmatova
confuses the inside and the outside by comparing the moon to a window of an

uncanny house:

3a 03epoM JIyHa OCTaHOBUJIACH
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U xaxercs OTBOPC€HHBIM OKHOM
B npuTuxmuii, spKo 0CBEUIEHHBIN J0M,
I'me uTo-To HEXOpOIIIEEe CITYYNUIIOCH.
(SP: 158)
The protagonist is looking through this ‘window-moon’ trying to guess what has
happened ‘inside’, and all the options that come to her relate to some kind of

misfortune or loss:

Xo3stHa 1 MEPTBBIM IIPUBE3IIH,
Xo3siika 1M ¢ 11000BHUKOM cOexana,
Wne ManeHbpKas qeBoYKa Ipomana,

W 6ammadox y 3aBOJH HAIUIN.

(SP: 158)

From below (‘c 3emun’, SP: 158) she cannot guess what has happened, but the feeling
of terrible misfortune (‘ctpamrnas 6ena’, SP: 158) pervades the atmosphere. The sense
of doom is everywhere — even in the sky above. Although the misfortunes that
Akhmatova describes in this poem are of a private character, they seem to be inflicted
upon almost everyone, and therefore it feels as though they are eternal, despite the
fact that everyone remains silent (‘MsI cpa3y 3amomuanu’, SP: 158).* Importantly, to
describe this feeling of universal anxiety, Akhmatova refers to interior imagery, to the
sense of misfortune that originates within a private interior, in a family house.
Moreover, the image of a ‘moon-window’ can also refer to the sense of total

surveillance that emerged in these years, a sense of living in a place where everything

** This is one of a very few poems where Akhmatova uses ‘mp1” instead of pronouns in the singular.
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can be seen, nothing can be hidden, and no one can be truly private (even in the sky-
house).

The sense of ‘controlled terror’ that started to emerge in Belaia staia, fully
opens up in Anno Domini and is especially supported by the images of interior spaces.
‘Strakh, vo t'me perebiraia veshchi’ (1921) becomes perhaps the major poem to
illustrate the connection.

In the room that is described in this poem we meet all the details that we saw
in earlier ‘interior’ poems, however here their connotations are turned into the
complete opposites. As in many previously described poems, there is a room, the
heroine and her guest. This time, however, the guest is not her lover, it is her fear —
‘ctpax’ (SP: 168). And it is this ¢ crpax’ that changes and directs everything in the
room. In ‘Strakh, vo t'me perebiraia veshchi’, it is ‘ctpax’ that sets the light (‘xyHHBII
Jy4 HaBOJUT Ha TOIOP’; ‘CIIMYKHU CHpATAN U cBedy 3aayn’, SP: 168); creates various
special effects (‘mnemercst Bomoro’; ‘ctyk 3mosemuii’, SP: 168); makes the inventory
of the decorations (‘nepebupaer Bemmu’; ‘OJOBHUILIAM IIATKUM cueT Beaet’, SP: 168),
and finally turns the room where Akhmatova’s lyrical persona used to pray to the
window beam in ‘Molius’ okonnomu luchu’ and play with the objects of everyday life
in ‘“Vecherniaia komnata’ into a haunted house.

Many details that we met in previous poems become different here. The
beam that goes through the window now is not a jolly and simple beam of sun that
made the heroine happy in ‘Molius’ okonnomu luchu’, but ‘aynnstit mya’ (SP: 168)
that points directly to an axe. The walls that were white and coloured by the sunbeams
from the outside, and by which the heroine’s shadow was talking to her lover in ‘Tam

ten’ moia ostalas’ i toskuet” now are associated only with ‘ctyk 3moBenuii’ (SP: 168).
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The poem also has a reference to the floor. Previously, in ‘Na shee melkikh
chetok riad’, from Podorozhnik, the floor was described as ‘kBagpaTtuku napkera’
(SP: 146), on which the heroine, all dressed up, was waiting for her lover — and,
because he did not come, she feels unsteady; the floor feels like a raft. This time we
see ‘matkue nonoBuIlkl’ (SP: 168). So the floor of the room is still very unsteady, but
this unsteadiness invites different kinds of sentiments to those expressed in ‘Na shee
melkikh chetok riad’. Now, the centre of the poem has moved from the heroine
standing on the floor and waiting for her lover, to someone (or something) who counts
the woodblocks, creating the sense of constant surveillance. Being in this room
becomes so unbearable for the heroine that she feels she would prefer to be killed:
‘Jlyumie 651 moOsecKuBaHbe Ay | B rpyap Moo HanpaBieHHBIX BUHTOBOK (SP: 168).
She tries to escape the feeling of anxiety that follows her in her room by every means:
she holds her cross, she prays to God to bring back her peace (‘boxe, mup mymie moeit
BepHu!’, SP: 168). In previous situations of this kind Akhmatova’s heroines managed
to do so: in ‘Zdes' vse to zhe, to zhe, chto i prezhde’, ‘TeMHO-cHHUIT TIETKOBBII
mHypok’ (SP: 68) saved the heroine from ‘Henactre’ (SP: 68); praying to the beam of
sun did bring the heroine ‘yremense’ (SP: 51) in ‘Molius’ okonnomu luchu’; and even
in ‘Tebe pokornoi? Ty soshel s uma!’ from Anno Domini the heroine managed to feel,
if only for a short moment, ‘criokoiicTBue u cuactee’ (SP: 155). Here, all the prayers
are in vain. The ‘deadly’ originates in the very centre of the room, on the bed sheet:
‘3amax TJIEHbs1 0OMOpOUHO cinaakuii | Beet ot npoxmnagHoit npocteian’ (SP: 168).
Many of Akhmatova’s earlier ‘interior’ poems also described different smells, but
those were smells of roses, chrysanthemums and dahlias; in this poem, all the smells
that used to originate in the room turn into just one ‘o6Mopouno cnaakuii’ smell of

decay, of dying. Many previous poems also featured a bed and sheets, but it was
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‘ropsiaa’ (SP: 51) as the pillow from Dva stikhotvoreniia, it was the place where the
heroine slept and dreamt of her lover. Here, the bed is cold, no one sleeps on it.
Moreover, the position of the bed and mention of the cold sheet and the smell of
dying creates an image of a dying person.*® This reflects the historical context of a
poem written in 27-28 August 1921, just a few days after both the poet Alexander
Blok’s and Akhmatova’s husband Nikolai Gumilev’s deaths (7 and 24 August 1921
respectively).”® A room with its everyday objects becomes a transitional space
between life and death, and the feeling of anxiety that originates here now cannot be
escaped.

This poem from Anno Domini demonstrates the development of interior
motifs in Akhmatova’s poetry throughout the 1910s and 1920s. We see that the most
important details that Akhmatova employed in her descriptions of interiors in earlier
poems are still here: the window and the light coming from the outside, the floor, the
walls, the bed. However all of these details change their connotations to their
complete opposite: everything becomes ‘3moBemiee’ and the room firmly positions

itself as a locus of an eternal anxiety and fear.

** The link between bed and tomb is common throughout history, and concomitant with this parallel is
the relation of sleeping and dying, where sleep may be an anticipatory symbol of death and death is
euphemistically referred to as eternal rest, transforming the bed and the room where it is situated into a
tomb-like space. For an interesting analysis of this motif in medieval literature, see Cary Howie,
Claustrophilia: The Erotics of Enclosure in Medieval Literature (New York: Palgrave Macmillan,
2007). The image of the deathbed is also one of the favorite motives in Evgenii Bauer’s films. Like
Akhmatova, Bauer shows death in the privacy of one’s bedroom, the location least associated with
death during that time. Walter Benjamin observes that in the culture of modernity, unlike the medieval
one, people live in rooms that ‘have never been touched by death’. ‘Dry dwellers of eternity’, as the
author calls the modern people, ‘are stored away in sanatoria or hospitals by their heirs’ when their
death approaches, see Walter Benjamin, //luminations, trans. by Harry Zohn (New York: Schocken
Books, 1968), pp. 83—109. The closed intimate space of a bedroom, which previously used to be a
location of ritual and communal celebrations, repositions its meaning in both Akhmatova’s and Bauer’s
works, becoming once again a space of death, representing the fusion of the old and the new. For a
discussion of the shift in the meaning of a bedroom, see Roger Chartier, ‘The Refuges of Intimacy: The
Chamber’, in A History of Private Life III: Passions of the Renaissance, trans. by Arthur Goldhammer
(Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1990), pp. 217-220.

*% The same year, similar imagery appears in the poem by Osip Mandelstam ‘Umyvalsia noch'iu na
dvore’ (1921). Although set outdoors (‘Ha nBope”), this poem creates the same sense of an enclosed,
uncanny space. See Osip Mandelstam, ‘Umyvalsia noch'iu na dvore’, in Sobranie sochinenii, ed. by
G.P. Struve and B.A. Filippoff, 3 vols (Moscow: Mezhdunarodnoe literaturnoe sodruzhestvo, 1967), i:
Stikhotvoreniia, p. 96.
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The image of interior spaces in Akhmatova’s early poetry is diverse and
dynamic. We see that in most of her early poems it is the emotions of her heroines —
and their rapid changes — that are mediated or even explained by different interior
objects: windows, doors, staircases, etc. Akhmatova uses interior details to indirectly
indicate the changes that occur to her heroines (‘Iloxymika yxe ropsiaa | C o6enx
ctopon’, SP: 51), to help them make a decision or never make one (‘Ax, 1Bepb He
3armmupaina s°, SP: 38). As a rule, the decisions her heroines make within the interiors
are of a paradoxical kind; the room becomes a locus where two opposite emotions
coexist and interplay. Additionally, the room is a place of a meeting (or non-meeting,
‘HeOpIBIICE cBUAaHbe’, SP: 147) of the heroine with her lover — and all the feelings
connected to these meetings are expressed and mediated through interior imagery. As
we have seen, this scheme of a meeting in a room remains in Akhmatova’s poems till
the last cycle. However, in Anno Domini it gains the connotation of death and loss —
to reflect the political situation of the time and personal situation of the poet.

By always placing her poetic persona in domestic settings that are
ambiguous and paradoxical, Akhmatova creates a heroine who is a fragile person in
an age of change. Her rooms are full of instability, doubt and anxiety, full of actions
that are not traditional to these settings. Welcoming and familiar in the 1910s or
frightening and estranged in the 1920s, these rooms, however, remain the perfect loci
to show the emotions of the poetical persona, and indicate sudden changes in her
attitude and moods. In 1910s and 1920s Russia, as the pace of change accelerated, the
social, intellectual, and social structures by which people had defined their lives
weakened. New social and intellectual structures had not yet evolved to support the
new self-definition. By poetically using everyday domestic imagery that is familiar to

everyone, Anna Akhmatova demonstrated to her contemporaries her own experience
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of fragility, dynamism and change that could be poeticised. For Akhmatova, during
this age of change and expectations, the simple room becomes a perfect device to

show the fluidity of time and inevitability of change.
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CHAPTER II

Andrei Belyi. The Apartment’s Consciousness

Andrei Belyi (penname of Boris Nikolaevich Bugaev, 1880—1934) created a
distinctive stylistic universe that is particularly recognised for its use of poetic
language and a complex philosophical system of symbols and signs. This chapter will
explore how these philosophical and poetical ideas are exhibited in the images of the
domestic apartment in his autobiographical novel Kotik Letaev (1917-1918).
Although interior worlds are important in Belyi’s prose in general, most notably in his
novel Peterburg (1916), 1 focus here on Kotik Letaev as representative of the genre of
fictional autobiography, a genre that, as I argue, is better suited to demonstrating the

direct connection between the apartment and the self.

Kotik Letaev: Style and Structure

The writing of Kotik Letaev, Belyi’s third novel after Serebrianyi golub' (1909) and
the novel that remains his most famous prose work, Peterburg, started in October
1916 in Switzerland, where Belyi was at that time a member of Rudolf Steiner’s
anthroposophical circle." Completed in September 1917, it was first published serially

in the journal Skify during 1917 and 1918, and was printed as a book in 1922. It was

! For more on the anthroposophical idea and its connection to Andrei Belyi’s works, see Andrey Belyi,
Pochemu ia stal simvolistom i pochemu ia ne perestal im byt' vo vsekh fazakh moego ideinogo i
khudozhestvennogo razvitiia (Ann Arbor, Mich: Ardis, 1982), pp. 9-11. For an outline of the character
of the relationship between Steiner and Belyi, see the memoirs of Belyi’s first wife Anna (Asia)
Turgeneva, Anna Turgeneva, ‘Andrei Belyi i Rudolf Shteiner’, Mosty, 15 (1970), 236-251. The three
most cogent analyses of Kotik Letaev through the pattern of anthroposophy are John Elsworth, Andrei
Bely: A Critical Study of the Novels (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), pp. 17-37;
Gerald Janecek, ‘Anthroposophy in Kotik Letaev’, Orbis Litterarum, 29 (1974), 245-267; and Michael
Molnar, Body of Words: A Reading of Belyi’s ‘Kotik Letaev’ (Birmingham: Dept. of Russian Language
and Literature, University of Birmingham, 1987).
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originally intended to be the first part of an uncompleted autobiographical cycle under
the name Moia zhizn', which was later transformed into a series of memoirs.

Kotik Letaev presents a skilfully masked autobiographical text that describes
the author’s childhood experience between the ages of three and five (1883—1885),
but eventually goes far beyond this timeframe and includes the time before he was
born and after he will die. The protagonist and narrator is an observer of all that is
happening around him in his house and inside him in his consciousness. He is not
mature enough to understand the meaning of all events correctly, to put them into
chronological order, or to connect them with his own personal history. To reproduce
the child’s viewpoint, Belyi uses a highly original narrative that has become the main
point of analysis and admiration for his critics. It is exactly due to this complex
narrative structure that Kotik Letaev was called Bely’s ‘most unique and original
work’ by the noted critic D.S. Mirsky.> Agreeing on the uniqueness of Kotik’s
narrative style, scholars, however, tend to disagree on the origins of its structure.

The majority of the commentaries on Kotik Letaev and its autobiographical
nature focus on the novel’s relationship to anthroposophy. These critics trace back the
idea of creating Kotik Letaev to the time of Belyi’s arrival at the Anthroposophical
Colony of Rudolf Steiner at Dornach in 1914, and see the novel as ‘an artistic
embodiment of Steiner’s precepts’.’ According to the founder of anthroposophy, there
exists an objective, spiritual reality that can be experienced through inner
development and intense training. Moreover, by following these specific spiritual
exercises, it is possible to reconstruct one’s previous reincarnations and go back to the
origins of eternal spiritual reality and to the very origins of the human being; to the

Garden of Eden, Christ and the Second Adam. Kotik Letaev, therefore, is seen through

2D.S. Mirsky, Contemporary Russian Literature (New York: Alfred A Knopf, 1926), p. 234.
? Janecek, ‘Anthroposophy’, p. 245.
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these philosophical patterns as a textual manifestation of Belyi’s own spiritual
development. Most ‘initiated’ critics suggest that there are ‘links to Steiner’s teaching
[...] in nearly every page of the novel’.*

Another strand of scholarship, while not completely denying Kotik Letaev’s
anthroposophical connections, does not find this ‘anthroposophical initiation into
occult mysteries’> a sufficient basis to explain the novel’s complex narrative structure.
Putting the anthroposophical associations aside, these critics focus on the ‘formal’
aspects of the novel; its composition, plot, structural development and linguistic
shifts. The body of text is seen therefore as a complex system of specific structural
elements. Throughout the history of Kotik Letaev criticism, this system has gained
different names such as ‘kpucranmmsanus’,’ ‘OpHaMeHTaTbHAs IPo3a’,’ or ‘a new
“mythical realism™,® depending on what kind of structural elements would be defined
as dominant.

D.S. Mirsky’s History of Russian Literature, for example, sees the
development of Kotik Letaev’s plot in the interactions of two parallel lines, one of
which lies in the developing of the child’s real life, while the other may be found in
the complex interaction of the ‘spheres’ of Kotik’s imagination. Throughout the text,
this process is represented by the two terms ‘poii’ and ‘ctpoit’, and the narrative can
metaphorically be described as: ‘kpucTamumzanus Xa0TH4eCKUX OECKOHEYHBIX “pOeB”
¥ Y4EeTKO OuepueHHbIC U yHopsgoueHnsie “crpon’.’ This opposition is multiplied by

the fact that Belyi’s father (and the father of Kotik as well) was a famous

* Gerald Janecek, ‘Introduction’, in Andrei Belyi, Kotik Letaev (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University
Press, 1999), pp. xi—xxii (p. xviii).

> Ibid.

% Mirsky, p. 727.

" Viktor Shklovskii, ‘Andrei Belyi’, in Andrei Belyi: Pro et Contra, ed. by A.V. Lavrov (St Petersburg:
RKhGI, 2004), pp. 677-696 (p. 680).

¥ Roger Keys, The Reluctant Modernist: Andrei Belyi and the Development of Russian Fiction, 1902—
1914 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996), p. 233.

’ Mirsky, p. 727.
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mathematician, who belonged to the world of order, ‘ctpoii’. Having been under his
father’s strong influence, Belyi, however, preferred the chaos and energy of ‘poit’,
and the composition of Kotik Letaev is a skilful combination of these two oppositions.

The formalist critic Viktor Shklovskii also sees the development of Kotik
Letaev’s plot in a linear form. For Shklovskii, Kotik Letaev is an example of what he
calls ‘opnamenranbHas npo3a’, interwoven by the outer world and inner
consciousness. However, unlike Mirsky (and in line with his own theory of literary
language), Shklovskii sees that the novel’s suzhet is almost replaced by its
autobiographical fabula: ‘JIBuxeHme cro’keTa B3ATO JIEMEHTAPHO; MOXKHO CKa3aTh,
YTO B JICHCTBUTEILHOCTHU CIOXKETa HET, €CTh 0JHa (hadyiia: YeJIOBEK KUBET, PaCTET,
crapurcs’. '’

This dominant line of “>kuBer, pactet, ctapurcs’ is supported by different
types of metaphorical lines. Strikingly, in order to illustrate this scheme, Shklovskii
describes it through a detail that is directly related to the topic of my discussion —

houses:

Ha ocHoBe 3To¥ TMHNAN UAYT HACTPOIKaMH, MHOTO3TAXXHBIMH JIOMaMH MeTa(pOpHIecKre
pAABL. Psbl 3TH — mpencTaBuM UX ce0e B BHIE JOMOB — CBSA3aHBI JIPYT C APYTOM
BcAueckuMH MocTHKamHu. [lonBurascs, (pabyria qaet nmpemior Juid HOBBIX PSAI0B, KOTOpEIE,
MOJABUTIASICH, CEHYAC K€ CBSI3BIBAIOTCA C YK€ cyluecTByromuMu. Tak Hanucan ‘Kotuk

11
JleTaeB’.

Having given an overview of the novel’s construction, Shklovskii continues with the
further critical exploration of different structural and linguistic elements such as

specific sonic effects (‘3Bykoxoasr’), rhythm, and metaphorical and allegorical

' Shklovskii, ‘Andrei Belyi’, p. 680.
" bid., p. 684.
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schemes. All of these elements would later help critics to establish Andrei Belyi as
one of the best representatives of literary modernism, with particular affinities to
J oyce.12

Among the cohort of critics who focus on Belyi’s connection to modernism, I
would single out Stephen Hutchings. Hutchings approaches Belyi’s autobiographical
works as a part of the modernist discussion of escape from the everyday into the
eternal.” Hutchings is one of the few critics who analyses Belyi’s unusual attention
towards the notion of the room and its architectonics. For Hutchings, however, the
apartment is not treated on its own, but is depicted in its function of ‘the archetypal
locus of the modern Russian everyday’ and the primary container of byt.'* This
projects Hutching’s discussion onto the broader context of the ‘byt/bytie’ dichotomy
in Russian literature, which is, however, beyond the focus of my analysis."”” Although
Hutchings describes many examples of how the apartment in Kotik Letaev is
connected to the ‘intimacy, creative interaction and the incarnation by the self of
others, the capitulation of the self by an anonymous other,”'® he does not take the
apartment as the main object of analysis. Instead, the room is used instrumentally, to
prove Hutching’s thesis about a ‘dynamic process that rewrites byt as myth and

“refamiliarizes” the alienating abstractions of the routine’.'” As a result, Hutchings

'2 Although Kotik Letaev is also understood as a modernist text, most of the comparative studies on
Belyi interpret his earlier novel Peterburg. See, for example, Peter 1. Barta, Bely, Joyce, and Doblin:
Peripatetics in the City Novel (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 1996); Marshall Berman,
‘Biely’s Petersburg: The Shadow Passport’, in A/l that Is Solid Melts into Air, pp. 255-269.

" Stephen C. Hutchings, ‘The Struggle with byt in Belyi’s Kotik Letaev and The Christened
Chinaman’, in Russian Modernism: The Transfiguration of the Everyday (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1997), pp. 141-167.

" Ibid., p. 144.

' The Byt/bytie dichotomy in Belyi’s works is also the subject of analysis in L.K. Dolgopolov, Andrei
Belyi i ego roman Peterburg (Leningrad: Sovetskii pisatel’, 1988). However, if Dolgopolov treats the
topic in a very classical way, representing byt as something to be escaped from into the abstraction of
bytie, Hutchings sees this initial shift from byt into bytie as ‘transcended’, which would ‘imply a
contrast between a fixed state and a motion of transcendence’, see Hutchings, p. 146.

' Ibid., pp. 144-145.

' Hutchings, p. 145.
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argues, the space of the apartment is able ‘to become again a site of creative intimacy
between son and father, self and other’.'®

Taking into account Hutching’s discussion of the room as the embodiment of
byt and imagination, I shall also base my analysis on Viktor Shklovskii’s scheme, and
view the apartment as one of the constructive forces of the narrative — regardless of
its relationship to byt. Following Shklovskii, I shall take the room as a dominant motif

of the novel, and explore its artistic and poetic potential in the patterns of the text.

The Autobiography of the Apartment
Before proceeding to the analysis of the actual text, it is important to mention that,
just like Akhmatova’s and Krzhizhanovskii’s imaginary rooms, the domestic
topography of Belyi’s Kotik Letaev has strong autobiographical roots. Yet, this is an
autobiographical novel, a work of fiction. In order to understand the nature of the
artistic transformation of Kotik Letaev’s rooms, it is essential to compare them to their
non-fictional version, which may be found in Belyi’s memoirs Na rubezhe dvukh
stoletii (1930).

As well as being considered one of the best accounts of Russian modernism, "’
Na rubezhe shows the decline of what became known as ‘mpocgeccopckast KynbTypa’
— the culture of the professoriate.’ According to Belyi, the primary locus of this
culture was ‘mpocgeccopckas kBapTupa’ — the apartment of his father, the famous
professor of mathematics Nikolai Bugaev. The byt and traditions of this apartment

were so strong that they defined its dwellers’ character and behaviour.

' Hutchings, p. 145.

' Lazar Fleishman, ‘Bely’s Memoirs’, in Andrey Bely. Spirit of Symbolism, ed. by John E. Malmstad
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1987), pp. 216-241 (p. 218).

2% For more discussion of this culture, see V. Kantor, ‘Russkoe iskusstvo i “professorskaia kul'tura™’,
Voprosy literatury, 3 (1978), 155-286 (p. 159).
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Belyi’s father, for example, is seen as a person divided into two by the
apartment’s topography: one side of him always exists outside the apartment in the
high thoughts of mathematical integrals; and the other part is situated ‘B manoii
KJIETOUKe 3TOro Mupa, B kBaptupe’.”' Here, in his flat, his high mathematical
reflections are useless, and Professor Bugaev is doomed to run from one room to
another, failing to find his own place: ‘U ero Bce roHSIOT U3 KOMHATHI B KOMHATY: 3a
MaTeMaTHKy. OH MaTeMaTHKOM 3TOi MeIIAeT HaM XKUTh’.>

Moreover, Belyi’s mother learns to define a professor only by his belonging to
a big and proper study room, and therefore habitually criticises Professor Bugaev for
the absence of such a study: ‘He xomnara, a kOMHaTymka; [...] MaTh TOBOPHIIA, YTO Yy
BCSIKOTO Mpogeccopa ecTh NPUINYHBIN KaOMHET, a Y HEro — HEYTO BIIOJIHE
HemomycTUMoe Ut mpodeccopa’.”

Seeing the life of his father, who has always been preoccupied with lectures
and abstract thoughts about integrals, young Belyi starts to define all mathematicians
through their relationship to everyday life. All mathematicians, Belyi is convinced,
‘hire’ their everyday life, cannot truly experience it: ‘boIT xu3HH OepeTcs
MaTEeMaTUKOM BIIOJIHE “‘HAaNpOKaT”’, Kak MeOesb YepT 3HaeT KAKOBCKOT'O CTHJIS: OBLIO
6Bl HA ueM cuueTs’.>

Finally, the whole social universe of young Belyi is defined by the structure of

his apartment with his child’s room situated at its centre:

! Andrei Belyi, Na rubezhe dvukh stoletii (Moscow: Khudozhestvennaia literatura, 1989), p. 66.
> Ibid.

2 Ibid., p. 174.

*Ibid., p. 71.
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S BBLIE3 U3 NETCKOW — B KBAapTHUPY; U HAXOAUII B HEU Cpelly; MEX]ly HAllleld KBapTUPOH,
ApbaTtom, MockBoto, Torgamaei Poccrell u 1eTCKOI0 KOMHATKO#M ObLT MHE pyOex, IOTOMY

25
YTO KBapTHpA YK€ — KPYT KBapTHUP, IOJUMHEHHBIX €IUHOMY IIPABUIY.

This single set of rules that defines Belyi’s life is strongly connected to the
topography of the flat. Reflecting on the main topics in his life, Belyi writes that all
the misfortunes of his life were provoked not by people, but by his apartment. It is
here where Belyi develops the idea of the violence and guilt of his flat, where the flat
becomes animated and takes full responsibility for what has happened and what will
happen to its dwellers: ‘Tax, BUHOBATHI He OHM [)HTbIibI], a KBapTHpa®.”® This
apartment expands, unites with other such apartments, and finally becomes abstract, a
kind of statistical phenomenon: ‘Hama kBapTUpa, CIIJIETEHHAs ¢ APYTUMH
KBapTHpaMH: BUHOBaTa Mpodeccopckas cpeaa u npodeccopckas KBapTupa — HE
Halla, a cpeaHeapudMeTHIecKkas KBapTupa npodeccopa’.”’

The image of this ‘cpeaneapudmerndeckas kBaptupa’ is connected also to the
final idea of Belyi’s memoirs — the idea of an end. The end of this apartment
becomes for the author also the end of the century and the end of the whole lifestyle:
‘Tema KOHIIa — MMMaHEHTHA MOEMY Pa3BHTHIO; OHA HaBesIHA TEMOM JIPyroro KOHIa:
KOHIIa OJTHOW U3 MPO(PECcCOPCKUX KBAPTUPOK, TUITMUYHON BCE e, NOO B HEM — KOHEI]
ObITa, KOHELI Beka’.?®

However, if in the memoirs Belyi criticises the apartment and shows its end, in
fictional works he diametrically changes the trajectories of this discourse. Kotik

Letaev is not a chronicle of the writer’s times, nor an autobiography, but a fictional

2 Belyi, Na rubezhe, p. 176.
® Ibid., p. 445.

7 Ibid.

** Ibid., p. 97.
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novel that presents real events, people and places through the artistic imagination, and
it is this artistic imagination that totally transforms the image of the apartment
depicted in Na rubezhe. If, in the memoirs, the apartment marks the end of Belyi’s
development, in Kotik it remains strongly connected to his birth, forming the creative

personality of the protagonist.

Corridors of Perception: The Emergence of the ‘I’

As has been widely recognised by critics, Kotik Letaev is a novel that shows
‘craHOBJIeHHE camoco3Haromeit myum’.> This rise of spiritual consciousness is
depicted through a multi-layered autobiographical narrative that contains myth,
reality, imagination, and complex metaphorical constructions, all connected to
domestic imagery.

The novel is set in the rooms of an urban apartment. However, as I shall prove,
this locus demonstrates Belyi’s ability to go beyond its usual narrative function as an
urban background; instead, it forms the narrative structure of the text.

The birth and development of domestic imagery in the novel is strongly
connected to the birth and development of Kotik’s consciousness. In fact, it runs
parallel to it. The first moment of Kotik’s consciousness is seen as a dot, the
geometrical centre of his universe: ‘IlepBblii co3HaTEIBHBIN MUT MO €CTh —
touxa’.”® The dot then turns into a sphere (‘cranoBures mapom’)’’ — another abstract

geometric figure. At this stage, Kotik is unable to form the whole picture of

perception; his consciousness is still very fragile, and could be easily destroyed by the

% Vladimir Piskunov, N. Aleksandrov, G. Parkhomenko, ‘Stanovlenie samosoznaiushchei dushi’, in
Andrei Belyi, Sobranie sochinenii, ed. by Vladimir Piskunov, 5 vols (Moscow: Izdatel’stvo
‘Respublika’, 1994-1997), v (1997), pp. 5-23 (p. 5).
2(1) Andrei Belyi, ‘Kotik Letaev’, in Sobranie sochinenii, v, pp. 24—157 (p. 32).

Ibid.
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surrounding chaos: ‘map — pasieraercs: OecCMBICIHIIA, IPOHUIIAS €TO0, Pa3PhIBACT
ero’.*? It is only the next step in the development of Kotik’s consciousness that is able
to hold together both his world and the narrative about his world — the novel itself.
This is when the first image of a new spatial unit appears.

The next stage is marked by another spatial unit — the corridors of Kotik’s
apartment. The image of the corridor emerges through the perception of the skin as a
vault, which later is associated with the space of a long corridor. Following this line
of ontological metaphors of the child’s consciousness, the corridor starts to represent
space in general: ‘Koxa MHe cTania, Kak... CBOJ: TAKOBO HaM IPOCTPAHCTBO; MOE
TepBOE TPECTABICHBE O HEM, UTO OHO — KOPHAOp’.”

This metaphor starts a series of references playing on Kotik’s first impression
of space as a projection of his own body. So far Kotik cannot distinguish his personal
space from space in general. Therefore, the description of space shifts to some very
detailed descriptions of Kotik’s inner body as a kind of sacred temple; spatial and
corporal metaphors co-exist in one image: ‘“dyZiecHbIe yTH CKEJIETHOTO Xpama,
BIIEPEIN — MPOXOJ... K OeIoMy alTapro; U TaM — Yepell; U3 OTPOMHOCTH TYJIKUX
3aJ1, cpeu OeJIOT0 BETMKOJIECHS BHICTYIIOB BB TOBEPTHIBAETECH Ha3al — K
Beixomy’.>* In a single bound the narration jumps from Kotik’s body into the space of
the outer, bigger world, and this first attempt to understand bigger space is
frightening: ‘u3yMIIeHHe, CMSTEHHE, CTPAX OBIAJEBACT: JCHCTBUTEILHOCTE .
The narration needs another spatial unit to represent the next stage of

development of Kotik’s mind and its progression from the abstract to the specific. It is

here where the concept of the room appears. This stage is characterised by the

*? Belyi, ‘Kotik Letaev’, p. 32.
* Ibid.

* Ibid., p. 36.

% Ibid.
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understanding that the body is not an abstract whole any more. The body has its
shape, it is divided into parts. This understanding comes through the exploration of
the apartment’s structure, and the realisation that the apartment has rooms. Just as the
apartment is divided into separate rooms, the body is divided into parts. Hence, rooms
become the parts of Kotik’s body: ‘Komuatsr — uactu Tena’.>

The rooms not only locate and divide the self, but also help the protagonist to
understand the eternal cosmos that contains everything and is the beginning of
everything. Going through the corridors and rooms that have helped Kotik to
distinguish his own body, his young consciousness eventually reaches the universe.
The universe appears to have the same structure as the apartment — and the same
structure as Kotik’s consciousness. The topography of the apartment acts as a
universal structure of the outer world as well as of the ‘inner interior’. The rooms
represent both the body parts of an individual, and the parts of the eternal universe:
“3T0 — OpraHbI Tea... Bcenennoi’.”’ The consciousness expands; represented by the
dot in the beginning of the novel it turns into the universe. Following this
transformation, the body turns into cosmos.

For the child, the apartment’s topology, the rooms and corridors that surround
him, become the only instrument of perceiving reality and, at the same time, of
understanding it, making it familiar for the growing consciousness. There are three
functions of the rooms that Kotik establishes: (1) resemblance — ‘mepexopl,
KOMHATBI, KOPUIOPHI HATOMUHAIOT HaM Hate Teno’; (2) depiction — ‘moka3yoT Ham
Hamre Te0’; (3) transformation — ‘mpoo6pasyior Ham Haure Teno’.”" The last of these
is the most important for this discussion, as it best illustrates my main argument about

the mobility of traditionally immovable domestic space.

*% Belyi, p. 36.
7 Ibid., p. 35.
¥ Ibid.
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Transforming Time
One of the main levels of transformation generated by the rooms is the transformation
of time. Having discovered space as an elemental quality of being, Kotik still needs to
define himself in time. The representation and transformation of time has a rather
complicated embodiment in the novel, and differs from the usual autobiographical
chronology. Usually, the time structure of an autobiography could be represented as a
certain point in the present, from which the past is remembered and described in
chronological order.”” However, Kotik Letaev has a much more complicated
chronological structure that is built around the image of the rooms and its
transformation.

In Zapiski chudaka (1922), his third autobiographical novel, Belyi gives a
broad explanation of the nature of his autobiographical writings, and the way

chronology is represented there:

B moeii xu3Hu ecTh ABe Ouorpaduun: 6morpadus HaCMOPKOB, HOTPEOICHNS MUIIH, CBApEHUS,
MPOYMX €CTECTBEHHBIX OTIPABICHNUI; CUNTATh Onorpaduio 3Ty Moei — Bce paBHO UTO
cunuTaTh Onorpadueit 6morpaduio 3Tux BOT Opiok. EcTh apyras: oHa 6ecipHanHHO
BTOpraercs CHaMH B OeCCOHHMILY OJIeHbBsI, KOT/Ia TIOTPY’KaloCh 51 B COH, TO CO3HAHBE BUTAET 32
TPaHbIO PacCyIKa, AaBas JHUIIb 3HATh O ce0e OYeHb CTPAaHHBIMY 3HAKAMH: CHAMH U CKa3KOH. ..
Ilepecedenns nByxX 3THX KU3HEH B COZHAHUM — HET: MY HUMH — T'PaHUIBI; MEX TeM
MepeceKaroTcs napajuienbHble JUHIH JBYX Onorpaduii B €ITMHCTBEHHOW TOYKE: B IIEpBEHIIEM

40
MOMCHTC.

%% For a competent discussion of chronology and linearity as a general principle in modern European
autobiographies, see the article by Burton Pike ‘Time in Autobiography’, in which the author
comments on ‘a striking common characteristic’ of autobiographically-oriented authors that lies in
‘obsessive preoccupation with the chronological aspect of time’, see Burton Pike, ‘Time in
Autobiography’, Comparative Literature, 28:4 (1976), 326342 (p. 327).

0 Andrei Belyi, ‘Zapiski chudaka’, in Sobranie sochinenii, v (1997), pp. 280-496 (p. 418).
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In the text of the novel Kotik Letaev, one cannot find such traditional ‘labels’
of the autobiographical chronological narrative (or the ‘biography of the trousers’ as
Belyi calls it) as ‘yesterday’, ‘today’, ‘tomorrow’, ‘some days ago, ‘some years ago’,
and ‘when I was a child’. Instead, the spatial units such as rooms represent time in its
abstract quality.

Throughout the novel, Belyi uses a specific way of introducing different
moments in time that he calls ‘muru’. Every ‘mur’ is connected to a particular interior
or domestic object.

The first moment of consciousness takes place in a corridor, and eventually
becomes the corridor itself. Time here has a dual nature. On the one hand, this point
in time is perceived spatially; a moment is a corridor. On the other hand, it is also the
embodiment of a memory: ‘Hall KOPUAOP MPEACTABIAETCS BOCTIOMUHAHUEM O
BpeMeHH, Kora o Obu1 Mue koxeii”.*! The corridor also structures the process of
remembering through different movements: ‘moBepHUCH Ha3a] — OH CKUMAETCS
C3a/11 ABIPOil; BIIEpeI OTKPHIBACTCS IPOCBETOM; IIEPEXOTUKH, KOPHIOPHI U
TepeysIKi MHe BIIOCIeACTBIM BeaoMbr”. "> On a metanarrative level it also structures
the flow of narrative, the memory itself.

At the same time, the rooms and corridors are not only containers of the past
and of memories, they act also as transitional elements. The rooms feature as a kind of
time machine that is able to transport Kotik to different realities and different states of
the past, including to the beginning of history: ‘Ilepexossl, KOMHATBI, KOPHIOPHI, MHE
BCTAIOIIME B MIEPBBIX MUTAX CO3HAHMSI, IEPECEIISIOT MEHS B APEBHEHITYIO 3Py

43
SKU3HA .

* Belyi, p. 32.
* Ibid.
* Ibid., p. 35.
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Entering these rooms might mean entering another time that could capture
Kotik forever: ‘Bce KOMHATBI, KOMHAThI, KOMHAThl! — B KOTOpPHIE, €CJIH BCTYIHIIIb,
TO — He BEpHELIbCs 00paTHO, a Oyelrb oXBaueH npeameramu’.”

The narrator repeats this sequence (‘Bce KOMHaTbhI, KOMHATbI, KOMHATHI!”) on
three different occasions throughout the novel, set on each occasion in a new period
of time. First, he finds himself in his mother’s womb — the rooms lead him to the
beginnings of his own existence (‘moBpemernHoe cosnanne’).” On the second
occasion, the encounter with his rooms leads Kotik to the distant past, to mythological
corridors where Kotik is accompanied by some strange mythological figures:
‘CTpaHHO OBUIO 3TO CYpOBOE IIECTBHE MO KOPUAOPY KBAPTUPHI — B CONPOBOXKICHUN
4eTIOBEKOIOI0OHOT0 CyIecTBa — co cBeuoro B pyke’.*® The third time, Kotik’s
imagination travels to the cosmos, where time is universal. Eternity is seen wrapped
in the chair covers: ‘Beunocmu 6 uexnax’, as the subtitle of one of the novel’s chapters
suggests.47

Having distinguished three embodiments of general time (personal past before
one’s birth — in the mother’s womb; mythological past; and universal eternal time)
Kotik now needs to define more certain moments of his time. If rooms and corridors
represent past, future and eternity in general, then parts of the rooms are associated
with particular events and moments in Kotik’s life. Different domestic objects
provoke particular memoirs about the events connected to them. The curtain, for
example, is associated with the moment when Kotik’s father burned it; the chair is

associated with Christmas and guests that sat on it.

* Belyi, p. 33.
* Ibid., p. 32.
* Ibid., p. 38.
" 1bid., p. 44.
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These particular objects (and moments) build up the new chronology of the
novel, which is not linear, but rather abrupt. Memories arise as the imagination is
travelling through the rooms of the apartment.

However, very soon the particular days and moments in Kotik’s life become
the ‘everyday’, the routine. Once more, this new structure of time is embodied in the
very fabric of the apartment — it hangs down from the ceiling: ‘/Iau Texnu
BEPEHHUIIAMH B TEHH, KOTOPbIE CBECHIIUCH C IOTOJIKOB, OT YIJIOB, CONPATAsICh B
OTrPOMHOE MHOTOPO’KHE, KOTOPOE €CTh TETEePh: [...] MyCcTOTa; M OHA MHE TEMHA; U OHA
mHe rpycrHal’.*

Finally, the future is also presented through and in the rooms. In the epilogue
of the novel, having described all his past, Kotik is looking forward to what is ahead

of him, and these new moments are embodied in the new rooms: ‘OXugar0T MEHS:

49
MOHM HOBBIC MHUT'; U — HOBBIC KOMHAaThl — KOMHATHI, KOMHATHI! .

Transforming the Others: Wallpaper of Creativity
Having distinguished his own body and his own past in space and time, Kotik now
needs to define what is beyond his body, what is the other. The universal structure of
his apartment also comes to help. This outer world that is not ‘I’ first appears as an
understanding of the difference between the inside and the outside.

This understanding comes with the estrangement of the rooms. As has been
shown earlier, Kotik sees the rooms as parts of his body. Originally, he perceives
himself as being in unity with his apartment; he moves through the apartment in the

same way he moves through his own consciousness. However, very soon he detaches

* Belyi, p. 137.
* Ibid., p. 154.
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himself from the rooms: ‘OHu [KOMHATHI| COPOIIEHBI MHOIO; U — BUCST HAJI0
muoit’.”® This detachment marks the arrival of the understanding of the outer world in
Kotik’s mind.

This detachment is also reproduced on the narrative level of the novel. As
soon as Kotik starts to see the rooms as the other space, the separate chapter entitled
‘Komuartsl’ appears in the text — the rooms grow into a new unit of text. It is in this
chapter (and in these rooms) that the outer world is born: ‘KBaptupoii oTuernmBo
npocyHycs BrenHuit Mup’.”' This outer world is defined as something that has been
detached from Kotik, ‘aro ot mens oramunocs’.”> Having flown away, the outer
world finds itself in the fabric of the apartment — on the wallpaper, ‘npununas
000SMH K YKPEIBAEMBIM KOMHATaM’.>

The process of detachment and estrangement is a very sad, dark and painful
one: ‘CKBO3b HUX, U3 YTJIOB, MOIIEN TOK MpauHOH xu3Hu’ writes Kotik about the
wallpaper and about the dreams that are attached to it.>* The outer world is dark and
scary, but it is still located inside, in the labyrinth of the dark rooms: ‘B nabupunr
YepHBIX KOMHAT [...] Bce ayxue — orryma’.”> The labyrinth becomes the map of the
‘other’, inhabited by ‘the other people’.

All the characters of the novel have their specific locations in the dark
labyrinth of the rooms. Mother and father are behind the walls; a servant appears from
under the floor; aunt Dotia exists between the mirrors and the furniture covers;

grandmother sits in the suite of the rooms; guests are seen running through the

labyrinth. All this is unknown, unfamiliar, frightening, detached.

> Belyi, p. 32.

>* Ibid.
> Ibid., p. 38.
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However, very soon Kotik discovers that fear of this darkness can be
overcome by creativity. This moment of creativity is mapped on the wallpaper — the
place where ‘the other’ was initially located.

First, wallpaper is depicted as a passive container of spaces — ‘000ii; Mex
HuMu — npoctpasnctsa’).’® Then these spaces between the wallpaper start to be
inhabited by ‘the others’ — ‘B mpocTpaHCTBaxX 3aBOAATCS: MAMa, MAMa H... HHs .’
Sometimes these spaces even create the others: ‘Tetst JIoTss B TO IMEHHO BpeMms
cliarayiach — B YTy, Ha 000X, U3 TEHEH; OHA elle He cnokunace’. Gradually,
Kotik realises his own creative potential, and starts growing rooms, growing
memories, growing spaces and times out of wallpaper flowers: ‘[TomHI0: — 51
BbIpaIllMBal KOMHATBI; S HAJIEBO, HAIPABO OTKJIAABIBAN UX OT ce0sl; B HUX
OTKJIa/IbIBAJ 5 ce0sl: cpelib BpeMeH; BpeMeHa — MOBTOPEHHUs] 0OOMHBIX Y30pOB: MUT
3a MHTOM — y30p 3a y30pom’.””

From this time on, wallpaper starts to represent Kotik’s creative potential that
forms into a flying spiral of bright images of new encounters and new miracles of a
day that has passed: ‘Beuepom: — Ha neTauux cnupansx, ¢ 000i, Kpy>KeBeIOT, rops,
KOCSIKH KPACHBIX 30Pb: 671e1HO-p030BbIM poem’.”’

Wallpaper as an image is strongly connected to seeing and imagining. It is the
first thing that Kotik is looking at when he wakes up: ‘U3 kpoBaTku cmMOTpIO: Ha
6ykerip! 060ii”.°" Wallpaper flowers immediately provoke his imagination. The

process of looking at wallpaper soon turns into the process of the transformation of

reality, of creating a new one. The walls covered with wallpaper start flying around

>% Belyi, p. 43.
7 Ibid.

¥ Ibid., p. 44.
? Ibid., p. 43.
% Ibid., p. 66.
! Ibid., p. 63.
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like butterflies that eventually land on Kotik’s nose. As an analogy, Kotik transfers
this quality of seeing and creating to the wallpaper itself. The wallpaper and the walls
become animated, the wallpaper’s patterns turn into the wall’s wrinkles, and the
windows turn into eyes. Now, they are looking at Kotik, and by looking they create
their own language. They answer: ‘CMOTpIO: — M OKHaMH, Kak Ija3zamu, 6€3 cJIoB

orBeuaroT Mue crensr’.”? The room starts speaking its own language.

Language of the Rooms

The idea of the room having its own language is central to Kotik Letaev. It appears not
only directly (as the walls start talking to the child), but also indirectly (or
structurally).

On the metaphorical plane, the rooms are always situated between reality and
imagination, present and past. In this respect, the rooms and corridors, wallpaper and
windows act as a kind of language that is immanent to Kotik, the language that
structures his chaotic thoughts. And ‘like any language’, as Hutchings puts it, ‘it
occupies a liminal status on the boundary between self and other’.”>

Moreover, like any language, it has its own rules. In fact rooms are the rules:
‘C HSHIOIIKON AJIEKCaHIPOIO KUJIM MBI B IPaBUiIax: Obljla MPaBUJIOM KOMHATa; U
KHMJTM MBI B KOMHATax: B IPaBHJIBHBIX KOMHATAaX, IPEOI0JIUMBIX U U3MEPSIEMBIX, O
getpipex crenax’.”!

This language of the rooms provides the framework for the narrative. In order

to start his narrative, Kotik only needs a copy of his room (or his rules) that he uses as

the frame for imagination: ‘U mo o6pa3y u 1Mo100MI0 KOMUK KOMHAT B MOEM

52 Belyi, p. 127.
% Hutchings, p. 150.
%4 Belyi, p. 45.
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BIICYATIICHUH TOTUAC ke cpanTazupoBas: o0pas; U ATOT 0Opa3 cede HAUMHAIO
pacckassIBaTh 51; U paccKasuk Moit — ckasouka’.”” Importantly, the language of the
rooms becomes both the narrator and the narration.

Like any language, the language of the rooms has its own deviations from
rules, its own mistakes. This very understanding of the room as a language with
mistakes is what turns the work of Belyi into something deeply metaphorical. He is
trying to unite the chaotic abstract imagination of his dreams with the strict
structuralism of his flat. He arrives at the idea of a phrase that is based on a metaphor.
What is important here is that he chooses the metaphor that is connected to the
boundaries of a room — the parquet floor.

Kotik reconstructs the past by deconstructing an idiom. He uses the phrase
‘ymactb B 00Mopok’ by understanding it literally (and spatially) as to fall into the hole
in his floor and to pass into another reality — to the room of his neighbour who in
Kotik’s imagination has the name ‘o6mopox’.

This reconstruction starts with Kotik’s understanding that he is a part of his
room, identifying himself with a block of parquet: ‘M»l, mapkeTHbIE MITUTKH, U I —
MbI onaganu B 0omopok”.®® Just like the ostensibly similar imagery in Anna
Akhmatova’s poem described in the previous chapter, this image is used to
demonstrate the transparency, fluidity, and openness of the consciousness: Belyi
compares the parquet woodblocks to the entrance to his own consciousness, and his
consciousness opens just like the woodblocks do when Kotik imagines he is falling
through them.

Here, Belyi uses graphical techniques to explain his creative transformations.

He writes the word in a specific way: ‘0 6 M o0 p 0 k¥’ — spaced, so that this style of

% Belyi, p. 112.
% Ibid., p. 53.
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writing can be separated, supposedly compared to the pieces of parquetry which ‘open
up’. Such design makes the reader enter the child’s consciousness and ‘see’ truly how
the pieces of parquetry can open up the same way as the letters in a word. This multi-
layered graphical and philosophical metaphor finishes with an image of an open
apartment; now the rooms are not closed in the skull of consciousness anymore — the
apartment is open; the consciousness is ready to perceive the outer world; the boy is

growing up.

Spiral of Growing Up
In his other autobiographical novel Zapiski chudaka, Belyi comments on the spiral
structure of Kotik Letaev’s phrase, and importantly for this discussion also starts his

explanation in a room:

Bor — Most KOMHaTa: ueMo1aHbl, OyMaru; JIeKuT Henonucanusiil ‘Koruk Jletaes’;
apXUTEKTOHWKA (ppa3bl €ro oTiaranach B rpagaldio KPyroBOTO IBMKEHUS; apXUTEKTOHUKA
3/1eCh TaKOBa, YTO KAPTUHKH, CIarasch TUPIIHAAMHU (pa3, TUIIYT KPYT MO HEBUIUMBIM
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KYIIOJIOM, BBIpAaCTAIOIUM M3 3UT3arosB.

This ‘rpamanms kpyrosoro nemxenus’ embodied in an ascending spiral (or sometimes
in a zigzag) is recognised in the novel on many levels. The word ‘criupans’ is
repeated in Kotik twenty-two times. It is seen in the behaviour and movements of its
protagonist: Kotik is constantly falling down, flying away, following a spiral
trajectory, ascending and descending imaginary spiral steps, and he sees spiral

structures in the flowers of the wallpaper. This movement also affects other characters

%7 Belyi, ‘Zapiski chudaka’, pp. 283-284.
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in the novel; Kotik’s mother’s departure to the ballroom is depicted as ‘spiral’, and his
father is constantly drawing mathematical spirals on a piece of paper. Moreover, the
constant transition of the room’s functions is seen not as a straight line, but rather as a
growing spiral that constantly changes one direction of movement to the opposite:
first, the room belongs only to Kotik; then, it inhabits the entire universe; then, one by
one, the relatives come in; and again, the room is filled with the eternal cosmos. The
movement of meanings in the novel could also be seen as a zigzag or a spiral. The
temptation of discovery of the unknown rooms is always fighting against the prospect
of the impossibility of coming back. Within this structure the consciousness of the
protagonist is flying from one meaning to another, always detaching himself from one
room and moving to another, balancing between ‘I’ and ‘non-I’, between the inside
and the outside.

Such a spiral movement is seen by some critics as the most important motif in
the novel.*® This is hard to deny, but few have noticed the way in which the staircase
as the main illustration of the spiral metaphor is integrated into Kotik Letaev. The
staircase appears for the first time in the chapter entitled ‘I’ as a direct metaphor of
personal development and growing up. This staircase consists of several steps that
represent different levels of growing perception: the step of ‘the moment’, the step of
‘the rooms’ and the step of ‘the world’. An almost identical image of the ascending

staircase reappears in the epilogue:

Mur, koMHaTa, yjaula, IPOUCIIECTBUE, AEPEBHA W BpeMs roaa, Poccus, uctopus, Mup —

JIECTHHIIA PACIIMPEHUH MOWX; IO CTYIEHSIM €€ 5 BCXOXY. [...] CTyIeHb 3a CTyIeHbIO

% Gerald Janecek, ‘The Spiral as Image and Structural Principle in Andrei Belyi’s Kotik Letaev’,
Russian Literature, 4:4 (1976), 356-364 (p. 356).
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OTKpPbITa MHE CIICPEAN: O)KI/IZ[aIOT MCHAI. O)KI/I,HaIOT MCHSA: MOH HOBBIC MUTH,; 1 — HOBBIC

69
KOMHAaTbl — KOMHATHI, KOMHAThI!

This paragraph sums up the importance of the image of the room and the
staircase for the text in general. The first step is associated with the initial moment of
consciousness (‘mur’), the second step is the room, next steps represent bigger units
of space and time (‘ynuna’, ‘Bpems roaa’), and finally the last step is the room again —
— a universal container that is ready to accommodate anything. These final rooms of
the novel (and the last steps on the staircase of growing up) are situated in the future;

they are still empty and are waiting to become full with the experience of a new life.

The Future of the Apartment
These new rooms that represent the future of the protagonist are shown in Belyi’s next
autobiographical novel Kreshchenyi kitaets (1920-1921), which describes the next
stages of Kotik’s life. Here, I shall not analyse the entire novel, but focus only on
those new functions of interior imagery that could not be fully explored in Kotik
Letaev. In Kotik Letaev, the elements of domestic space still exist and act according to
the chaotic rules of a newly developing consciousness. Kotik’s room could easily be
transformed from the container of old centuries and myths into the mother’s womb; it
could represent both Kotik’s inner world and the whole universe. In Kreshchenyi
kitaets, the elements of the apartment become more concrete and gain specific
connotations.

If in Kotik Letaev the reader often finds himself lost in the labyrinth of the

dark rooms and cannot truly establish the links between the different elements of the

% Belyi, ‘Kotik Letaev’, p. 154.
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apartment, in Kreshchenyi kitaets, the apartment acquires a concrete layout, to the
extent that it even becomes possible to draw a plan of the flat.

In the second autobiographical novel, the space of the child’s room is full of
details: ‘TTepemHsisi — KOMHATKA — MaJias [...]; BelIaKa, CTOIHK i cTyT’. . From
Kotik’s description, we learn that his room is situated in a certain area of the
apartment. There are three doors leading to other specific rooms, each of which has its
name and its own functions: ‘Tpu JBepH: B CTOIOBYIO, B KYXHIO, B HEMOH KOpHIOp'. '
Also, we learn that from the dining room one can get to the drawing room. These are
the rooms that Belyi (following a standard usage of the time) calls ‘mapagusie’. There
are also the children’s room, parents’ bedroom and father’s study room. Similarly to
Kotik Letaev, the transformation of the apartment’s elements forms the plot. However,
this time the plot is not entirely dependent on just one character. Other characters, and
other rooms, can transform the plot according to their own rules. Unlike Kotik, other
inhabitants of the apartment — the child’s parents — are also able to define the space.
From this point of view, Kreshchenyi kitaets can be seen as a story of the
transformation of the apartment’s layout.

One of the most vivid examples of this is the result of a quarrel between
Kotik’s parents. After the quarrel, his mother moves from the bedroom to the drawing
room. Having got a new owner, the drawing room changes colour from red into olive.
According to the novel’s symbolism, red is associated with the rationality of the father
and his study room where he learns about integrals; olive, on the other hand, is the

colour of the irrational mother.

" Andrei Belyi, ‘Kreshchenyi kitaets’, in Sobranie sochinenii, v, pp. 158-279 (p. 207). This layout is
almost identical to the description of Belyi’s real apartment that we find in his memoirs: ‘/{erckas —
BHYTPEHHHUI MUp, a TOCTHHAS! — BHELIHUI1, TOYTH 4TO ApOaT; MeX/Jy HUMH OTYETIUB pyOeK —
KOPHJIOP, U3 MepeHed BeAyLINi KaK pa3 MUMO JA€TCKON; B KOPUIOP BBIXOAMUIIH ABepH "MapaaHbIxX"
KOMHAT; TOCTHHAs, OT/[eJIEHHast KOPUIOPOM, Oblia IPOTUB AeTckoil’, see Belyi, Na rubezhe, p. 176.
! Belyi, ‘Kreshchenyi kitaets’, p. 207.
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This movement marks the beginning of a new period in the life of the
apartment, namely, the olive period of ‘Gecropsok u cmyta’,”” introduced by and
associated with the mother. Every time the mother enters a room, everything becomes
fluid, mixed up, as influenced by her chaotic female nature. She changes the layout of

the flat as if by doing so she could change life itself:

IlomuI0: — MIPOCHEHILCA: CTOJIOBAasA — 34€Ch, d TOCTUHAA — TaM; 3TO — MaMOYKa: BCE-TO
OHa Cy€TuJiacChb, riIepe€Trpala, MCHAJA, IOKPUKUBAJa, I€perouaiia MCeH, rerI/IBTTy
MapTI)IHOBHy, Tammy 3 KOMHAThl B KOMHATY U 3aCTaBJid]Ia HAZACATHCA, YTO HACTYIIAaCT TECIICPh,
IIOCJI€ BCEX M3MCHECHUI — npeKpacHasa XU3Hb, OCTABaJIOCh IMO-TIPEKHEMY: BOJIOCOM,
BOﬁHOKOM, MbUIBIO U IICUHOIO; TICHHOIO MaXJIO pasjiarioe Kpecio. — HaHpaCHO cTapacTcyd
MaMO4YKa BCC yKpallaTb O4Y€Hb CJIOXKHBIM COCTaBOM NPEIAMCETOB, OOMIBLHO CBE3CHHBIX C
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Ky3znerkoro MocTa; cocTaBbl IpeAMETOB — HECTaBBI: PACIIaINCh!

The sense of everything falling apart in the flat is similar to that produced by
the deconstruction of the phrase ‘ymacts B 00Mopok’ in Kotik Letaev. However, in
Kreshchenyi kitaets, this sense expands to the entire apartment, and the entire future.
One example illustrates this perfectly. The drawing room becomes a place where
Kotik’s world falls apart. It is the place of transition from the rules of the father to
those of the mother. As already mentioned, the father is associated with his red,
rational study room. Naturally, he wants the whole apartment to resemble his
organised study. His books and bookshelves gradually occupy the whole space of the

apartment, starting first of all from the transitional drawing room: ‘/la, HacTeIpHas

"2 Piskunov, Aleksandrov, Parkhomenko, p- 13.
7> Belyi, ‘Kreshchenyi kitaets’, p. 242.
7 Ibid.
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KHUTA IPO3MJIa TOCTUHOMW; Kak OyJTO COBCEM HEB3Ha4ail, yrHeTEeHHBIN 0OBalaMu
KHUT, T1AI1a BBIyMAJl BBICTABHTH KHIKHYIO TIOJIOUKY: IPSIMO B TOCTHHYIO . "

This, of course, is met with strong resistance from the mother’s side: ‘Uto TyT
ObuT0! YBUIEBIIM MTOJIOYKY, MaMa BCIJIECHYJIA PyKaMH; U JINYMKO BCE MPOXYIENO OT
CKYKH; U — KHHYJIOCh NPSIMO B TJ1a3a; U JIMLO €€ BCTAJIO OJJHUM CIUIOIIHBIM
B3TJIA0M, IpuaupuuBbiM: — “Bon! ” — Oty ragocts? ” — “Croga? ” — “BoH-BOH-
Bon!”.”

The father cannot allow the mother to ruin his understanding of the
apartment’s layout, and the battle of byt progresses. The last detail that represents ‘the
beginning of the end’ is the basin. First, it is situated in the bedroom. Soon, the
mother moves it to the study room, and starts her daily routine of washing there. This,
again, confuses the father. His space, the red study room, surrenders. The end of the
red study room is therefore seen as the end of the father himself: it is ruined, and so is
the father. Then, finally, after the quarrel, the mother moves to the drawing room and
the drawing room changes colour from red to olive.

These spatial rearrangements not only represent changes in the parents’
relationships, they also symbolise the further development of Kotik’s consciousness.
In the child’s consciousness, red was associated with fairy-tales and myths. However,
very soon the red wears itself out, replaced by the olive-green of reality.

Kotik is trying to get the red velvet of his childhood back, but he cannot. Now,
everything is olive-green, but this green does not bring happiness and order any more.
It is associated with everyday boredom, with the truth and the prosaicness of life —

6
‘KpacHas CKa3Ka IPEIMETOB IIOMEPKIIA B 3€JICHYIO Ipo3y’.’

7 Belyi, ‘Kreshchenyi kitaets’, p. 161
" Ibid., pp. 161-162.
7% Belyi, ‘Kreshchenyi kitaets’, p. 243.
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In Kreshchenyi kitaets, the mythical reality of the child’s development is
demythologised and transformed into the understanding of the truth of the outer
world. The ‘new rooms’ of Kreshchenyi kitaets do not meet the expectations of the
narrator that have been expressed in the final lines of Kotik Letaev. They do not bring
him to the bright new future. However, what is similar in both novels is that the
structure and transformation of their narrative is closely connected to (and even
derives from) the structure and transformation of the apartment and its space.

The concept of the room occupies a unique place in the metaphorical structure
of Belyi’s two autobiographical novels. It acts as a unit of both space and time, and
becomes ‘a primitive system of differentiation: a way of experiencing difference from
the world’.”” Copying the way in which the apartment is structured, the narrator tries
to ‘compose’ his own growing consciousness. The apartment has rooms whilst the
body has its parts; the passing from the beginning of the corridor to its end is seen by
Kotik as passing through his thoughts; the temple (‘xpam’) is associated with the skull
and becomes the exact location for the ‘I’, as understood by the growing mind; the
walls are seen as the skin of the body, and it is these walls that divide ‘I’ from ‘not I’;
getting in and out of a room is seen as getting in and out of one’s mind: ‘S BeIHIY U3
xpama [of thought (M.P.)]: ¢ Toif %€ JTerKoCTbIO MBI BHIXOIUM H3 KOMHATHI . ®

At the same time, the domestic imagery reveals itself on a metanarrative level.
It structures the flow of Kotik’s initially chaotic narrative. It becomes easier to
understand Kotik when his thoughts are projected on and associated with the layout of
the rooms. As Hutchings remarks, ‘the apartment simultaneously halts the flow and

enables it to be experienced, thus preserving elements of both the flux that it binds

" Hutchings, p. 146.
78 Belyi, ‘Kotik Letaev’, p. 32.
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and the act of creativity accomplished in expressing the concept’.”” Rooms are the

containers of certain memories for Kotik, and memories construct the chapters of his
artistic autobiography, which becomes illuminated through creativity.

In his memoirs Na rubezhe dvukh stoletii, Belyi describes the end of by?, and
the end of the apartment as a social and symbolical representation of ‘professor’s
culture’. Kotik Letaev presents not the end, but the birth of the apartment as an
embodiment of his own life and creativity. In this novel, Belyi overcomes the fear of
the professor’s apartment by turning it into a vibrant, movable locus of creativity and
growth, the container for the child’s imagination. At the same time, the layout of the
apartment serves as a scheme that demonstrates the essence of the author’s artistic
method — constructing meaning though the interior space.

Here we see the interior represented in a totally new way to the previous
tradition — its description is equated to the description of Kotik’s consciousness; it is
not social or representative anymore; it becomes truly personal, and at the same time
universal, as Kotik relates himself to the universe. The complex metaphor of space
turning into language, mentioned on several occasions in the text, allows us to talk not
only about the new tradition of interior representation, but also about the new mode of
textual complexity that is seen in many modernist texts. Having chosen a private room
of a family house as a primary location of his narrative, Belyi moves away from
traditional modes of representing a family in a house; instead the descriptions of the
rooms in Belyi’s prose are dynamic, they run parallel with the descriptions of bodies,
consciousness, times and places. Indeed, Belyi’s representation of the room is one of

the most complex and spectacular among my case studies.

" Hutchings, p. 149.
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CHAPTER III

Sigizmund Krzhizhanovskii. ‘UeTbipexyrJias Hecypa3una’

This chapter offers an in-depth exploration of interior spaces in the 1920s short stories
of Sigizmund Krzhizhanovskii (1887-1950). The prose of Sigizmund Krzhizhanovskii
is particularly distinctive for its use of spatial imagery. The famous cultural critic
Vladimir Toporov, indeed, went so far as to argue that space was Krzhizhanovskii’s
main theme: ‘bonbmMHCTBO TeKCTOB Kp>KMkaHOBCKOTO — O CaMOM MPOCTPAHCTBE U
0 TOM, B Ye€M OHO OOHAPYKUBAET CEOsI U/UITU CTAHOBUTCS JTOCTYITHBIM
PEKOHCTPYKIIUU . !

In my close reading of Krzhizhanovskii’s stories of the 1920s, I argue that, for
this reconstruction, the image of a domestic interior becomes of dominant importance.
I demonstrate that the various aspects of his use of interior space, including the use of
an opposition between interior and exterior and the description of borders and
enclosure, create a complex topology that links the domestic to the urban — a fusion
of a personal and paradoxical kind that illustrates the potential of spatial imagery as a

specific narrative technique in Krzhizhanovskii’s prose.

Non-Space, Moscow, Apartment
Sigizmund Krzhizhanovskii’s talent as a writer of outstanding literary abilities and
critical perception peaked in the 1920s and early 1930s. However, it was not until

1989 and the first posthumous publication of a collection of his short stories and

' Vladimir Toporov, ‘““Minus”-prostranstvo Sigizmunda Krzhizhanovskogo’, in Mif. Ritual. Simvol.
Obraz: Issledovaniia v oblasti mifopoeticheskogo (Moscow: 1zdatel'skaia gruppa ‘Progress-Kul'tura’,
1995), pp. 476-574 (p. 498).
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novellas by Vadim Perel'muter that the theoretical exploration of Krzhizhanovskii’s
works began. This publication history, and the ‘fizzy nervous energy’ of
Krzhizhanovskii’s style could perhaps explain the fact that, even to this day, his
legacy remains perplexingly unexamined by scholars, and many areas of scholarly
interest relating to this writer are still to emerge. Although the handsome five-volume
collection of Krzhizhanovskii’s writings, finally published in 2010, contains careful
and informative biographical commentaries by Vadim Perel'muter,’ there is still no
single monograph dedicated to Sigizmund Krzhizhanovskii. Those articles and book
chapters that exist are either essentially journalistic in character," or concentrate on
establishing the phenomenon of Krzhizhanovskii’s poetic universe. Many critics are
more preoccupied with putting his ‘fascinating amalgam of language experimentation,
scientific erudition and philosophical contemplation’ and ‘extraordinary dense style’
into the avant-garde context, rather than closely analysing specific parts of his style.’

However, most scholars mention the specific construction of space that is
inherent in Krzhizhanovskii’s poetics, and it is this branch of scholarship that is
particularly relevant to my analysis.

Among the interpretations of Krzhizhanovskii’s interest in space, the most

important contribution belongs to the leading representative of the Moscow-Tartu

* Adam Thirwell, ‘The Master of the Crossed Out’, The New York Review of Books, 23 June 2011, p.
57.

? Sigizmund Krzhizhanovskii, Sobranie sochinenii v piati tomakh, ed. by Vadim Perel'muter, 5 vols (St
Petersburg: Symposium, 2001-2013). All citations of Krzhizhanovskii’s short stories in this
dissertation are from this source.

* V. Kamianov, ‘Krasnyi ferz’ pod boem’, Novyi mir, 8 (1992), 239-243; Lev Ozerov, ‘Strany,
kotorykh net’, Oktiabr', 8 (1995), 183—184; and Thirwell.

> Karen Rosenflanz, ‘Sigizmund Krzhizhanovsky: A Bat in Flight’, in Out of the Shadows: Neglected
Works in Soviet Prose: Selected Essays, ed. by Nicholas Luker (Nottingham: Astra-Press, 2003), pp.
19-40 (pp. 19-21).

% The strikingly non-specific titles of such articles speaks for themselves (here, I list only those critical
contributions which deal with Krzhizhanovskii’s short stories and novels, omitting the branch of
scholarship on his theatrical criticism), see Mikhail Gasparov, ‘Mir Sigizmunda Krzhizhanovskogo’,
Oktiabr', 3 (1990), 201-203; Viacheslav Kuritsyn, ‘O nekotorykh popytkakh protivostoianiia
avangardnoi paradigme’, NLO, 20 (1996), 331-360; Joost van Baak, ‘Mir po Krzhizhanovskomu’,
Russian Literature, 45 (1999), 361-371.
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school Vladimir Toporov. Following the author himself, Toporov defines space in
Krzhizhanovskii’s fiction as a special paradoxical type of space that better deserves to
be called ‘anti-space’. It is closed, fragmented, and can only bring suffering to those
who live in it. In his analysis, Toporov claims that this ‘anti-space’ is a fundamental
structural part of Krzhizhanovskii’s construction of space in fiction.

There is, however, another type of space in his fiction — the ideal ‘plus-space’

of the real life — though it can hardly be reached:

3Oto “Hacrosmee” (“murioc”) mpocTpaHcTBO KpKMKaHOBCKUKA 3HAT M N0 0w [...] DTO

IMPOCTPaHCTBO, O KOTOPOM NMUCATEJIb BCE K€ YCIICII CKa3aTb MHOI'0O€ B HEMHOT'OM, KaK pa3 u
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COBIIAAAJIO M1l HETO C TAPMOHU3UPYIOLIEH “KIIACCUYECKON MPOTSHKEHHOCTBIO, KOTOpas
OyIydr yKOpeHEeHa B HEKOCH OHTOJIOTHIECKON 1 HOyMEHAIILHOH TITyOnHe, BMECTEe C TeM
JIETKO W €CTECTBEHHO OOHAPYKMUBAET ce0s BO BCEHl CBOEH CMBICIIOBOM TOTHOTE, UM KOTOPOH

— M ¥ p KaK 00pa3 HeKoil rapMOHHYECKOil H1eaTbHOCTH.

It is Toporov’s work that has influenced the majority of the later
interpretations of Krzhizhanovskii’s fiction, and I shall engage with it here as well.
However, if by means of ‘anti-space’ Toporov creates an original philosophy of
general negativity embodied in Krzhizhanovskii’s work, my analysis will be more
specific and try to examine how the space of the domestic interior is related to
Krzhizhanovskii’s understanding of poetic space in general.

The understanding of space starts for Krzhizhanovskii with the understanding
of the city. The city of Moscow, as Perel'muter cogently argues, becomes the topic,

character and material of Krzhizhanovskii’s prose, having shaped his poetics more

" Toporov, p. 477, (emphasis original). The important tension between ‘minus’ and ‘plus’, ‘no’ and
‘yes’ had been pointed out earlier by Gasparov in his short article ‘Mir Sigizmunda Krzhizhanovskogo’
where the scholar traced Krzhizhanovskii’s ‘philosophy of oppositions’ back to Kantian dualism, see
Gasparov, p. 202.
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than anything else, and turning Krzhizhanovskii into an urban writer (‘nucarens-
yp6anucr’).”

Toporov also dedicates the first part of his “Minus”-prostranstvo Sigizmunda
Krzhizhanovskogo’ to the author’s complex imagery of Moscow. According to the
scholar, Moscow is the ontological centre of Krzhizhanovskii’s universe, which
created and saved him as an author and as a human being: ‘MockBa B TeueHue IBYX
JecATUIeTUI Obla Ui MUcaTeNst He TOJIBKO POJUTENIbHUIICH, TaK CKa3aTh
“IPHUCHOPOANTEIBHULIEH, 3aHOBO MOPOXKAABILIEH €r0 KaXKIblil pa3, KOrjaa OH
TOrPyXaJCs B ee JTOHO, HO M CTIaCHTeIbHUIEH .

Moscow is also the medium of Krzhizhanovskii’s exploration of space. In fact,
Moscow is used to create space. As Toporov puts it, Krzhizhanovskii ““pa3symuo”,
JIOTOCHO JI€J1aJl €ro [MpoCcTpaHCTBO MOCKBBI] “CBOMM”, IEPEBOJIS €T0 B 3HAKOBYIO
cdepy, B TEKCTHI Ha “‘€CTECTBEHHOM’ sI3BIKE, COCTOSIIINE U3 OYKB, CIIOB, Ppa3,
ab3areB, 3HAKOB npenuHaHus, uudp’.'’

The transmutation of space into language is essential for Krzizhanovskii’s
poetics just as it was for Belyi’s works.'' This transmutation occurs gradually, word
by word, sign by sign. Echoing Toporov, Perel'muter suggests that the author himself
becomes a structural part of this spatial language. Krzhizhanovskii masters this

language through strolling across Moscow. This language of Moscow is so complex

that it needs its own ‘biography’ and ‘genealogy’:

¥ Vadim Perel'muter, ‘Posle katastrofy’, in Sigizmund Krzhizhanovskii, Sobranie sochinenii v piati
tomakh, ed. by Vadim Perel'muter, 5 vols (Moscow: Symposium, 2001-2013), i (2001), pp. 5-70 (pp.
21-22).

? Toporov, p. 485.

" bid., p. 479.

""" Cf. a similar process in Belyi’s Kotik Letaev, see Chapter II of this thesis.
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Oxoto Tpex JeT — H30 AHS B J€Hb, U3 HEAETH B Heeno — KpiKnKaHOBCKMH MCXaXHUBAeT,
HCCJIETyeT, OCBAaUBAET CTOJHILY, YIIOJ00AS ee A3BIKY, B KOTOPOM MOTJIH 3a BeKa
HEy3HaBaeMO M3MEHHUTHCA CIOBA, HO HEM3MEHHBIMH COXPAaHMUIINCH IpaMMaTHIecKre (OPMBI,
OTIPEJICINISIIONINE €T0 CTPYKTYypy. [locTaBUB cBOeH 3amadeii akTHBHOE, CBOOOTHOE BIIaICHUE
3THM A3BIKOM, NTHCATENb U3y4YaeT MPOUCXOXKACHNE (‘TEHEaJIOTHI0 ) TOPOa, €T0 HCTOPHIO
(‘6morpac¢uro’), Tomorpaduio (‘HauepTaHue’), CTPYKTYpPHBIE 0COOEHHOCTH (‘TpaMMaTHKy’),

12
TOTIOHUMHUKY (‘(OHETHKY ), ICHXOIOTHIO, CTHIINCTHKY.

Following both critics in their methodology of exploring Krzhizhanovskii’s ‘spatial
language’, I would argue that their focus on the urban space of Moscow has led to
neglect of a smaller, but not less important space, namely, the domestic interior. In my
analysis, I present the domestic interior as a crucial and often dominant element of the
urban space’s ‘grammar’, ‘topography’, and ‘biography’. For these purposes, I treat
Krzhizhanovskii’s works of the 1920s as a unity of texts, which has one specific
structure of poetic space. Additionally, my analysis will be supported by references to
some of Krzhizhanovskii’s non-fictional essays about Moscow and its spaces,
including ‘Moskovskie vyveski’ (1924) and ‘Shtempel’. Moskva (13 pisem v
provintsiiu)’ (1925).

Another important example regarding the interpretation of Krzhizhanovskii’s
work that has influenced my analysis belongs to the critic and cultural philosopher
Mikhail Iampol'skii. In his work on Kharms’s poetics there is a chapter entitled
‘Okno’, where lampol’skii analyses Kharms’s frequent references to this simple
architectural detail from the point of view of the philosophy of language and culture

of the period, and compares it to the similar employment of this imagery in

12 Perel'muter, pp. 21.
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Krzhizhanovskii’s fiction."> Another chapter of this book, entitled ‘Padenie’, traces
the cultural and semiotic trajectories of falling out of a window in Kharms’s fiction.
In parallel to lampol’skii (as well as to the earlier methodology used in my chapter on
Anna Akhmatova), I shall analyse Krzhizhanovskii’s images of domestic interiors not
only with reference to the holistic image of the house (or the room), but with
reference to the essential individual elements (windows, tables, beds, wallpaper, etc.),
and the characteristic movements that are associated with them (falling through a

window, writing at a desk).

Apartment. A Biography
Looking at Krzhizhanovskii’s works of the 1920s, it is hard not to notice that most of
them feature some description of a room or interior space. After only a brief
examination, it becomes clear that Krzhizhanovskii’s representations of rooms have
(similarly to Akhmatova’s and Belyi’s) direct biographical antecedents. Flat no. 5, 44
Arbat Street was the author’s residence in Moscow for nearly thirty years. It is this
very flat that becomes an ‘ancestor’ for most of Krzhizhanovskii’s imaginary interiors
and in many ways shapes the author’s perception of space in general and Moscow in
particular.'

Many of Krzhizhanovskii’s descriptions of imaginary rooms mimic the layout
of his apartment on Arbat. His real apartment was very small and hardly capable of

containing a bed, a table and a chair, as the writer’s wife Anna Bovshek recalled:

"> Mikhail Tampol'skii, Bespamiatstvo kak istochnik. Chitaia Kharmsa (Moscow: Novoe literaturnoe
obozrenie, 1998), pp. 42-73.

' Critics and biographers point out that the difficulty of living in an extremely narrow communal
apartment in Moscow not only influenced the interior imagery of Krzizhanovskii’s short stories, but
also resulted in agoraphobia (fear of open spaces), which Krzhizhanovskii suffered from during the last
five years of his life. See Toporov, p. 516; Perel'muter, p. 676.
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Komnara crana nprno0perats xuioi Bua. [losBuince nepeBsHHas KOWKa C BOJIOCSHBIM
MaTpareM, MPOCTOH HEKPaIIEHBIH CTON ¢ ABYMS AIMIMKaMH, IEpe] HUM KPECIo € )KECTKUM
CH/IEHBEM, Ha IPOTHBOIIOJIOKHOM CTEHE MOJIKKA ¢ KHUTaMu. CaMoJieNIbHas CKaTepTh U 0/1EAII0
13 KyCTapHOW MaTepUu MOKPBUTH CTOJ U MOCTENb. [...] B TakoMm Buae oHa [KoMHaTa]

COXpaHuJIaCh 10 CaMbIX MOCJICIHUX IIHCfI KHU3HU I(p)I(I/DKaHOBCKOFO.15

In another memoir entry by the author’s close friend Natal'ia Semper, the
same room is described as even more cramped and narrow: ‘TecHas-recHas y3kas
KOMHATa, CTapOMOJIHOE OKHO IIPSIMO B JIOM HallPOTHB; MEPErPyKEHHbIC KHIKHBIC
IIOJIKH, KPOBATh C OJTHOM IUIOCKOU MOAYIIKOMN, CTOJI y OKHa, /1Ba CTYyJIa, Imcaq)’.16

Moreover, the author of these memoirs continues on the assumption that
Krzhizhanovskii described this very room in his short story ‘Kvadraturin’ (1926), as
well as in some other works. Indeed, almost the same layout of a bed, a chair and a
shelf are described, for example, in the 1926 story ‘Klub ubiits bukv’: ‘Kpome ctona,
CITy>KUBIIETO KJIaJ0HIIEM BHIMBICIIOB, B KOMHATE€ MOEH HAXOIWINCh: KPOBaTh, CTYN U
KHIKHAS TIOJIKA — B YEThIpE JUTMHHBIX, BJIOJIb BCEH CTEHBI, JOCKU, BBITHYBIIUXCS MO
rpy3om 6yxs’."”

However, it is not only the descriptive similarities uniting the real and

imaginary rooms of Krzhizhanovskii that concern me.'® The primary interest of this

"> Anna Bovshek, ‘Glazami druga: Materialy k biografii Sigizmunda Dominikovicha
Krzhizhanovskogo’, in Sigizmund Krzhizhanovskii, Vozvrashchenie Miunkhgauzena: Povesti. Novelly.
Vospominaniia o Krzhizhanovskom, ed. by Vadim Perel'muter (Leningrad: Khudozhestvennaia
literatura, 1990), pp. 465-528 (p. 486).

'® Nataliia Semper, ‘Chelovek iz nebytiia. Vospominaniia o S.D. Krzhizhanovskom. 1942-1949, in
Krzhizhanovskii, Vozvrashchenie Munkhgauzena, pp. 547-567, (p. 563).

7 Krzhizhanovskii, ‘Klub ubiits bukv’, in Sobranie sochinenii, i, pp. 7-132 (pp. 8-9).

'8 Although they are quite unusual in the context of early twentieth-century Russian literature and
culture, and could only be compared to the Danish painter Vilhelm Hammershoi, who depicted his own
apartment in more than seventy oil paintings. On Hammershoi’s devotion to interior space, see Poul
Vad, Vilhelm Hammershoi and Danish Art at the Turn of the Century, trans. by Kenneth Tindall (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1992).
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analysis lies in the exploration of how this fixed square structure of a room becomes
the subject of constant motion and disorder, a dynamic that shapes the actions,
thoughts and motivations of its inhabitants, and which often ruins their lives. On a
different level, I shall examine how the concept of the closed space of the room
structures the narrative and the stylistic manner of the author, and influences the very

construction of poetic space in his works.

‘Squaring’ the Imaginary

Despite all the similarities between Krzhizhanovskii’s real and imaginary rooms
mentioned above, there is one strong difference between the two — the shape of the
room.

All the descriptions of rooms in Krzhizhanovskii’s short stories are extremely

minimalistic and geometric. The dominant geometric description in relation to
domestic imagery could be seen already in the linguistic choices made by the author.
In “Vospominaniia o budushchem’ (1929), for example, 27 out of 59 times when a
room or a flat is mentioned, they are described as square or cubic in shape. Among
these, the most frequently used word combinations are ‘koMHaTHBII Ky0’, ‘KBajapar
KOMHATHI, ‘3aCTEHHBIN KBajpatr’, ‘KBaapaTHas KOMHaTa  or just ‘KBaapaTHas’, and in
several sequences just the noun ‘kBazpar’ on its own comes to represent a room.
However, it is not only nouns and adjectives that are used to describe the squareness
of the room. In Krzhizhanovskii’s fiction, the room lives its own life and has its own
specific modality: it ‘kBagparyputcs’, ‘okBagpaunBaercs’, and ‘packBagpadrBaeTCs .
Squareness belongs to the room as its primal, fundamental quality that

precedes other physical perceptions of any unknown interior space. In
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‘Vospominaniia o budushchem’, for example, the room is perceived and referred to as
‘kBazpaTHas’ even before anyone sees it. The neighbours have never been into the
room, and therefore do not know whether it is square or round, small or large, but,
hearing strange steps from behind the wall, they identify them as steps from the
‘square room’ (‘IIary BHYTpPU KBaApaTHOM KoMHATh') ® as if the ‘squareness’ could
be perceived by hearing.

This shows an important structural move from the biographical representation
of a room (which as described above was narrow and therefore could not be square)
towards a poetical one, in which all rooms (even those we cannot see) appear to be
square. In Krzhizhanovskii’s fiction, the room is represented not as a domestic space
full of everyday details, but almost as an abstract, universal cube-form that has the
ability to grow in geometrical progression (‘kBaJapar B KBaapaT, KBaapaT
kBajpatoB B kaxpar’)>’ and therefore obeys mathematical laws. In fact, in his
treatment of domestic imagery, Krzhizhanovskii takes the decisive step of interpreting
the square of the room as an abstraction in itself, a constructive unit of the universe —
the primary location from where everything begins and where everything eventually
ends.

Krzhizhanovskii lived and worked at the time of large-scale avant-garde
artistic experiments. Futurists experimented with the word and its limits, which
resulted in different types of experimental languages such as zaum'; while artists
experimented with the pictorial limits of visual art, which led to the development of

forms of ‘nonobjective art’ such as abstraction, cubism and supermatism.>' Not

" Sigizmund Krzhizhanovskii, ‘Vospominaniia o budushchem’, in Sobranie sochinenii, ii (2001), pp.
337-430 (p. 379).

*% Sigizmund Krzhizhanovskii, ‘Kvadraturin’, in Sobranie sochinenii, ii, pp. 449-460 (pp. 456-457).
* See Chapter III, ‘Nonobjective Art’, in Russian Art of the Avant-Garde, ed. by Bowlt, pp. 87—160.
For a broader discussion of the limits of Russian avant-garde, see E. Bablinskaia, Russkii avangard:
Granitsy iskusstva (Moscow: Novoe literaturnoe obozrenie, 2006).
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belonging to any of the artistic or literary movements of the period,** Krzhizhanovskii
was looking for his own ‘nepBoanement’, and, as I argue in this chapter, he may have
found it in the square room. As Adam Thirwell suggests, the cube becomes the central
unit of Krzhizhanovskii’s style: ‘By taking the cube as the primary, given form, he
investigates what can be done with the elastic limitations of reality’.”> Remaining in
Krzhizhanovskii’s poetic world, I shall investigate how the ‘squareness’ rooted in the
physical characteristics of the room influences all the other perceptions of spaces and

objects in his short stories, as well as the development of characters and narrative.

Spatial Dimensions of a Personal World

First of all, the room shapes the characters’ minds. The room becomes not only the
dwelling of Krzhizhanovskii’s protagonists, but also their main topic of thinking, the
key element of their worldview, the equivalent of their personal world. In
‘Vospominaniia o budushchem’, the small hutch under the staircase occupied by
Maks Shterer represents his consciousness, as the narrator compares the ‘I’ of the
protagonist to a space of a cold room. Moreover, his life inside the square is totally
different from his life outside it: “’)Ku3nu — BrnimcanHasi B KBaapar, 4To Ha
3ayaThEBCKOM, M BKPYT KBaJPAaTa OMUCAHHBIC — HUKAK HE IepeceKay apyr apyra’.”
Again, Krzhizhanovskii uses mathematical terms to describe the way of life inside
and outside the room (‘circumscribed’) to show that the square of the room is a

powerful abstract unit that imposes its mathematical laws on everything that gets

*? Broadly considered an artist of his own style, certain aspects of Krzhizhanovskii’s writing could be
associated with imaginism, however. Meksh, for example, traces the writer’s usage of metaphorical
imagery back to this artistic movement. See E. Meksh, ‘Traditsii imazhinizma v novelle Sigizmunda
Krzhizhanovskogo “Kvadrat Pegasa™’, in Russkii imazhinizm: Istoriia, teoriia, praktika, ed. by
Vladimir Drozdkov (Moscow: Linor, 2003), pp. 338-348.

> Thirwell, p. 57.

u Krzhizhanovskii, ‘Vospominaniia o budushchem’, p. 387.
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inside its borders. This very room inspires Maks to create a time machine in the form
of the cubic room, and thus bring the structure of the room close to the structure of the
universe, which according to Maks is also cubic.

299

In ‘Stranstvuiushchie “Stranno™’ (1930), a room literally turns into the whole
world for the protagonist who magically becomes a speck of dust, and discovers his
room to be as big as the universe.”

However, for Krzhizhanovskii, it is not only an individual consciousness that
is shaped and explained by interior metaphors (‘[komuata] 06bsicHseT aymry’).>
Entire literary movements could also grow out of a small dark room — as happened,
according to Krzhizhanovskii, to the Slavophiles: ‘B [...] rayxoii, TecHON U TeMHOI
KOMHATE CIaBIHOBHIIBI, CEB KOJICHH K KOJICHSIM, M 132060 ce0st 10 KoHIa’.>
Moreover, a room becomes a kind of cultural laboratory for ‘uzrorosnenue’ not only
of different philosophical movements, but also of poetical thoughts, united by
Krzhizhanovskii under the concept ‘Msician’. In ‘Zhizneopisanie odnoi mysli’ (1922)
this unifying Thought also dwells in the room. It has its particular position and strictly
defined coordinates in the room. In this imaginary geography of the dark and empty
interior, the Thought occupies the position between the two bigger worlds: the sky
and the city. The relationships between the Thought and both worlds are mediated
through the room and its parts. Krzhizhanovskii shapes his Thought in the form of a

stretching poetic line. One end of this line is turned towards the sky. The connection

between the Thought and the sky is only possible through a window: ‘JIeBbIM KOHIIOM

** Sigizmund Krzhizhanovskii, ‘Stranstvuiushchie “Stranno™, in Sobranie sochinenii, i (2001), pp.
279-346.

%% Sigizmund Krzhizhanovskii, ‘Shtempel’: Moskva (13 pisem v provintsiiu)’, in Sobranie sochinenii, i
(2001), pp. 511-548 (p. 515).

z Krzhizhanovskii, ‘Shtempel’: Moskva’, p. 513.
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CTPOKHM OHa ObIIa MOBEPHYTA K OKHY; 3a okHOM — He60’.>® The other end of the
Thought is turned towards the room itself: ‘IIpaBbiM KOHIIOM CTpOKH MBICTB
noBepHyiack k komHare’. The room here, first of all, acts as the city’s inner centre,
the initial location from where the city is perceived. Secondly, the room acts as a
constructional element of the city: ‘Mpbicip moBepHyIach K KOMHATe: 32 KOMHATON
KOMHATa, 3a HEI0 KPbUIbLIO, 32 KPHUIBLIOM YIIMIIA, 32 YIUIEH CHOBA KPBUIBLIO, U
KOMHATa, 1 ellle KOMHATA — FOPOIOK’.>

Here, Krzhizhanovskii specifically repeats the word ‘komnara’ five times,
adding it ‘brick by brick’ to the image of the city. Mentioning other construction
elements of the city (“ymuubr’, ‘kpsuibii0’), the author, however, starts and ends this
sentence with ‘komHata’ as the most important one. This constructing metaphor
develops as the city that consists of rooms turns itself into a living being. The town
falls asleep, closing its ‘eyes’: ‘TOPOJIOK [...] MOTOIIOBHO, BCEMU CBOMMH
KOMHATKAMH, CMEKHB CTABHU M BeKH, 3achkimanr’.’. The rooms are seen not as the
bricks that build the city but as its heads, as if literally to deconstruct the word
‘moronoBHO’ and to unravel the metaphor of eyes and eyelids.

In this complex development of just one metaphor, Krzhizhanovskii reveals
that the creative consciousness is explored and understood only through the space of a
room. The room is where the creative Thought originates. It is also the medium for
creating bigger imaginary spaces such as cities, and, more importantly, for animating
them.

The description of the blinds as the room’s eyelids becomes one of the most

common interior metaphors for Krzhizhanovskii’s short stories, and finds its

*¥ Sigizmund Krzhizhanovskii, ‘Zhizneopisanie odnoi mysli’, in Sobranie sochinenii, i (2001), pp.
139-146 (p. 141).

* Ibid., p. 142.

* Ibid.
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paradoxical culmination in the story ‘V zrachke’ (1927). In this text, the metaphor is
shown from the opposite perspective. If traditionally the image of the blinds produces
the effect of eyelids when looked at from the outside, this story introduces the
protagonist who literally inhabits people’s pupils, celebrates ‘3pauxoBoe
noBocenbe’.”' Here, Krzhizhanovskii compares not a window to an eye, but an eye to
a window. His protagonist is very fond of his new ‘house’ that is actually a pupil:
‘MHe HPaBWJIOCh MOE HOBOE IIOMEUICHHUE: TTOJTHOE CTEKIMCTBIX OTCBETOB, C OKHOM B
KPyTJI0#i pamyxHoii pame’. >~ The eyelids in this ‘eye-room’ turn into a kind of
‘automatically rising blinds’: ‘Beimykiblie cTekiia akKkypaTHO IIPOMBIBAJIO CJI€30H, 10
HOYaM OIYCKaJINCh CAMOABIKYIIUECS IITOPHI — OJHUM CJIOBOM, KBapTHpa C
y;[06(:T13aM1/1’.3 3

‘Moving’ from one person’s eyes to another pair of eyes, this ‘eye-dweller’
changes the perceptions and the point of view, which resembles the cinematic
technique of the subjective camera that could represent any individual’s view. The
idea of a man inhabiting his own eye as a room comes very close to Dziga Vertov’s
idea of a cine-eye that inhabits the room of imaginary reality.”*

In 1928 Vertov deconstructed this metaphor on the screen. In Chelovek s
kinoapparatom, with the use of montage, Vertov compared the closing and opening of
the blinds in a room to the closing and opening of woman’s eyes and to the focusing
of the cinematic eye.

The room becomes a dynamic system of changing perceptions in both cases.
However, if in the case of Vertov, the room is a creative starting point for discovering

and constructing different kinds of reality, for Krzhizhanovskii the room acts as a

3! Krzhizhanovskii, ‘V zrachke’, in Sobranie sochinenii, i (2001), pp. 427-462 (p. 433).
32 Ibid.
* Ibid.

34 Dziga Vertov, ‘Kinoki. Perevorot’, Lef, 1 (1923), pp. 135-143.
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destructive power. It gradually captures and destroys the inner world of the

protagonists by its shape, its narrowness, its darkness and its trajectories.

Inside the Room

The rooms’ characteristics are similar to those of a coffin: narrowness (as in
‘Kvadraturin’, ‘Avtobiografiia odnogo trupa’, ‘Klub ubiits bukv’), and darkness
(‘Chut’-chuti’, ‘Takoby i lakobi’, ‘Chetki’ ‘Zhizneopisanie odnoi mysli’, ‘Poetomu’).
However, despite the dominant constant of darkness much attention is paid to the

objects in the room. Below are several of the most important ones.

Table

In Krzhizhanovskii’s stories, the table is a place of basic functions: working and
eating. There are three types of tables with three different functions: a desk, a dining
table and a chess table.

A desk (‘lakoby i Iakobi’, 1918, ‘Kvadrat Pegasa’, 1921, ‘Spinoza i
pauk’, 1921, and ‘Poetomu’, 1922) is linked to two narrative structures: working
with manuscripts; and finding the manuscripts turning into living creatures. If in the
first case the table is connected to the creativity, the second represents the ‘other’,
which can see the darkness, and lead to death. The process of animation of words
from the manuscripts on the table is shown in three stories, ‘Poetomu’, “lakoby” i
Iakobi’, and ‘Bumaga teriaet terpenie’. In all three stories, the table becomes a locus
of the poet’s loneliness that emerges through the construction table/paper/words. The
protagonist feels himself lonely at his desk, and even the words that become alive
cannot stop this feeling.

Apart from meeting with the words that come alive, a table becomes a
locus for the meeting with the other. In the story ‘Chut’-chuti’ the location of the

heroine is articulated through the table: ‘Ona oneprace nadomsro 6 cmon,

109



35

NPUWYPUBUCL HA OYMadiCHble 60poXda, pazbpocanuvie NO6CHOY’; ‘Ilanvyvr

cocmuu, npusxcaguucy k docke cmoina, ocoanu’.>’ The guest is ‘dependent’ on the
table, the table serves her as a pillar, as an object of support, and at the same time as

a locus of rejection — the heroine not only meets her fate at the table, but also loses it,

as the dialogue by the table suggests:

—  Munbi. ..
Ho g crynun mar Hazazu:

— IlIpoctute. bora panu. 310 HETOpa3yMeHHE. . 77

Later in the story Krzhizhanovskii explains this importance of the edge of the table by
the concentration of 'chut’-chuti', tiny little people who dwell in the room, exactly at

this spot:

BI‘JISII[BIB&SICL HpHCTaJ’IBHeﬁ, g YBUACI: BCEC OHU — TOYCUHBLBIMU POCCBIIIAMH TOJIII —

38
coOHMparCch K OAHOMY MECTY: y Kpas CTOJaA.

Chut'-chuti start to gather on the table as soon as the heroine leaves. Soon the

protagonist discovers that the king of this little people is dead on the table:

A BIIAACIICA €IIC HpHCTaﬂbHeﬁ — U BAPYT CTEKJIO 3aJpO0KaJI0 B MOUX MaJblax: Ha BJIAKHBIX

BOPCUHKAX YEPHOU CKATEPTH JIEKaTI MEPTBBIN KOPOJIb quL-queﬁ.”

The image of the dead king on the table relates the table to a coffin, and this

comparison expands to the whole room — ‘B komHate THXO M mycto’*’ — the

3% Krzhizhanovskii, ‘Chut’-chuti’, in Sobranie sochinenii, i, pp. 83-92 (p. 89).
*® Ibid., p. 90.

7 Ibid.

¥ Krzhizhanovskii, ‘Chut’-chuti’, p. 91.

% Ibid.

* Ibid., p. 92.
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people of chut’-chuti decide to take their revenge, leaving the protagonist alone in his
empty room; the end that is so common in Krzhizhanovskii’s short stories. The final
paragraph emphasises the feeling of loneliness. The narrator puts the manuscript of
his story (the very story we are reading) in the suitcase, and wishes he could jump
into the case himself: ‘U MHe: B uepHBIH, IITyX0il MOPTQENb: 3aIEIKHETCS — U HU

N . o 41
COJTHII, HA T€M, HU 0OJIeH, HU CYACTUH, HU JDKEH, HU MPaB]’ .

However, if the desk is associated with the loneliness of creativity, the dining table
represents a space of connection, meeting. The first encounter of the protagonists in
the story ‘Chuzhaia tema’ (1931) takes place at the dining table, that later will
become a spatial centre of the narrative: ‘Bcmpeua npouszowna mym, y cmoauxa, 3a
KOMOpbIM Mbl ¢ 6amu ceuyac. BbI0 Bce Kak Temepb: CIUHBI, COTHYBIIWECS Hal

o 42
TapeJIKaMu, HUKCJIICBBIN 3BOH JIOKCUCK Ha HpI/IJIaBKe’.

In ‘Prodannye slezy’ (1922), the space of a room can be decoded by
carefully tracing the positions of the characters in regards to the table. The table
serves as a uniting centre: ‘Axum AKumbiy cmyKkHyl 1a0oHsio no cmony: uou’;?
‘Cenu 6okpye uatinozo cmona’.”* However as soon as something goes wrong, the
protagonists detach themselves from the table: ‘Hema cuana nokmu co cmona’;* or
go away to a different table: ‘J/louv cudena cnunoii Kk 08epu y MOHKOHO2020 CMOJIUKA,
cnpamae auyo 8 1adoHsAXx [...J ’ 46
The central event of the story (when the protagonists find out that the

child is crying not tears, but diamonds) takes place at the table. However, the

opposite event (when the protagonists find tears instead of diamonds) takes place at

! Krzhizhanovskii, ‘Chut’-chuti’, p. 92.

*2 Krzhizhanovskii, ‘Chuzhaia tema’, in Sobranie sochinenii, i, pp. 347-396 (p. 347).
* Ibid., p. 231.

* Ibid., p. 232.

5 Krzhizhanovskii, ‘Prodannye slezy’, in Sobranie sochinenii, i, pp. 224-232 (p. 224).
* Ibid., p. 232.
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the table as well: ‘[ouv He wegenvuynace: kpynuvle cnesvl [...] kanamu 6HuU3, Ha
depessnnviii kpye cmona’.”’

Additionally, already in this story the space of the table is marked by a
plate and spoon ‘pasznuenas noxcka, noaHas F3PUPHO-JICENMO20 KUNAMKY, ObIMULACD
nao mapenxoii’.** However, this plate and spoon indicate surprise: ‘u Bapyr... Matsb
OTJACpHYJIa JIOXKKY: TOCPEIN TApEeJKH, BKATHBIIKCH B CEPYIO TPCUIMHY €€, JIexal,
THIXO IIeBEIs OSNbIMU OCTPHSAME Tyda, anmas.”

The diamond gets into the plate and spills the soup, creating an animated
spot: Dicupnoe,  wiesenaujee  MOKpbIMU — WYNATLYAMY — HAMHO  NONOA3I0  NO
ckamepmu’.>® As soon as the family discovers the diamond has got into the plate, it
highlights the space around it — uniting everything under one colour, everything
becomes yellow: 3a ob6edom [...] — Hogvle, ¢ 3010muimu 06600amu [...] mapenxu.
Ha cmene yoxarom «kpyenvie wcenmsvie uacvl. Y oOKHa ceéucmum necmponepast
kanapeiika’.”' The golden round plate with the diamond inside it looks like the sun.
The table here indeed becomes the centre of the universe, as if echoing the traditional
understanding of this interior space, the table that unites. However, by the end of the
story we realise that all this was not true, the diamonds-tears disappear, and the
protagonists are left lonely.

In ‘Proigrannyi igrok’ (1921), we find another type of table — the chess
table. Krzhizhanovskii will use this image again in later stories, for example ‘Moia
partiia s korolem velikanov’ (1933) and ‘Shakhmatnaia doska i teatral’nyi pomost’
(1934). One of the main points of the author’s interest in this object is the idea of a
game with strict rules within a closed space. In ‘Proigrannyi igrok’ the chess table
becomes the centre of the narration. The soul of the main protagonist Pembrok is
located in a pawn. And all the action is focused not in the room, but on the chess

table. The table becomes a model of the world. The structure of the chess table is

*" Krzhizhanovskii, ‘Prodannye slezy’, p. 232.
* Ibid., p. 224.

* Ibid.

> bid.

U bid., p. 227.
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repeated in the pattern of the floor, as the spectators of the game are equated to the

chess figures:

CI/IMMeTpI/I‘lHO pacCaX€HHbIC I10 00e CTOPOHBI JJIMHHOTO M Y3KOro CTOJIa, BCE ABAaALaTh
AyMaliu. u IMOJAOHIBBI MX HOI, HPpUXaTbI€ K CBCTJIBIM MW TEMHBLIM, TEMHBIM U CBCTJIBIM
KBaJpaTaM MNapKeTa, U 3padykKd HX TJa3, NPUTAHYTBIC K TCMHBIM W CBCTJIBIM, CBETJILIM U

52
TEMHBIM KBaJpaTUKaM HIaXMAaTHBIX JOCOK, — HE JABUTAJIUCh.

Several times in the story we read that the table is long and narrow. This form is
copied in the form of the room: ‘InuHHBIN U Y3KHii CTOJ C UTPOKAMHU M KPOXOTHBIMH
[...] purypxkamu OblT BrET, Kak B (QyTisip, B AJIUHHBIN U y3KUI 3a]l C Y3KHMH K€
IPAMOYTONBHBIME MPOPE3sME OKOH.”>> Moreover, even other parts of the room are
perceived through and named after this form, such as a window as a
‘IpSIMOYTONBHUK’: ‘OH TISHYJ 3a MPO3PAauHbIi MPSMOYrodbHUK m3 crekna’.”’ The
impression in multiplied by the darkness (‘3to ot cymepek’).”” Here we can trace the
functional dependence between Mr Pembrok and the space around him: ‘Mucrepy
[TemOpoky, cuaeBmemMy cpeau (GUryp, CKIOHEHHBIX HaJ (UTypamH, U UIPaBLIEMY Y
JUIHHHOTO CTOJA CBOK MAPTHIO YepHBIMH, 66110 He 1o cebe.’® The world is turned
into a chessboard. At the same time the shape of the table replicates the shape of the
coffin. And it is here, on the table, where Pembrok (and his soul hidden in the pawn)

dies. Therefore the semantics of the chess table go from indicating the game to

indicating the game that results in death.

Bed
Along with the table, the bed is a usual component of a room in Krzhizhanovskii

stories.

32 Krzhizhanovskii, ‘Proigrannyi igrok’, in Sobranie sochinenii, i, pp. 133-138 (p. 134).
> Ibid.

> Ibid.

> Krzhizhanovskii, ‘Proigrannyi igrok’, p. 135.

® Ibid., p. 134.
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In ‘V zrachke’, even love is describes as ‘double-bedded’: /Tro6o6b nawa
NOCMENneHHo Npespamulacs 6 00uesparicOaucKylo, O08YCHNANbHYIO, CO CLONCHBIM
UHBEHMapem — om MAKUX mygens 00 HouHo20 2opwka skmouumensro’.”’ The bed
becomes the centre of the bedroom and of intimate life. Life is impossible without a
bed: ‘B odome no [[aemepromy nepeyiky Ne 6-A ooua yenoeas, He nobumas
Haoeoicooii Bacunvesnou komuama [...J]. I1oo cmonogyio ne coounaces. Kposameti He
nocmaeums Hukax — suauum, ne cnaens’.® The ability to put a table or a bed into a
room measures the grade of the room’s attraction for the heroine. The room without a
table or bed is ‘e mobumas’. The bed is also usually a female marker in
Krzhizhanovskii’s stories. So having figured out that the bed cannot be put in the
room, Nadezhda Vasil'evna gives the room to her husband.

Another function of the bed in Krzhizhanovskii’s stories is similar to the
function of the table: the indication of loneliness. Sutulin from ‘Kvadraturin’, unlike
Nadezhda Vasil’evna from ‘Kvadrat Pegasa’, did manage to squeeze his bed in his
room. However, the room is so small that it almost equals the bed: ‘Cymyaun, ne
HOOLIMAACH C KPOBAMU, NPOMAHYIL — NPUBLIYHBIM OBUNCEHUEM — HO2Y HABCMpeuy
CMyKY u, 860e8 HOCOK 6 Osephyio pyuky, depryn’.”’ The room is so small that Sutulin
does not have to get up in order to open the door; he is always in the horizontal
position. The bed equals the space of existence, which makes it impossible for
anyone else to get in that room, and once again stresses the protagonist’s loneliness.

If the table is the centre of artistic space, the bed equals space. A single bed
symbolises the transition to the world of creativity (‘Klub ubiits bukv’), or the world
of death (‘Kvadraturin’); a double bed is the transition from the world of creativity to

the world of everyday life (‘Kvadrat Pegasa’, ‘V zrachke’).

3" Krzhizhanovskii, <V zrachke’, p. 431.
% Krzhizhanovskii, ‘Kvadrat Pegasa’, p. 97.
%% Krzhizhanovskii, ‘Kvadraturin’, p. 449.
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Wallpaper

Wallpaper is another element that is frequently referred to in Krzhizhanovaskii’s
short stories. Its semantics are linked to the changing of space from public into
private.

The image of wallpaper often appears when the protagonists feel lonely,
and want to think about themselves: ‘Cepoye eaceonesno bpano ypoku y uacoeozo
MAMHUKA, KAYAGUIE20Cs Medc 08YX 0OUHAKOBWIX cunux po3 na obosx’,* ‘cunue —
no anynvim eepmukanam niowennsie — posanwt’.® The blue of the wallpaper is a
symbolic colour of the sky with the presence of god. There also might be further
religious symbolism: roses are a Christian symbol, the half moon is an Islamic
symbol, the lotus a Buddhist one. In his story ‘Bog umer’ (1922), Krzhizhanovskii
uses wallpaper to design a church inside a flat: ‘Onvimnas yepxosv [...] Owvinia
OKJleeHa cepbiMu 000AMU C UepedyIOWUMUCA 6001b ONUHHBIX NOJNOC YemKUMU
UB0OPAICEHUAMIL:  KPEC-NONYMECAY-T0MOC; Kpecm — noaymecsy — nomoc’.
However all symbolism stops playing its role when wallpaper leads the main
character to commit suicide at the end of the story.

In ‘Poetomu’, the only characteristic that is given to the wallpaper is the
same that is given to the room itself — ‘stupid’. In the first instance, this
characteristic is linked through the wallpaper to the room itself, as well as to the
character and his body: ‘He mioGmto HU cBoeil enynotl, 6 cunue obotiHble 10Mochl,
KOMHAMbl, HA CBOETO Y3KOTO 3aCTPETHYTOTO B IUIAThe TENa, HU ce0sl, 3apATaHHOTO
ot cebs’.”’ The character exists in a space that was set up before he moved in, and
this very space destroys him. Therefore the traditional scheme of the connection

between the body and the room is as follows: first, he evaluates the space, then he

evaluates himself through this room and in this room, and finally he kills himself.

%0 Krzhizhanovskii, ‘Poetomu’, p. 184.

%! Krzhizhanovskii, ‘Avtobiografiia trupa’, p. 512.

62 K rzhizhanovskii, ‘Bog umer’, in Sobranie sochinenii, i, pp. 255-264 (p. 260).
8 Krzhizhanovskii, ‘Poetomu’, p. 84.
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A Body in a Room

Space, therefore, according to Krzhizhanovskii, is such a powerful medium that it is
able to influence human beings on many different levels. In particular, it is able to
shape a new body. One of the most powerful images of the relationship between space
and body is given in ‘Vospominaniia o budushchem’. Its protagonist describes his
experience of walking through the city as ‘dense and difficult’ as if he was swimming
through it: ‘[IpocTpaHcTBO, MPOpPHIBAEMOE MYCKYJIaMH, Ka3aJI0Ch €My TYTHM U
TpyAHBIM. [...] OH uyBcTBOBaJI ce0sl KaK IUIOBEIL [ ...| B TECHOM KBaJIpaTHOM CIIETIE
6eperos’.**

This passage is essential for the general understanding of how a body could
feel in such narrow conditions of a square-room and a square-city. The image of a
swimmer trying to find his way through the thick and dense matter that represents the
space of the city makes it possible for the reader not only to imagine, but also to feel
the space. As will be revealed later in the story, the space of the city is condensed in
one square room.”’

Another type of moving through the space of the room (and the city as its
continuation) is through counting the steps one makes. Many protagonists of
Krzhizhanovskii’s short stories have a habit of knowing the exact number of steps
they need to make in order to get from one place to another in their rooms. The
room’s geometry becomes so familiar and so predictable for its dwellers that
eventually it is coterminous with their minds; they cannot think without referring to
the room any more. In ‘Zhizneopisanie odnoi mysli’, the Thinker needs to perform a

ritual of stepping thirteen out of fourteen steps in order to come up with a thought:

6% Krzhizhanovskii, ‘Vospominaniia o budushchem’, pp. 396-397.

% Cf. my discussion from Chapter V of this thesis that focuses on the metaphor of ‘condensed’ material
of the film packed in just one room, which was given by Abram Room as an explanation of his artistic
choice for the film Tret'ia Meshchanskaia.
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‘PoxxieHre MBICITY ITPOM30IILIO B TOT MOMEHT, KOTJIa CTapbIil MBICIIUTEb,
MOJHSBIINCH, CAENAT TPUHAALATH U3 YETHIPHAIATH 3apaHee OTMEPEHHBIX OT CKaMbH
110 ckambH 1maros’.%

Such partial perception of space (step by step) gradually transforms itself into
a partial perception of the body in the space. In fact, it is hardly ever possible to find a
full description of a protagonist’s body in Krzhizhanovskii’s short stories. What is
depicted, however, is a metonymical portrait, a portrait of a corporal detail that is
connected to a particular interior detail in the room.

One of the most vivid examples is the ‘0.6 of a man’ from ‘Avtobiografiia
trupa’ (1925). At the very beginning of ‘Avtobiografiia trupa’, ‘komHara’ is the first
word that the protagonist Shtamm pronounces as soon as he arrives in Moscow:
‘lITaMm, 9yTh TOJBKO CTYINWII C BATOHHOM MOJJHOKKH Ha IEPPOH MOCKOBCKOTO
BOK3aJIa, KaK CTaJ MOBTOPSTH B MEPTBBIC U KHBBIC, YEIOBEUbH U TeIe()OHHBIC YIIIN
OJIHO ¥ TO %e cioBo: KoMHaTa’.”

This very room reveals the difficulty of remaining oneself. When Shtamm
moves into his new room in Moscow, he finds a letter from the previous tenant, a
corpse who committed suicide and documented his madness for whomever moved in
next to this room. The tenant-corpse describes how difficult it is to remain an ‘I’ and
maintain one’s identity; he writes about ‘puxuun’ that haunt him, ‘¢uxmun’ of a man,
who is not a ghost, not a person, but ‘0.6 of a person’. Later on in the letter the corpse
tells Shtamm that he has already entered Shtamm’s ‘I’, and now Shtamm too has his
own figment. The room becomes a container of some kind of disease: the corpse,
haunted by the ‘0.6 of a person’, becomes haunted itself. Only in the last paragraph

does the twist ending reveal a sudden paradox: the newly haunted Shtamm is happy to

% Krzhizhanovskii, ‘Zhizneopisanie odnoi mysli’, p. 139.
%7 Sigizmund Krzhizhanovskii, ‘ Avtobiografiia trupa’, in Sobranie sochinenii, ii (2001), pp. 508-542
(p. 508), (emphasis original).
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be haunted; now he depends on this room, as there is nothing else he can find:
‘ IpyToii KOMHATbI, OXKaNyii, He chickaTh. [Ipugercs octathes’.” Moreover, he is
ready to do whatever it takes, as the room has captured him: ‘U Boobe: mano m 4to
npugercs.”®

This is a very characteristic story for Krzhizhanovskii’s treatment of the
subject of interiors and the body inside them: it is morbid, it takes place in confined
space, it is related to the unknown and fantastic. The notion of autobiography recalls
the previous chapter. Indeed, both Belyi and Krzhizhanovskii set this genre in a room
and use this ‘autobiographical room’ to refer to opposite notions of time and space
and body. Belyi in Kotik is constantly talking of those who are not yet born, or those
who will be born or live forever, and he also describes the parts of his body through
the parts of his room; Krzhizhanovskii entitles the story as an autobiography of
someone who is dead and haunted by a ‘0.6 of a person’. Moreover both
‘autobiographies’ analyse the nature of language down to the very shape and sound of
individual letters: Kotik uses the word o 6 M o p o k, while Shtamm keeps reading
words from different points of view. Both authors evoke fantastical imagery that is
precise and at the same time very open-ended — as in the idea of the spiral in Kotik,
and the notion of the ‘0.6 of a person’ referred to in ‘Avtobiografiia’. However, if
Belyi shows a constructive attitude towards the parts of bodies which become parts of
rooms — he is growing through this — Krzhizhanovskii’s mutated bodies are
deconstructive; they escape, they suffer, they deform.

Similar notions of people who are not quite themselves appear constantly in
Krzhizhanovskii’s short stories. For example, in ‘Sbezhavshie pal'tsy’ (1922) a

famous pianist sits down to play in a concert hall as the fingers of his right hand

%% Krzhizhanovskii, ‘Avtobiografiia trupa’, p. 542.
69 T1as
Ibid.
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escape. On their way they visit the room where their owner used to be and explore
‘walking’ across the windowsill.

Another example is the description of ‘cyrynocts’. The back of a character’s
body is often presented as ‘cytynslii’, which even provides the surname for the
protagonist of ‘Kvadraturin® — Sutulin. The protagonist of ‘Vospominaniia o
budushchem’ opens the door with the help of his back as he finds the space too small
to open it in the conventional manner: ‘IIatsce u mpucenas, OTKPbLI CIUHON BEPH U
— Mcues3 3a HECIIBIIIHO BKaBIelics B creHy ctBopoii’.”’ The architectural details of
the room are often described as corporal; Krzhizhanovskii deliberately confuses
corporal and architectural levels of imagery to melt the two worlds together — the
space defines the posture and the shape of the body. The round back, in fact, becomes
the main part of the bodies of Krzhizhanovskii’s characters, substituting for all other
parts, and we read ‘oOuTarens 3a4aTheBCKOTO KBapaTa BAEBAI YTy CIUHHI [...| B
mumpkak’’ | instead of ‘BjeBan pyky B mHKaK’ or ‘Hajesan mumkak’, which would be
a more traditional way of saying it. On another occasion, when a guest arrives in this
square room, his back substitutes for his whole body. We read: ‘)XKyxeneB yBuaen ero
ClJIerKa CyTYJIAIIYI0Cs CIIMHY Y 10coK LlITepepoBoii kiaeTku. 3aTeM TOCKH
Pa30MKHYJIHCh, U CIIMHA BBICOKOTO IOCETHTENS MCUe3/Ia BHYTpH KaMopku® - instead
of ‘mocerutens ucues’.

This metaphor develops even further in his non-fictional essay about Moscow,
where Krzhizhanovskii presents the city as a body on its own. The autobiography of

this body is seen as a history of its ‘walling’— ‘octenenue’.”” The body, the city and

7 Krzhizhanovskii, ‘Vospominaniia o budushchem’, p. 389.

" Ibid., p. 394.

7* Krzhizhanovskii, ‘Vospominaniia o budushchem’, p. 427. Kamorka as an extremely narrow space is
also shown in several films by Evgenii Bauer, which will be described in Chapter IV of this thesis.

3 Krzhizhanovskii, ‘Shtempel’: Moskva’, p. 522.
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the room melt together in one single metaphorical chain, which Krzhizhanovskii
keeps exploring throughout his fiction.

Another strong connection between the condensed space of the room and a
body appears in ‘Vospominaniia o budushchem’, where Moscow is literally
transformed into the character’s body as soon as this body moves into the ‘empty
square’ of a flat: “MockBa, THTAHTCKUH CIUTIONIEHHBINA YEIOBEYHUK, TOTUAC JKE
BTUCHYJIACh B IyCTBHIC apIINHBI B JINIE TUXOMIATOr0 ¥ OPUTOJIHUIIETO, C THYTOW CITMHOM
¥ TopT(ereM, BPOCIINM B JIOKOTh, 4eoBeKa’.

The elbow, mentioned in this description, is a particularly important
attribute for Krzhizhanovskii; it appears frequently in his stories to characterise male
figures. Later in his career, Krzhizhanovskii developed the topic of the elbow in a
separate short story ‘Neukushennyi lokot” (1935). This later story of an unnamed
man whose only purpose in life was to bite his own elbow (another play with
language and space, a deconstruction of a cliché) reflects upon the whole philosophy
of dismemberment and decapitation that was a common theme for many Stalinist texts
of the period and, according to Lidiia Kaganovsky, offered ‘the blinded, limping,
paralysed, and hystericised male body as a new kind of masculinity’.”> My research,
however, does not extend that far chronologically, but argues that, for some authors
like Krzhizhanovskii, this fragmentation of a human body was rooted in the
narrowness and squareness of the apartment. Such dependence of the body on the
space in which it finds itself is evident already in his stories of the 1920s.

The elbows act as a manifestation of the geometry of the body that, together

with the knees, equal the geometry of the room; it makes the body closed and square.

™ Krzhizhanovskii, ‘Vospominaniia o budushchem’, p. 392.
73 Lilia Kaganovsky, ‘How the Soviet Man Was Made’, Slavic Review, 63:3 (2004), 577-596 (p. 579).
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It is the outer border of the human body. At the same time, it closes the body in its
fullness, and does not allow any opportunity for contact from the outside.

In Krzhizhanovskii’s fiction, images of the elbow appear at times of loss of
communication. In ‘Vospominaniia o budushchem’, an elbow becomes the only
‘bodily’ detail that characterises the rare appearances of a mysterious unsociable
dweller of the square flat. Just as the protagonist keeps his windows closed, he always
keeps his elbows bent and pressed close to his body. His normal condition means that
he does not want to change or disturb anything. Even when going down the stairs, he
does not touch the railings with his hands, but rather with his elbow — ‘10K0TBH
CKOJIB3MII IO KpyTOMy mopyunio’ ° — to keep himself in a form of a square, closed to
any contact from the outside.

Equally, every change of position in a closed room, the opening of a window
or a door, for example, is accompanied by the straightening of an elbow. The room
and the body mimic each other; the door opens, and the elbow loses its ability to hold
objects tight: ‘OTKpBITH, pacliaxHyTh 08epb B MHUMOCTh Y H300IMYNUTEH HEPBHI.
Pe3koe nBrxeHne — u NopTQeib, BEICKOIb3HYB U3-TI0J] JIOKM A, TPY3HO HMUICTTHYJICS
06 mo’.”’

Similarly, other movements through the interior environment are performed
through graphical, linguistic or psychological connections to the body. A passage
from ‘Vospominaniia o budushchem’ demonstrates this tight linkage of the interior,
the body and the language. Shterer is discussing the project of his time-machine with
a companion. The dialogue forms a cross in a square room: ‘Pernmika ckpecTuiach ¢
permukoit’;’® there is no possibility of mutual understanding — the room is crossed

over by the language. To multiply this sense, Shterer suddenly draws another

7% Krzhizhanovskii, ‘Vospominaniia o budushchem’, p. 364.
" Ibid., p. 395, (emphasis added).
78 Krzhizhanovskii, ‘Vospominaniia o budushchem’, p. 387.
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graphical ‘cross’, using a chair to ‘draw’ a horizontal line and using his body to
‘draw’ a vertical line: ‘Ho B 370 Bpems LlITepep pe3ko OTOIBUHYI CTYJ U
pacnpsmucs’.”

The geometry of this scene is now as follows: the square room, the cross of
the ‘perunku’ and the cross between the trajectory of movement of the chair and the
body. All three — the body, the room and the language — interact to create the
meaning of the impossibility of communication. To resolve this situation Shterer
enters another space; he leaves the room and goes down the stairs. Stairs have a
different geometry — a zigzag — an aggressive, active form that does not invite
communication.* Importantly, the space is dark; Shterer is looking for the door (as if
looking for an answer): ‘LllTepep BbIIarHyJ B IEPEAHION0, UIlla B TEMHOTE BBIXOHOMN
nsepu’. In the darkness, the two characters can only communicate through touch and
movement. The answer is found. Shterer’s interlocutor tries to apologise whilst
touching Shterer’s elbow: ‘Ho Bokpyr Hero yxe cyeTuics myTeell, IpUHUKas K
JIOKTIO ¥ BIIENITHIBAsCH [...] . The elbow suddenly turns into an organ of
communication. At this very point the language is represented by a staircase: ‘Onu
CITyCTHJIUCh BMECTE I10 Y3KOi JiecTHHUIlE. BonpocoB 6610 00JIbIle, UM CTYTICHEK.
OtBetoB He cnenoBano’. The last step helps to produce an answer when Shterer’s
companion takes Shterer’s elbow in both of his palms: ‘U Tonpko cTost Ha mocieaHEN
CTYIIEHBKE, C PYKOH, OXBAa4CHHOU JBYMs ITIOTHBIMU JIaJOHAMHU, LlITepep HakoHeL]
ckazan: — Bcee paBHo’. After this ‘mamonu Beimyctum pyky’. Krzhizhanovskii
chooses a very graphic way of showing the process of communication that is rooted in
the geometry of the room and echoed in the geometry of the body. Space, body and

language are tied together to drive forward the narrative of the story.

7 All citations in this passage are from Krzhizhanovskii, ‘Vospominaniia o budushchem’, p. 387.
80 Cf. the image of a zigzag staircase discussed in Chapter VI, pp. 231-265.
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‘Kvadrat Pegasa’: Square and Byt

The image of the square of a room seems so all-absorbing that it could be used as a
universal technique to describe not only the philosophical matters of
Krzhizhanovskii’s style, but also the reality of the everyday, as seen in his short story
‘Kvadrat Pegasa’ (1921). The topic of ‘Kvadrat Pegasa’ is typical for Soviet culture of
the time — the impossibility of the coexistence of love and everyday life, byz. It is a
story of two lovers whose relationship develops under the starry sky of the tiny town
of Zdesevsk.*! Ivan, the male protagonist, is full of romantic thoughts. He looks at the
sky and sees a beautiful square formed out of four stars in the constellation of
Pegasus. Krzhizhanovskii specifically choses Pegasus as a symbolic representation of
poetic inspiration — the protagonist is a true poet, he sees the stars everywhere. The
square of Pegasus structures his mind, his living space and his mind, as a sudden
joining of the two stars of Pegasus square is called a ‘kiss’ in his imagination. The
square houses of his tiny city light up for him like the stars of his favourite
constellation, and the city is just a projection of the square of Pegasus. As a true poet,

he tries to bring all these poetic reflections to his beloved Nadia:

— W 3maere, Hags, — mpomoimkani roioc, — BB TyMaeTe, MBI B TOPOJKE, CPeIn
OCBEIICHHBIX JamMmamMu IoMuUKoOB? Her, MBI cpenu 3Be3q. BOT TaM KTO-TO HIET IO MOCTKaM.
OCTaHOBUTH €T0, CIPOCHUTE: Tae ThI? CkaxeT: B 3aeceBcke. M He 3HAeT, MOMJIEI], YTO HE B

v 82
3IeceBcKe OH, a BO BCEJICHHOM.

8! The name of the town derives from the Russian word ‘3necs’, meaning ‘here’; another play with
language that constructs spaces and vice versa. Importantly, it is one of the few stories that does not
take place in Moscow.

%2 Sigizmund Krzhizhanovskii, ‘Kvadrat Pegasa’, in Sobranie sochinenii, i, pp. 93—102 (p. 93).
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Nadia, however, represents a totally different mind-set that is associated with
the routine of everyday life. When Ivan enthusiastically exclaims ‘Bcenennas-
Bcenennoii-Beenennyro!” she just thinks to herself: ‘Iloka — mycTb, HO B MOeM j10Me
HUKAKHMX TaM BCEJICHHBIX — HE MOTepIuio’.>

The contrast between the universe and the house is set from the very
beginning of the story. The square of Pegasus keeps capturing Ivan’s mind, while
Nadia is only preoccupied with the square of their room, where she would not let ‘any
universes’ in. The square of Pegasus in Ivan’s consciousness is enormous and bright,
but it would never fit into the domestic interior of Nadia’s dreams.

The capitulation of the hero before everyday life is depicted through the
narrowing of the square of Pegasus into the square of their room, and this geometrical
shift is present on many different levels. First of all, the candles from their wedding
(which light up like the stars of Pegasus) are blown out and hidden in a chest. Then,
the newlyweds themselves move from under the starry sky into a narrow room. For
Ivan, the square of their room is no more than ‘uersipexyrnas Hecypasuma’* —
unlike the square of Pegasus it does not make any sense to him. Later, another
‘senseless’ square of everyday existence appears in the room — a bed. The process of
its installation is depicted as a kind of complicated ritual that, for Nadia, bears the
same high meaning as the stars do for Ivan. The double bed appears to be ‘orpomusIit
¥ CII0XKHBIH HHCTpyMeHT’;" its complicated installation requires careful control by
Nadia’s mother: ‘mox muuabiM HaOMOeHHeM HaneHbKIHON MaTepy, ObLT BHECEH,
TIIATETHHO COOPAH — CBUHYEH M MOCTABIICH HA YeThIpe IaKHpoBaHHBIX HOrn'.*® The

whole process of installing the bed is performed throughout an atmosphere of extreme

%3 Krzhizhanovskii, ‘Kvadrat Pegasa’, p. 94.
¥ Ibid., p. 97.

% Krzhizhanovskii, ‘Kvadrat Pegasa’, p. 95.
% Ibid.
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significance: ‘Jluma y mo/ieii CBUHYMBAIOIINX — CTaBSIIIUX — HAOJIOIaBIINX OBLTH
cephbe3Hbl; naxe 3HaunTenbHb’).” Meanwhile, Ivan still cannot find any meaning in
it.

These two different attitudes towards the bed highlight the general process
concerning the reconstruction of Soviet daily life in the 1920s. Olga Matich suggests
that the bed became one of the main objects of revolutionary transformation that drew
the attention of many artists and designers of the time such as Tatlin and the
constructivists.* These artists intended to re-establish the meaning of ‘bourgeois
sleeping habits’ and create a new revolutionary bed that would often take
untraditional forms (such as a folding bed, a table as a bed, etc.), and that required
complicated installation processes similar to that described by Krzhizhanovskii.
Krzhizhanovskii’s bed represents a transitional link between the mystically oriented
Symbolists for whom the bed was part of a high ritual of love and life and a post-
revolutionary generation, which, as Olga Matich comments, was characterised by the
‘concrete material character of the dialogue’ [about bed and procreation matters,
(M.P.)].¥ In Krzhizhanovskii’s short story, the bed is still seen as part of an important
and serious ritual of moving into one’s own home. However, by the end of the story,
this very ritual ruins the romantic intentions of Ivan; the small square drawn by the
four legs of the bed drags Ivan into the routine and everyday, and makes him forget
about the square of Pegasus — his true poetic universe.

Eventually, not only the bed, but also all other square parts of the room turn
into a new border between Ivan and his distant square of Pegasus. In the fifth chapter,

Nadia asks Ivan to pull down the curtain on the square of the window in order not to

¥7 Krzhizhanovskii, ‘Kvadrat Pegasa’, p. 95.

% Olga Matich, ‘Remaking the Bed: Utopia in Daily Life’, 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. 59-78 (p. 60).

% Matich, p. 64.
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see the sky; Ivan reluctantly obeys and destroys that last connection between himself
and the sky. ‘Hy BoT u xopomo’, Nadia remarks, as she wins yet another battle of the
two squares.”® This window was the place where Ivan would often sit and compose
his poems, a kind of sacred place for him; it represented the connection of the two
squares — the one of the room and the one of Pegasus. Now, cut off from the starry
square of his eternal inspiration, the closed window becomes a point of doubt and
transition. It is now ‘He OKHO, a “HeT”’-OKHO, “MHHYC’-OKHO: OHO HArJIyX0 3aKPBITO
CTaBHSIMH, IUIOTHO 3aIITOPEHO; CaMo CIIETOe, He BUASALIEE TOTO, JJIsl KOTO OHO MOTJIO
OBl OBITh CITACUTEIIBLHBIM, OHO M CaMO HE TT03BOJISICT IIPOHUKHYTh Yepe3 ceOst BHYTPb,
Jejas v ero crenbim’.!

Sitting by the curtained window, Ivan is now visited by the devils of doubt. He
is thinking whether to start building a new house or to stay in his room. The devils
come to seduce him: ‘KBaprupa-to TecroBara’, they say.”” After this, the hero finally
decides to build a new house. This decision is again enclosed in the squares; made
when Ivan was sitting by the square window, it is based on what Ivan was able to find
in his square box: “UT0-TO MOJCUNTAB, IEPECUNUTAB U OTILEIKAB HA )KEITHIX U YEPHBIX
KOCTSIIKAX, TOTOJIKABIIMXCSI BHYTPHU JIEPEBSIHHOTO KBapaTa, MiBan MBaHoBuY
pemruncs, Hakoser, mpuodpectn’.”” The whole preparation to build the new house is
a preparation to enclose oneself in even more squares. The new study and children’s
room should be of a square shape; the house should consist of four square rooms. Ivan

has to take everything into account. Importantly, the first thing Nadia is worried about

when moving into a new house is whether it has a proper roof: ‘Korna nakonen

% Krzhizhanovskii, ‘Kvadrat Pagasa’, p. 99.
91y
Ibid.
2 Ibid., pp. 97.
% Ibid., p. 98, (emphasis original).
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nacrenaT kpeimy?’.”* This roof will symbolically close the last connection between
the protagonist and the sky.

The last part of the story takes place in the sky. The angels are making a
resolution on Ivan’s fate. The square of Pegasus appears to be a stamp in their divine
chancellery. With this stamp the angels seal Ivan’s fate: ‘[IporsiHynace yepHasi, B
(opme HEepaBHOYTIIOTO KBapara Ievyarh U yJapuiia o neprameHT. YeTsipex3Bes3nane
KBaJ[paTa OTTHCHYJOCh YEPHBIMHU 3HAKAMU Ha CBUTKE: — 3ameyaTieH, — MPOMOJIBHI
apxusapuyc’.”

The story ends with the image of Ivan moving to his new house: ‘Cty4anu
KoJjeca Teser: 31o Ban MBaHOBHY, C cCeMbel, Ha YEThIPEX IIOMIAAKAX IIepee3Kal B
cBoii coberBennnlit mom’.”® Love and poetic inspiration are consumed by the square

of the new house.

Transformations and Movements

The form of the room not only shapes the way of thinking, communicating and
arguing; it also produces directions and trajectories. Krzhizhanovskii writes that it was
exactly the shape, narrowness and closeness of the space of a room that made his

protagonists run away from this room, and to look for a bigger, broader space:

Ouens npocto. KBagpartypa moeit komaatsl — 10 kB. apmr. ManoBaro. Bel 3HaeTe MO0
JABHUIITHIOIO MPUBEIYKY, 00IyMBIBasi 9TO-HUOY b, BO3SICH C 3aMBICIIAMH, IIaraTh U3 yria B
yron. TyT yriel ciumkoM Oi3Ku ApyT K apyry. [IpoboBan: eciu CTON BIDIOTHYIO K

MOJIOKOHHHUKY, CTYJI Ha KPOBaTh, — OCBOOOXIAETCs: TPH IIara BAOJb, MosTopa nomnepex. He

% Krzhizhanovskii, ‘Kvadrat Pegasa’, p. 99.
% Ibid., p. 102.
% Ibid., (emphasis original).
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pasryigemscs. M npuInock: 4yTh B FOJIOBE PACIIATA€TCs MBICIb U CAMOMY 3aX04Y€TCs TOTO

K€, 3alllCJIKHYB CBOU TPH IIara Ha KJI04, Oexath Ha yiauiy, BAOJb €€ KPUBBIX JJIMHHBIX

~ 97
JIMHUH.

This explanation is given by Krzhizhanovskii as an answer to a question that
was the starting point of his travels through the senses of Moscow — ‘kak Hayanuch
Mou Gy )IaHus o ¢ MBIcTaM Mo ck B bi?”.”° By giving such an answer,
Krzhizhanovskii established a certain interdependence between the interior space of

the room and the interior space of one’s mind. As Toporov comments:

®duznyeckas TECHOTA, JOCTUTHYB HEKOETO IpeJeNna, HAUMHAET 3aXBaTbIBATh U JYXOBHYIO
cdepy: B Hel TOXe Kak Obl HHAYIMPYETCs IMyCTOTa: YTECHEHHAs MBICIIb HAUMHAET YTHETAaTh
4eJIOBEKA, OTTOPAXKUBATH €TI0 OT TEX CMBICIIOB, KOTOPBIE — C Ka)XIbIM HOBBIM IIPOPBIBOM K
HUM — PacCIIUPSAIOT NPOCTpaHCTBO. Mina cnaceHue, 4e10BeK HHCTUHKTUBHO UILET

IPOCTPAHCTBO.”

According to Toporov, the exit from a narrow room to the outside equates to salvation
for Krzhizhanovskii; his release from a narrow ‘minus-space’ of a room into a ‘plus-
space’. Toporov described and categorised three possibilities resulting from such
attempts to escape the narrowness of a room: (1) the initial inertia of domestic
narrowness turns out to be so strong that the protagonist is able to notice only the
same quality of narrowness in the city; (2) the initial inertia of domestic narrowness

gradually fades in the city and is replaced by joy; (3) the initial inertia of domestic

o7 Krzhizhanovskii, ‘Shtempel’: Moskva’, p. 514.
% Ibid., (emphasis original).
% Toporov, p. 516.
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100 However, as soon as the character finds himself in

narrowness vanishes in the city.
an open space, his fear of minus-space comes back in its opposite reincarnation, as
‘CJIMIIKOM IIHPOKOE U MYCTBIHHOE “TIepe-NPOCTPAHCTBO” MM JAXE ‘‘CIMILIKOM-
npocTpancTBO” (“CBEPX-MPOCTPAHCTBO”)’. 1ot

This structure, introduced by Toporov, is extremely important as it illustrates
the priority of the interior space to any kind of movements performed by the
protagonist — usually a movement out of the room and into the city. However,
although Toporov agrees that the room creates a certain type of inertia that influences
the plot, he explores these influences only outside the space of a room — in the city or
in vast open spaces. In the analysis to follow I shall show what happens to the
protagonist, and more importantly to the room, within the four walls, before the
protagonist decides to leave them.

Following Toporov in his exploration of the movements of Krzhizhanovskii’s
protagonists, I mark out three possible mechanics of movement within the room:
transformation, expansion and measurement. Often, these types of movement intersect
with each other, thus creating a complex unity.

In Krzhizhanovskii’s short stories, transformation is usually assigned to a
specific location in a room — a window. One particular passage from the short story
‘Poetomu’ (1922) best illustrates the traditional loci of both restriction and
transformation in the room: ‘ITo3T 1 paccBeT MOYTH OAHOBPEMEHHO BOILILIH B
KOMHATY: M03T B IBEPh, PACCBET B OKHO. BCTpeTUBIINCE, TOCMOTpENH APYT HA Apyra:
00a GbuTH GIIeHBI 1 XMypEL”.'

Here, a poet and the dawn enter a room from two different sides — through

the window and through the door. The door and the window are situated opposite

% Toporov, p. 520.

101 :
Ibid., p. 519.
192 Sigizmund Krzhizhanovskii, ‘Poetomu’, in Sobranie sochinenii, i (2001), pp. 176-193 (p. 181).
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each other, and illustrate opposite meanings. In Krzhizhanovskii’s poetic space, the
door belongs to the space of the natural, constant, habitual, and the window to the
space of the supernatural, sub-normal and extraordinary — something that is about to
change. The dawn that enters the room through the window is ready to change into
midday. The poet, however, is not expecting to change his state; entering through the
door turns his actions into a minus: ‘PaccBeTy — mpeacTosio mpeodpa3uThes B 3apio,
W3 3apH CIeaThCs JHEM 1 ojHeM. [105Ty Huuero He npeactosio’.'”

In ‘Kvadraturin’, the process of opening the door is described as a quite
extraordinary one. Due to the extreme narrowness of his room the protagonist learns
how to open the door by putting his feet through the door handle. However, as the
narrator describes this action, it becomes habitual, and we understand that it took a
long time for the protagonist to develop such a habit, for he had been in this room far
too long: ‘CyTynuH, HE MOABIMASACH C KPOBATH, MPOTSAHYJ — MPUBBIYHBIM
JBM)KEHHEM — HOT'Y HaBCTpeuy CTYKY M, BJIEB HOCOK B JBEPHYIO PYUKY, ACPHYIL
JIBeph HAOTMAIIIb OTKPBITACH .

The door is now open. Through the open door the protagonist sees a figure
that is associated with the window and therefore with change and transformation: ‘Ha
II0pore, roJIOBOM O MPUTOJIOKY, CTOSUT JUIMHHBIN, CEPBIi, 1O LIBET CyMEpKaMm,
BCOYMBIINMCS B OKHO, 4eoBek’. > Although having entered through the door (the
space of habit), the stranger is described by the attributes of the window (the space of
change). He is as grey as the twilight leaking out from the window. All the qualities —
— the position on the threshold, the colour of grey that is the combination of black and

white, the twilight that is the combination of day and night, and most importantly the

projection of the window — are ambiguous, and belong to the cultural space of

103
104

Krzhizhanovskii, ‘Poetomu’, p. 181.
Krzhizhanovskii, ‘Kvadraturin’, p. 449.
1% Tbid.
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change. Later, the dominance of this position is explained in the plot; this man of
twilight is going to change Sutulin’s life and space dramatically.

The story offers a parody of an advertisement for a new technical device that
is used to multiply the square metres of one’s flat. It shows, in a grotesque manner,
the poor living conditions of intellectuals in the early Soviet period. This technical
device is a new product called Kvadraturin. The twilight stranger tells Sutulin, the
protagonist of the story, to apply this product to the room’s walls in order to increase
its size. This seems to Sutulin to be worth trying, so he follows the directions and
applies the new product on the four walls of his flat (he neglects the ceiling). On
waking the next day, he discovers that the effects of Kvadraturin are dramatic. His
room has notably expanded — the furniture and the walls have moved apart. That
morning he goes to his office and, on returning, he notices that his small room that
used to be characterised as ‘cnmueunas kopoOka’ has grown even bigger: ‘Best
KOMHATA, PACTAHYTas ¥ yPOUIHBO PAa3BOPOUCHHAS, HAUMHATIA [TyTaTh K My4nTh’.
This now frightens Sutulin, and the shock stops him from breathing normally; the
room has changed from a place of shelter to a place of terror.

The next morning, Sutulin is even more scared by the visit of the Room
Remeasuring Committee, which needs to ensure that his room does not exceed ninety-
seven square feet.'”’ To prevent the commission and the curious neighbours from
seeing his already huge room, Sutulin smashes his light switch. In the darkness the

commissioners cannot see anything and leave. Sutulin recognises that the room will

106 Krzhizhanovskii, ‘Kvadraturin’, p. 455.

197 Cf. the famous House Committee that is appointed to split Professor Preobrazhenskii’s apartment up
in Sobach'e serdtse by Mikhail Bulgakov. Vadim Perel'muter comments that it is no coincidence that
both Krzhizhanovskii and Bulgakov write about Soviet measuring committees. Krzhizhanovskii
himself got his room as a result of remeasuring policy, and Krzhizhanovskii’s wife Anna Bovshek had
moved to a new flat for the same reasons. Interestingly, the previous occupant of Bovshek’s new flat
was a doctor called Sergei Ivanovich Preobrazhenskii — a prototype for Professor Preobrazhenskii
from Sobach'e serdtse. See Perel'muter, ‘Kommentarii’, in Krzhizhanovskii, Sobranie sochinenii, ii,
pp. 611-700 (pp. 677-678).
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continue to grow forever in geometrical progression: ‘BoT — BBITECHUTCS 3TaKoe U3
TIOOMKA, PACKBAAPATHTCS: KBAJPAT B KBAJPAT, KBAJAPAT KBaAPAToB B KBaapar’. ° The
square shape of the room turns into a mathematical square, increasing the progression
of growth. Terrified, Sutulin plans to run away from his room: ‘Hago nymars B
0GrOH: €CIIM ero He mepeayMaellb, mepepactet oo H...".'"" In order to be able to see
in the darkness he lights a match, and manages to reach the middle of the room before
it burns out. However, he very soon completely loses his bearings in his own room.
Sutulin is now lost in the dark and frightening breadth of his formerly narrow room.
Krzhizhanovskii ends the story with another spatial paradox. The protagonist
Sutulin and the readers are left in a place of ultimate dislocation, an eternal threshold;

outside the endless cell of Sutulin’s apartment with the scream of fear coming from

inside of it:

JKunpel KBagpaTyp, MpHUIIETaBIINX K BOCBMH KBaJpaTHBIM rpaxaannHa CyTynnHa, co CHa U
CO CTpaxy He pa30upanuch B TeMOpe U MHTOHAIMH KPHKa, pa30yIUBIIETO UX CPeIr HOYH U
3aCTaBUBLIETO COEKATHCS K OPOTY CYTYJINHCKOM KJIETKU: KPHUYaTh B ITyCTHIHE

320y IMBIIEMYCS ¥ TIOTHOAIOIIEMY U OECTIONIE3HO U MO3IHO: HO €CIH BCE K€ — BOIPEKHU

110
CMbICJIaM — OH KpUYHUT, TO, HABEPHOE, T a K.

In this story, as in many others, the room becomes a manifestation of the
minus-space of fear and emotional deprivation that comes from the ever-expanding
space of a narrow room, ‘an accretion of impossible particulars’.''' It is a space
characterised by confinement, paranoia, instability, fear and displacement.

Krzhizhanovskii’s stories depict a single room as a dangerous ‘minus’—space, where

1% K rzhizhanovskii, ‘Kvadraturin’, pp. 456-457.
" 1bid., p. 457.

1o Krzhizhanovskii, ‘Kvadraturin’, p. 460.

" Thirwell, p. 57.
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‘OMepTBISETCA MPOCTPAHCTBO KU3HU and ‘cama >KU3Hb CBsI3aHa C IPOCTPAHCTBOM U

o 5112
3aBHCHUT OT HEro’, ‘3TO MPOCTPAHCTBO MOKUPAET CBOUX JAETEH.

The dark space of
the room in the story is depicted as a threat or, to use the metaphor of Anthony Vidler,
‘as harbinger of the unseen’, that ‘operates as medical and psychical metaphor for all
the possible erosions of bodily and physical well being’,''® which finally leads its
inhabitant to suffer a panic attack.

This room, like many other rooms in Krzhizhanovskii’s early fiction, features
as a primal location for his unique construction of both narrative and poetic space. In
the limited space of the room that could only accommodate a bed and a chair,
Krzhizhanovskii manages to find space for the enormous and the impossible, the city
and the universe, the tiny and the gigantic. The limited space of a room, this
‘yraerarouie-nmyraroiiee’, ‘HeJo-npocTpancTBo’, according to Toporov, becomes at
the same time the most elaborated space in Krzhizhanovskii’s fiction, the one that
interests him the most and that most influenced his stylistic manner.''* The borders of
Krzhizhanovskii’s imaginary rooms are all geometrically adjusted and generously
marked by metaphoric relationships that help readers understand the paradoxical
nature of everyday existence and, in Adam Thirwell’s resonant phrase, ‘investigate
how much unreality reality might bear’. '

Krzhizhanovskii’s rooms break with the tradition of static nineteenth-century
interiors in that they are all rooms where his characters cannot be who they are (are
often divided into parts), or cannot feel well. The characters try to escape their rooms,

which usually results in a tragedy. Or, even when they like being inside, someone else

is changing the environment of the room for it to become unbearable, as in Kvadrat

112
113

Toporov, p. 543.

Vidler, The Architectural Uncanny, p. 167.
" Toporov, p. 519.

5 Thirwell, p. 57.
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Pegasa. Yes, Krzhizhanovskii’s rooms are all ultimately with the sign of ‘minus’ —
they have no ability to protect and save. Instead, they are open, frightening and

constantly changing.
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CHAPTER IV

Evgenii Bauer. A Trapped Soul

This chapter offers an in-depth exploration of interior space in the films of Evgenii
Bauer (1865-1917), the pre-revolutionary filmmaker frequently referred to as the
pioneer of cinematic set design.' I analyse Bauer’s particular status as a ‘master of set
design’ and provide a cultural and formal analysis of his representation of domestic
interiors in early Russian cinema. In my close reading of two of Evgenii Bauer’s
films, I demonstrate that the various aspects of Bauer’s use of set design and interior
space — including his use of mise-en-scéne and camera movement — are combined
specifically with visual elements that replicate aspects of modernity as a fluid urban
space and create a sense of ambiguity that appears embodied within the four walls of
the modern interior. Bauer’s use of domestic spaces illustrates the possibilities of set
design as a specific technique in the early cinema, turning it into a powerful cinematic
tool that was later employed by many other directors. My analysis illustrates that the
ambiguity that Bauer created with sets allowed for multiple interpretations by his
viewers, both contemporary and modern. Additionally, Bauer’s work represents an
important but relatively unfamiliar case of how interior spaces were represented and

perceived during the years preceding the Revolution.

"'See e.g. Neia Zorkaia, ‘Svetopis’ Evgeniia Bauera’, Iskusstvo kino, 10 (1997), 77-93; and Ian
Christie, ‘Set Design’, in Encyclopedia of Early Cinema (London: Routledge, 2005), pp. 584-587 (p.
587).
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The Master of Set Design

Since the rediscovery of his films in 1989 at the Eighth Festival of Silent Cinema in
Pordenone,” the pre-revolutionary Russian director, artist, and cameraman Evgenii
Frantsevich Bauer (1865-1917) has come to be recognised not only as the
‘outstanding auteur of pre-revolutionary Russian film’,’ but also, and more
importantly for the purpose of this research, as a leading stylist of Russian silent
cinematography, and its pioneering set designer, who placed particular emphasis on
the pictorial aspect of film-making and ‘literally shed new light on the origins of
modern film design’.’

Evgenii Bauer arrived in cinema after a varied career in stage design. A
student of the Moscow College of Painting, Sculpture and Architecture (from which
he, however, never graduated), Bauer won recognition as a skilful stage designer of
early musical comedies. In 1912, he was hired as production designer for the Pathé-
Freéres Company in Moscow, and a year later became a scenic director for Drankov &
Taldykin’s historical film Trekhsotletie tsarstvovaniia doma Romanovykh (1913).
Then, Bauer began directing films for Aleksandr Khanzhonkov’s company, where he
remained for the rest of his career until his death in 1917. Bauer was Khanzhonkov’s
leading director, and eventually became one of the company’s shareholders. He
directed at least eighty-two films, of which twenty-six are known today, including his
debut for Khanzonkov, Sumerki zhenskoi dushi (1913), and his last film Korol'

Parizha (1917).

* This is a weeklong festival showcasing works of the silent era. The year 1989 was marked by
rediscovery of more than 200 Soviet silent movies dating from 1908 to 1917, including most of the
surviving films by Evgenii Bauer.

? Rachel Morley, ‘Zhizn' za zhizn'/A Life for a Life’, in The Cinema of Russia and the Former Soviet
Union, ed. by Birgit Beumers (London: Wallflower Press, 2007), pp. 13-22 (p. 22).

* Christie, p. 587.
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Even the limited number of Bauer’s surviving films shows his extraordinary
devotion to cinematic interior space and set design (all of the twenty-six surviving
films include elaborate scenes set in interior spaces). Study of his works makes it
possible for the modern viewer both to get a sense of the importance that he attached
to film design and to trace the development of his artistic techniques as embodied in
the elements of interior space. In turn, close analysis of these techniques provides us
with a fair grounding from which to examine the cinematic representation of interior

spaces in pre-revolutionary Russia.

‘Ilouemy Tak npexkpacen baysp?’

Although Bauer is now recognised by major critics of early Russian cinema as ‘the
only pre-revolutionary Russian film-maker routinely considered to have attained a
high level of innovation in set design’,” there is still no monograph dedicated solely to
his visual style, nor is there a study devoted to his particular treatment of set design.
However, a context for discussion of this is supplied by general studies of the era in
which Bauer made his films,® as well as by different memoirs by the filmmakers of

the time.’

° Emma Widdis, ‘Faktura: Depth and Surface in Early Soviet Set Design’, Studies in Russian and
Soviet Cinema, 3:1 (2009), 5-32, p. 9.

% See Yuri Tsivian, Early Cinema in Russia and Its Cultural Reception, ed. by Richard Taylor, trans. by
Alan Bodger (London: Routledge, 1998), which is a pioneering work in the field of reception studies in
Russia, demonstrating how various techniques and spaces influenced and created meaning in film;
Denise Youngblood, The Magic Mirror: Moviemaking in Russia, 1908—1918 (Madison, WI: University
of Wisconsin Press, 1999), which provides socio-historical analysis of film production in early
twentieth-century Russia. However, both books are more concerned with the sociology of cinema than
with film aesthetics. For more contextual details on the period, see V. Vishnevskii, Khudozhestvennye
fil'my dorevolutsionnoi Rossii (Moscow: Goskinoizdat, 1945); B. Likhachev, Kino v Rossii: 1896—
1926. Materialy k istorii russkogo kino (Leningrad: Academia, 1927); R. Sobolev, Liudi i fil'my
russkogo dorevoliutsionnogo kino (Moscow: Kniga po trebovaniiu, 2012); S. Ginzburg,
Kinematografiia dorevoliutsionnoi Rossii (Moscow: Iskusstvo, 1963); Neia Zorkaia, Na rubezhe
stoletii. U istokov massovogo iskusstva v Rossii 1900-1910 (Moscow: Nauka, 1976).

7 See, first of all, memoirs of Bauer’s owner of studio Aleksandr Khanzhonkov, in A. A. Khanzhonkov,
Pervye gody russkoi kinematografii: Vospominaniia (Moscow: Iskusstvo, 1937); as well as Lui Forest'e
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With the rise of interest in early Russian cinema in the West, there have
appeared several excellent articles that explore various aspects of early filmmaking
and cinema aesthetics that are closely related to set design. I would select several
works as the foremost amongst these. These include Yuri Tsivian’s video-essays on
early Russian film, exploring ‘the anatomy’ of the cinematic image;® and his
comparative study of stylistic techniques in Franz Hofer and Evgenii Bauer, which
gives a deep semiotic exploration of Bauer’s directing techniques. * Alongside this I
would mention Philip Cavendish’s study of camera movement in early Russian films,
which gives a deep insight into the profession of camera operators during the early
stages of Russian cinematic culture.'® Finally, Emma Widdis’s article on texture and
depth on the screen offers an excellent exploration of set design techniques of the
Russian cinema of the 1920s."" Further useful information about the cultural

background of Bauer’s films is available in a series of articles on Bauer and gender by

[Louis Forestier], Velikii nemoi: Vospominaniia kinooperatora (Moscow: Goskinoizdat, 1945), and A.
Levitskii, Rasskazy o kinematografe (Moscow: Iskusstvo, 1964); valuable memoirs are also collected
in the volume Migaiushchii sinema: Rannie gody russkoi kinematografii. Vospominaniia, dokumenty,
stat'i, ed. by M. 1. Volotskii (Moscow: Rodina, 1995).

¥ Yuri Tsivian, Immaterial Bodies: Cultural Anatomy of Early Russian Film [on CD] (Philadelphia:
Annenberg Centre of Communication and University of Southern California, 1999); and Yuri Tsivian,
‘Video Essay’, in Mad Love. Three Films by Evgenii Bauer [on DVD] (London: British Film Institute,
2002).

® Yuri Tsivian, ‘Two “‘Stylists’* of the Teens: Franz Hofer and Yevgenii Bauer’, in 4 Second Life:
German Cinema’s First Decades, ed. by Thomas Elsaesser (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press,
1996), pp. 264-276.

' Cavendish, ‘The Hand that Turns the Handle: Camera Operators and the Poetics of the Camera in
Pre-Revolutionary Russian Film’, The Slavonic and East European Review, 82:2 (2004), 201-245.

"' Widdis, ‘Faktura’, p. 9.
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Rachel Morley,'? as well as in the article by Ustiugova on the influence of Art
Nouveau on early Russian cinema. "’

Not all of the discussions provide a flattering view of the general condition of
set design in pre-revolutionary Russia. Philip Cavendish, for example, describes the
‘blatantly artificial and physically fragile stage-sets’ of the early 1900s: ‘doors wobble
when opened; mantelpieces sink under the weight of human elbows; pot-plants move
in the breeze; and the scenes beyond the windows are clearly painted’.'* Emma
Widdis describes pre-revolutionary film design as ‘theatre’s poor relation’, incapable
of creating any elaborated set specific to the particular situation.'” However, both
critics make an exception for Evgenii Bauer — as the first director to recognise the
specificity of the artistic use of interiors, its parts and decorations, noticing ‘the
complex architecture of his set’.'® Bauer was first among the Russian directors to
become aware ‘of the symbolic and metaphorical dynamic of film space, with its
attendant implications for cinematography and the function of the camera as a creative
interpreter of the diegesis, rather than merely a passive and supposedly objective
observer’."”

This was noticed by Bauer’s contemporaries in various reviews of his films.'®

The first proper theoretical recognition of the director’s artistic influence that hinted at

'2 Rachel Morley, ‘Gender Relations in the Films of Evgenii Bauer’, Slavonic and East European
Review, 81 (2003), 32—69; eadem, ““Crime Without Punishment”: Reworking of Nineteenth-Century
Russian Literary Sources in Evgenii Bauer’s Child of the Big City’, in Russian and Soviet Film
Adaptations of Literature, 1900-2001: Screening the Word, ed. by S. Hutchings and A. Vernitski
(London: Routledge, Curzon, 2005), pp. 27-43; eadem, ‘Performing Femininity in an Age of Change:
Evgenii Bauer, Ivan Turgenev and the Legend of Evlaliia Kadmina’, in Turgenev: Art, Ideology,
Legacy, ed. by Robert Reid and Joe Andrew (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2010), pp. 269-316; eadem, ‘Zhizn'
za zhizn'/A Life for a Life'.

By, Ustiugova, ‘Stil’ modern v rannem russkom kinematografe (na primere tvorchestva E.F. Bauera)’,
Vestnik Permskogo universiteta, Seriia ‘Istoriia’, 5 (2005), 133-150.

14 Cavendish, ‘The Hand that Turns the Handle’, p. 206.

' Widdis, ‘Faktura’, p. 8.

Ibid., p. 9.

17 Cavendish, ‘The Hand that Turns the Handle’, p. 214.

' Praise of Bauer’s films appeared regularly in Pegasus, the journal of Khanzhonkov’s studio that was
published from November 1915 to October 1916; as well as in Vestnik kinematografii, and Kinogazeta.
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a deeper understanding of his set design techniques was given by the director Lev
Kuleshov, who in 1917 opened up the theoretical field for the discussion of the role of
film designer (‘xyzoxuuk B knro’) in his two articles for Vestnik kinematografii.”’
Similarly to Bauer, Kuleshov broke through in cinema coming from an artistic
background (he had worked for Bauer as a young designer himself). Based on his
practical experience in the field, Kuleshov writes that within the new art of cinema, a
designer (‘xymoxnuk’) should become a figure of major importance, or even more —
the director should be a ‘xynoxxuuk’ himself, the perfect combination that Kuleshov

recognised in Bauer:

Ecnm pexmuccep caM He Xy00ocHuUK, TO OH HE MOXKET CO3/IaTh KAPTUHBI — UCTUHHOTO
MpOU3BEICHUS UCKyCcCTBA KnHeMartorpada. [...] [louemy Ttak nmpekpacen baysp? [louemy

peXHUCCepHl He XyI0KHUKH, JaKe B COBMECTHOHN padoTe ¢ TBOpIIaMH BHEITHOCTH M 00IIHKA,

HE CO3JaI0T HCTHHHO KPACHBBIX KapTHH?™

This question of Why is Bauer so fine? is answered by Kuleshov in a
discussion of Bauer’s method in set design (‘meTon bayapa’), which, he contends,
unlike the simple flat sets of the majority of contemporary film-productions, created
the illusion of depth: ‘'poMo3aKHE apXUTEKTYPHBIE TOCTPOHKH C BO3ZMOKHO
OOJIBIITMM YHCIIOM TJIAHOB U M3JIOMOB CTEH, /1711 OoJiee 3(h(heKTHOro OCBEUICHUS U
JOCTHXKEHHUsI 01aroaapsi 3ToMy OOJBIION TITyOUHBI U CTEPEOCKOMTUYIHOCTH (METO/T

Bayspa)’.*!

In 1918, the whole first issue of Kinogazeta was dedicated to Bauer’s cinematography.

¥ Lev Kuleshov, ‘O zadachakh khudozhnika v kinematografe’, Vestnik kinematografii, 126 (1917),
16—17; and idem, ‘Zadachi khudozhnika v kinematografe’, Vestnik kinematografii, 127 (1917), 37-38.
2% Kuleshov, ‘Zadachi’, p. 38, (emphasis original).

2! Kuleshov, ‘O zadachakh’, p. 16.
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This creation of depth of field was one of the main elements in the
development of set design in pre-revolutionary films. Cloth backdrops were replaced
by the ‘deep’ system of props: a series of flat screens that created multiple levels
within the set, offering different positions for the camera, and Bauer was the pioneer
of this development. ** However, the creation of depth on its own was not Bauer’s
only aim.

Another important element of Bauer’s set, according to Kuleshov, was his

work with ‘mpenmMersr’:

XyIOXKHUK KUHO THIIET Apedmemamiu, IATKaAMU (CTeHaMu) U cemom (COAPYKECTBO C
0IIepaToOpoOM), €ro MOJOTHO — TPUIATUIIATUTPALYCHBIN YTOI BOCHPUSTHUS
KHHEMAaTOrpa()uyecKoro anmnapara, TPeyroJbHUK Ha INIOCKOCTU. Ha sKpaHe mouTH HeBaXKHO,
4mMo CTOWT B KaJIpe, a BAXKHO, KaK Pa3MeIleHbl IPEIMEThI, KAK OHU CKOMIIOHOBaHbI Ha

23
IIJIOCKOCTH.

Later, the art of ‘writing with the objects’ will be characterised by Kuleshov as the art
of using ‘nmukoBuHKa’ — an exotic feature that is alive and creative on the set; an

active object that creates an extra meaning:

Jlexopanust 10JKHA UMETh CBOM XapaKkTep, CBOI CMBICI, AEJI0 HE B TPOMO3JIKOCTH

U CIIO)KHOCTH ITOCTPOMKH, @ B HAXOXKICHHHU MEPBOTO TUIaHA — ‘TUKOBHHKH , KOTOPas

9 24
omnpeaeidaiaa OBl CTUIIb ACKopanuu, €€ Ha3HaAa4YC€HUEC, €€ CLICHAPHBIU XapaKTEP U CMBICII.

*? In this, the cinematic medium was slowly moving away from conventional theatralisation of the set,
see Ben Brewster and Lea Jacobs, Theatre to Cinema: Stage Pictorialism and the Early Feature Film
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997); and specifically on the relationship between theatre and
cinema in the early Russian film production, see Cavendish, ‘The Hand that Turns the Handle’, pp.
211-224.

 Kuleshov, ‘O zadachakh’, p. 16, (emphasis original).

24 Lev Kuleshov, ‘Evgenii Frantsevich Bauer’, in Sobranie sochinenii v trekh tomakh, 3 vols (Moscow:
Iskusstvo, 1987), ii, pp. 403—409 (p. 405).
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Bauer’s sets, as I shall demonstrate, always include this kind of ‘quxoBuHKa’;
objects that are remembered by the spectators not less than the characters
themselves.”” This chapter argues that Bauer’s unusual attention to set design
constructions is rooted in his new use of the melodrama genre, as well as his interest

in the emerging modernity and shifting meaning of urban and domestic spaces.

Melodrama and Domestic Interior

In his study of melodrama and modernity in the early cinema, Ben Singer
distinguishes two types of topological dominants for this genre, corresponding to the
two different types of melodrama: (1) ‘the blood-and-thunder sensational melodrama
of spectacular diegetic realism’ and (2) ‘the Hollywood family and maternal
melodrama’.*® According to this study, the family melodrama can be described as ‘a

999

form in which everything happens “inside”” — or even within ‘a zone that is doubly
“inside”, concentrating on the interior spaces of the home and the heart’.”” The other
type of space appears in what Ben Singer calls ‘sensational melodrama’, which was

s 28

‘distinct in its externalization, its insistence that everything happen on the outside’.

This type of melodrama:

* For a discussion on the use of dikovinka in Bauer’s productions, see Alyssa DeBlasio,
‘Choreographing Space, Time, and Dikovinki in the Films of Evgenii Bauer’, The Russian Review, 1
(2007), 671-692.

*% Ben Singer, Melodrama and Modernity: Early Sensational Cinema and Its Contexts (New York:
Columbia University Press, 2001), p. 55. For more on this genre, see Peter Brooks, ‘Melodrama, Body,
Revolution’, in Melodrama: Stage, Picture, Screen, ed. by Jacky Bratton, Jim Cook and Christine
Gledhill (London: British Film Institute, 1994), pp. 11-25; and idem, The Melodramatic Imagination:
Balzac, Henry James, Melodrama, and the Mode of Excess (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1976).
27 Singer, p. 55. Cf. the ‘doubleness’ of interior as seen by Rice. See Rice, The Emergence of the
Interior, p. 2.

*% Singer, p. 55.
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Virtually eradicated any [...] emotional entanglement, or sentiment in favour of a focus on
physical action and violence. At the same time, it externalized its focus of diegetic interest,
avoiding the private sphere in favour of an adamantly nondomestic mise-en-scéne of criminal
dens, submarines, lumber mills, diamond mines, munitions factories, racetracks, abandoned

warehouses, gothic mansions, rooftops, airfields, highways, and railways.”

In my analysis, I shall argue that Bauer’s use of interior space can belong to
both types. Just like the Hollywood family melodramas, Bauer’s films are set mostly
inside. But unlike in the popular US melodramas, Bauer’s films do not lead to a
triumphal ‘happy end’, nor is there a radiant ‘happy home’. Some critics are even
convinced that in his treatment of the domestic topic, Bauer makes a clear statement
that “home is not the happiest place on earth’.*

Indeed, Bauer’s homes and interiors are treated just like ‘nondomestic’
transitional spaces, or even like exteriors, ‘inhabiting’ the physical action and
violence of the outside — the qualities that are characteristic of ‘sensational
melodramas’, which has led critics to suggest that, by using set design and interior
decoration so efficiently, Bauer had already created a new melodramatic style in his

first film, Sumerki zhenskoi dushi:

This quintessential ‘Bauer film’ [...] transcends the clichés of melodrama. In stylistic terms it
is a remarkable combination of Bauer’s aestheticism [...] and realism — in its vivid picture of
urban poverty and decay. The beautifully decorated interiors not only reflected elite style of

the day, but formed it as well.”’

** Singer, pp. 54-55.

%% Jane Gaines, ‘Domestic Melodrama’, in Encyclopedia of Early Cinema, pp. 602—606 (p. 605).
3! Youngblood, Magic Mirror, p. 81.
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This chapter will try to investigate what enables Bauer’s domestic sets to generate
such a sense of anxiety and vulnerability inside the cosy interior.>* It is this aspect of
Bauer’s cinematography on which I shall focus. By analysing two of his films set in
the modern interior, I shall trace how, entrapped in difficult moral and social
situations, Bauer’s heroines are at the same time entrapped in their own domestic
interiors, and how their crossing of different moral and social lines is supported (and

even explained) by their crossing of the graphic lines within the constructed set.

Sumerki zhenskoi dushi
Sumerki zhenskoi dushi was Bauer’s first film as director for Khanzhonkov’s
production company, and the first of his tales to reveal the opposition between urban
and domestic life, and its influence on a woman’s fate. From the opening scene, this
film focuses on interior imagery that shows Vera Dubovskaia, the female protagonist,
being trapped in a liminal zone, a transitional space ‘between’ two opposites — the
inside and the outside, the luxurious and the poor. The stylistic and spatial choices of
the film therefore are dictated by Vera’s choices between these two oppositions.

Vera Dubovskaia, Bauer’s heroine, is a young, beautiful and wealthy woman,
a Countess’s daughter, afflicted by loneliness and boredom in her luxurious residence.
Out of this boredom and a failure to find meaning in her luxurious life, Vera decides
to devote her life to poor and unfortunate people, and starts helping her mother, who

runs a charity. However, her first visit to the slum dwelling of the labourer Maksim

** The same opposition of cosiness and anxiety is defining for another popular genre — the detective
story. As Charles Rice suggests in his reading of Benjamin and Bloch, the detective story becomes a
‘critique of the intérieur’, as bourgeois interiors appear to become ‘too cosy’, so that they ‘invite’ a
murder to happen in their walls, almost predisposing the murder. See Charles Rice, ‘Evidence,
Experience and Conjecture: Reading the Interior through Benjamin and Bloch’, Home Cultures, 3
(2005), 285-298 (p. 286).
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ends with a traumatic experience. Maksim rapes Vera, and in the act of defending
herself she stabs Maksim to death.

After this incident, Vera goes back to her usual life of boredom and luxury.
Soon she meets Prince Dol’skii; he proposes to her, and she accepts his proposal.
Being still tortured by the visions of the past, Vera reveals her traumatic experience to
her husband who, unable to accept it, rejects Vera. Vera decides to pursue a new
career as a stage performer. Soon Dol’skii sees her on the screen, regrets his rejection
and begs for forgiveness, but Vera tells him he is too late. The Prince dies of a broken

heart.

The Characters and Their ‘Background’

The film opens with a series of establishing shots, which reveals the characters’
qualities through the interior decoration, and changes our perception of space and
figures as they are continuously placed differently against different settings.

Of the three actors, only Nina Chernova, who plays the main role of Vera
Dubovskaia, is shown moving through the space of a corridor. Chernova is also the
only one to walk towards the spectator (though generally a long corridor would invite
movement of this kind), thus creating the sense of the depth of the screen, and this
liminal space gradually becomes a metaphor of Vera’s soul. Additionally, Chernova
hides her face under her muff — a gesture that echoes the sense of claustrophobia and
enclosure.

Aleksandr Ugriumov, starring as Prince Dol'skii, is shown in front of a flat
background of oriental rugs and armour hanging on the wall — this is the space where

he first meets Vera. These tapestries create tension between the flat surfaces of
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Dol'skii’s space and the infinitely deep background of Vera’s.>
The last of the three actors, Viktor Demert in the role of Maksim Petrov,
appears on a completely black background, which represents the darkness of his own

social and spatial position in film narrative.

Trapped in the Gauze

In the opening sequence of the film, Bauer shows Vera being physically entrapped by
the surroundings of her bedroom. ‘Oagunoxo uyBcTBYeT cebst Bepa, cpeau
OKpy:karorieii ee pockomu’, the intertitle says as we enter a complex construction of
the set of Vera’s bedroom draped with a gauze veil. In this film, Bauer ‘pioneered the
use of tulle sheets in place of painted flats to create lightness on the screen’,** and it is
this gauze that helps us to explain Vera’s mood. Bauer locates the gauze between
Vera and the viewer, which makes Vera’s figure look mysterious and distant. This
image allows the viewer to enter Vera’s dreams, and allows us to enter her soul
following the invitation of the film’s title. At the same time, the gauze divides

different spaces of the set that represent different worlds of Vera’s imagination.

3 First using this technique in Sumerki, Bauer would revisit this style constantly right up to his last
film, Korol' Parizha.
3* Christie, p. 587.
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Figure 1. Sumerki zhenskoi dushi. Vera in her bedroom.

In this film still (figure 1), the darkness of the curtain, flowers, and chair
creates the immovable foreground of the shot that contrasts with the light interior of
the bedroom where Vera is sitting. We see Vera only through the limited space
created by the two sides of the curtain, almost as though she were a character of a
separate episode. Graphically, the silhouette of the chair with the standing plant in the
foreground reflects Vera’s posture, as if to deliberately leave her with no space to
move, representing her as an immovable figure. As will emerge later in the film, Vera
is trapped not only by the objects in her room, but also by her mood and social status.

By using the liminal spaces so efficiently, Bauer is very close to the
understanding of spaces in pictorial tradition, such as a distant view of mountains, or a
view through windows, open doors or open curtains. In her study on space,
composition and meaning in seventeenth-century Dutch art, Martha Hollander
examines the use of such spaces by several Dutch painters, and concludes that these
spaces often bear more meaning than primary ones; they are used as rhetorical devices

to make the composition more complex, to expand the narrative and to suggest
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ambiguous connotations.”” Hollander bases her study on two particular terms from
Karel van Mander’s painter’s book — doorsien (view through) and insein (view into)
» 36

— that the artist uses ‘for an opening in the picture space’.” Both terms, as Hollander

comments, ‘emphasise penetration’:

The dynamic word [Mander] uses to describe the ‘plunging’ movement of the eyes |[...]
literally means ‘to plow’, evoking the aggressive and even erotic nature of looking. Painting

demonstrates its seductive power by offering a pathway into the historical narrative.”’

This description, although referring to painting, is very close to Bauer’s use of
interior scenes in Sumerki. The narrow space between the gauze curtains through
which we first see Vera is very similar to the interior imagery of Dutch artists, and
could also serve as an illustration of the doorsien, a view through. However, if in
Dutch paintings this view signifies the penetration of the pictorial narrative, the
cinematic medium takes the scene further.”®

Later in the film, we enter the same room once again. This time, the scene
starts from the outside. Maksim gets into Vera’s room through the window; the light
space of Vera’s room is penetrated by Maksim’s dark silhouette exactly at the point of

doorsein, in the very centre of the room. His dark silhouette seen in the foreground

*> Marta Hollander, An Entrance for the Eyes: Space and Meaning in Seventeenth-Century Dutch Art
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002).

*® Ibid., p. 8.

> Ibid.

** The same effect of penetration with an eye is reached by a different medium — the use of gauze or
lace. Andrew Webber, analysing the use of gauze drapery in Bufiuel’s film Un chien andalou (1929),
suggests that the gauze is used by the director specifically to evoke the idea of looking through, the
idea of penetration of the cinematic space by looking through it. Lace, according to Webber, ‘draws
attention to what is undercovered: it is flat but indicates with its porosity the attraction of hidden
depths. Lace is a lure, presenting a device amenable to both exhibitionist and voyeur, especially with
conjunction with the right form of lightning’. See Andrew Webber, ‘Cut and Laced: Traumatism in
Luis Bunuel’s Un chien andalou’, in Projected Shadows: Psychoanalytic Reflections on the
Representation of Loss in European Cinema, ed. by Andrea Sabbadini (London: Routledge, 2007), pp.
92-101 (p. 93).
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looks enormous compared to the sleeping Vera, which symbolically prepares the
viewer for their next encounter. Finally, Maksim’s gesture of opening the curtain also

alludes to the same event (figure 2).”

Figure 2. Sumerki zhenskoi dushi. Maksim visits Vera’s bedroom.

The Short Freedom of (Camera-) Movement

Another example of how Bauer uses interior space to make the viewer understand
Vera’s mind is in the sequence that represents a social evening. Once again, Vera is
bored with the luxury and vanity of her mother’s salon, and wants to be alone. She
leaves the crowd and sits down. The sense of Vera feeling lonely and detached is
suggested by the organisation of space in this shot. Vera is graphically separated from
the rest of the crowd by the lamp and the white wall of her background that creates
two parallel screens: one of the crowd moving to the right of the screen, and one of
Vera — as a contrast — immovable, white, and slightly smaller than the ‘crowd’ part

of the screen (figures 3 and 4).

3% Philip Cavendish also suggests that in this scene the veil symbolically denotes Vera’s virginity. See
Cavendish, ‘The Hand that Turns the Handle’, p. 215.
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Figures 3 and 5. Sumerki zhenskoi dushi. Vera alone at the ball.

Bauer uses parts of the interior to separate Vera from the rest. A gentleman invites her
to dance, but she refuses. She then stands up and with her back towards the viewer
moves into the depth of the screen. The camera follows her movement, as if, while
refusing to dance with others, Vera has invited the viewer (and the camera) to follow
her movement. This camera movement suggests to the viewers a sharing of Vera’s
mood, a mood so different to that of the glamorous ballroom crowd, which is, in
contrast, shown in one static frame.

As soon as this movement ends, Vera is trapped again. Sitting this time on the
right side of the frame, Vera is almost lost in the lush floral arrangements (figure 4).
The interior violates her. The frame is literally full of people and objects, and when
her mother asks her to be polite and join the guests, Vera agrees. There is no space for

her in this frame.

Descending to the Basement
In search of the places that she belongs to, Vera decides to visit the slums with her

. .. 40
mother. The next series of shots comes from inside a basement.” Here, the basement

*In Russia, as elsewhere, the basement apartment was typically a place where the lower class would
live. At the beginning of the twentieth century, 10 per cent of all Moscow flats were situated in the
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is dark, and totally different from the light kingdom of lace and gauze Vera is used to.
In this series of shots in the basement, we see poor people sitting around the table,
drinking, and playing cards. As they notice the charity ladies in the window, they
immediately transform the room from a ‘casino’ into a reasonably ‘tidy’, but
nonetheless poor, home in which the rich imagine the poor might dwell. This, at first
glance, innocent transformation doubles the effect of liminality regarding the space
Vera is about to enter.

Another cinematic detail that reveals this tension is Bauer’s use of an unusual
low-angle shot when showing the basement from the point of view of its only
window. It is the same window that allows the poor to notice the charity ladies — we

only see their feet passing by (figure 5).*!

Figure 5. Sumerki zhenskoi dushi. Vera passing by. A view from the basement.

This point of view establishes the connection between the basement and the
world outside, which appears to be of a paradoxical kind. Although the basement is

lower down in a literal sense, and represents the ‘lower class’, the charity ladies of the

basement. See G.V. Andreevskii, Zhizn' Moskvy na rubezhe XIX-XX vekov (Moscow: Molodaia
gvardiia, 2009), p. 219.

*! The same device will later be used by Abram Room in the basement of Tret'ia Meshchanskaia, see
Chapter V of this thesis.
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‘upper class’ are seen trapped in a tiny window that looks like a prison cell, once
again hinting at Vera’s oppression by society and the city through an illusion of a
closed, claustrophobic space. Additionally, this scene reveals the privileged position
of men, despite their ‘low’ social and spatial position. The men have a good view of
the arrival of Vera and her mother, while the women can only imagine what is going
on in the basement, and the men control the situation by rearranging the room, and
mocking the women before they enter.*’

The two women continue their travel to the world of the poor, ending up at an
attic occupied by Maksim — another ‘lower-class’ space. The intertitle calls
Maksim’s living space ‘kamopka’ — a closet or a very small room. The room is a tiny
rooftop that serves all Maksim’s needs, including sleeping and eating. This type of
apartment was called ‘koeuno-kamopounsie kBapTupsl’ and indeed was usually
referred to as ‘HecuacTbe u mo30p Mockssr’.” It is not surprising that it is this very
space, where all notions and boundaries are confused (unlike the certain borders
between light and dark in Vera’s room), that ‘invites’ the rape and the murder to
happen.

Vera enters Maksim’s space with her face veiled — a necessary attribute of a
lady of her social position as well as a symbol of her illusions regarding Maksim’s
intentions. She brings lunch to Maksim. It is the first time we see Vera outside (and
not through the tiny window of the basement), and the first time we see her from a

very unusual angle — from above — the viewpoint of Maksim who is looking down

*2 In another sequence, when the worlds swap places and Maksim is visiting Vera, he is the one who
controls the situation. Vera is asleep and does not notice him.

# Andreevskii, p. 220. In his book on Moscow, Andreevskii also collected some notes of the accounts
left by people who had to examine these flats. These notes speak for themselves: ‘ayxota
HEBBIHOCHMasl, KBapTHpa ChIpasi U HEBEPOSITHO I'Psi3Has’; ‘B KOMHATaX MOJHBIH Mpak, Ipsi3b, BOHb,
TECHOTA, He [TO/IAI0IIAsiCs ONMCAHHIO ; ‘KBapTUpa UMEET Y)KaCHBIH BUJI: INTyKaTypKa 00BalIniach, B
CTEHaX JBbIPbI, 3aTKHYThIEC TPSIKAMH; ‘OTX0XEee MECTO HACTOJIBKO Pa3BaJIMIIOCh, YTO B3POCIIbIE HE
XOJIST U JIeTel He IyCKaloT ; )KyTKO CAENanoch, KOr/a MPUIIOCh OCMaTpUBaTh KBapTUPY — B
MIOJTHOM CMBICJIE TIeLIepy: BO3yXa HET, KOMHAThI TECHBIE, TPSI3HbIE KOHYPBI'; ‘TI0J1 KBAPTHPOIl CTOUHAs
TpyOa, OT Hee yAyLUIMBBIH 3amax, cTpalHas rpsisb’, see ibid.
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at Vera from his window. This unusual angle makes the viewer realise that Vera is an
object of Maksim’s gaze; she looks small and fragile from above. Maksim is looking

at her; he is now the master of the situation (figure 6).

Figures 6 and 7. Sumerki zhenskoi dushi, Maksim watching Vera from the roof.

The rape and the murder itself are both contained in Maksim’s tiny attic; this time
Vera literally has no way to escape. After the murder, she is seen going down the
outer staircase, shaking from side to side, helplessly touching the wall and the railings
as if for support, but these walls seem to be transparent and vulnerable — nothing
stable is left in this city.44 The scene, also shot at an angle, follows Vera down the
steps, symbolising her downfall.

This visual motif is repeated towards the end of the film when Vera leaves
another man, her husband, to begin a new life on her own in the city. In the scene
leaving Maksim’s attic, Vera is depicted descending, trying to find her way home —
to that very interior that caused her feelings of loneliness and decay. In the last
sequence, when Vera is moving away from her husband, her path is different. She
walks independently through the interior towards the camera. The corridor is narrow,

but she does not need any support. Instead, she walks deliberately slowly,

* Movements and details that echo the heroine’s behaviour on the staircase in Akhmatova’s poems
described in Chapter I. This staircase is depicted straight after the scene of rape and murder, and
symbolically alludes to both.
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independent of all. The shot, filmed at a high angle, is also deliberately long, lasting
26 seconds. The length of the shot and the slowness and confidence of Vera’s pace
indicate her transition from the inside towards the outside; from a lonely fragile girl,
motionless, trapped in her room, to an independent woman who moves confidently in
the modern city.

The three main interiors of the film (Vera’s room, Maksim’s attic and
Dol’skii’s house) helps to define the identity of the female protagonist through her
passing through different interior spaces. Philip Cavendish even calls Sumerki ‘a rites

of passage film’:

It [the film] charts the liberation of the female protagonist from virginal fantasy-figure and
cherished ideal [...] towards her own discovery of freedom, independence, and self-definition

beyond the confines of marriage and the male gaze.*

The interiors shown in the film play the main role in creating this liminal sense; they

mediate and explain both Vera’s choices.

Ditia bol'shogo goroda

In his second extant film, Ditia bol'shogo goroda (1914), Bauer introduces another
female figure whose character and fate are influenced, guided and even explained by
the interiors she lives in. Mania (Elena Smirnova), a young seamstress born in a
basement flat, dreams of a better life. One day, while window shopping, she meets
Viktor (Mikhail Salarov), a wealthy man from high society. As the intertitle tells us,

bored by high society, Viktor is desperately looking for a perfectly innocent and

* Cavendish, ‘The Hand that Turns the Handle’, pp. 215-216.
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uncultured woman, and Mania appears to be the embodiment of his dream. However,
having become Viktor’s mistress, ‘anerantHas Mapu’ (as she is now called) gradually
bankrupts her lover. On the brink of poverty, Viktor begs Mary to stop her life of
luxury and to move with him to a cheap flat, where they would be able to live a
modest and happy life together. Mary rejects this, and finds herself another lover. In
despair, Viktor kills himself on the steps of her apartment. The film famously ends
with a close-up of Mary’s foot theatrically stepping over Viktor’s dead body.

Having started in a small basement with the death of Mania’s mother and
ending on the steps of a luxurious flat with the death of her lover, the film is literally
‘closed’ into interior spaces that capture death, unhappiness and coldness. The big city
of the title is represented not by cityscapes, but mostly through its apartments and

what is happening behind closed doors.

Mania’s Rooms

The opening intertitle introduces both the first interior space — a basement — and the
main character of the film — Mania — while all the dwellers of the small basement
are gathered by the bed of Mania’s dying mother.*

The opening frame Bauer presents us with is extremely claustrophobic; almost
compressed by the low camera angle and hardly succeeding in accommodating all the
characters. The only piece of furniture, the deathbed itself, barely fits into the frame.
Here, the bed is situated so close to both the viewer and the characters within the
frame that it leaves no space even for someone to die in privacy, and certainly no

space for Mania to dream about a different life. Being associated with this basement

* This depiction illustrates quite precisely the real social conditions of the time. In early twentieth
century Russia, basement apartments would usually have over ten working-class people living there
side by side, see Blair A. Ruble, Second Metropolis: Pragmatic Pluralism in Gilded Age Chicago,
Silver Age Moscow, and Meiji Osaka (Cambridge: Woodrow Wilson Center Press; Cambridge
University Press, 2001), p. 267.
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location from the beginning of the film, Mania has every chance of ending her life just
like her mother who worked and then died in the same tiny space.*’

As proof of this, the film cuts to a grown-up Mania in her new working place.
She has become a seamstress. Her profession is associated with textiles and texture,
notions to which Bauer pays particular attention in his films, draping his female
characters in beautiful white dresses, and hiding them under the gauzes of their
dreams. However, unlike laced and gauzy Vera from Sumerki zhenskoi dushi, Mania
1s dressed in black. The dresses she makes are white and covered with lace, but she
can only afford to dream about them. The next shot takes us to the space of Mania’s

dreams.

Figure 8. Ditia bol'shogo goroda. Mania daydreaming.

An intertitle reads: ‘Uacto MaHst yHOCHIIach MeYTaMU K HECOBITOUHON KHU3HH,
nosHOM 6oratctBa u pockoun’. The shot itself lasts for eighteen seconds, much

longer than any of the previous shots and an unusually long time for a cinematic

7 At that time, many workers like Mania and her mother would sleep and work in the same room;
peasant and proletariat children usually started working in the age of six or seven, Mania’s age as first
depicted in the film, see Robert Eugene Johnson, Peasant and Proletarian: The Working Class of
Moscow in the Late Nineteenth Century (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1979), p. 52.
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narrative of this time. However, it does not seem to bear any specific narrative value.
Instead, it celebrates Mania’s connection to the city and the street that is seen behind
her.*® Technically a close-up of Mania, this shot also opens up the world of her
dreams in the window behind her, showing it as vibrant and moving, inviting the
viewer to enter both Mania’s dreams and the city’s vibrant life (figure 8). The
transparency of the windowpane is akin to one of the gauzes used by Bauer in his
previous film to metaphorically illustrate the ‘twilight of a woman’s soul’. But if
Vera’s room is the representation of her soul, thus creating the aforementioned
‘double’ interior, Mania’s soul is situated in-between the ‘inside’ and the ‘outside’.
And Bauer holds this shot for eighteen seconds specifically to construct this
metaphor. The shot shows Mania as a liminal character, as a figure always ready to
cross the borders.*

Her position and her movements multiply this sense. She sits on a windowsill
(once again a place not designed for sitting, just like all the spaces in her childhood,
which were used for other purposes than those they were designed for). A window
frame behind her divides the space of the cinematic frame into two, and Mania cannot
find a stable position between these two halves of the frame. After holding still for a
moment, she turns to one half of the frame, then to the other, then turns around and
sighs three times. In all, she behaves just like Vera from Bauer’s previous film, who
also could not find a place of her own. However, this time the space to capture her
movements is not a room (she cannot afford it), but simply a small space on a
windowsill; the windowpane then turns into the screen that shows her dreams. Once
again, female anxiety is revealed through interior details.

The next time we see Mania, she is also by a window. This time, however, she

* The alternative title of the film was Devushka s ulitsy.
* Cf. many of Akhmatova’s heroines by the window in Chapter I; as well as the traditional romantic
idea of a character sitting by the window and dreaming of a distant future, see Rewald, pp. 3—20.
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is outside, window shopping.> There are two sequences when we see Mania looking
at things in shop windows. The first is in front of a flower shop window, and other is
in front of a jewellery shop window. Bauer deliberately multiplies this experience to
establish an even stronger connection between Mania and the city’s windows, her
liminal position just ‘on the edge’, and her desire to destroy the social border between
her poor life and the glamorous life of the city. Moreover, by crosscutting between the
scene shown from the ‘inside’ of the window and the ‘arcade’ window of the outside,
Bauer shows the permeability of the border between the two.

It is precisely this image of the arcade’s windows, ‘houses or passages having
no outside — like the dream’,”! ‘the furnished and familiar interior of the masses’>>
that becomes a central notion in Benjamin’s discussion of the city and its “porosity’.
By this term, Benjamin seeks to describe what he sees as the characteristic form of
social, spatial and temporal organisation in the city. Porosity refers to ‘the notions of
dislocation and disorientation within the urban environment’,” and hence provokes
the merging of opposites, such as public and private, male and female, inside and
outside. Bauer’s cross-cutting between the two shots of Mania in front of the two
windows (inside and outside) also shows Mania as a liminal figure of a liminal space;
a child of a city of porosity.

No wonder then that it is precisely here, by the arcade windows, that Mania

meets Viktor — a man from her dream world who invites her to cross the border.

> Window shopping became a popular cinematic motif associated with female figures, see Anne
Friedberg, Window Shopping: Cinema and the Postmodern (Los Angeles: University of California
Press, 1993).

! Walter Benjamin, ‘First Sketches’, in The Arcades Project, pp. 827-870 (p. 839).

> Walter Benjamin, ‘M: The Flaneur’, in The Arcades Project, pp. 416-455 (p. 423).

>3 Graeme Gilloch, Myth and Metropolis: Walter Benjamin and the City (Cambridge: Polity Press,
1996), p. 25.
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Tango of the Doors

Viktor is another major character who is introduced through his interior. The first time
we see him, he is in his study. Unlike Mania, surrounded by people in her first
appearances, he is instead surrounded by flowers, statues and pictures — all the things
that Mania would like to possess. His rooms are spacious and high, as opposed to the
basement Mania was born in. Moreover, Viktor’s room demonstrates how important
set design was for Bauer. As mentioned earlier, most directors in early cinema put
little effort into the construction of the set design; they often used second-hand
materials left from earlier films. Bauer’s interiors are always tailored for a specific
film. For example, in Viktor’s room, the shape of the wooden panels on the walls
matches that of the windows, the ornament of the floor is similar to the shape of the
table, and it echoes the rectangular geometry of the rest of the interior space.

This set also reveals Bauer’s passion for the chequerboard-type ornamentation
that would later appear in most of his other films.>* Firstly, this type of ornament pays
homage to the use of the same imagery in many Dutch interior paintings. Secondly, it
captures Bauer’s love of modern design — this is a type of design used frequently by
the Viennese Secessionists in the early 1910s. At the same time, this pattern on the
floor might evoke a literal reading of the space, thus becoming a chequerboard set out
for a game. The white immovable female statues in the room and the black figures of
the men who move through the frame become like pieces used in draughts or chess.

The next move of this game takes us to another interior. This time it is a
dining room, where the seduction scene takes place. However, if in the previous
interior the characters, like chess figures, were only planning the game of seduction

(with the active male figures lined up in opposition to ‘innocent’ and immovable

>* It was also used in European and American productions of the time; a similar pattern appears in
Pastrone’s Cabiria (1914) and Griffith’s Intolerance (1916).
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female statues), this scene introduces dynamic movement through a reference to yet
another popular phenomenon of the time — the tango.

In 1913, as Roman Timenchik has observed, St Petersburg was captured by
what the scholar calls ‘tangophilia’.”® Only a year later, when Bauer was making his
film, ‘tangophilia’ had already turned into ‘tangomania’. Yuri Tsivian was the first to
comment that Bauer based this mise-en-scéne on a model of movements from the
tango, and Ditia bol'shogo goroda was the first of these films. According to Tsivian,
the tango was ‘boosted as an icon of the new age, [...] a “dance of tragic sexuality””.
Timenchik echoes this description: ‘MopasnbHbIe kauecTBa [TaHro] OypHO
o0cy)aanuch o01ecTBoM ; ‘[TaHelr] ObLT OKPYKEH OPEOJIOM CEKCYalbHOM
CMyTHTETBHOCTH .

However, while noting the tango’s sexual connotations, scholars rarely
mention the role of interiors in constructing and explaining tango scenes, which is of
major importance for my discussion. Originally a dance of the Argentinian streets, in
Russia the tango moved inside, inviting all the connotations of sexuality and freedom
behind the closed doors of private apartments.

Influenced by this ‘tangomania’, Bauer’s characters imitate tango movements
in their everyday life. In the scene of seduction, Mania and Viktor literally dance

towards the moment of their first kiss, which is also performed as a dancing tableau

(figure 9).

33 Roman Timenchik, ‘Priglashenie na tango: Potselui ognia’, Novoe literaturnoe obozrenie, 45 (2000),
181-186 (p. 184). In this dangerous connotation, the tango follows the traditions of the nineteenth-
century dancing culture, as described in Stephanie Sandler, ‘Pleasure, Danger and the Dance:
Nineteenth-Century Russian Variations’, in Russia—Women—Culture, ed. by. H. Goscilo and B.
Holmgren (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1995), pp. 247-272.

% Yuri Tsivian, ‘Russia, 1913: Cinema in the Cultural Landscape’, in Silent Film, ed. by Richard Abel
(London: Athlone, 1996), pp. 194-216 (p. 207). See also idem, ‘The Tango in Russia’, Experiment: A
Journal of Russian Culture, 2 (1996), 307-334.

°7 Timenchik, ‘Priglashenie na tango’, p. 184.
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Figure 10. Ditia bol'shogo goroda. The kiss.

Importantly, in the last shot of this sequence, Bauer makes the interior echo the
position of the characters. In the shot of the kiss, Bauer constructs his mise-en-scene
in such a way that the background of the room — the white door framed by black
velvet curtains — almost exactly echoes the ‘ornament’ of the two kissing figures.
The two white faces and white collars of the characters unite together in a kiss just
like the two leaves of the white door in the background, while the black clothes of the
characters echo the black velvet framing of the curtains.

Being literally the child of a big city, Mania is not seduced by its mobility,
power and scale — notions that are characteristic for urban modernity. She is seduced
by consumption and luxury — attributes she finds in Viktor’s rooms, as the dangerous
effects of the city have moved from the streets into the rooms.

That might explain why Bauer pays such great attention to the liminal spaces

of transition between the inside and the outside; namely, the doors.
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Figures 10 and Figure 11. Ditia bol'shogo goroda. The glazed doors.

Before entering the dining room in the seduction scene, Bauer shows the
characters passing through two sets of glazed doors — another image of doorsein
(figure 10). The position of the characters between the two parts of the door signifies
their transition to a new state. Additionally, the glazed ornamentation of the doors
themselves shows the city as vague and unclear, another hint of the instability of
Mania’s path. Once again, in a later sequence, when Mary and Viktor are entering the
theatre, the image of the door is shown for several seconds, without there being any
particular narrative reason for it (figure 11). Bauer’s focus on the glazed, transparent
doors takes us back to the discussion of the porosity of the modern city, and the
disappearing border between the inside and the outside — the border that Mania is

about to pass.

Vibration of the Soul

The interior background continues to play a crucial role in the following rooms we
enter. The next time we see Mania, who is from now on called ‘anerantHast Mapu’,
she is in her new role as Viktor’s mistress. This time, the background is divided into
two parts. However, this is not to unite the characters (as in the kiss scene), but to

separate them. Mary is shown against the grilles while Viktor, instead, is shown on
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the background of floral wallpaper (figure 12).

From now on, the motif of the grilles becomes a constant companion for
Mary. Moreover, Bauer uses it again and again in the most narratively sharp scenes:
when Mary is writing letters of denial to Viktor (figure 13); when Viktor finds her
kissing the butler; and finally, just before Viktor kills himself at the steps to Mary’s

room (figure 14).

W L Ll L

Figure 14. Ditia bol'shogo goroda. Viktor goes to Mary.

According to the German cultural historian Christoph Asendorf, around 1910
ornamental structures such as grilles were believed to generate certain ‘vibrations’ in

space that produced similar responses for the nerves of people who looked at them.”®

% Christoph Asendorf, Batteries of Life: On the History of Things and Their Perception in Modernity,
trans. by Don Renau (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993), pp. 205-208.
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As Asendorf observes, this idea was highly popular at this time and originated in the
recent scientific discoveries of the nature of energy, electricity and the behaviour of
the nervous system and ‘neurosis’. A similar thought was later theorised by the
German sociologist Georg Simmel, who in his essay ‘The Metropolis and Mental
Life’ suggests that ‘the psychological basis of the metropolitan type of individuality
consists of the intensification of nervous stimulation which results from the swift and
uninterrupted change of outer and inner stimuli’.>®

This contemporary obsession with instability, insecurity and irrationality helps
explain why Bauer shows grilles, thus making his sets themselves anxious — in tune
with his characters’ states of mind. In fact, by using these details, Bauer makes his
interiors ‘behave’ nearly hysterically, just like the typical melodramatic characters
described in Peter Brooks’s famous study.®® According to Brooks, the hystericised
body of melodrama ‘offers a key emblem of the convergence [in the concerns of
melodrama and psychoanalysis], because it is a body pre-eminently invested with
meaning — a body that has become the place for the inscription that cannot be written
elsewhere’.®' I argue that Bauer finds this ‘elsewhere’ on which to write the message
of melodrama in the walls and windows of modern domestic apartments and
cinematic sets.

Importantly, the idea of ‘vibration’ and neurosis was closely connected to the

cinematic medium. As Asendorf observes:

The construction of the vibration of the soul is reminiscent of the effect achieved by the

cinema: movements whose succession and relations do not proceed according to the laws of

> Georg Simmel, ‘The Metropolis and Mental Life’, in Classic Essays on the Culture of Cities, ed. by
R. Sennett, pp. 47-60, p. 48.

% peter Brooks, The Melodramatic Imagination: Balzac, Henry James, Melodrama, and the Mode of
Excess (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1976), pp. 24-56.

! Ibid., p. xi.
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logical and mechanical causality take on a fantastic quality, which is produced by the

technique of editing.”

In Ditia bol'shogo goroda, Bauer demonstrates how the ‘vibration of the soul” affects
both his characters.

Being the constant attribute of Mania, the grilles gradually capture Viktor’s
soul. Each time he tries to come back to her, he is shown through or next to a grating,
with one frame even picturing him literally inside the ornamental construction of the
bridge — as if imprisoned by it (figure 16). Finally, Viktor dies on the steps leading to
Mary’s house, and Mary steps over his dead body, showing her elegant foot in a shoe,
the lace pattern of which copies the pattern of the bridge (figure 16).

While the separate interior details (doors, windows and gratings) construct the
general sense of anxiety and proximity, the rooms themselves seem to provide their
own twist to the plot. Through the careful sequence of editing we can see a complete
reversal in the social positions of Mary and Viktor. By the end of the film, Mary has
not only crossed the boundaries of class, now she is also the one who has power,
money and rooms. In the opening scenes we saw Mary in a dark claustrophobic room,
and then in an empty room dreaming by the window; now Viktor moves to a similar
dark, small, claustrophobic room with only one window — hoping for one final
encounter with Mary. In sharp contrast, Mary’s new accommodation is spacious, full
of objects and possessions — similar to the one Viktor had at the beginning of the
film. The film ends at the steps of this apartment that once belonged to Viktor and

now belongs to Mary.

62 Asendorf, p. 205.
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Figure 15 and 16. Ditia bol'shogo goroda. Viktor on his way to Mary shown through the
construction of the bridge. Mary steps over Viktor’s body.

The ‘double’ inside of melodrama, which was so perfectly demonstrated in the
introductory shot of Sumerki zhenskoi dushi discussed earlier, becomes the ‘outside’
in Ditia bol'shogo goroda. In this last frame, Mary is depicted as absolutely soulless,
and even bodiless — we can see only her foot as we read the intertitle of her ordering

a taxi to a restaurant.

Interiors in Bauer’s Other Works
This chapter has primarily addressed the use of interior imagery in two early films by
Evgeny Bauer. However, the director’s interest in different techniques of representing
interiors and their functions was equally evident in some of his later films.

For example, in Nemye svideteli (1914), just as in Sumerki zhenskoi dushi,
Bauer shows the contrast between the low and the high levels of society. Whereas in
the earlier film he cross-cuts a basement and a boudoir, in Nemye svideteli he
juxtaposes the low and the high sections of the house — the servants’ rooms
downstairs and the private rooms upstairs — and builds the plot of his film around
this juxtaposition.

His 1915 Deti veka is yet another film built on the juxtaposition of the interior
and exterior, with particular attention to the border between the two. Just as Mania

from Ditia bol’sholo goroda is lured by the big city and wants to cross this border
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between her poor interiors and the luxury of the exterior world of Moscow she sees
through her windows, Maria from Deti veka is seduced by the openness and luxury of
the outside. Although Maria is not as poor as Mania, and has a loving husband and a
son, the sewing machine in Maria’s room indicates that much of the sewing has to be
done at home, which links Maria to Mania’s profession and Mania’s fate. And, just as
in Ditia bol’sholo goroda, in Deti veka Bauer selects a threshold location by the
windows of the shops to indicate the new turn in the character’s life. It is precisely by
the shop windows, where Mania met Victor, that Maria meets her old friend Lidia, a
lady from a higher social level, who invites Maria into her world of entertainment:
strolls in the parks, boat trips and gypsy music. Influential banker Lebedev then
attempts to seduce Maria. The whole affair between Maria and Lebedev in
constructed on the juxtaposition between inside and outside, interior and exterior.
Different exteriors, open spaces — parks, rivers, a glass conservatory, the garden, a
car driving through the streets of the city — become places of private encounters
between Lebedev and Maria, places that seduce Maria into Lebedev’s world. On the
contrary, the interiors of Maria’s home and her husband’s office are oppressive and
dark, small and claustrophobic, and eventually Maria leaves them for a different life,
crossing that border. Constant cross-cutting between the poorly decorated interior of
Maria’s home and the visually beautiful exterior locations that Lebedev invites her
into helps spectators understand Maria’s choice. This choice, however, ends with a
tragedy — Lebedev offers money to Maria’s husband if he will let Maria and the
child go, Maria’s husband refuses and kills himself. Once more in Bauer’s films, the
class conflict is played out by juxtaposing interior and exterior locations, and the
crossing of this border leads to disaster.

If Nemye svideteli and Deti veka preserve the same schema as Ditia bol’shogo
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goroda, in another film, Posle smerti (1915), Bauer starts to modulate his use of
interior imagery. As with Akhmatova’s Belaia staia, the supernatural begins to assert
itself. Here, the director depicts the room of a young scientist Andrei Bagrov as the
entrance to the world of death. It is in this room where the ghost of Zoia, a young girl
who killed herself after Bagrov had refused her, visits the young scientist. Bauer
chooses specific locations in the room to show the points of connection to the other
world, playing with different objects and special effects to separate the real from the
unreal. Zoia’s ghost appears in three locations: the chair, by the bed, and in the
threshold between the two curtains, As viewers become accustomed to these locations
and expect the ghost to appear there, Bauer tricks them by showing Bagrov’s servant
dressed in the same white clothes as the ghost. Each time Zoia’s ghost appears, the
image is cut to an imaginary field where Zoia and Bagrov are together, once again
intercutting interior and exterior. Finally, Zoia lures Bagrov to her world from his
room, and his bed turns into his deathbed. The interior here, again, becomes a place of
threshold and leads to a tragedy — but this time of an emotional, rather than a
sociological, kind.

Bauer’s best-known film, Zhizn’ za zhizn’ (1916), shows probably the most
luxurious and elaborated interior images, which however bear less significant plot-
constructing meanings than in his earlier films, as well as less dynamism and
instability. Here the luxurious and spacious interiors of the Russian upper-class milieu
are compared not with the lower-class lifestyle or values, or the dynamism of the
outside world, but with the characters themselves. Spacious interiors, columns, tulle,
fur, brocades, lace, flowers become elements of Bauer’s composition which, in this
film, seem to be there for their own sake. Characters interact with decoration in

different ways; they move through the lace draperies, appear from behind the flowers,
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slide between the colonnades, sit on the glittering brocade sofas. These interiors
become a symbol of the beautiful glittering life, which here — in contrast to the world
of Bauer’s early films — is stable, and cold in its stability. All the betrayals that are
performed within these interiors are performed with a cold heart, and actors look just
like the marble columns in the decoration. After showing such dynamism in depicting
interior scenes in his previous films, in Zhizn’ za zhizn’ Bauer decides to show interior
decorations free from the influences of any other world (whether the world of a
different class or even the world of death ). But the very beauty of these fantastic
decorations becomes poisonous, as the final murder is shown within this luxurious
setting — the millionaire’s widow Khromova, having failed to arrange happy

marriages for her two daughters, kills the husband of one of them.

Here we see that the use of interior spaces in many of Bauer’s films echoes
what became emblematic for Russian urban modernity. As Walter Benjamin notes,
the modern city was a place characterised by the porosity of its borders. In the modern
city, old and new, death and life, rich and poor, inside and outside were not only
situated side by side, but merged together. It was cinema, and its ability to highlight
the detail through a close-up and movement, that created the sense of the modern

city’s anxiety on the screen, demonstrated through both interior and exterior:

By close-ups of the things around us, by focusing on hidden details of familiar objects, by
exploring commonplace milieus under the ingenious guidance of the camera, the film, on the
one hand, extends our comprehension of the necessities which rule our lives; on the other
hand, it manages to assure us of an immense and unexpected field of action. Our taverns and
our metropolitan streets, our offices and furnished rooms, our railroad stations and our

factories appeared to have us locked up hopelessly. Then came the film and burst this prison-
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world asunder by the dynamite of the tenth of a second, so that now, in the midst of its far-
flung ruins and debris, we calmly and adventurously go traveling. With the close-up, space
expands; with slow motion, movement is extended. The enlargement of a snapshot does not
simply render more precise what in any case was visible, though unclear: it reveals entirely

new structural formations of the subject.”

According to Benjamin, the new art of cinema is the best medium to represent urban
porosity between the inside and the outside. As a perfect illustration, Bauer moves his
camera through sets that have no boundaries, taking us from the claustrophobic dirty
basements of the Russian poor to the boudoirs of Moscow’s high society women,
from bachelor salons to the attics of hooligans, from the worker’s basement to the
most luxurious restaurants of the modern metropolis. And if some of these places are
literally separated just by glazed transparent doors, Bauer’s camera makes these
boundaries even more uncertain by constricting, dividing, and decorating the interior
spaces of his films with such details as laces, gauzes and grilles. These compositional
elements of Bauer’s sets allude to Benjamin’s notions of porosity between urban and
domestic spaces. Setting his films in constantly changing and vibrating interiors,
Bauer creates new types of characters who prefer to stay on the boundary between the

city and the interior.

% Benjamin, The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction, trans. by J. A. Underwood
(London: Penguin, 2008), p. 29.
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CHAPTER V

Abram Room. A Travelling Room
In contrast to my approach taken in other chapters, here I investigate just one room as
a whole — the set of the film Tret'ia Meshchanskaia (1927) directed by Abram Room
(1884-1976). The film’s artistic properties turn out to be so strong and influential that
they could be compared with entire galleries of rooms in other films. Tret'ia
Meshchanskaia is the name of the street in Moscow where the film is set and the title
by which the film is known in Russia.! There are, however, two alternative titles:
Liubov' vtroem, the Russian term for ménage a trois, a title which was considered too
provocative; and Bed and Sofa, the title chosen for the English and German premicres
of the film. Bed and Sofa is also probably the most accurate title in the context of my
research: it shows that it is interior objects themselves and not their users and owners
that become the true protagonists of the film. This highlights an important shift in the
interior’s function and connotation from purely decorative to that of ideology,
morality, violence, and revolution, and, more importantly, the ability of a set
decoration to construct and develop narratives.”

The film tells the story of a Soviet woman, Liuda (Liudmila Semenova), who
spends her entire life symbolically trapped in a small room in a basement on Third

Meshchanskaia Street in Moscow. She is cooking, washing and doing all the house —

' The three in the title could be referring to the multiplied quality of meshchanstvo. For further
discussion on the significance of the film’s titles, see Paul E. Burns, ‘An NEP Moscow Address:
Abram Room’s Third Meshchanskaia (Bed and Sofa) in Historical Context’, Film and History, 13:4
(1982), 73-81; and Julian Graffy, Bed and Sofa: The Film Companion (London: 1.B.Tauris, 2001), pp.
16-23.

? Julian Graffy makes the point that, although appropriate in regards to the different functions of the
two pieces of furniture in the film, this title has the ‘significant disadvantage of drawing the viewer’s
attention to the contrast in the roles and fates of the two men’, fates that actually will end quite alike in
the film, see Graffy, p. 23.

171



or rather room — work while her husband, Kolia (Nikolai Batalov), works on the
construction site of the Bolshoi Theatre. One day, Kolia meets an old friend, Volodia
(Vladimir Fogel), who has just arrived in Moscow in search of work. Having
discovered that Volodia has nowhere to stay in the capital, Kolia invites him to live in
their room on the sofa, while the couple occupies the bed (hence the title of the film in
English). Soon, Kolia has to leave the city to work on another construction project.
During his absence, Volodia and Liuda become lovers. When Kolia comes back, he
discovers that the bed is now occupied by his old friend and Liuda; he leaves,
however later Liuda lets him sleep on the sofa. In this situation, very soon Liuda
becomes the wife (and housemaid) for both men regardless of where either sleeps.
The three continue to live together in this peculiar Soviet version of the ménage a
trois until Liuda discovers that she is pregnant, and both men (not knowing who the
real father is) insist that she goes to an abortion clinic. Liuda reluctantly obeys, but
changes her mind at the very last moment and decides to leave both husbands for a
life as an independent woman.” In the last shot of the film we see her leaving Moscow
on a train.

Critical Reception: ‘kak Haxo “J100uTH BTpOEM™’

It is not a surprise that, presenting as it did the most controversial questions of the
new Soviet reality — such as the new housing, abortion, and sexual relationships —
the film provoked one of the most intense critical discussions in the history of the
early Soviet cinema; as Grashchenkova puts it, the film was seen as ‘ropsiuas Touka

knHemarorpada 20-x rogos’.”

® A similar decision to the one that Vera takes in the end of the film in Sumerki zhenskoi dushi.
* Irina Grashchenkova, Abram Room (Moscow: Iskusstvo, 1977), p. 85.
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The critical assessment of Tret'ia Meshchanskaia ranged from the total
acceptance of the film as ‘mepBas ObITOBast coBeTckas GuiIbMa, yIauHO pa3perieHHas
oT Hauasa 70 KoHua’ to its total rejection,” with the latter being prevalent. During this
discussion, the different definitions given to the film by critics ranged from
‘3aypsiIHas ceMeiinas qpamouxa’’ to a complete ‘love manual’ (‘HATISHELA pewenT

299

KaK Hajo “mo6uts BTpoem™),’ or a cinematic portrait of the characters, who are far
too petit-bourgeois (‘ux obmerannta Mocksa’).”

These extracts are representative of the overall direction the critical reception
of the film had taken. Regardless of how aggressive, provocative, or, on the other
hand, nuanced this critical reaction was (and regardless of its positive or negative
evaluation), it still tended to be preoccupied with two major points of interpretation
that were both consistent with the Soviet ideology of the time.

The first of these is connected to the social and sexual relationship of the three
characters, and the (anti-)pedagogical role of the film in its representation.'® The other
refers to the representation of the new Soviet byt on the screen, with its relationships
to new housing questions. Although both topics are closely connected to the
representation of the room itself and its domestic objects, their interpretation in the
critical reviews of the time is largely given to us from the perspective of ideology and
morality.

Focusing on this social-political interpretation and trying to figure out whether

Liuda is a prostitute or a petit-bourgeois woman (‘HEMOHATHO, MeIIaHKa M JlronMuna

’ K. Ganzenko, ‘Sovetskii byt na sovetskom ekrane’, Kinofront, 1 (1927), 9—12 (p. 12).
oL, Vul'fov, ‘Liubov'vtroem’, Kino, 29 March 1927, p. 4.

7 Aleksei Zuev, ‘Liubov' vtroem’, Pravda, 22 March 1927, p. 6.

¥ Konstantin Denisov, ‘Meshchanstvo v kino’, Sovetskii ekran, 5 (1927), 3.

? “Tret'ia Meshchanskaia. (Na prosmotre ODSK)’, Kino, 22 March 1927, pp. 4-5, (p. 4).
' The most vivid discussions of this include Zuev and Denisov.
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unmn poctutytka’),' the first film reviews seem to shed far less light on the film’s
purely artistic, cinematic qualities: its construction, composition, the use of cinematic
techniques, and, in particular, the use of space and set design (those qualities that are
the main point of my discussion in this film). The few critical reviews that did pay
attention to my point of interest still tend to describe the room or domestic details of
the film in relation to sexuality. One critic equates ‘ropiku, npuMychl, Kopbita® that
every good proletarian housewife has to have in her possession and ‘moguepkHyTO
coOna3HuTeNnbHbIe KpyTibie Oeapa’ that the housewife depicted by Room has
instead."” Another critic uses the issue of proletarian true character to question the

entire sense of the plot:

I'me »To Bumano, 9ToOBI pabounii KJIacc MW Yail U3 moacTakananka? Bo3MoxHO 11, 9T00
MY’K IIpOJIETapHui, y3HaB 00 N3MEHE CBOEH JKEHBI, TaK-Taku 0e3 605 0CTaBWII KEHY U

xuromans? [...] Pexxnuccep 66ITOBOI (GHIIBMBI JOIKEH CYyMETh BCKPBITh THATIEKTHKY

o o 13
HOBOI'O 6I:ITa, a HC BbIYCPUYUBATH B JUAarpaMMe XUMHUYCCKU YUCTBIN ‘HOBI)II/I 6I)IT’.

However, if this commentator found the film too utopian and abstract, it is exactly the
byt in its ‘chemically pure’ incarnation in just one room that interests me in this
analysis. There were very few authors that considered the room in the film in its
artistic form free of ideological connotations. Mostly, it is possible to find references
to the artistic employment of the domestic objects within some broader discussions of
the reaction to the film.

Vul'fov, for example, in his very negative review, makes a very important

statement about the bed and the sofa actually being the main protagonists of the film:

' “Tret'ia Meshchanskaia. (Na prosmotre ODSK)’, p. 4.
12 Denisov, p. 3.
1 Viktor Pertsov, ‘Zametki o sovetskoi bytovoi kartine’, Sovetskoe kino, 2 (1927), 4.
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‘CoOCTBEHHO B 3TOM (PMIIbME B IJIABHBIX POJISX 3aCHATHI HE CTOJIBKO JIFOAH, CKOJIBKO
[...] KpoBaTh 1 CTOSIIMIT B KOMHATE AMBaH. BOT KTO r1aBHbIe repou KapTuHe!. '
However, this fact is used to highlight the poor directing of the picture, not to
comment on the artistic deployment of the objects. ‘1160, He Oyap UX, TO, TOKATYH, U
cMOTpeTh ObI He Ha 4To 6bL10°, Vulfov sums up."”

Other critics even present in antithesis the representation of objects and the
representation of byt on the screen, saying that while Room has brilliantly shown the
‘play of objects’ on the screen, byt is still shown wrongly: ‘Y Pooma mpekpacha urpa
BEILCH, HO OBIT BEIBEICH HEIPABIHBO .

This specific ‘play’ with bys was also noticed by the critic Bliakhin, who rated

Tret'ia Meshchanskaia, despite its ‘memanckoe Ha3zBanue’, very highly:

[‘TpeTsst Memanckast® cTana) nepBoi yJJaqHOi KapTHHON M3 00JIaCTH COBETCKOTO OBITA,
MepBOH KapTHHOM, KOTOpast 04€Hb TOHKO M Xy0’KECTBEHHO CTaBHUT OJIHY M3 KTy4NX
COBPEMEHHBIX MPpobIIeM (TIpobiieMy 1oja), CTABUT BOMPOC O B3aUMOOTHOIICHIH MYXYHHBI U

17
JKCHIIWHBI B HAIIUX COBCTCKUX YyCIOBUAX.

While praising Room as a pioneering example of the playful representation of byt on
the screen, this critic, however, mentions that most of these playful references are
peripheral to the development of the story (“Tombko 3arpoMoX/1al0T OCHOBHYIO
JIMHHIO, OTSICYaroT croxer’).

Another important article directly approached this contraposition of real by?

and its ‘playful’, ‘artistic’ representation on the screen through domestic objects.

" Vul'fov, p. 4.

" Ibid.

'® “Tret'ia Meshchanskaia. (Na prosmotre ODSK)’, p. 4.

1; P. Bliakhin, ‘Tret'ia Meshchanskaia’, Kino, 22 January 1927, p. 3.
Ibid.
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Ganzenko’s ‘Sovetskii byt na sovetskom ekrane’ gives a detailed analysis of the up-
to-date experience of showing domestic reality on the Soviet screen, and for the first
time highlights the role of the set designer in the development of the subject, and the
challenges a set designer would face while leading the viewer: ‘TpyaHo XynoxxHUKY
HAWTH IyTH, IO KOTOPBIM OH MOT ObI IOJOMTH K 3PUTEIIO, YBIIEUb €T0, IIOBECTH 32
co6oir’."”

However, according to Ganzenko, the team of Tret'ia Meshchanskaia

successfully accomplished this task. He praises the film’s specific ‘playfulness’ in the

relationship to every single object represented on the screen:

IlepBslit OCHOBHOM MaBUIBOH 00blcpaH, HAUNHAS OT CTEHHOTO KaJleHAapsl, 3aHaBECKH,
JVMBaHHOM MOAYLIKM U KOHYAas Iuladylleld TurcoBoi Kowkou. /o menpyaiimux nerane
obbiepana 06CTaHOBKA (OKHO, C KOTOPOTO IPHITAEeT KOIIKA, BIA3UT Y€pe3 OKHO MYK,
BPBIBAETCS Y€pe3 HETO XKe BETep, CBET aBTOMOOMIIS U T.JI.), IIAIIKH, C HEBO3MOKHOCTBIO X0a
Ha3aj, ¢ pa3BEPHYTOHI BOKPYr HUX Urporo baranosa u dores, CTOI, KPOBATH, KOMOJ C
3epKajoM, B KOTOPOM BHIUT ce0s 1 4yepe3 KOTOPOe OTpaskaeT 0JIaromnoryyne CeMbH 1

20
cTapaeTcs y3HaTh ce0s CeMbs.

This specific ‘urpa’ with the objects continues, according to Ganzenko, until
the very end of the film, showing the director as the main figure of this game: ‘/epa c
CHTOM, B KOTOPOM IIPUBE3 MY KH3HIJI, & 3aTE€M Uepa C BUIKOM U BapeHbEM,
CBapeHHBIM M3 MPUBE3CHHOTO KU3WIa. Bee CI0keTHO crasHo, pedcuccepcku

21
00bl2pano’.

' K. Ganzenko, ‘Sovetskii byt na sovetskom ekrane’, Kinofiont, 1 (1927), 9-12 (p. 10).
*Ibid., p. 11, (emphasis added).
*! Ganzenko, p. 11, (emphasis added).

176



Ganzenko’s discussion of the game with the objects in the film is probably the
first interpretation that attempted to divide the artistic, playful treatment of the
material from its ideological interpretation. However, while firmly establishing this
position by repeating the word ‘urpa’ and its variations (see my italics), the critic does
not explain exactly what the game signifies, leaving his readers to decide that on their
own.

Another reaction to the film that brings forward some specifically artistic
qualities is a group resolution of the members of the Association of Revolutionary
Cinematographers (ARK), published in Kinofiont in 1927.%

The resolution is one of the main pieces of criticism praising the film, stating
that ‘pexwuccep A. PooM BIosiHe CIipaBUIICS CO CTOSIIEH Mepe]] HUM CIIOKHOU
3ajaueii SKpaHU3aIHH coBeTcKOro Obrta’. > The authors specifically highlight the
film’s realism, its tactfulness in the treatment of the major episodes of the film, and
fine artistic representation of everyday life. Importantly, unlike many other critics, the
members of ARK draw their conclusions based not only on ideologically motivated

arguments, but also on the purely artistic qualities of the film. These include its set

design,”* and its ‘cinematicness’: ‘Kapruna “Tperbs Memanckas” ¢ yCIexoM

22 «“Tret'ia Meshchanskaia”. Rezoliutsiia ARK”, Kinofiront, 4 (1927), 21. This resolution provoked a
separate trend of criticism with many critics attacking not only the film, but also the ARK itself, with
which the film was associated. These include Kh. Khersonskii, ‘Rasskaz o meshchanstve.
(Diskussionno)’, Kino, 29 January 1927, p. 4; N. lakovlev, ‘Pervosortnaia Meshchanskaia.
(Diskussionno)’, Kino, 29 January 1927, p. 3; and a review by someone with a peculiar pen-name Sha;
see Sha, ‘ARK o “Tret'ei Meshchanskoi’, Novyi zritel’, 11 (1927), 13. However, the line of defence
presented by ARK was later supported by such directors as Sergei Eisenstein, Sergei Vasil'ev, and
Georgii Vasil'ev in a letter to the editor ‘O linii ARK. Pis'mo v redaktsiiu’, Kino, 29 March 1927, p. 2.
For a more detailed analysis of the relationship between the ARK-critics and the representatives of
other Soviet film institutions, see Denise Youngblood, ‘The Fiction Film as a Source for Soviet Social
History: The Third Meshchanskaia Street Affair’, Film and History, 19:3 (1989), 50-60 (p. 55).

23 «“Tret’ia Meshchanskaia™’. Rezoliutsiia ARK’, p. 21.

** However, the authors actually criticised it for being far too complicated, describing ‘HekoTopyio
neperpyKeHHOCTb JeKOPaTUBHOT0 0(OPMIICHUS BO Bpe]] paboTe akTepoB (HECTIOKOMHEIH (oH)’, see
““Tret’ia Meshchanskaia™’. Rezoliutsiia ARK’, p. 21.
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OTIPOBEPraeT CyIIEeCTBYIONIEe MHEHUE O “HEKMHEMAaTOTpapUIHOCTH COBETCKOTO
6biTa’. >

Apart from the listed pieces of criticism, most of the early reviews of the film
were ideologically driven, and it was only members of the film’s crew who widely
commented on the structural and artistic aspects of the film, its composition and the
importance of the set and location shooting.*

The situation with film criticism was different in Europe, where the film was
successfully premiered. Foreign reviews of the film at the time provided more
freedom and opportunity for discussion of the film without reference to ideology,
compared to their Soviet colleagues. Many foreign reviewers commented on the
unusual artistic qualities of Tret'ia Meshchanskaia that, in their eyes, had made the
film surprisingly apolitical. Winifred Bryher, for example, after the German premiere
of Bett und Sofa, confessed: ‘It was not until I saw Bed and Sofa that I discovered
Russia. It was the first film to attack life itself, as opposed to politics’.>” An
anonymous reviewer from the magazine Close Up commented almost solely on the

film’s new cinematographic techniques, praising them despite only having seen a

censored copy of the film that was shown in England:

The usual technique is almost ignored, and havoc is made of time sequences by reckless cuts,
by unrelated continuity [...]. And yet there was a film that gripped and had genius. Its very

unevenness gave it an odd power; almost created a new technique.

3 «“Tret'ia Meshchanskaia™ . Rezoliutsiia ARK”, p. 21.

2 G. Giber, ‘Kak snimalas’ “Tret'ia Meshchsnakaia™’, Sovetskii ekran, 5 (1927), 4; ““Tret'ia
Meshchanskaia” (Beseda s rezhisserom A.M.Room)’, Kino, 14 September 1926, p. 1; Abram Room,
‘Moi kinoubezhdeniia’, Sovetskii ekran, 8 (1926), 5; Sergei Iutkevich, ‘Kak ia stal rezhisserom’, in
Sobranie sochinenii, 3 vols (Moscow: Iskusstvo, 1990), i, pp. 273-333 (pp. 320-324).

" Winifred Bryher, Film Problems of the Soviet Russia (Territet: Riant Chateau, 1929), p. 27.

¥ ‘Bed and Sofa’, Close Up, December 1927, pp. 69—74 (p. 69).
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Like Bryher, the anonymous Close Up reviewer finds that the film discovered
the truth of life, ‘presented life as it (let us admit it) so often is, and not as most of us
try to pretend it should be’.* But neither of the critics went on to explain how that
‘truth” was reached ‘cinematically’. In my analysis, I shall argue that the key to
reaching this truth is located in the room where the film was shot. Basing my analysis
on the director’s and production designer’s own statements about the film as well as
on close reading of its particular scenes, I shall follow the line of criticism outlined
above, and focus on the artistic representation of the interior imagery.

In doing so, I will also be following later criticism of the film, which appeared
from the late 1970s.*® One of the most detailed critical responses to the film was
included in Irina Grashchenkova’s monograph 4bram Room, which to this date
remains the only full-length book on the director’s life and work. In her treatment of
Tret'ia Meshchanskaia, Grashchenkova was the first to give highly detailed and
poetical analyses of the particular scenes of the film, especially those that included
interior imagery. In fact, the critic argues that in the structure of this imagery lies the

clue to understanding the film’s idea, which many of the earlier critics failed to

recognise:

[TepBrie xe ero [prapMa] Kaaphl 3adaBaIH ONPENCTICHHBIA TOH BCEil KapTHHE, JaBaIl KaK OBl

KJII0Y K HEll. }Kaﬂb, HO 3TUM KJIFOYOM BOCIIOJIB30BAJIMCH JAJICKO HE BCC 3PUTCIIU U JaKE€ HE

** ‘Bed and Sofa’, p. 73.

%It is true to say that after vigorous discussion of the film, followed by its ban in several European
countries in the 1920s, the film did not receive much mention in film criticism until its ‘rediscovery’ in
the 1970s. However, most of these later articles remained preoccupied with the sexual or social sides of
the film, only now seeing them in the light of the new theories, such as, for example, feminism. Tret'ia
Meshchanskaia was named ‘the most extraordinary feminist film’ in M. Haskell, From Reverence to
Rape: The Treatment of Women in the Movies (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987), pp. 320-
321; similar topics were discussed in B. Sullivan, ‘Bed and Sofa/Master of the House’, Woman and
Film, 1 (1972), 21-25.
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BC€ KMHOKPUTHUKHU, HE CYMEBIINUC OTOMKHYTH CJIOXKHYIO IO CYyTH U 00MaHYHMBO IMPOCTYIO Ha

BHJ CTPYKTYpY rasma.’’

This structure, according to Grashchenkova, is based on the juxtaposition of
the two layers of imagery: ‘pa3oMKHYTOCTb, CBET, BO3YyX, ABWwxkeHue  of the outside
and ‘3aMKHYTOCH, TOTYThMa, TyX0Ta, HermoABKHOCTE oOf the inside. The constant
modulation between these two sets of images creates tension and conflict between the

exterior and the interior:

U cHoBa moe3n, 1 cHOBa KOMHaTa. DTH Yepeaylonrecs Kaapbl — IUIACTUYECKHH 3a1eB IBYX
KOHTPACTHPYIOIMIHNX, OOPIOMHMXCS TeM (GHIbMa — TeMBI OO0JIBIIOTO, IIPOyBAEMOT0 BCEMHU

BE€TpaMu, IMOJIHOTO JUHAMHKU MaKpOMHUpa ,E[CﬁCTBI/ITCHBHOCTH " TCCHOT'O, U30JIMPOBAHHOTO,

32
3aCTOSABUICTOCSA MUKPOMHUPA HETPOHYTOTO MHAUBUAYAJIbHOTO KUThA.

If Grashchenkova focuses more on the room as a whole, another leading
female Russian critic of the time, Maia Turovskaia, gives a detailed anlaysis of the
use of ‘objects’ in film, where ‘peanuui COBpeMEHHOCTH | ... | IPUUIYTHBO
BKJIMHHBAJIHCH B TOPEKUMHEIH YIOT paMoUeK ¢ ebeasmu’.>

The revolutionary ‘behaviour’ of the objects in this ‘communal romance built
around furniture’** is also a topic of discussion in more recent contributions to the
film’s exegesis — Svetlana Boym’s Common Places: Mythologies of Everyday Life in

Russia and Olga Matich’s ‘Remaking the Bed: Utopia in Daily Life’.”

3! Grashchenkova, p. 89.

2 Ibid.

> Maia Turovskaia, ““Zhenskii fil'm” — chto eto takoe?”, in Pamiati tekushchego mgnoveniia:
Ocherki, portrety, zametki (Moscow: Sovetskii pisalel’, 1987), pp. 246-263 (p. 251).

** Boym, Common Places, p. 133.

%% Olga Matich, ‘Remaking the Bed: Utopia in Daily Life’, 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. 59-78 (pp. 74-76).
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However, having presented highly valuable observations of the functions of
the interior imagery in the film, all the critics use them as a part of their own broader
discussions: Turovskaia, in order to compare Tret'ia Meshchanskaia to Lana
Gogoberidze’s film and explore the notion of a ‘female film’ in general; Boym, to
discuss the socio-cultural peculiarities of communal living in the Soviet Union;
Grashchenkova, to explore predictable topics of byt versus bytie; and Matich, to trace
the development of everyday life mythologies in Russia.

The same (in terms of relevance to the main idea of my thesis) could be said
about several other articles, book-chapters and monographs written on Tret'ia
Meshchanskaia. While all of them give acute and highly elaborate close readings of
the film, they usually use them to prove their own arguments: Paul Burns and Denise
J. Youngblood use the film to reconstruct the social reality of the time;’® Judith
Mayne focuses on the film’s representation of the woman question and the topic of
Soviet domesticity;’’ and Julian Graffy provides an excellent X-ray reading of the
film and its connections to the broader cultural and political situation of the 1920s,
and also looks at the fate of the film’s major motifs.”®

While being aware that my discussion runs parallel to some of these close
readings of the film, in my analysis I would like to leave the social and sexual
questions as secondary, and to trace the justification of Liuda’s choice to the use of
the interior space and set design as a structural base for the film. I shall particularly
focus on its relation to patterned surfaces, and the wider area of the city and the street.

This does not mean that I deny that the film has any meaning beyond its

formal structure. As Room himself suggested, his picture ‘uu B koem cirydae He

*° Burns, ‘An NEP Moscow Address’; Youngblood, ‘The Fiction Film’.
37 Judith Mayne, ‘Bed and Sofa and the Edge of Domesticity’, in Kino and the Woman Question.
Feminism and Soviet Silent Film (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 1989), pp. 110-129.
38

Graffy.

181



MOXET M HE JJOJDKHA OBITh TOJIBKO (pOpMaIbHO-HOBATOPCKUM JAOCTHKECHUEM |...]
Wnest, Mpicib — obsi3atensrbr’.”. However, I will explore the way in which these
ideas and thoughts are delivered by means of domestic imagery, looking at how a
simple room and things located in it are used as the main device to suggest this
meaning — and also to make it ambiguous. Additionally, I will explore how the

image of a room structures the composition of the film as a whole.

The Truth of Being on the Screen

That very ‘mpasna sxusnu’ in Tret'ia Meshchanskaia, which became the object
attacked by many Soviet critics and the object of surprise for their English colleagues,
had an important cultural pedigree in the Soviet cinematic tradition to which the
director of the film belonged.

During the 1920s, Soviet film criticism was preoccupied with the discussion of
the new ‘truth’ or ‘reality’ of life (‘moanmuunOCTS *)u3HK") that had emerged as a result
of the Revolution. The members of the film crew of Tret'ia Meshchanskaia took an
active part in this discussion. In 1925, in an article for Sovetskii ekran, Abram Room
introduced his artistic credo, drawing a bold line between fo seem and to be as
represented by the two media: ‘Tearp — 370 “Ka3aThcs”, a KHHO — 3T0 “ObITh™.*
Set design played one of the major roles in this ontological dichotomy between
‘seeming’ and ‘being’.

The question of an artistic division between the reality of theatre and the

reality of cinema in its specific relation to set design had originally been raised in

% Room, ‘Moi kinoubezhdeniia’, p. 5.
40 Abram Room, ‘Kino i teatr (diskussionno)’, Sovetskii ekran, 8 (1925), 56-57.
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Soviet cinematic discourse several years earlier.*' One of the catalysts of this
discussion was the 1922 release of the German expressionist film Das Cabinet des Dr
Caligari (1919).** Praising the film as ‘Bbiaromeecs coObITHE 9KpaHa’, commenting
on its artistic qualities such as ‘koHcTpyKTUBHOCTH ctokeTa’ and especially innovative
‘nexopym’,* critics, however, denigrated the film for the fact that this very ‘nexopym’
became the source for the excessive ‘theatricalisation’ of the cinema, and therefore

looked very poor on the screen:

Knnxas, ogHoOOpasHast gaxTypa Kajapa (daHepa u Kpacka, 6€3 HCIOIb30BaAHUS
BO3MOKHOCTEH IMPOCTPAHCTBEHHO-KYOMYECKOTO IIOCTPOSHHS U €CTECTBEHHOW CBETOTEHH), —
TpPaKTOBKA NMaBUIbOHA, HU3BOAIIAS €0 J0 POJIM CIEHNYECKOH KOPOOKH, C MAKETOM HIIN
JieKoparei, HeTOABIKHOM [Tt 3pUTeNd U B OTAAJICHHOM IIaHEe, — OCOOIMBO CIydaifHas 1
cmabas (HamoOMUHAIOIIAS TUIOXOH TeaTp) ‘MU3aHCIIeHa’, [...| HEOIBITHEIH, c1ab0

MOIpaKAIOIN KHHEMAaTOrpah)UIecCKOMy — MOHTaX neiicraus.

Such ‘poor’ decorative practice (lacking in substance and monotonous) was
unacceptable for the new Soviet cinema, which was supposed to create a new type of
artistic reality that should correspond to the new revolutionary world and was to be

believed in by the new Soviet citizens. Hence, as critics proclaimed, the first

* For a discussion on the relationship between cinema and theatre in relation to the earlier era of film
production, see Brewster and Jacobs.

*2 Expressionism was not the only Western design movement criticised by Soviet filmmakers. The
French impressionist cinematic movement represented by Louis Delluc and Jean Epstein with its theory
of ‘photogenic truth’ was also known and discussed in Soviet Union. These two groups represented
two opposite approaches to set design, and both undoubtedly influenced the Soviet practice; however,
as Emma Widdis points out, Soviet film design of the time ‘sought its own direction’ between the two,
see Widdis, ‘Faktura’, p. 11.

* K. Fel'dman, ‘Kabinet doktora Kaligari’, Kino: Dvukhnedel'nik ob-va kinodeiatelei, 2 (1922), 10—12
(p. 11).

V. K. Turkin, ‘O “Kabinete doktora Kaligari’, Kino.: Dvukhnedel'nik obshchestva kinodeiatelei, 1
(1923), 15-19 (p. 18).
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‘theatrical” stage of cinematic development needed to end, opening the doors for the
new ‘historical’, ‘real’ one.

In accordance with this tendency, Soviet film-makers would try to distinguish
sets from their ‘staged’ equivalents by all possible means: ‘PeanbHbIii yen0BeK,
peabHas )KU3Hb, B KAKMX YTOJHO (PaHTaCTUYECKUX (POpMax, HO HENPEMEHHO
peanbHast’, as the leading director Lev Kuleshov put it shortly after the release of Dr
Caligari.” Spurning the highly elaborative, but seemingly too ‘theatrical’ sets of Dr
Caligari, Soviet directors and set designers neglected interior locations. Instead, they
went filming outside, on every street and corner. As noticed by the director Leo Mur
in his programmatic discussion of outdoor and interior shooting: ‘Becs Mmup gocrynen
KHHO-ammapary, HO OH CIIOTBIKAeTCs O MOPOT Kakaoro goma. OH MOKeT OpOJUTh 1O
BCEM YJIMIIAM H JOPOTaM, HO My HET JOCTYIa BHYTPb moMerenuit’.

In fact, the space of a room provoked an almost sacred awe for film directors
at that time. The interior location, hence, is not only a forbidden territory for the
camera, but also becomes a kind of sacred space, in which the camera loses its power
to depict reality: “OKu3Hb KOMHAT ouepTaHa [ KMHO-aNapaTa 3aroBeIHbIM KPYTOM.
Ero nozcnenoBarsiii ri1a3 HUYEro He BUAWT HA BHYTPH JBOPILIOB, HU BHYTPH
xwxun’. "

However, having described this awe of the camera, Leo Mur confesses that it
is impossible to totally reject studio location when depicting Soviet reality, as much of

Soviet everyday life was happening literally ‘inside’: ‘Ho »Ku3Hb HE OrpaHUYUBAETCS

TOJIBKO ym/meﬁ. Bbonpias gacTh KU3HU YeJIoBEeKa OpOXOAUT HE IO HG6OM, a 110q

* Lev Kuleshov, ‘Priamoi put”, Kino-gazeta, 25 November 1924, p. 5.
* Leo Mur, ‘S"emki na nature i v atel'e’, Kinofront, 56 (1926), 2-7 (p. 2).
47 1

Ibid.
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notosnkom’.*”® Therefore, the critic concluded, cinema needed to develop its own ways

of depicting interior spaces on the screen.

For Leo Mur, as well as for Soviet set designers, this paved the way for the
creation of a specific type of studio location — kinoatel'e. Importantly, Leo Mur first
refers to the studio as a ‘house’ for a filming camera: ‘U BOT kuHO-anmapary
IpUIILTOCH 063aBecTHCH cBOMM “oMoM™-atense’.”” Later in the article, he develops
this metaphor, and transforms this house into a moving one that constantly changes its

identity and imaginary location — a special ‘hotel room’ for different types of houses:

Kuno-aTesnbe — 3T0 cBO€oOpa3Has ‘TOCTHHMIIA IS TPOE3KAOMIMX , TI€ ‘TI0CYTOYHO’
OCTaHABIMBAIOTCS HE KBAPTHPAHTHI, & KBAPTUPHI, HE JKUJIbIIbI, @ KOMHATHI. CErO/IHS B aTeNIbe
3aexall M IPOIKMCAIICS JBOPEL AMEPHKAHCKOTO MUJUTMOHEPA, HA 3aBTPa IJIOTHUKH YIKE
‘BBINIMCANIM €0 U BCEJIMIIM HA €r0 MECTO TIOPEMHYIO KaMepy U TpakTup. KuHo-aresnbe 310

50
AOM JIs1 BCEX TOMOB 1 M30 JHA B J€HDb JXUBET JKU3HBIO KOMHAT BCEro Mupa.

Here, Leo Mur captures an important shift between the inside and the outside.
The outside — with all its qualities of disruption, proximity and fluctuation — moves
inside, info the imaginary house. If previously the cinematic house was a dark,
forbidden territory for the moving camera, it has now been discovered and unveiled; it
turns into a territory of constant motion and change of identity — not into a house, but
a hotel room for all the houses. The notion of the house loses its important quality of
cover and protection from the violence outside and instead it welcomes the outside in;

it opens the borders, and intermingles the inside and the outside: ‘Ecnu panbiue amst
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KHUHOAIIapaTa BeCb MUP ObUI aTelbe, TO TENeph — BECh MUP OUYTHIICS B aTeNbeE.
KHHO-aInmapar nepectan XOUuTh Ha yIIMIE, a CTal UX MpPUriamaTh “k cebe””.”!

Tret'ia Meshchanskaia, as one of the first Soviet films to portray Soviet
everyday life behind the closed doors of an ordinary apartment, became the true
incarnation of this metaphor of a moving, changing interior, and of the vanishing
border between the interior and the exterior.

In his theoretical article ‘Moi kinoubezhdeniia’, Room explains that the reality
of cinematic ‘being’ should be realised through ‘npucyrctBue B kanpe >kuBoro
OILYIICHUS, TOJTHOKPOBHOTO YyBCTBA M HACTOAILIEH KuzHm’ . This, in turn, could be
reached through a certain type of what Room calls ‘mpoctora’. Such simplicity,

however, should not be provided by a formal approach to the film, but it should work

as a specific container, a basic framework for the main idea of the film:

IIpocTora, BKiIIOYaromias, Mo NpeuMyIIecTBY, TaKOM MpHueM, KOTOPBIKA B HanboJiee
3a0CTPEHHOM BHJIE€, HHOTJAa OFOJIEHHOM JI0 KOCTH, TOAAET MaTepUall U UJEH0 TaK, 4YTO IPSIMO,

HEIMMOCPEACTBCHHO BbIPAXKACT CYIIECTBO U OCHOBHYIO MLICJIb JII000T0 $IB.HeHI/HI.53

Moreover, it should define not only the content of the film, but also its form

and its structure:

[IpocroTa, ompeaenstomas MOHTaX Kak CItoco0 o0paboTku MaTtepuana (10 U IOCie CheMKH)
HE C TOYKH 3pEHUS MpHeMa, a Kak (aKT OpraHuIeCKUN, CTPOSIIUIICS Ha OCHOBE CaMOTO

MOHTHPYEMOT0 MaTeprana.”’

I Mur, p. 2.

32 Room, ‘Moi kinoubezhdeniia’, p. 5.
> Ibid.

> Ibid.
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These statements were developed as Room was already working on the script
of Tret'ia Meshchanskaia, and these, naturally, found their practical incarnation in the
film. In a 1926 interview for Kino regarding the making of Tretia Meshchanskaia,
Room comments that it was exactly the urge for such simplicity that made him and
his team start the film: ‘Bo3nukia HacTosTenbHas HOTPEOHOCTH B paboTe Hal
(buIpMON, B KOTOPOU BeCh MaTepuai OblT OBl HE paCTbIICH U pa3Apo0IieH, a CryIIIeH,
CKOH/ICHCHPOBAH U YIUIOTHEH’.>

In order to introduce his major technique of compressing, condensing and
concentrating the material of the film, Room coined the term ‘aesthetic economy’:
‘JIo3yHr Takoil KapTHHBI — dCcTeTHUecKas 3koHomMus. Ha ppoHT 60pbOBI 32 pesxum
HSKOHOMHH JIOJKHA BBICTYITUTH HE TOJIBKO UTAJIbsIHCKAs OyXrantepus, HO U
OyxranTtepusi TBOpUECKasi, PEIIUTEIHHO MPOBOIAINAS XY I0KECTBEHHOE COKPAIIICHNE
mTaTos’.

These ‘artistic staff reductions’ are understood by Room, first of all, as the
reduction of space for filming to just the set of one room, into which the director
literally ‘packs’ almost all of his filming material: ‘Marepuan ckoHAEHCUPOBaH U
3amaKoBaH B [...] oaHy KomHaTy .’

This opens an extended metaphor that presents the room as a travelling unit of
space. Being the major structural (or ‘packing’) element of the film, this room is not
seen by the director as something immovable, stable and constant, but becomes the
‘luggage’ with which the characters embark on their journey through the film: ‘“Tpu

JEUCTBYIOIMX JIMIIAa KAPTUHBI JIETKO OTIIPABIISIOTCS € 3THUM OaraxkoMm [of the material

packed in one room — M.P.] B cBOE MyTelIeCTBHE HA IICHKE . "

>3 «“Tret'ia Meshchnskaia” (Beseda s rezhisserom)’, p. 1.
** Ibid.
*7 Ibid.
> Ibid.
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These structural metaphors of ‘a travelling room” and ‘travelling luggage”’
coined by Room and seemingly overlooked in the existing criticism will serve as the
guiding metaphor for my analysis. I shall demonstrate that when the Soviet camera
actually entered the ‘forbidden territory’ of the interior space, it depicted it not as
something stable and fixed, but as a moving and developing element, an object of

transformation itself.

Unpacking the Luggage of Space

Tret'ia Meshchanskaia starts and ends with mirror images of the train going in and out
of Moscow, as if directly illustrating the metaphor of the journey on the camera reels
with the luggage of the packed cinematic space of one room. In turn, the introductory
sequence of the film gradually, shot by shot, ‘unpacks’ this luggage, using a variety of
artistic techniques.

In this first sequence, the domestic interior is depicted in parallel with
cityscape imagery by the technique of intercutting. These first sequences of the film
demonstrate that many techniques of the portrayal of a room are borrowed from the
depiction of the territory of the urban cityscape, which was more familiar for the
Soviet camera.

Recalling his experience of writing the film, the scriptwriter Viktor Shklovskii
comments on the artistic potential that he sees in this closed space of just one

‘decoration’ (the combination of the city and the room), and its ability to immediately

> The previous metaphor of the hotel room coined by Leo Mur suggests mobility too.
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contain the many characters: ‘MHe ka3ajioch, 4TO Ha KpaHEe BCETO MHTEPECHEE
YeJTOBEK H 4TO MOYKHO CHSATb KapTHHY B O1HO# nexoparmn’.”’
The set designer of the film also comments on the close relationship between

1 and

Moscow and the room, calling Moscow itself ‘panTacTuyeckas nexopauus’,
deliberately shifting the meanings of the two sets. Thus, if the real Moscow turns into
a ‘decoration’, the decoration of the set turns into ‘reality’. The reality of the city, its
recognisable landmarks (the Cathedral of Christ the Saviour, the Bolshoi Theatre,
etc.) that were shot as a ‘decoration’ helps the filmmakers to highlight the ‘reality’ of
the set (an important task to fulfil for the first Soviet film that fully depicted the
interior in a set).*

These artists’ intentions are fully realised already in the first shots of the film.
Here, both the city and the room are introduced through a set of five frames of
different scales, depicted from different points of view. According to Shklovskii, the
exact camera positions (points of view) were already incorporated into the film at the
stage of scriptwriting at Room’s insistence: ‘IIucanu crieHapuii Mbl OU€Hb MOAPOOHO,

> 63

¢ pa3meTkoi Touek ckeMok .~ In the close reading of the film, one can see how these

points of view work in order to realise the idea of the city’s connection to the room.

89 Viktor Shklovskii, ‘Tret'ia Meshchanskaia’, in Za sorok let (Moscow: Iskusstvo, 1965), pp. 104—107
(p. 105).

®! Tutkevich, p. 323.

62 In their later recollections, the members of the film crew commented that the set was so ‘realistic’
(with all the facilities and even a water supply), that it was actually possible to cook, eat and even stay
overnight there: ‘[/lexopanusi| Oplia MOCTpOEHA MOJ )KMITYI0O KOMHATy TaK y/auHO, YTO HaM OCTaBaJIOCh
TOJIBKO IlepeexaTh B Hee AN Kuiba. Bee ynoOcTBa ObIIM HAIUIO BIUIOTH O HACTOSIIIETO BOAOIPOBOIA
u yoopHoii. [Ipuxozast Ha CheMKY B I€KOpALUIX, Mbl 1YyBCTBOBAJIH ce0s Kak JoMa, [...] pa3aeBaiuch,
BEIIaJi CBOH MaJIbTO B Tapepod, pa3BOAUIH IPUMYC U MUK Yail (HacToAmuit). TakoB OBLIT MOIX0A
pexxuccepa. B gac [...] MBI pazorpesanu obes B TOM e IpuMyce (KOTOPBIi, KCTaTH CKa3aTh, UTPAET y
Hac OJJHY M3 TJIaBHBIX pouieit)’, see Giber, p. 4. Importantly, both the director and the cameraman were
deliberately preoccupied with the size of the room. It had to be extended on their request so that the
cameraman could use all the possible angles of shooting, so the decoration was not the closed space,
but an open one: ‘Sl HoCTpoMII 1eKOpaLUIO, B KOTOPO OBbUTH YeThIpe cTeHbl. OHM 3aIHMpaINCh Ha
BHCSYMI 3aMOK, Kak KOMHaTa. JIro0as U3 cTeH 0Tbe3kasla B CTOpOHY. MOXHO ObIIO CHUMATH C TH000i1
toukn’, see lutkevich, p. 322.

%3 Shklovskii, ‘Tret'ia Meshchanskaia’, p. 104.
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The first shots of both the city and the room (figures 17 and 18) are of a
general plan of the two loci. They are both shot from a specific angle that is situated
slightly above the horizon, better to introduce both Moscow and the room on Third
Meshchanskaia Street. Interestingly, there is also one graphical accent in both frames
in the low left corner, which is highlighted in colour — the white church in the city
and the white bed in the room. Another analogy can be regarded in the foreground of
the low left corner: in the city frame, there are leaves of a tree, and in the interior,
there is the construction of a bed. Both objects give us a sense of perspective and of

the depth of the screen.

Figures 17 and 18. Tret'ia Meshchanskaia. The view of the city. The bed in the room.

The second pair of shots (figures 19 and 20) represents the city and the room
from a new angle. In both shots, the viewer goes deeper inside the city and the room
and is now able to distinguish the details. For the city it is the roofs of the buildings
that dominate the middle ground of the frame, whilst for the apartment it is the
windowsill with a cat sleeping on it. Once again, the shots are compositionally equal,
and repeat an identical colour scheme: white corners of the frame, grey middle ground

and white background.
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Figures 19 and 20. The city. The windowsill.

The third set of shots (figures 21 and 22) takes the viewer to another side of
the room and the city, to the sights that will become familiar later on. Once again, the
composition of the two frames is equal. The sofa is shown in a diagonal position, as is
the building. To the left, another building mimics the table. Additionally, the viewers

are getting closer to the centre of the room that is shown fully in the next set of shots.

Figures 21 and 22. The city’s buildings. The sofa.

Here (figures 23 and 24), we are in the very heart of both the room and the
city. In the room shot, we see a dining table situated exactly in the middle of the
room. Its ‘reflection’ in the city is the Christ the Saviour Cathedral (and in fact to

increase the echo, the cathedral’s reflection in the river is shown, not its actual self).**

% The same motif is repeated in the film Dom na Trubnoi.
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Here, the authors might be playing with the similarity of the symbolical meanings of
‘cton’ that serves to unite the family, and indeed with regard to the point of uniting
different characters of the film, and the symbolism of the cathedral that has a
symbolical ‘mpecron’ in its centre, and is also associated with the notion of unity (the
Russian noun for ‘cathedral’ — ‘cobop’ symbolises a specific kind of unity —

‘COOOPHOCTB’).

Figures 23 and 24. The Christ the Saviour Cathedral. The table.

Finally, figures 25 and 26 take us to the ‘backs’ of both the city and the room.
Here we see the construction site of the city that symbolically corresponds to the
husband (as Kolia is a worker). In a parallel image we see a kitchen — the ‘working
space’ of the wife, Liuda. Once more, the shots are filmed from the same angle (this
time from the left), and even the vertical line of the construction site in the left half of
the picture replicates the vertical line in the kitchen, ‘constructed’ out of a towel and a

wooden stick of a broom.
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Figures 25 and 26. Tret'ia Meshchanskaia. The construction site and the kitchen.

In the existing criticism of Tret'ia Meshchanskaia, there is a common point of
view that juxtaposes these two shooting locations: the set and the natura (location) of
Moscow. For example, in her analysis of the first scenes of the film, Irina
Grashchenkova suggests that these two sets of topological imagery play the role of
two very strong oppositions. She evokes this contrast in a rather poetic way as the

structural key to understanding the meaning of the film:

[Tox orpoMHBIM HEOOM, ITO CBEPKAIOIINM PENbCAM, B PACIIAXHYBIITYIOCS CBETICIONTYIO
paccBeTHYIO JaJlb MUUTCS Toe3 . [...] Y BapyT, TouHO ¢ pazdera, ynepces mapoBo3 B
HEBUAUMYIO CTeHY. Pe3kuil MoHTaxHbI# cioM. [1oJ HU3KUMU CBOAAMU MOIYIOABaJIa —
KOMHATa, eIIe B IMOJyThME U TIOTyCHE; B 3aTA€HHBIC YIIIbI 3a0MINCHh MHOTOYNCIICHHEIE

BeHII/I.65

Several other critics make the same point, highlighting the contrast between
the dynamic exterior and the stable, immovable, packed interior as ‘the opposition

. . 66
between motion and stasis’.

% Grashchenkova, p. 89.
% Mayne, p. 113.
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However, as my analyses have shown, the relationship between the set and the
location in film is not so ‘black and white’, but is capable of showing much more
complicity and interdependence. If the set interior for a long time was a forbidden
territory for the camera because filmmakers were concentrating on creating
‘historical” images on a bigger scale, it was exactly Room’s application of the
techniques filmmakers used to picture cities and landscapes to his depiction of the
interior that legitimised this new subject.

The room and the city are not, in fact, distinct. They are seen as part of the
same structure and the same dynamism. They both embark on their ‘journey’ through
the film and neither of them is ‘stable’; both are transitional spaces of travelling. As
the film proceeds, we see more and more details that reflect this transitional metaphor
of ‘travelling’ through the script. It is realised through the literal ‘travelling’ of
characters in the film. And on the level of the narrative, it alludes to the ‘travelling’ of
‘passengers-characters’ through the narrative of the film with the luggage of the room,
into which they are ‘packed’ themselves, as the director suggests.

This complicated relationship between the inside and the outside, as expressed
by Room in his artistic statement regarding the film, is depicted through the cinematic

use of an interior detail — a window.

‘IlosrynoaBaJibHOE OKHO’
The window of the Tret'ia Meshchanskaia flat features in Room’s very first

introduction to the film as one of the defining elements of the room:
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MecTo eiicTBUSI 3HAKOMO BCEM U Ka)JI0OMYy — MOCKOBCKasi KOMHaTa, BepHee JKururommais,
pasmepoM B 33 k8. apuuna’,’’ npUHAIEKAIIAS OOBIKHOBEHHOMY COBCITYKAIIEMy I
PacIoJIOKEeHHas! B IIOIYNOJBANE, U3 €IUNHCTBEHHOIO OKHA KOTOPOTO BUHA OTPAKEHHAS
U3Hb roposaa. Ho ¥ oHa BUHA TOJIBKO HAIOJOBUHY, OJIYIOABAIIEHOE OKHO, KaK
HMPUCIYIIEHHBIN 3aHaBEC HaJ YJIHIIEH, O3BOISIET BUACTH JUIIb TOPOILIUBBIE HOI'M IPOXO0XKUX,

68
IIMHBI aBTO W KOIIbITAa U3BO3YNYbUX KJIAY.

As many critics (especially those preoccupied with the gender question in the
film) have pointed out, the liminal (‘monynonBansHOe’) position of the window plays
the important role of drawing the contrast between the male and female points of view
in the film.* Volodia and Kolia, the male protagonists, see Moscow from above
(construction site, bridge, plain, etc.), while Liuda stays sitting by the windowsill of
the basement, hence having only a restricted view. This positioning of the characters
creates ‘7B€ TOUKH 3peHUsI HA MOCKBY: BBICOKAs, KaK €€ BUJAT MY>KUUHBL, [...|
HU3Kas, KaK €e BUJIUT KCHIIMHA, 3anepTas B ObIT TpeTheit Meumanckoii’.”

However, I would argue that, in this interior image, Room creates a more
complex set of metaphors that reveals the relationship between the inside and the
outside. Firstly, the life of the city that can be observed through this window is
‘reflected’ —‘oTpaxkeHnas xwu3Hb ropoga’. Hence, the window of the room
metaphorically loses its transparency and turns into a mirror — the room mirrors the
city. The device of reflection is seen several times: as Volodia is reflected in the

window of the train that brings him to Moscow, and once again in the window of the

hotel where he fails to find a room for himself. Yet again, we see the city as ‘a

67 Cf. 10 kB. apur.” of Krzhizhanovskii’s room described in Chapter III of this thesis.
6% «“Tret'ia Meshchnskaia” (Beseda s rezhisserom)’, p. 1.

% For a discussion of a similar frame in Bauer’s films, see Chapter IV of this thesis.
7 Grashchenkova, p. 100.
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reflection’ of the room, whilst the protagonists try to find their identity in the
reflections.

Secondly, the position of the window is compared to the theatrical drop
curtain that reveals what is going on in the street (‘0kHO, Kak MIPHUCITYIIICHHBII 3aHaBeC
Haj ynunei’). So the street and the city are perceived as theatrical decoration (exactly
following what Tutkevich had argued).”' The room, instead, is represented in this
understanding as the stalls from which the ‘performance’ is viewed, or rather (taking
into account the position of the room in the basement) as an orchestra pit, from which
the direction of the ‘theatre play’ is performed. The room acts as the “first violin’ in
the construction of the film’s narrative.

Embodied into the cinematic medium, this image of the street through the
window of the basement suggests even more meanings than it does in a verbal
description. As the city and the room take their turns in the ‘waking up’ sequence, we
see one frame that represents both loci — the window as seen from the basement

(figure 27).

Figures 27 and 28. Tret” ia Meshchanskaia. The window. The divided screen.

! Importantly, describing his experience of shooting the exterior of Moscow, Iutkevich deliberately
uses interior metaphors, including walls and lamps: ‘PanHee conHile, Kak AexypHas JTaMIIOuKa Ha
HOJIy-)KENTOH CTeHe, AaeT CTpaHHbIe TeHH U pakypchl’, see lutkevich, p. 323.
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The window frame occupies almost the entire screen, creating a ‘frame in a
frame’ effect. However, as quoted earlier from Room’s cinematic convictions, every
‘frame for the frame’ (‘kaap ans kagpa’, which here transforms into ‘kaap B xaape’)
should bear its own meaning. As can be seen from close analysis of this single frame,
there is in fact be more than one meaning here.

First of all, the window acts as a constructive element of the film. The frame
of the window (and by extension the room) is ‘capturing’, and ‘compressing’ the city,
and thus acts as a mediating element in the relationship between interior and exterior
space.

As has been pointed out earlier, this window view is traditionally associated
with Liuda, the female protagonist, who, captured in the room, is only able to perceive
the city from this limited point of view. The two men, conversely, see the whole range
of the cityscape (from the roof of the Bolshoi Theatre, for example). However
different in their points of view (from above and from below), these images are
closely connected graphically. The net of the horizontal and vertical lines in this
image of the window is copied in the division lines of the screen in the frame of the
city view later in the film. Showing the panoramic view of Moscow from the roof of
the Bolshoi Theatre where Kolia works, Room uses a specific cinematic effect of the
dividing the screen into several fragments, each representing different points of view
and different sites of the city (figure 28). This image shows that even the male ‘free’
gaze is still framed and captured by that very look from the ‘female’ windowsill, and
that the female and male gazes in the film have much in common.

Additionally, if the divided image of the city is seen as flat (we just see figures
on the pavement without any sense of the horizon), this image of the window is

instead shown as deep. Not only can one see different grounds in the depth of the
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screen (the foreground of the table, the next ‘layer’ of depth in the line of the
windowsill, the window itself, and finally, the city behind the window), the spectator
can also experience the depth of the frame in the direction from the ceiling to the
floor. This can be seen in the position of a lampshade in the left corner of the frame
that demonstrates the height of the actual room in relation to the window and to the
city. This double ‘depth’ of the room in relation to the flatness of the city may act, on
the one hand, as a metaphorical ‘depth’ to which the inhabitants of the room have
sunk in their everyday existence; but on the other hand, the doubling could represent
the nature of Liuda’s character, which, in contrast with the male characters, is ‘deep’
and capable of development.

Secondly, this image of the window functions as a graphical link between the
characters and the events in the film. The horizontal lines of the window frame
echoed in the windowsill and in the horizontal patterns of the curtains create specific
structures of lines that graphically remind the viewers of the first sequence of the
moving train on which Volodia is travelling to Moscow. Hence, the window acts as a
functional device. Its graphic parallels unite the seemingly stable and immovable
room with the images of the moving, vibrant city, and inform viewers that these as-
yet-dislocated shots are shortly to be connected. This frame also references the final
scenes of the film, where not Volodia, but Liuda will be the traveller. Another point of
connection of the city and the room is the beam of light coming through the window
inside the room.

The director uses this beam as a rhetorical device to connect not only the city
and the room, but also Liuda and Volodia. As the characters first meet each other, we
see the play of light and shade through the shadow of a wicker chair on Liuda’s face.

A similar pattern of light and shade also appears on Volodia’s face when he is shown
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working in a factory.”” Hence, the window acts as a mobile device of the film’s
narrative, and establishes a strong connection not only between the interior and the
exterior, but also between the dislocated events in the film, as well as between the
characters.

This sense of a ‘travelling’ room is once more highlighted in a new set of
parallels between the city and the room. The first shot of movement in the room is a
sequence where the cat jumps from the windowsill. It is partly seen from the point of
view of the cat as it performs a jump from the windowsill on to the floor.” The carpet
(seen from the cat’s perspective) on the floor has two parallel lines depicted on it
(figure 29) in exactly the same way as the reels in the beginning of the film (figure
30). Additionally, the two parallel patterns on the floor make a very sharp turn to the
left (and, importantly, away from the sofa and outside of the frame). The same abrupt

turn will be shown in the train sequence as Liuda leaves Moscow.

Figures 29 and 30. Tret'ia Meshchanskaia. The carpet in the room. The railway.

7* Judith Mayne in her analysis of the film suggests that these patterns on both characters’ faces
symbolise the strong link between Liudmila and Volodia. According to Mayne, Volodia not only
appears to be ‘crucial in his function as a mediator between Liudmila and the world outside the
apartment’, but also acts as Liudmila’s double, see Mayne, p. 116.

7 The cameraman Giber remembers that he had shot several scenes from the cat’s point of view, but
they were, unfortunately, removed from the final version of the film: ‘B xomuaTe batanoBsix
NPYKUIIACh KOIIKA — Y Hee OBbLIO CBOE MOCTOSIHHOE MECTO, TJIe OHA M JKUJIa CO CBOUM noToMcTBOM. K
COXAaJICHUIO, KaJIPbl C TOUKU 3PEHHS KOLIKH He BOIUIH B GHiIbMY. UTOOBI JOOBITH X, MHE TIPUIIUIOCH
Ha J)KMBOTE €3/IUTh 110 KOMHATE C 3aBOJIHON KUHAMOI1 B pykax’, see Giber, ‘Kak snimalas’ “Tret'ia
Meshchanskaia™, p. 4.
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Reminding the viewer of the arrival of one character, Volodia, who in the first
shots of the film is also seen reflected in the train window, and preparing us for the
departure of the other, Liudmila, whose reflection in the train window we also see in
the very last shots of the film, the window of the basement acts itself as the allegorical
window of the train that the cinematic narrative is ‘travelling’ on, as if to develop
Room’s travelling metaphor.”

With its general association with thresholds and boundaries, this window
frame symbolises a potential transition, development or shift within the sequence, and
allegorically acknowledges an important connection between the interior and the
exterior, or depth and surface, on the screen.

This metaphor of a film narrative as a train, and a room as just one stop of its

journey, was also recognised by Maia Turovskaia in her analysis of the film:

OuibM Kak OBl OKOJIBIIOBAH BIKEHUEM MTOE370B — 1moe3/1a B MOCKBY U 13 MOCKBEI.
Komnuara na Tperbeit Memanckoii |...] Obla Kak Obl MPOMEXKYTOYHOHN CTaHIIHEH, OCTPOBKOM
MHHMOH HETIOJIBIKHOCTH B TEKyYeM IMOABIKHOM OBITY, TPOHYTOM C MECTa BOWHOM U

peBoTIoNHeit.”

However, if Turovskaia sees the room as an imaginary stop in the film’s journey,
hence something stable, I see it as rather a moving object in itself, whether a piece of
luggage (as suggested by Room) or the carriage of a train from which the passengers

are looking out (as suggested by the visual line of the film).

" For a general discussion of the poetics of the railway and its influence on the culture of the time, see
Wolfgang Schivelbusch, The Railway Journey: Trains and Travel in the Nineteenth Century, trans. by
Anselm Hollo (Oxford: Blackwell, 1980). For early cinema’s preoccupation with motion and the image
of the train, see Kirby.

”* Turovskaia, p. 251.
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The Cinematic Travel of Objects

If the room itself and its borderlines play a structural role in the development of the
visual narrative, the objects on the screen have strong potential to define the character
of the image. According to Room, this ‘cinematic travel of a room’ lasts for eight
different narrative sections, which are designed to totally transform the spectators’

relationship with the objects:

ITyremectBue qauTcs 8 yacTeil — Ha UX NPOTSHKEHUU BCE JIBUIKEHHUS, KECTBI, PAKYPCHI,
BEIIH, OTIYIIEHHBIE CKYTIO, TOJKHBI OBITh HCIIOIB30BaHBI, IIEPECTABIEHBI U OOBITPAHBI TaK,

76
YTOOBI OHU CMOTJIN JKMTh B CO3HAHUHU 3PUTECIIA HE TOJIBKO 10, HO U MOCJIC KOHIIa (I)I/IJIBMI:I.

This statement reflects the common belief of the Soviet filmmakers of the 1920s that
the power of cinema was able to transform the material lives of the audience.”” The
specific quality of film that was ‘responsible’ for this was called
‘kuHemarorpaduyHocTh’ (‘cinematicness’).

This notion of a specific ‘cinematicness’ regarding the material of films was
the main subject of Louis Delluc’s book Photogénie (1920), translated into Russian in
1924. Delluc, the head of the French avant-garde movement coined the term
Photogénie, which would later become one of the most essential concepts for the
development of cinematic imagery over the course of the 1920s. In his book under the
same title, he pointed out that a detail, or a person, could gain a very specific quality

when being depicted on the screen. This quality, the cinematic ‘essence’, depended on

76 «“Tret'ia Meshchnskaia” (Beseda s rezhisserom)’, p. 1.
76 :
Ibid.
" For a broader discussion of this topic, see Widdis, Visions, p. 23—56.
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several basic characteristics of the object — its faktura’® and light. Providing a list of
the most ‘photogenic’ objects, Delluc named, among others (such as the sky and
clouds), some elements of set design, especially patterned textile and background.”

At first accepted with much enthusiasm and even having become
‘HEO0OXOTUMBIM MPOKUTOYHBIM MUHUMYMOM [...] B TEOpETHYECKOM Oaraxe
kunemarorpapucra’,”’ photogénie was soon criticised in Soviet theory for its
‘maccuBHOCTs’,"" and inability to actively transform reality on the screen, because
‘MCTUHHO-KWHEMaTOorpaguyeckoe 3aKIF0UeHO B ITPEOI0JICHUN MaTepHaia
PEKHCCEPCKOIA BOJICH, a HE CKPBITO B CAMOM MaTepHale, Kak ero HeOTheMJIEMOoe
CBOHCTBO, KaK ero ororenus’.”

Soviet filmmakers had to remake the physical world with the enormous power
they are given; they had to create ‘objects’ out of ‘nothing’: ‘CoBerckas
KHHeMaTorpadus 30BET pexuccepa K BeMuaiiieid akTHBHOCTH, K TOMY YTOOBI 3
“HUYero”, B CTECHEHHBIX YCJIOBUSIX, J€ATh “ger’.*

Only after this cinematic ‘battle’ for the material objects on the screen, would
one be able to reach the new, active and real ‘cinematicness’. As one critic stated:
‘TeopeTndeckue MOUCKU HYKHO HAIIPAaBUTh B IPYTYIO CTOPOHY. Hy’>KHO pacKpbITh
3aKOHBI TOW TO0EbI HA/l AMHAMUYHBIM MaTEepUAJIOM, KOTOPAsi B CBOEM PE3yJIbTaTe
JIaeT HAM BIICYATICHHE “KiHeMaTorpadmueckoro’™ .

Following these theoretical discussions, Viktor Shklovskii proclaimed his own

declaration of ‘cinematicness’. According to the scholar, the cinema was entering its

¥ See Widdis, ‘Faktura’, pp. 12—14.

" Lui Deliuk [Louis Delluc], Fotogeniia, trans. by T.I. Sorokin (Moscow: Novye vekhi, 1924).
8 viktor Pertsov, ‘Mif o fotogenii’, Kinofront, 5:2 (1926), 4-7, (p. 4).

' Mur, pp. 4-8.

82 Pertsov, ‘Mif?, p. 6.

¥ Ibid., p. 7.

* Ibid.
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‘second period’, in which it would become ‘(aGprKoit oTHOLIEHNMS K Bemam’.>

Shklovskii therefore called directors not to establish a special relationship to the
shooting process: ‘B kiHO BOOOIIIE HENIb3sI CHUMATD BEIIH, a HY>KHO BBISICHUTh
orromenue k HuM’.* Talking about the new theoretical role of objects in Eisenstein’s
Staroe i novoe (1927-1929), Shklovskii developed a new formula of an active
cinematicness based on the representation of objects: ‘Bemu He mpOCTO CHATHI, OHU
He GoTorpaduu 1 HE CUMBOJIBI, OHU 3HAKH, BHI3BIBAIOIIUE Y 3PUTEIIS CBOU
CMBICIJIOBEIE p;{z[bl’.87

His colleague, the critic Adrian Piotrovskii, also ‘updated’ the function of the
objects in films and equated it to that of the people. Although Piotrovskii used

Delluc’s term, he still explained it in a more Shklovskian manner, stating that this

very ‘ortorenus’ of objects completely transformed the nature of dramatic art:

DOTOreHus CTaBUT ‘YeIOBEKa B OJMHAKOBBIM Psi/l BOCIPHUSTHUS ¢ ‘Bemipbio’. [...] A ‘npama
BEILEH , MJIM ‘YeJIOBEKO-BEIIEH , HEBO3MOXKHA 6€3 TOr0, YTOOBI BHECTH CYIIECTBEHHBIE

TMonpaBKM B CaMO€ TOHATHUE Zl,'p.’:lMaTI/I‘IeCKOl"O.88

In his early-1926 article ‘Moi kinoubezhdeniia’, Abram Room talked about the
enormous role of objects on screen. Here, he first formulated what Grashchenkova
would later call one of the most important principles of cinematic realism — ‘Bemnoi

89
IICUXOJIOTH3M, BEIIIH3M

% Viktor Shklovskii, ‘Pogranichnaia liniia’, in Za shest'desiat let (Moscow: Iskusstvo, 1985), pp. 110—
113 (p. 111).

% Ibid., p. 112.

*7 bid.

% Adrian Piotrovskii, ‘K teorii kinozhanrov’, in Poetika kino, ed. by Boris Eikhenbaum (Moscow:
Kinopechat’, 1927), pp. 143170 (p. 150).

% Grashchenkova, p. 102.
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B 06])1[[6HHOI>1 JKHM3HU BC€IIIU H € M bI, HC3BHAYHUTCIIbHBI. OHU HH O YeM He TOBOPAT U HUKaKOH

AKTUBHOCTHU HE NPOABJIAIOT. B KHNHO, Ha 5KpaHe BCIIb BHIPACTACT JO UCTIOJIMHCKUX pa3MEpOB

. . . N 90
U JCHCTBYET C TaKOH K€ CHUIION (€CiIu HE ¢ OOMBIIEH), YTO U caM YETIOBEK.

This new attitude towards objects on the screen was fully realised in filming
Tret'ia Meshchanskaia, the room in which is already inhabited by these very special,

active objects. As Room said in an interview in 1926:

OTta KOMHaTa Ha HacToAMeH TpeTbelr Memanckoil, uro y CyxapeBcKoii OamrHm, 3aceyieHa
Bemamu. Kaxxgas n3 HUX UMeeT CBOIO CyAn0y, CBOE MpoIIIoe, HacTosImee u Oyaymee. Bee
BMECTE OHU JKHMBYT, ABIIIAT, BMEIIMBAIOTCS B )KU3Hb YEIIOBEKA U JIEPKAT €r0 B IETKOM

91
IIJICHY.

Indeed, Abram Room and Viktor Shklovskii place their characters in an interior
environment that is object-filled and, even more importantly, over-patterned:
wallpapers, tablecloths, paintings, photographs, calendars and objects unite into
concatenations of competing design.”® Already the first scene of the interior gives this
impression as the camera scans the scene with wallpaper, rags, several portraits and
calendar hanging on the walls, patterned table cloths, and discarded clothing strewn

over the floor and furniture, in which, amidst the paraphernalia of habitation, there

% Abram Room, ‘Moi kinoubezhdeniia’, Sovetskii ekran, 8 (1926), 5.

o1 «“Tret'ia Meshchanskaia” (Beseda s rezhisserom)’, p. 1. This description could be compared to the
description of an almost aggressive interior object in Olesha’s novel Zavist' of 1927, which illustrates
the point that the idea of active objects was universal in the creative discussion of the time: ‘Mens He
00T Bemu. Mebenb HOPOBHT ITOJCTABUTh MHE HOXKY. Kakol-To JaKMpOBaHHBIN YToJl OTHaXK b
OykBasbHO yKycusl MeHs. C o/1esuioM y MeHsI Bcerja CJIOKHbIe B3auMoOoTHoIeH 1. CyIl, To1aHHbIH
MHe, HUKOT/1a He OCThIBaeT. Ecnu xakas-HUOyAb APSIHb — MOHETa MJIM 3aIll0HKa MaJIaeT co CTOoa, TO
0OBIYHO 3aKaTHIBAETCSI OHA M10J] TPYAHO OTOJBUraeMylo Mebelb. 5 mo3alo 1o mnojy H, moJHUMas
TOJIOBY, BUXY, Kak Oyder cmeercs’, see [urii Olesha, Zavist' (Moscow: Zemlia i fabrika, 1930), pp. 8—
9.

%2 This was a contradiction to the NEP policy over the new byt and the Party’s strong advice of the time
to whitewash walls and paint all the furniture white, leaving the room clean and clear. For more on the
new byt campaign, see Buchli, pp. 41-62.

204



appears scarcely space for anything human. This over-patterned, box-like space
visually captures the film’s protagonists and symbolically becomes their master.

As the film develops, more and more objects ‘express’ their relationship
towards the characters, and therefore form the spectators’ attitude towards the events
in the film. The special object-metaphors, object-symbols act as an aid to the narrative
in cases when the simple ‘showing’ of things fails to reveal the director’s methods:
‘[...] IloBecTBOBaTEILHBII M ONKMCATEILHBIN BEIIU3M HE B CHJIaX ObLIT BBISBUThH BCCH
rITyOUHBI M CJI0KHOCTH COCTOSIHUS, M TOT/Ia pexuccep npuderai K BeuHoi meragope,
BHE3AIHOM, KaK B3PbIB, EMKOW, ﬂpxoﬁ’.%

This is seen, for example, in a samovar that transforms its function and
suddenly becomes a shower for Kolia. We see a close-up display of Kolia’s body
taking this ‘samovar’ shower, and this close-up immediately becomes iconic. For the
spectator, this detail turns into a visual representation of Kolia’s playful character, and
also shows his dominance over Liudmila, who is humbly washing at the sink.

Another important detail in the room alongside the window is the table. It is
exactly here where the symbolical act of Liudmila’s choice between the two men is
displayed during her card reading. Laying the cards on the table in a specific order,
she decides which man to choose.”*

In fact, most of the objects on the table become so-called ‘object-metaphors’.
Below I mark just a few of them. The boiling kettle left by Volodia on the table is
used to trick Kolia. It acts as a diversion for Kolia, when he thinks that the friends are
going to have some tea. Having gone to buy some cakes for the tea, Kolia discovers

that his wife and Volodia are already in bed. Another example is the cup of milk that

%3 Grashchenkova, p. 103.
% This image of the cards that symbolise the three in love was depicted on the film’s posters.
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Liudmila offers to Kolia in the beginning of the film. Kolia first rejects and then
accepts it, which echoes the development of their sexual relationship.

Finally, another table becomes an object of transformation. When Kolia is
rejected by Liuda and finds out that he has no bed in his own room, he spends a night
in the office using a desk as a temporary bed.

However if the bed, the sofa and the table symbolically ‘capture’ and ‘trick’
two male characters of the film and indicate their shifting roles in relationship with
Liuda (with ‘an official husband’ belonging to the bed’s space, a ‘rejected’ one being
placed on the sofa, and a ‘double-rejected’ sleeping on the table), Liuda herself is
visually connected to the overall patterned surroundings of the room: the wallpaper,
clothes and wicker furniture.

This visual and symbolical interdependence is carefully built up through a set
of interrelated frames and the designer’s tricks. Liuda’s photographic portrait is
hanging on the wallpaper; her favourite place in the room is by the window where she
is usually seen through the patterns of the curtain (this image was even chosen for the
poster of the film); and the patterns of her dress recall those of the room’s wallpaper.

Another Soviet film by the director Iurii Zheliabuzhskii, Papirosnitsa ot
Mossel'proma (1924), provides some interesting contrast to the comparative use of
wallpaper and dress patterns in the film design. This film shows a female character in
a dress made from constructivist fabric by Varvara Stepanova. A protagonist appears
in this dress against the background of old bourgeois wallpaper. This contrast between
Stepanova’s fabric and its visual surroundings was recognised at that time. As the
specialist in constructivist design Christina Kiaer puts it, ‘the film gets exactly right
the way that the fabric’s bright optics rebel against the faded floras of the out-dated

wallpaper and that Stepanova’s fabric is meant to signify dynamism, rationality, and
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mechanization’.”” In contrast, Liuda’s over-patterned dress visually merges with the
pattern of the room’s wallpaper, which makes the viewer realise that she truly belongs
to this world of Third Meshchanskaia Street.

Moreover, the ‘violence’ of patterns increases every time the narrative comes
close to Liuda’s emerging liaison with Volodia, and thus visually maps the sensual
geography of their affair. Notably, in the scene in which Kolia introduces Liuda to
Volodia, her future lover, we see the patterned shadow of a wicker chair on her face
which, as I have described earlier, graphically connects her to Volodia. The very
scene of Liuda’s seduction by Volodia opens and closes with a close-up frame of
patterned wallpaper. From this time on, Volodia does not allow Liuda out of the
room, and she is sentenced to live surrounded by these four patterned walls, just like
her photograph hanging on one of them.

Finally, Liuda’s visual and symbolical release is shown through that
photograph. Having refused to have an abortion and not knowing which of the two
men is the father of her child, Liuda decides to leave the Third Meshchanskaia. She
takes her photograph out of the frame, leaving an empty space on the wall. The space
of this empty frame appears to be the only white gap in the room, free from pattern,
thus symbolically representing Liuda’s freedom and linked by the montage to the
‘white frame’ of the train window, out of which Liuda sees the beginning of her new

life.”

% Christina Kiaer, Imagine No Possessions: The Socialist Object of Russian Constructivism
(Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2005), p. 118.

% This graphical play of the over-patterned background with the white one echoes the use of white and
patterned background was discussed in the previous chapter. Both Bauer’s and Room’s heroines belong
to the over-patterned world, but where Liudmila and Vera find their way out of it, Mary gets trapped in
the luxury of her new interiors.
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‘Live’, ‘Educated’ and ‘Rebellious’ Objects

In this skilful interplay with objects in domestic surroundings, Tret'ia Meshchanskaia
developed a new type of relationship towards objects on the screen that immediately
entered a broader philosophical discussion on the pages of Soviet newspapers. In his
theoretical manifesto about the use of objects on the screen, released on 11 October
1927, Kaufman suggested that cinema was the only type of art where all material
objects become ‘alive’. According to Kaufman the cinematic medium is able to
transform ‘dead’ material objects and release their inner beauty: “B3sT5 |[...] MepTByIO
Berp [...] ¥ caenath u3 Hee moomy”. . In real life, all objects are passive, as
Kaufman suggests, and we seldom even notice the objects that surround us; both
movable ones such as an opening door or a moving curtain, and static objects such as
chairs on the floor, a mirror on the wall, or clocks on the table — they intermingle
together with thousands of other objects. However, the cinematic medium can release
what is otherwise hidden in real life — ‘ckppITy10, CAMOCTOATENBHYIO CYIIIHOCTB,
BHYTpeHHIOI0 Kpacoty [Bemu]’.”® And this is exactly what Room did in his film.

This manifesto was even illustrated by stills from Tret'ia Meshchanskaia, to
prove the point that the filmmakers of Tret'ia Meshchanskaia skilfully use interior
imagery in their film in a way suggested by Kaufman — a way that brings objects to
life. The domestic environment of the film is active — it directs the characters’
actions, attitudes and habits, and reveals a new type of artistic reality that is able to
transform life.

In Tret'ia Meshchanskaia, several of the things that we see receive this new
being; they go out of the static world and become movable, shifting and

interchangeable. For example, a samovar acts as a shower, a sofa is transformed into a

7 N. Kaufman, ‘Veshch'na ekrane’, Sovetskii ekran, 41 (1927), 5.
98 1.
Ibid.
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bed and a table is transformed into a bed. Not only do they transform their essence,
they also influence the characters. Indeed, as some contemporary critics pointed out,
the things become the protagonists of the film, sometimes even edging out the actors
themselves: ‘B KMHO UTparOT HE TOJBKO JIFOIM, HO U BEILY, IPUYEM YacTO BEIIU
TanaHTINBee Troaeh’.”

This perfection of the objects’ ‘performance’ on the screen, in turn, gave birth
to a new theory according to which cinematic objects would not only define the
artistic world of the film itself, but would also bridge the gap between art and reality
and go beyond the limits of the film itself.

The Revolution’s call to create a great ‘New Man’ through transforming social
norms and traditions saw a radical change in the domestic codes of society.'* Soviet
films, such as Tret'ia Meshchanskaia, shaped and documented the new ‘language’ of
the apartment. By trying to depict this ‘language’ in the most realistic way, cinema
also created the first ‘moving’ document of how to use this language, as Oksana
Bulgakova puts it in her pioneering study of gesture in Soviet cinema: ‘brnaromaps
KWHO JIBIATHII BEK CTaJ MEPBBIM CTOJICTUEM, 3aKOHCEPBUPOBABIINM TEJIECHOE
MOBEJICHHE HE TOJILKO B CJIOBECHOM OIMCAaHUU WJIM OCTAaHOBJICHHOM MOMEHTE CTaTyH,
KapTHHBI 1 GOTOrpadum, HO ¥ B IBMKEHHH. © '

Tret'ia Meshchanskaia without doubt was part of this ‘moving document’, but
it documented not only ‘body gestures’, but also the transformations of objects.

The scriptwriter for the film, Viktor Shklovskii, shortly after its release, wrote

about the importance of the cinematic medium in the process of ‘selecting’ the

%" A. Toporkov, ‘Igraiushchie veshchi’, Kino, 28 August 1928, p. 2.

1% See Lynne Atwood and Catriona Kelly ‘Programmes for Identity: The “New Man” and the “New
Woman’’, in Constructing Russian Culture in the Age of Revolution 1881-1940, ed. by Catriona Kelly
and David Shepherd (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), pp. 256-290.

1% Oksana Bulgakova, Fabrika zhestov (Moscow: Novoe literaturnoe obozrenie, 2005), p. 5.
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movements of bodies in the domestic environment and educating the spectator in how

to use domestic objects:

Kuno nomxHO MOMOYB CEIeKIIMOHNPOBATH YEIIOBEUECKUN OBIT U YETOBEUECKOE IBIKEHUE.
Hurzne HeT Takux OTCTamBIX HABBIKOB, KaK B OBITY. BeposiTHO, MBI JaKe MalbTO HA/leBaEM
HeMpaBWILHO. HaBEIKM MEepeXoAsT IPYT OT ApyTa, OT MOKOJIEHUS K MTOKOJICHUIO
HEIMIPOBEPEHHBIMU, IIOTOMY YTO OBIT HE MHCTPYKTUPYETCS U HE MOKET HHCTPYKTHPOBATHCS
OOBIYHBIM cTOCOOOM. MBI CHEMAaeM 3aBOJBI U CHUMAeM MX, OOBIYHO, IT€ii3aKHO, HO 3aBOJ HE
HY>XJIa€TCS B TOM, 4TOOBI IPpOBEpUTH ceOs B kuHO. Ho y HAC He CHSITO, KaK Hy»KHO JBIIIATh,
KaK II0JIMETaTh KOMHATY, KaK MBITh IOCYY, KaK TOIUTH €YKy, XOTS B OJJHON TOTIKE TIeUeH y
Hac Takas 0€CXO03s[IICTBEHHOCTh U BApBAPCTBO, MEePe] KOTOPHIM MEPKHET JaKe
kuHemaTorpadus. HyxHo co3nate JeHTy, [...] KOTopas He epeApa3sHuBaia Obl )KU3HB, [...] a

102
HaTaCKHBajJIa €€ KaK MOJOJ0I'0 IIICHKA.

In a further theoretical discussion of the role of things on the screen, published a year
after the film was released, one critic directly suggested that objects could help in
‘educating’ actors and spectators. In this 1928 article, ‘Igraiushchie veshchi’,
Toporkov describes an example of a scene with a table, in which the shape of the

furniture would actually direct the acting techniques of the actors:

[Ipenmonoxxum — 3axymMaHa Kakas-HUOYb ClIeHA U3 COBPEMEHHOM *u3HU. HyXeH cTou.
dopmMa ATOro cTONIA JOKHA OBITH TOJBKO TaKOHM, KAKOH OHA 3HAYUTCS B KaTaloTrax
Mocnapesa. [TogxoauT au akTep K 3TOMY CTOIY, YMEET JIM OH 32 HUM CHUACTH? MOXeT ObITh
71a, a MOXKeT OBITh HeT. MOKeT OBITh aKTep HE B COCTOSTHUU IIPOBECTHU CIIEHY 32 3THM CTOJIOM,

— CTWJIb €T0 UT'PLI HE COTJIaCyeM CO CTHUJIEM CTOJIA. HO, TOTa B YEM KE pacxomz[eHMe?

192 yiktor Shklovskii, ‘Standartnye kartiny i leninskaia proportsiia’, in Za shest'desiat let, pp. 56-59,
(p. 58).
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Kaxas HOBas sxecTukynsAus HaMm HykHa? Kakas noxoaka? Haxoner, kakoe muno? Bor 6enal

Oxa3pIBaeTCs HET COBPEMEHHOTO Juia! 103

The author famously ends this imaginary scene with sincere gratitude to the
table for its ability to educate actors and spectators in how to behave on screen and in
real life: “Tax [...] GyeM 61arogapHbI CTONY 3 €ro LEHHEIE YKa3aHus .

Earlier in this chapter I have discussed Tret'ia Meshchanskaia’s educational
impact, which was considered rather provocative, so that this film was not in fact
praised for its ideological message. The table in Tret'ia Meshchanskaia is not yet the
table from Mosdrevo, as Toporkov suggests would be the ideology of the future. It
represents a transitional stage between the table of the previous tradition of
representation, and the one that is suggested by Toporkov. In these cases the tables
predicate the actions of the protagonists. A nineteenth-century table in fiction would
be the one that gathers the family, the one where everyone is united over a meal and
appropriate conversation. Toporkov’s table from Mosdrevo has a specific style that
dictates the behavior of those who approach it. In contrast, Tret'ia Meshchanskaia’s
tables are rebels. One table is even misused as a bed (by Kolia at work); at another
table Liuda makes her choice between the two men; it becomes a symbolic place of an
adultery; it is also used to divide the couple, or as a tool of trickery. When Liuda is
trying to use it in a conventional way by being a good wife, Kolia does not approve,
and mistreats her. The table becomes a source of constant change, of difficult
decisions, of inappropriate use — all happening around just one object which used to

have a solid meaning as the centre of the room and the centre of the family universe.

1% Toporkov, p. 2.

104 1hid.
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As I have illustrated, not only this table, but the whole of the interior plays a
major role in the film; it unites and divides the characters, it is used as a tool to
describe them, but is also used as a space that helps the spectator understand the
ideology and aesthetic choices of the director. The room is connected to the bigger
city, and therefore becomes a space that is not safe anymore. It is not protecting its
inhabitants from the big city; in contrast it makes them escape from the room to the
big city to feel the freedom and the ability to choose, even if this choice cannot bring
further protection — this is how Liuda escapes from the room into the unknown.
Alone with a child, she does not know what the future will bring her. However, she
prefers this uncertainty to the life she has on Third Meshchanskaia. Her two men are
left in the flat playing games — an episode that first alludes to the cosiness and
wellbeing of one’s own home, of enjoying the evening over a chess game. However
soon we understand that this is just an imitation of these feelings. Both men soon
realise that they have mistreated the woman they loved, that they are actually now left
lonely and unprotected themselves in this room. This episode clearly shows the break
with the previous tradition of family interior spaces.

At the same time, the room in the film is never the same, as manifested in the
use of objects in it — a husband goes to the sofa, while the lover occupies the bed,
and visa versa; domestic objects such as kettles, chairs, tables are constantly used in
unusual positions. All this shows us a room that is active, not only in a direct way (the
way the props were designed with the flexible walls), but also in an artistic way — it is
full of changing meanings and connotations, and it introduces a truly new way of
depicting an interior on the screen. Indeed, it is one of the most complex examples of

the use of an interior set even up to the present day.
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CHAPTER VI

Boris Barnet. Comic Interiors

This chapter examines the representation of interior spaces in the genre of lyrical
comedies. It demonstrates the way in which, in the two major films of Boris Barnet
(1902-1965). The room and domestic objects are employed to produce a comic
effect, as well as to suggest a new way of connecting the city and the interior.
Recognised today by many historians and critics “as the founder of Soviet comedy’,'
Boris Barnet himself confessed at the end of his career that he ‘liked comedy best of
all’, however, he found it one of the most difficult genres to create.” By examining his
directing debut Miss Mend (1926, codirected with Fedor Otsep) and his two most
successful — and at the same time most controversial — comedies of the 1920s,
Devushka s korobkoi (1927) and Dom na Trubnoi (1928), I will analyse the artistic
means by which interior setting and interior decoration are used to shape the genre of
new Soviet lyrical comedy, and the importance of this domestic locus in creating a

proper satirical film about new Soviet everyday life.

Interiors of Miss Mend: Function and Speed
Boris Barnet entered Soviet cinema through Lev Kuleshov’s film workshop, which

celebrated the physical rather than the philological expression in actors, and much

" Bernard Eisenschitz, ‘A Fickle Man, or Portrait of Boris Barnet as a Soviet Director’, in Inside the
Film Factory: New Approaches to Russian and Soviet Cinema, ed. by Richard Taylor and Ian Christie
(London: Routledge, 1991), pp. 151-164 (p. 151).

* From an interview with Georges Sadoul, 12 September 1959, published six years later in G. Sadoul,
‘Rencontre avec Boris Barnet’, Cahiers du Cinema, 169 (1965); here I quote from its English
translation in Eisenschitz, pp. 151-152.
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influenced Barnet’s own style as a director. First a sports teacher and a professional
boxer, Barnet was then perfectly cast as the famous Cowboy Jeddy in Kuleshov’s
Neobychainye priklucheniia mistera Vesta v strane Bol'shevikov (1924), a slapstick
satire based on American silent comedies, full of dynamic chases and special effects.
The great success of Barnet’s performance as Jeddy encouraged him to begin a
professional film career. His first directional co-production, the comic thriller Miss
Mend, co-directed with Fedor Otsep, also exhibited car chases and special effects
similar to Kuleshov’s directing style.” Miss Mend was based on a popular novel by
Marietta Shaginian titled Mess-Mend: lankees in Petrograd (1925). The film tells the
story of a reporter (Boris Barnet), a news photographer — ‘¢otorpag-momenranuct’
— (Vladimir Fogel’), a clerk (Igor’ Il'inskii), and a secretary, Miss Vivian Mend
(Nataliia Glan), who are trying to stop a bacteriological strike by powerful Western
business leaders against the USSR. The exotic locations, adventurous plot, fantastic
action and a lot of visual effects made the film a resounding success with the public.’

Denise Youngblood refers to three major components of the film’s success:

First, the very ‘Westernness’ of Miss Mend’s fantastic plot would have been a selling-point
with audiences, since it was reminiscent of the American films they liked so much. Second,
the fact that the action mainly took place abroad was another important attraction; the foreign
settings made it possible for Barnet to show a life both exotic and glamorous. Third, the

acting style [...] was naturalistic.’

? Kuleshov derives the basic principles of his film theory from the dynamism of American silent
comedies, calling it ‘amepukanckuii MmonTax’. For more on Kuleshov’s theory, see Lev Kuleshov,
‘Amerikanshchina’, Kino-fot, 1 (1922), pp. 14—15; and idem, ‘Nash byt i amerikanizm (Po povodu
stat'i Toporkova)’, Kino-gazeta, 23 April 1924, p. 1.

* The film drew an audience of 1,7 million in the first six months of its release. See S. Krylov, Kino
vmesto vodki. K vsesoiuznomu partsoveshchaniiu po voprosam kino (Moscow: Moskovskii rabochii,
1928), p. 30.

> Youngblood, Denise, ‘Boris Barnet: Soviet Actor/Soviet Director’, in Movies for the Masses. Popular
Cinema and Soviet Society in the 1920s (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), pp. 126—138
(p- 130).
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To this description, I would add another important detail, already evident in
Shaginian’s novel — the notion of speed and dynamism.® At the first glance, it seems
that interior location has little to do with the success of the film; however, a close
analysis of the film will show that, even in his debut, Barnet uses interior location in a
way that reflects the major characteristics of the film — dynamism, exotic settings,

contrast, and the use of special visual effects.

Windows and Stairs as Action Sets

The very first scene of the strike is shown through its relation to two interior objects
that separate inside of the interior from the outside — doors and windows. In fact,
they become central to the scenes. There are two doors to the factory — a front door
and a back door, which sets the location and at the same time sets the intrigue; the
back door implies a hidden plan that is soon revealed. After establishing the scene
with the two doors, the camera moves to an anonymous man looking out from a
window, and then a hand with a gun shooting out from the window. The window

frame becomes the frame of the shot itself, highlighting the action (figure 33).

Figure 31. Miss Mend. A gun in a window.

% According to Tim Harte, both Shaginian’s novel and its adaptation exemplified ‘how notions of speed
permeated popular Russian culture in the 1920s’, see Harte, p. 277.
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In the next sequence we see the office, where Miss Mend and the clerk work. The
protagonists hear the shot and rush to the window to see what has happened. To
indicate the surprise and confusion of the situation, Barnet and Otsep show several
different positions of the protagonists relating to the window: first Miss Mend and the
clerk are looking out from the opposites sides of the window; then Miss Mend is seen
alone while the clerk is moving to her side of the window (figure 32); then we see
them together looking from one side of the window (figure 33); then they are shown
at the different sides of the window again; then we see Miss Mend standing up on the

window sill (figure 34); and finally she is jumping down into the crowd.

Here, the window is used not only to show an unusual situation, but also to introduce
the character, Miss Mend, who is ready to act straightforwardly. In a sequence of
several other frames we see the clerk also standing on the window sill, in the same
position that Miss Mend stood. This shot interchanges with the scenes of the ground
where the police are chasing Miss Mend (so we see that from his point of view).
Finally we see the clerk after some thought reluctantly jumping down to follow Miss
Mend — which indicates his sympathy towards her. This short sequence of multiple
shots with just one window already indicates Barnet’s interest in such objects and
their dynamic possibilities, and his wish to give them additional meaning, which will

develop further in his next films.
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Figure 32. Miss Mend. Miss Mend looking out from the window.

Figure 34. Miss Mend. Miss Mend and the clerk looking out from the window.
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As the plot progresses, we see the images of interiors several times — as we enter Miss
Mend’s apartment, and as we see the journalists preparing themselves for the day. On
both occasions these are very ordinary apartments, and not interesting from the visual
or narrative point of view at all. However, later we can recognise that they create a big
contrast to the luxury and glamour of the residence of Artur Storn (Ivan Koval’
Samborskii); the son of a millionaire, he is the main villain of the film. Artur’s
apartment is huge, almost grotesque — the exotic setting that the spectators of Miss
Mend like so much. In a spectacular general shot of the apartment, we see two
staircases framing the big auditorium with an oval table in front — which indicates
the depth and scale of this space. Artur himself is always shown in relation to huge
interior objects in his flat. In the introductory shot he is sitting on a wooden bench that

looks far too big for him — a technique of grotesquery in representing a negative

attitude towards the character (figure 35).

Figure 35. Miss Mend. Artur Storn in his apartment.

This might initially seem a rather static use of interior, but later in the film we see

some plot-intensive interior scenes taking place in this very apartment and focusing
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exactly on its scale and division of space. For example, the protagonist is trying to
climb up a huge lamp in order to jump out of the attic window. In fact, jumping out of
the window becomes an iconic scene in this film, following the American chase
tradition: it conveys the general message of American silent comedy, particularly
slapstick, ‘to beware the calamitous potential of prosaic objects’.’”

Additionally, there are many shots of the staircase throughout the film (see
figures 38 — 40) which do not play a significant narrative role, but are perfect for
effective chase scenes in order to show the dynamics of the diagonal and horizontal
movements on the screen, or the scene of falling off the stairs (see figures 36 and 37),

or to play with the graphic appearance of the stairs (figure 38).

Figure 36. Miss Mend. A chase on the staircase.

" Paul Vincent Murphy, The New Era: American Thought and Culture in the 1920s (London: Rowman
& Littlefield Publishers, 2012), p. 47.
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Figure 37. Miss Mend. A chase scene by the staircase

U1k

Figure 38. Miss Mend. A scene on the staircase.

In general, although in this film most of the plot-intensive chase scenes still happen
outside, there are several interior scenes that feature very compelling dynamic
sequences when the objects of interior decoration become the obstacles to the
protagonists, such as for example the traditional use of the closed door as a shelter
during the chase or the creative use of a table as a trap — in one of the final scenes we

see characters trapped inside the table frame with the tabletop missing.

220



Already in his first film, Barnet is very much interested in the dynamic use of interior
objects; however, if here Barnet employs interior details following the tradition of
slapstick comedies, or just uses them as a kind of visual peculiarities, in his next films

he experiments with the interior objects at a much bigger scale.

Devushka s korobkoi: ‘Ha noacTynax K coBeTcKoil komeauu’
Devushka s korobkoi was Barnet’s debut as a solo director, in which he tried to depart
from the style of his cinematic ‘Godfather’ Lev Kuleshov and to develop his own
artistic method. Although the film is now recognised as Barnet’s ‘first successful
comedy’,” its critical reception at the time was rather negative.” Denise Youngblood
mentions that ‘the vitriolic energy with which the film was attacked was
disproportionate to its relative weight’.'’ She compares the film’s critical reception in
the spring of 1927 to the later cultural reaction regarding Abram Room’s Tret'ia
Meshchanskaia: ‘The former [ The Girl with the Hatbox] was the stick with which to
beat Mezhrabpomfil'm, the latter [Bed and Sofa] — Sovkino’."!

Beskin in his article for Sovetskoe kino also attacked the film for its

deliberate fakery and ‘foreignness’, claiming that it came ‘npsimo u3 Ilapuxa’, and its

¥ Jay Leyda, 4 History of the Russian and Soviet Film: A Study of the Development of Russian Cinema
from 1986 to the Present (London: George Allen and Unwin, 1983), p. 223.

? It is important to mention that for a long time Barnet’s works were among those that slide ‘into
reference books either in footnotes or as material to fill the cracks between discussion of the
universally “accepted” innovations’, as pointed out by John Gillett in his review of a major Barnet
retrospective at the British National Film Theatre in 1980, see John Gillett, ‘A Barnet Postscript’, Sight
and Sound, 49:4 (1980), 244. Until that date, there had been only a few articles and one monograph
dedicated to Barnet’s career, and I shall base my analysis on two of them: A.M. Kushnirov, Zhizn' i
fil'my Borisa Barneta (Moscow: Iskusstvo, 1977) and Denise Youngblood, ‘Boris Barnet: Soviet
Actor/Soviet Director’, in Movies for the Masses. Popular Cinema and Soviet Society in the 1920s
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), pp. 126-138. A lot of valuable critical and contextual
material in French is presented in Boris Barnet: écrits, documents, études, filmographie, as well as in
newspaper articles of the period, which will be referenced separately.

'Y oungblood, ‘Boris Barnet’, p. 133.

" Ibid. The comparison between the two films had already been made by contemporary critics as well:
‘Ha myTu co3ganus COBETCKOM KMHO-KapTHHEI [...] HAMHOTO HY)KHEe U ToJie3Hee [...] Takue
omuO0YHBEIE [...] pOOMOBCKHE KapTUHBI, UeM MexpabrnomMoBckas “JleByika ¢ kopookoit™”’, see lakov
Lev [Nikolai Iakovlev], ‘Devushka s korobkoi’, Kino, 3 May 1927, p. 2.
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protagonist was a perfect Mary Pickford (‘ny npsimo, — Mbapu ITukdopn’). He

(X33

summed up: ““JleBymIka ¢ KOpoOKOW” — TanaHTIMBLIN okyc: ppaHIry3CcKO-
aHIIMICKasl KapTUHA C PYCCKUMH Haamucsamu. U He cpasy y3Haellb, 4To
dpanrysckas’.'?

One of the few reasonably positive reviews of the film which took into
account more than its political and artistic betrayal of the new motto of ‘coBerckuit
SKpaH I COBETCKOM KapTUHBI, & HE JUIS TICEBA0-COBETCKON MOIAEIOYHOMN MO
3arpauiy skcrepuMenTamun’,” appeared in Pravda.'* Praising the film for qualities
such as ‘msrkast 6e300uaHasE BECENOCTh, CTOJb peAKas B HAIUX (puiabMax’, ‘“MHOTO
3aylIeBHOM JTUPUKU U BHEIITHETO 00asHUs (B COYETaHUH C XOPOIIUMHU
KknHeMaTorpadudeckuMu KadecTsamu),’ the critic of Pravda drew on the main
problem the film managed to solve — the challenge of the comical and satirical
representation of Soviet reality.

By the time Devushka s korobkoi was created, the art of Soviet comedy was
being proclaimed to be in serious crisis. The same critic in Pravda confessed the
weakness of the overall situation in Soviet comedy production: ‘Komeaus — ensa nu
HE caMoe ysI3BHMOE MECTO Hallleil XyI0KecTBeHHOM kiuHemarorpapun’.'® According

to the critic, one of the main problems was directors’ habit of using material borrowed

from American reality and American life,'” and hence neglecting Soviet material:

Heynaum B 5TOM HampaBieHHH NOHATHBL. HeT yMeHHs cXBaThIBaTh pe3de M IiTy0xe 4epThl

COBETCKOM neiicTBuTenbHOCTU. He XBaTaeT elie 30pKOCTH U NOJIUTUUYECKOTO YyThsl HALIUM

'2.0. Beskin, ‘Neigrovaia fil'ma’, Sovetskoe kino, 7 (1927), 811 (p. 10).

" Beskin, p. 11.

'*S. Ermilovskii, ‘Devushka s korobkoi’, Pravda, 11 May 1927, p. 6.

'>'S. Ermilovskii, p. 6..

" Ibid.

"7 Beskin also commented on the totality of foreign films on the Soviet screen. Cf. ‘3axaGanenue
HaIIMX 9KPaHOB 3arPaHUYHBIMH (QUIbMaMK’; ‘aCCUMHJISALNS HAC IUIOXUMH 3arpaHHYHBIMU (QUIbMaMH
u3HyTpH’, see Beskin, p. 11.
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CIICHAapUCTaM U peKUccepamMm, CMEJIOCTHU IMMOPBAThH C (I)OpMaMI/I " MaCKaMu 3arpaHu4Horo

18
KHWHO.

In the context of these debates, Devushka s korobkoi was seen by the critic as the first
step away from these influences towards the development of a pure Soviet comedy
modelled on Soviet material: ‘/leBymika ¢ KOpoOKO#l — mIar Briepea, HECMOTPS Ha TO,
YTO MHOTOE y aBTOPOB B CIIMIIKOM OCTOPOYKHOI 3aBUCHMOCTH OT CIO)KETHBIX CXEM,
TIOJIOKEHHH U KHHOOOpa3oB’."”

Just like his contemporary critics, Boris Barnet himself realised the need to
create a proper Soviet comedy in the situation of the total decline of the genre, which
he characterised as ‘TOHBIN XyJ0’KeCTBEHHBII MPOBAJ BCEX, a €CIIU HE BCEX, TO
orpomuoro GonsmmHcTBa Komeauit’.> In his article entitled ‘Na podstupakh k
sovetskoi komedii’, he tries, as the title suggests, to find his own ways to make a
Soviet comedy, highlighting one of the main challenges of its creation: ‘Cambim
CIIOKHBIM BOTIPOCOM SIBJISIETCS BBIOOP TeMbI’. !

Devushka, therefore, was Barnet’s response to these difficulties regarding a
proper topic for a proper Soviet comedy. The answer offered was brave and creative,

and I argue that a substantial part of its artistic method is based on the innovative and

dynamic use of interior imagery.

The Plot and the Apartment Question
The plot of Devushka s korobkoi is built around the apartment question. A young girl,

Natasha Korosteleva (Anna Sten), lives on the outskirts of Moscow with her

18 Beskin, p. 11.
" Ibid.
2" Boris Barnet, ‘Na podstupakh k sovetskoi komedii’, Kino, 19 April 1927, p. 3.
21 1o
Ibid.
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grandfather and works in Moscow selling her handmade hats in the shop of ‘Madame
Iréne’ (Serafima Birman). But Madame Iréne finds another way to use Natasha’s
skills; in order to get an extra room for her lazy husband Trager (Pavel Pol’), Madame
provides Natasha with an official residence permit in one room of her Moscow flat.
This room in Moscow becomes the main focus of developing and unfolding of the
comical situations of the plot.

One day, Natasha meets Il'ia Snegirev (Ivan Koval'-Samborskii), a poor
peasant who has arrived in Moscow from his village to study, cannot find a place to
rent, and has to sleep on a bench in a park. Natasha decides to help the poor student
and suggests that he marry her ‘fictitiously’, so that Il'ia, as her husband, may occupy
her room at Madame Iréne’s house.

As soon as Madame learns about these new arrangements, she becomes
furious and orders their room emptied — another source of comic situations.
Thereafter, Madame fires Natasha, and to add more to this misery, Trager holds back
Natasha’s salary, paying her only with a lottery ticket instead of money. However, to
Trager’s great disappointment, this ticket turns out to be a lucky one and wins 25, 000
roubles.”* Having discovered what he has done, Trager tries to get the ticket back.
After a series of chases and pratfalls Natasha is saved by a man called Fogelev
(Vladimir Fogel’), who is in love with her and decides to propose. However, by this
time Il'ia and Natasha realise that they are truly in love, and decide to turn their fake
marriage into a real one. The room in Moscow and the 25, 000 roubles become a
perfect ‘wedding gift’.

Having selected the apartment question as the central element of the

development of the film’s narrative, Barnet still faced the major problem of how to

** The film was commissioned by the Soviet Ministry of Finance, and aimed to advertise the state
lottery, hence the business with the lottery ticket.
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‘approach’ (‘moactrynuthcs k°) the material, how to make this contemporary material
of the Soviet everyday ‘funny’, as there appeared to be no established methods to do
so: ‘Ilpuaercs BCTYIUTH HA MMyTh SKCIIEPUMEHTA, TaK KaK METO/IbI BBISIBICHUS
CMEIIIHOTO Ha MaTepuale Hallel AeCTBUTEILHOCTH, Ha KOTOPOIi, TIIaBHBIM 00pa3oM,
¥ [IOCTPOCH CIIeHapHii, e He Haiinensr’.” In the close reading to follow I shall
prove that the deployment of interior imagery becomes a substantial part of Barnet’s

‘experiment’ with the comedy style.

Introducing Characters Through Interior Details

The first scene of the film is set in the interior of Natasha’s house in the country. We
see a close-up of Natasha’s Grandfather, who is sitting in a chair. The chair is situated
in between the rooms and divides the flat into several narrative-spaces: to the left we
see Natasha’s room with a mirror, in which she tries the hats on; like any young
woman, she looks beautiful in a new hat and enjoys her appearance. To the left of the
chair, we see her hat workshop. Having shown the entire house in an earlier shot,
Barnet then, however, narrows in to two close-ups of people and the interior objects
that are associated with them. The first close-up is of Natasha’s Grandad, sitting in an
old chair. Natasha puts a hat on his head and hugs him, he smiles in response. This
small scene establishes the relationship between Natasha and her Grandad and shows
the protagonist as a caring and joyful person; the cosy chair that is in the background
of this scene creates the sense of a warm atmosphere. The other close-up shows
Natasha posing in the mirror as she tries the hat on, once more showing her as an
engaging person full of imagination. The interior objects in these scenes help to

introduce the characters.

 Boris Barnet, ‘Devushka s korobkoi’, Sovetskii ekran, 12 (1927), 10.
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The next character is also introduced with the help of interior locations. Fogelev is a
railway ticket seller who is hopelessly in love with Natasha: ‘ExenneBHo
KEJIe3HOJOPOXKHBIN Kaccup doreneB CTpeMusIcs K IPeaMETy CBOCH Oe3HaeKHON
mo6Bu’, the intertitles say. However, once more, the relationships between the
characters are explained not only by the intertitles, but also, and more effectively,
through interior imagery. In this scene, Fogelev approaches Natasha’s house and
knocks on the window. It is winter, so the window is frozen, and for several seconds
we are left with a close-up of Fogelev’s face almost completely obscured by the
frozen window. This effect is doubled by Natasha’s actions: she approaches the
window, but instead of opening it and greeting Fogelev, she draws the curtains. This
gesture confirms the intertitles — there is no hope left for Fogelev’s love. **

Finally, the relationship between two protagonists, Natasha and Il'ia, are
also mediated and directed with the help of different interior details. Natasha meets
Il'ia for the first time in the interior of a train she takes to Moscow. It is not even a
proper interior, but a very small, almost box-sized space, packed with people, yet
Barnet uses this space creatively: he puts I1'ia on the upper bunk, just above the place
where Natasha is sitting. Next comes a scene that is only too familiar to those who are
used to travel in Russian trains: Il'ia puts his legs down the side of the bunk just in
front of Natasha’s head, and when a poor girl tries to protest, he starts dangling his
legs, and finally puts his head down to look at Natasha. At this moment, the camera
follows Natasha’s gaze, and the spectators also see 11'ia’s face upside down. This is
the first close-up of Il'ia, and as it is shown in a peculiar position (upside down), we

understand that he will be the main source of comic effects in the film. Once again,

** Later in the film Fogelev will appear in his own room looking in the mirror for a long time, an
interior detail associated with Natasha, which demonstrates that he is still thinking of her.
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the effect that Barnet wanted was possible only in a specific interior location — with
I'ia sitting on the upper bunk of the train coach and looking at Natasha on the lower.

Not only the introduction, but also the subsequent meetings of Natasha and
Il'ia are mediated through interior details. Next time we see them at the station where
Natasha is waiting for her train back home. Before Natasha arrives, I1'ia loses the only
coin he possesses and clambers under the chairs in order to find it. On arrival, Natasha
sits on the chair and is scared by Il'ia’s sudden appearance from beneath it. Apart
from creating a comic effect, this image of Il'ia always occupying the wrong place in
the layout of the interior becomes the character’s leitmotiv in the film, and highlights
his situation, that of a homeless student. Il'ia is also shown using a bench in a snowy
park as his temporary bed, or employing his pack of books as a chair. And it is exactly
now, seeing Il'ia sitting on his books, that Natasha feels pity for him and proposes to
solve this ‘housing problem’ by entering into a fake marriage with him.

As the film proceeds, we are introduced to Madame Iréne and her shop,
where the interior is used with even more creativity. Delightfully comic, to begin
with, is the situation where a cleaner is balancing on tiptoe standing on a chair to
clean the windows. The same cleaner then approaches Madame and her husband
when they are standing on a staircase and, as the space is too narrow, she can’t help
thrusting her feather duster in their faces. However the most effective scene
employing interior details to comic effect begins when members of the House
Committee (the official management body of the apartment block) approach
Madame’s house. One of the rooms of Madame’s flat has been registered in Natasha’s
name; it is, however, actually being used by her husband, Trager. In order to free up
the room, Madame, her servant and Trager rush into it and start throwing all Trager’s

clothes and personal possessions around, creating a dynamic scene almost equal in its
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energy and comic effect to the dynamic chase scenes in Kuleshov’s comedies. This
situation is repeated in the film later as well, this time when Natasha arrives with her
new ‘husband’ and asks for the room that officially belongs to her to be cleared.
Furious, Madame and her guests, who are having dinner in that very room at the time,
take everything away, freeing up the space not just for Natasha, but also for the new

cinematic effects developed by Barnet.

The Empty Room
When embarking on this film, Barnet had talked about experimenting: innovation was
a self-conscious objective for him. One of his most creative experiments is the one of
an empty room. Barnet decided to employ a completely empty set, free of most
objects, in order to maximise the comic effect of the situations that emerged; to
highlight the relationship between ‘the human being’ and ‘the thing’: ‘Bcsikoe
MIOJIOKEHHE U ICHCTBHE Pa3BOPAUYMBAIIOCH HAMU I MAKCUMAIIBHOTO OOBITPhIBAHHS
YeJioBeKa U Bellu. /leiicTBue MPOUCXOANT B cosepuieHHo nycmoi komuame. Bes
Me6eTb, BCe BEIU BHIHECCHBI.>

This empty set allows Barnet to highlight the acting of both actors and
interior objects on the screen: ‘Urparor aBa akTepa, MOJOKOHHUK, TJIEBATEIBLHUIIA,
nIIATHAS KOpobka i eme 2-3 menkue semm’.® However, unlike for example in Tret'ia
Meshchanskaia, the sense of the activeness of the objects on the screen was

established not by their constant interaction with one another, but by a diametrically

opposite effect — the use of a completely empty room.”” The objects in the empty

> Boris Barnet, ‘Devushka s korobkoi’, Sovetskii ekran, 12 (1927), 10, (emphasis added).
26 11

Ibid.
*7 “Bce MpOMCXO/IMIIO B OJHOM AEKOPAIMH — B OHOI KOMHATE, CpeIM CHEroB’, as the scriptwriter of
the film Viktor Shklovskii remembered later, see Viktor Shklovskii, Druz'ia i vstrechi (Moscow:
Sovetskii pisatel’, 1966), p. 26. Interestingly, Devushka was also set during the winter, ‘cpenu cHeros’,
and the combination of a completely flat white frame shot outdoors with the geometry of the empty
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room appear only when they are needed, and are immediately highlighted — as there
are no other objects around.

Another aspect of Bauer’s genuine capacity for innovation in this film is that
this emptiness of the room acts as a microscope that highlights the fundamental
cinematic effects of the film, and allows Barnet to experiment with the raw material
of cinema — montage and mise-en-scene. To the astonishment of the film crew, the
use of such an empty set resulted in the fact that the most vivid cinematic effect was
produced not at the stage of postproduction (as is usually done through montage and
cutting), but instead at the stage of shooting: ‘PaboTasi, Mbl IpUIIITK K YUBUTEIHHO
NPUATHOMY JUIS HAc (PaKkTy: MOKHO OBIJIO CTPOUTH CIICHBI, BIICUATIISAS UMH HE TOJIBKO
MOHTAXHO, HO ¥ CAMOH MU3aHCIeHO# >

Working towards this effect, Barnet decided not to use close-ups of objects
(which, conversely, was the major technique used in Room’s film), and to film all the
interior scenes using only a long shot: ‘“MbI UMen BO3MOXXHOCTh CHUMATh, HE
npuoeras K MepBbIM IUTaHaM, YTOOBI BBIICTHUTH Ty WM HHYIO HYXXHYIO JI€Tab.
CbeMKH 00LIMM TUTAaHOM OBLJIO I0CTaTOYHO — HE MEIAJIN JIMIITHUE BEIllU, He
OTBJICKAIM BHUMAHHS OT HY)KHOT'O’

Although Barnet claimed that to build the plot around just one room was a

part of his new experiment, he might have borrowed the idea for this technique from

his teacher Lev Kuleshov. Kuleshov’s film Po zakonu (1926) was also set

room is one of the many interesting stylistic devices of the film, and could also be traced back to
Kuleshov’s idea for Po zakonu. In the final version of Kuleshov’s film, the snow was replaced by the
flood of the river; as Shklovskii comments, ‘ioka pazroBapuBaiu, 00CyK/1aJlu CLIEHAPUH, CHET
pacrasii. 3aMeHWIIN CHeT pa3nuBoM MockBbl-pekn’, see Shklovskii, Druz'ia i vstrechi, p. 26. However,
in developing his first independent comedy, Barnet departs from Kuleshov’s style in several ways. In
Kuleshov’s film the focus was on the representation of nature and the landscape as the basic spatial
elements of the film; elements that, according to Shklovskii, could ‘eat space’: ‘B neii [kapTuHe]
MOSIBUIINCH KaJAPbl, OXKHPAIOIINE TPOCTPAHCTBO, a He MTOKa3aH “‘akTep Ha (oHe npupoasr”. Yenosexk,
IPOTUBOIIOCTABIICHHBII 3TOH mpupoe, [...] Aenan nei3ax 6in3knum 3purento’, ibid.

28 Barnet, ‘Devushka s korobkoi’, p. 10.
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predominantly in just one room. *° But the approach adopted by Barnet was different
in important ways from that used in Po zakonu, where the director had employed
many close-ups and combinations of different shots. In Barnet’s film, the constraints
of a limited set design and a limited number of traditional cinematic techniques placed
in the spotlight the details of the interior decoration — floor, walls, ceiling — and the
concentration inherent in the mise-en-sceéne itself replaced the types of highlighting
more usually conveyed by close-ups and montage cuts. The effect of this, in turn, was
to create various ‘frame within a frame’ effects, and to direct the relationship between
the characters in unusual ways, from which the rich range of comic situations was
directly derived.

The most effective sequence illustrating these effects is the one of which I
have mentioned briefly already, when furious Madame reluctantly gives the order to
empty the room so the newlyweds can use it. Here Barnet contributes to the gallery of
‘moving interiors’ so characteristic of the modernist movement; for several minutes
all we see are moving objects travelling from one room to another. The director
explores a whole range of possibilities of ‘moving the immovable’ and of shifting the
borders between stasis and dynamics.

For example, Il'ia carries out a sleeping guest (just to make her point,
Madame Iréne has decided to empty the room while her guests are still having
dinner); other guests get up and take out their chairs themselves. When the room is
already empty, we suddenly see Natasha being dragged away by ‘an invisible force’.
It turns out that the last bit of the interior decoration left in the room, the carpet, is
moving, apparently on its own. Actually, of course, the guests are dragging it out

themselves, working from a neighbouring room, but since Natasha is standing on this

2 Barnet, ‘Devushka s korobkoi’, p. 10.
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carpet, she appears to be sliding away without wanting to, a comic effect that becomes
all the funnier when Il'ia comes to ‘save’ her, allowing her to remain in the already
empty room. Barnet uses the boundaries between the two rooms to enhance the
impact of the scene: at first, the spectators cannot see what is causing the strange
movements of Natasha in the room next door.

As the narrative progresses, Il'ia is left sleeping on the floor in the empty
room — another example of using an object outside the scope of its ordinary purpose.
In fact, the only possessions he has, his books, keep serving him in all possible ways;

as a pillow during sleep, or as weights for his morning exercises.

Figures 39 and 40. Devushka s korobkoi, 1'ia performing exercises in the empty room.

Not only is the room practically empty, but Il'ia himself is almost naked in
the ‘exercises’ scene, wearing only his (admittedly capacious) underpants. The room
of Madame and her husband next door, on the contrary, is full of details and is
depicted through a series of close-ups focusing on these details — a duvet, domestic
shoes, a patterned carpet. The contrast continues as the scene progresses. In his empty

room, [l'ia starts going through all possible actions: boxing, jogging, and exercising;
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the enclosure paradoxically invites freedom of action (see figures 39 and 40).** On the
contrary, Trager cannot perform anything in his room, and even when he tries to copy
Il'ia’s actions, watching him through the keyhole as he works, Madame Iréne stops
him.”!

The next time we return to the empty room is when Natasha needs to spend
a night in the room with Il'ia. Both characters sleep on the floor using their only
belongings — books for I1'ia, and hatboxes for Natasha — as pillows. The empty
room here helps to establish a relationship between the characters, as they occupy
opposite corners of the room, but still try to look at each other. The wonderful acting
of Ivan Koval’-Samborskii demonstrates the tender feeling I1'ia has towards Natasha
as his character wishes Natasha good morning. The round hat-boxes that Natasha uses
to barricade herself in an empty room both add a comic touch and look really striking
in a graphic sense, resembling a piece of abstract art such as a constructivist or cubist
sculpture.

To demonstrate that this room is really important to the plot, Barnet sets the
final scene there. This tour-de-force scene shows all the potential of Barnet’s
experimentation with empty settings and with directing different scenes using just one
shot of a room, rather than different montage cuts. Natasha, ready to confess her real
feelings towards Il'ia, enters the room. She notices some change in the layout — a big

armchair is situated in the middle of it (Trager had put it back in order to bribe Il'ia

3% These actions may also allude to the concept of the ‘actor-mannequin’ coined by Kuleshov during his
workshops on acting, which, as Rolando Levaco puts it, “‘would appear to embody all potential,
possible human actions’, see Lev Kuleshov on Film. Writings of Lev Kuleshov, ed. and trans. by
Rolando Levaco (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1974), p. 209.

*! This so-called ‘keyhole realism’ was used by Russian filmmakers much earlier than 1927 as well.
For example, Vladislav Starevich uses it in his 1912 animation film Mest' kinematograficheskogo
operatora. Bauer had already eagerly employed this technique in Posle smerti (1915). In a few cases,
the keyhole seems to serve Barnet’s pictorial and expressive ends, rather than merely supplying the
point of view shot. For instance, in the analysed scene of Barnet’s film, the keyhole point of view
serves for comic effect as it gives another opportunity for Madame Iréne to attack her husband. For
more on the comic usage of the keyhole gaze in cinema, see Norman K. Denzin, ‘The Comic Voyeur’s
Gaze’, in The Cinematic Society: The Voyeur’s Gaze (London: Sage, 1995), pp. 64-87.
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and to get his lottery ticket back). As Natasha enters the room, the spectator cannot
see whether the chair is empty or someone is sitting on it, but Natasha can. She takes
a note from the chair and reads it. However, the spectator is still unaware what she
can see on the chair itself. She turns around to leave, but then changes her mind, and
‘enters’ the room again, knocking, but not on the door but on her hatbox. It is only
now that we discover that I1'ia has been sleeping in the armchair all the while. Here,
Barnet uses the chair to create a type of ‘frame in a frame’ effect — but of a very
particular kind: a ‘secret in a frame effect’, as one might say. In a comparable vein,
when we see Il'ia rising from the chair, another ‘secret’ emerges. This time, Il'ia
himself is unaware of what the spectator already knows: Natasha has read his note,
which appears to be an application for divorce.

Thus, without changing the point of view of the camera and without using
creative editing, relying entirely on the help of just one empty room and one chair,
Barnet manages to show all the possible points of view (of the spectator, of Natasha,
and of Il'ia) in one single shot. This is not yet the limit of the chair’s functions in the
scene. Natasha puts her signature on the divorce application while sitting on that very
armchair, which is already an object of transition within the room. From this, the
viewer understands that there is the potential for the legitimacy of the signature to
soon change. And this is exactly what happens.

As Il'ia comes back to the empty room after showing the divorce certificate
to the Tragers, Natasha occupies the space behind the chair, using it now as a
defensive tool against Il'ia. A beautiful trajectory of movements that is similar to an

imaginary bullfight,’* the combination of attack and defence in a game around the

32 If in Bauer’s films, the mise-en-scéne of the loving couple was modelled on the trajectories of tango,
popular in the 1910s, Barnet prefers to use more aggressive examples for his construction of the mise-
en-scenes. For example, in an earlier sequence we already saw Il'ia using the empty room as an
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armchair leads to the final union of the couple in the corner of the room. ‘Defeated’
Natasha demonstrates her ‘wound’ — a prick on her lip. Il'ia heals the ‘wound’ in a

final kiss.

Dom na Trubnoi: The Zigzag of the Staircase

Inspired by the popularity of his first comedy with the ordinary Soviet public,’
Barnet went on to make his most elaborate silent comedy, Dom na Trubnoi, another
attempt to recreate a Soviet comic interior on screen. In Devushka, Barnet was still
experimenting with cinematic techniques; in Dom na Trubnoi, however, the director
definitively established his cinematic style, and ‘reworked motifs [...] that he had
learned from Kuleshov [...] in such a way that they became truly his own’.**

The film’s narrative centres on Parasha Pitunova (Vera Maretskaia), a young
villager who arrives in Moscow and is hired as a domestic servant by the Golikov
family precisely because she does not belong to a trade union. Golikov the barber
(Vladimir Fogel’) and his idle wife (Elena Tiapkina) continuously mistreat their new
servant Parasha by forcing her to work both at home and in their barber’s shop.
Another domestic helper offers Parasha the opportunity to join the trade union, but
Golikov steals his employee’s application form, fires the young girl and drives her out
of the apartment. After receiving information that Parasha has been elected to the
Moscow City Soviet (Mossovet), the Golikovs change their relationship to the poor
girl, and, much to her surprise, organise a big banquet in her honour. As soon as it is

revealed that the new delegate to Mossovet is not Parasha, but her namesake, the

imaginary boxing ring as a part of his morning exercises (a possible reference to Barnet’s own boxing
career).

%3 On the film’s public success, see Youngblood, ‘Boris Barnet’, p. 132; and Kushnirov, p. 67.

** Youngblood, ‘Boris Barnet’, p. 135.
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Golikovs change their attitude once again and get the domestic servant out of their
apartment for the second time. Parasha loses her job at the Golikovs’, but this lets her
start a better life with a handsome driver (Vladimir Batalov) and her new friends from
the Union. The film’s final sequence depicts Golikov in court, being sentenced for all
his crimes.

Although undoubtedly popular with the public, and praised by later film
historians as demonstrating ‘an even richer feeling for film form in its extravagant
visual invention [than Barnet’s first comedy]’,>> Dom na Trubnoi received a high
degree of criticism from contemporary critics. Considered a definite failure (‘kapTuna
nosyunnack Heynaunoit’),’ the film was attacked not so much for its visual qualities,
but for its particular infidelity to the script.

Indeed, there was something extraordinary about the script, which in the
course of its creation turned into a collaboration of as many as five leading authors of
the time: the formalist Viktor Shklovskii, the writers and poets Bella Zorich, Anatolii
Mariengof and Vadim Shershenevich, and the satirical dramatist Nikolai Erdman.
Shklovskii’s words during the discussion of the film in ARRK were quoted on the

pages of Kino under an ironical title ‘Mctopust 6one3nu’:

Tos. IlIkmoBCKUil (CIIEHAPUCT) PacCKa3bIBAET, KaK ‘BHIOM3MEHMIICS CIIEHAPUI KapTHHBI.
‘CHavana cueHapuii nepeaensiBai lllepmenesud, 3atem Mapuenrod, Opaman u ere
genoBek 5-6. K 3Toit paboTe BrocieacTBUY NpuBiedeH Obl 1 . 1 uTo xe momyuninocs? Ilo
NPUHIAITY IPUBJICYECHHS MEHBIIEH WM OOJIbIIEH “3HAMEHUTOCTH , TIEPBOHAYAIBLHBIH
CIIeHapHii momnan B 0eCKOHEUHbIE IEPEEIIKH, TOPa3I0 Xy AINe, HeXKeIn padboTa TOB. 30pHH.

Cuenapuct OpaMaH BBEJI JIMIIE IBYX KOIIEK: OeIyio, KOTopas Aefanach Y4epHOH U YepHYIO,

> Gillett, p. 244.
3% “Dom na Trubnoi’, Kino, 18 September 1928, p. 6.
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KOTOpas Jienanach 0enoii. 3a ato emy 3amnatuinu 400 py6neit. Ho aTux komek B KapTHHE HE

37
YAaJI0Ch NMOKa3aTh.

The so-called ‘leading’ scriptwriter Zorich also criticised the film for the fact that its
making had dragged on past all tolerable limits, describing it as a picture made ‘6e3
BCSKOTO KMHeMaTorpagpuueckoro remna’. Meanwhile Zorich’s colleagues added to
this criticism a range of details that showed the picture as a failure from an ideological
point of view, taking the wrong attitude to Soviet life: ‘cambim 6e300pa3HbIM 006pa3zom
[BEICMEMBAET]| COBETCKYIO NeHCTBUTENBHOCTE . One ‘Comrade Iudin’, for example,
asked ‘1o xakoro mpesena JOMyCTUMO y HaC KaJeuuTh CIIEHapUi, 1 BOOOIIE
MOJIb30BAThCSl COBETCKUM KOoMeAniHBIM MaTepuanom?’. This view was echoed by his
colleague Anoshchenko: “YcraHoBka crieHapusi B nepBoHa4aIbHOM pelaKkluy TOB.
3opuy OblIa MHAs, YEM COZIep)KaHue KapTHHBL. [...] KapTuna uaet no auHun

BHILHE SKCIIEHTpHAIB! .

Against the background of obsessive interest in the scriptwriting ‘kyx#s’ of
the film, one of the few contemporary critics who did pay attention to the film’s visual
and cinematic qualities rather than its fidelity to the literary source was Konstantin
Fel'dman. In his review for Kino, where he attempted to place Barnet’s films in the
tradition of Soviet comedies, Fel'dman highlighted some specific artistic techniques in
both Barnet’s comedies, summarising, however, that ‘o6e KapTUHBI OTHIOJb HE
SBIISIIOTCS 3aKOHYEHHBIMU TIPOM3BEACHUSMH; 3TO TOJBKO OTBITHBIE Ja0OpaTOpHbIE

39
paboThI’.

*7“Dom na Trubnoi’, p. 6.
*% All the quotations in this paragraph are taken from the discussion of the film on the pages of Kino,
see ‘Dom na Trubnoi’, Kino, 18 September 1928, p. 6.
3 Konstantin F el’dman, ‘Na putiakh k sovetskoi komedii. “Dom na Trubnoi’”’, Kino, 2 October 1928,
p. 3.
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In fact, the sense of ‘mabopartopnas padora’ was for some reason immanent
to the discussion of the film. On this wave of experimenting, the attack on the film’s
infidelity to the script continued in a rather surprising ‘laboratorial’ form. Two weeks
after the film’s official release, Sovetskii ekran published extracts of the script of Dom

na Trubnoi and invited its readers to find any points of similarity with the film:

3auacTylo MepBOHAYAIBHBIN CIIEHApHil OBIBaeT COBEPIIEHHO NepepadoTan u n3meHeH. OH
CIIY>)KHT TOJBKO 3€pKajoM, IPOEKTOM HJIM YEPHOBUKOM ISl pEXXKHCCEpa, OrepaTopa u

aKTEpOB.

Kak nmumryrcs cuenapun? Y 9to u3 HUX mosrydaercsi motoM B ¢punbme? [l cpaBHEHUS
MpeJyIaraeM 3pUTeNIIM OTHICKATh IedaTaeMble HaMH OTPBIBKHU crieHapus bensr 3opud

‘[Mapama’ — Ha skpane B huasme b.Bapuera ‘[Jom ua TpyGroir’.*

Importantly for my analysis, most of the scenes, which the magazine highlighted as
‘unfaithful’, took place in the domestic interiors of the house on Trubnaia, and hence
a major part of the director’s ‘infidelity’ to the script was connected to his treatment
of the visual representation of the house and its parts.

The critics’ own ‘experiment’ itself demonstrated a very significant detail.
For Barnet, the written word had never been more than a springboard for the
accumulation of more cinematically specific elements; hence the reason why so many
contradictions could be established between the script and the film itself at the post-
production stage.*' His handling of Dom na Trubnoi allowed him to go beyond the

construction of an ideologically-driven narrative of a typical female fate in 1920s

40y stsenarnoi kukhne “Doma na Trubnoi™, Sovetskii ekran, 35 (1928), 15.

*! Barnet’s biographer Kushnirov even suggests that the failure of the scriptwriters to produce a
sufficient piece of scriptwriting actually led to the film’s success, as it gave Barnet more possibilities to
experiment: see Kushnirov, p. 80.
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Moscow. As the film follows Parasha’s arrival at ideological consciousness, with her
finally becoming a member of the Workers’ Union, the visual level of the film offers
a more complex picture that is based, as I argue, on a number of interior metaphors.
Such an interpretation, I believe, is made possible by the director’s highly creative

and dynamic treatment of the material of the script.

The Staircase
As the opening sequence of the city waking up develops into a montage of the interior
of the house on Trubnaia, we see the landmark shot of the whole film — the womb of

the house — the famous stairway with a zigzag set of stairs (figure 41).

Figure 41. Dom na Trubnoi. The staircase.
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It is important to note the transition from the interior and exterior and back throughout
the film that, just as in Room’s film, establishes the strong connection between the
microcosm of a flat and the macrocosm of the city. For example, one of the intertitles
establishes an important metaphor, stating that the city wakes up and, looking in the
mirror, starts to wash. Here the city is metaphorically placed in interior space, as it
literally looks in the mirror. The whole range of consecutive frames showing the
city’s awakening develops this interior metaphor. In the montage that follows this
intertitle, the city is shown almost as an interior, closed space; almost as a decoration,
to borrow Tutkevich’s description.*?

Another point of connection is in the name of the house itself. A house on
Trubnaia, to a contemporary viewer, was something different from a house on
Tverskaia or a house on Arbat. Trubnaia Square was one of the proletarian districts of
Moscow, famous for its big market and cheap evening restaurants. Kushnirov

provides an excellent account of the resonance of Trubnaia Square at the time:

TpyOHas mIomaas HCIOKOH BEKY ObLIA 3JI0TTOTyIHOH MPOOIEMOM 1T MOCKOBCKHX
apXuUTEKTOPOB. B Te He3amaMsaTHBIC TOH [...] OHA ObLIA TTOX0KA Ha TPS3HBINA MIepOaTHIA
noxHoc. C yTpa 1o Beuepa OHa KWIIeNna, KUIIesna, JaBIIach OyIHHBIM IepeMeIeHueM
YeJOBEYECKHUX TeJl. B roMOHE OrpOMHOI TOJIIIBI BUTAJIA MUCKU, YUPUKAHbBE, JIail, HEMOHSITHBIN
rOroT — TYT ObUI 3HAMEHUTHII U €IMHCTBEHHBII B cTONHIE ‘TITHumii 6asap’. [lepHaTsie,
MEJIKO€ 3BEephe, PHIObS JKHBHOCTD, TaJbI (4 3a0HO M IBETHI), CTUCHYTHIE YaCTOKOJIOM PYK,
HOT, CTIMH ¥ KUBOTOB, TTI0OJaBJIEHHBIE HEBOJIEH, TO3HABAIIN 37IECH MTOJHYIO MEPY YEeI0BEUECKOM

K HUM JIFOOBH U YEJIOBEUECKOM )KCCTOKOCTI/I.43

*2 A similar technique to the one used in Room’s Tret'ia Meshchanskaia.
* Kushnirov, p. 87.
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With the teeming ‘bird market’ as a kind of spoiled paradise (with reptiles as
well as flowers), Trubnaia was a contradictory space. This element of chaos,
programmed into the title of the film, will soon reveal itself in the interior scenes, and
though the market itself was not shown in the film, the atmosphere inside the house
seems very similar to that described by Kushnirov, which we understand as soon as
we enter the staircase of the house.

This scene was to become one of the most popular sequences of the Soviet
silent era. For all the traditional lack of detailed criticism regarding Barnet’s films, at
least a short description of this ‘wonderful tenement set with the camera craning up
and down on scenes of frenzied activity’** features in almost any mention of the
film.*

Shot structure and the organisation of space in the frame become major
characteristics of Barnet’s new style of directing. Symmetry and attention to the
subdivision of space, both within and between the frames are the main features of his
emerging style. The main structural component of Barnet’s shot structure is the zigzag
of six diagonal flights of stairs. Diagonal is the most dynamic type of movement
within the cinematic frame; it represents power, rapidity, irreversibility and the
dramatic tension of the frame. Moreover, the subdivision of the stairs into six separate
parts, each going in opposite directions, creates an atmosphere of chaos and
instability, absence of centre, lack of dominant. Here, people, as well as the camera,
move simultaneously up and down the stairs and even chop wood there. This staircase

becomes at one and the same time both dusty and stinking ‘black stairscase’*® and

* Gillett, p. 244.

* This scene played an important role in Noel Burch’s 1985 television documentary on Soviet silent
film, Born Yesterday: USSR, 1924-1928, which confirms its exceptional visual qualities.

* ‘Black staircase’ or chernaya lestnitsa in Russian — mainly in Saint Petersburg — a staircase that is
opposite to the front staircase (paradnaya lestnitsa), used primarelly by servants for various domestic
needs.
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welcoming front stairs. This sequence illustrate that interiors changed themselves at
this time, inner space has now become a public space.

The sequence opens with the ‘boiling activities’ of the inhabitants of the
house. Each room in the staircase represents one particular character in the film.
Many times we see the doors of the house opening and closing, showing peculiar
details of the flats’ inhabitants: someone is cleaning dust from his stuffed leopard,
other neighbours are chopping firewood on an already structurally weak staircase,
others are cooking, cleaning, washing. All this happens with the background of
different signs that prohibit the inhabitants from doing various domestic activities, for
example telling them not to chop the wood on the staircase. Undoubtedly an accurate
representation of the domestic labour of Soviet people of the time,*’ this sequence
interests me not so much in its properties of social representation, but as an example
of an explicitly formalist and constructivist use of interior imagery.

Traditionally seen as a stable and concrete construction, the house here is on
the move. The camera goes up and down the staircase, zooms in and out, and zigzags
from one corner to another, representing the staircase as an anthill. Barnet seems to
show the whole range of camera movement techniques in a single sequence. Here we
have close-ups of the legs of characters going up and down the stairs (figures 42 and
43),* panorama shots both horizontal and vertical, a view from the top and a view

from the bottom, which also shows the depth of the screen in several dimensions

* Emma Widdis even prioritises this function over the others. She writes that ‘domestic necessity is
given a starring role in The House on Trubnaia Square’, and calls the film ‘a deliberate parody of
meshchanstvo’, see Widdis, Visions, p. 90.

* A year earlier, similar close-up shots of feet on the stairs and on the floor were displayed during the
fourth exhibition entitled Iskusstvo dvizheniia, the fourth and the last in the series of shows dedicated to
the representation of movement in different media, see Iskusstvo dvizheniia. Katalog chetvertoi
vystavki (Moscow: Gosudarstvennaia akademiia khudozhestvennykh nauk, 1928). Cf. also a similar
close-up image of solders’ legs on the Odessa steps in Bronenosets Potemkin. However, if in
Bronenosets the legs were multiple and represented order and rhythm, in Dom na Trubnoi we see how
the same image of close-up legs represents chaos, with characters moving towards different directions
one by one.
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(figures 44 and 45), sliding from left to right and back, and finally, diagonal ‘tracking
shots’. The variety of movements in this sequence is also multiplied by the variety of
those who move: cats run up and down the stairs, people go out and in, jump and rush,
even a girl with crutches appears to ironically close off this gallery of all possible
movements. The staircase emerges, in this representation, as a perfect set for this
brilliant cinematic show. Moreover, this zigzag image dominates the visual part of the
movie and develops the whole dynamics of the film, introducing a palpably new way

of representing both the house and the city.

N

Figures 44 and 45. Dom na Trubnoi. The view of the staircase from the top. Golikov
looking up the staircase from the bottom.
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The staircase almost explodes with movement and action, with its geometry
and architectonics; ‘rectruia 6ecuyercs’, as Kushnirov puts it.* Importantly,
the zigzag movement of the camera framed by the form of the staircase is echoed in
one of the most dynamic cinematic sequences of the film — the scene when Parasha
arrives in Moscow with a duck under her arm, which escapes from the girl’s hands
and nearly gets under a tram. While Parasha is trying to catch her escaped duck, the
camera follows the girl in overcrowded Moscow, moving alongside one diagonal to
another (with some shots following the diagonal lines of the tram rails), until the duck
and Parasha are nearly under the tramcar.”® Here, we see the famous freeze frame
joke. The viewers are not allowed to see the end of a possible tramcar accident, but
instead are literally taken back by the rewinding of the film to find out what had
happened before the accident. This sequence reveals the potential of a zigzag
construction to act also on a meta-level for the narrative, representing not only the
structure of particular shots in zigzag shapes, but also the structure of the film
narrative itself that could stop and make a zigzag turn back at the film’s most exciting
moments.”'

Another zigzag sequence is Parasha’s efforts to find her uncle’s home where
she was supposed to stay during her time in Moscow. Having only the address of
Uncle Fedia in her hands, Parasha enters the disorienting, chaotic space of the city,

where she does not know anyone or anything. The girl keeps asking strangers how to

* Kushnirov, p. 86.

%% Kushnirov mentions that such tramcar accidents on Trubnaia Square (‘TpaMBaii OCTOSIHHO Bpe3ancst
B Tonmy’) caused the closure of the famous market on the square by the time The House was filmed,
see Kushnirov, p. 87.

3T Walter Benjamin, one the most accurate observers of this new Moscow, spent two winter months
(from December 1926 to the end of January 1927) in the city, and found it extremely different to walk
‘on the sheet ice of the streets’, as there were no ‘clear demarcations between sidewalks and
pavements: the snow and ice even out the various levels of the street’; he also noticed the strange
walking habits (although produced more by carelessness than the situation on the pavement) of
Moscow’s pedestrians, who ‘have gotten in the habit of walking zigzags’ the movement so
meticulously captured by Barnet, see Walter Benjamin, Moscow Diary, ed. by Gary Smith; trans. by
Richard Sieburth (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1986), pp. 17-18; p. 47.
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find the address, and they keep sending her in different directions, from one corner to
another, manifesting the zigzag motif on the screen, and thus echoing the earlier

. . . . . . 32
sequence on the staircase where people are also moving in different directions.

The Room

The sense of a chaotic zigzag movement of frames and functions continues in a series
of interior shots. As we pass the transitional space of the staircase, we enter the rooms
themselves. The main room we enter is the one belonging to the Golikovs. It is
situated on the top floor, and its inhabitants have to wake up earlier than others
because they do not have a servant (although when they do acquire a servant, nothing
much changes). The over-patterned design of the Golikovs’ apartment captures
Parasha the same way it captured Liuda in Room’s film a year earlier. For example,
the walls of the Golikovs’ apartment are decorated with ornamental round paper fans
— a kind of zigzag used in interior decoration.” This is not only an allusion to the
pre-revolutionary culture to which the masters of the fans belong, but also to the
‘structure’ of other spaces in the film, and the fans also allow Barnet to explore more
cinematic techniques. When Parasha takes the fan and starts to fan herself with it,
Barnet shows us several different angles and shots of it, including a graphically very
interesting close-up of Parasha’s face with a gigantic fan moving forwards and
backwards in front of it. This frame not only highlights Parasha’s amusements, but
also adds to the film’s dynamic montage techniques developed in the interior scenes —

— the close-up of a paper fan looks just like the close-up of stairs we saw earlier,

> This sequence of Parasha’s search for home, as Emma Widdis suggests, becomes a metaphor for the
general feeling of dislocation in 1920s Moscow, see Widdis, Visions, p. 46.

> A fan became a popular attribute for many cinematic productions of the time. A similar paper fan
decorates the wall in the room in Ivan Pravov’s and Ol'ga Preobrazhenskaia’s Poslednii attraktsion
(1929). A heroine from Konstantin’s Eggert’s Ledianoi dom (1928) also often uses a fan in her room. A
folded curtain that copies the shape and design of a fan is seen in a room in Room’s film Predatel’
(1926); for a discussion of the décor in Predatel’, see also Widdis, ‘Faktura’, pp. 14-24.
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Parasha’s struggle with this over-decorated apartment in its trajectories also
echoes the same ‘zigzag’ structure. In a sequence intended to depict Parasha’s usual
way of spending the day at the Golikovs’, the heroine tries to stack a mattress on a
trunk that is balanced on the top of a chest of drawers. However, the mattress slides
down to the floor each time Parasha tries to put it up, and makes it almost impossible
for the poor girl to complete her task.

This use of ‘moving’ objects is somehow different to the tradition described
in the previous chapter, where the objects symbolically recreated the actions that took
place between the characters. The use of objects in Barnet’s Dom na Trubnoi is closer
to the comic trick identified by the film theoretician Adrian Piotrovskii as
‘9KCIIEHTPHYECKOE HCIob3oBanue Bem’.”” Defining the genre of the comedy,
Piotrovskii names ‘3KcIieHTpHUYECKOE UCTIONb30BaHue Ben’ among the most

important of the comedic elements, the one that will move the genre forwards:

Beiup, ucnosib3oBaHHas He 110 IPSIMOMY CBOEMY HAa3HAUYEHHIO, HEOXKHUAAHHO U HEBIIONA, —
3yOHBIE METKH KaK Opy/Ire K BCKPBIBAHHUIO KOHCEPBHBIX 0aHOK, NMAalupoca B KauecTBE
TpaMBaifHOTO BaroHa, KOHTPACTHOE YepeI0OBaHHE HaMEPEHHO OOJIBIINX U HAPOUUTO

o v ~ 55
MaJeHBKHX BEIIeH [...], — BeCh 3TOT CyMaCIIeIIITNI MUpP HECOOOPa3HOCTEH OTKPHIT KHHO.

In Devushka s korobkoi, such an eccentric object is the pack of books that Il'ia carries
around and uses as a chair, as weights, and pillows. In Dom na Trubnoi, it is a

mattress that Parasha fails to put on its place, or a goose that she takes with her to the

>* Piotrovskii, p. 157.
>3 Ibid., p. 158.
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city. As Piotrovskii puts it regarding Chaplin’s films, in some films
‘3KCLIEHTPUUECKAS HIPa BEIIeH BBIPACTACT 10 pasMepos duaocoduueckux’.>®

Talking about two of Barnet’s comedies, one can say that it is his play not
only with objects, but with interior imagery as a whole that develops to philosophical
dimensions. In both of his films, Barnet uses interior imagery as the centre of his
narrative and a dominant part of his visual style. In Devushka s korobkoi, interiors are
used creatively to outline the relationships between the characters, as well as to
develop new types of scene construction. This experiment, highly constructivist in its
essence, successfully establishes Barnet as a pioneer of the genre of comedy, as it
allowed him to develop different comic effects without referring to elaborate props or
complicated montage techniques.

In Dom na Trubnoi, the image of the interior staircase is used ambivalently
and to dynamic effect. The interior here becomes both a social microcosm (showing
different layers of society) and a space for Barnet’s artistic intelligence and formally
interesting experiments, and the latter — not sufficiently valued in secondary
discussions so far — is significantly manifested in his own, highly individual,
treatment of the staircase. This transcends its symbolic role as a metaphor of progress
and social gradation to introduce the zigzag dynamics that dominates the entire
representation in the film.

The dynamism that is present in all the interior scenes in both films is a
feature that divides Barnet’s interiors from the previous tradition of interior
representation in Russian cinema. Borrowing some techniques of dynamic scenes that
he learned from Kuleshov, Barnet also shows that schenes located indoors can be as

dynamic and fast as those located on the streets. Moreover, both films break with the

>® piotrovskii, p. 158.
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established ‘bourgeois’ understanding of domestic space, given that their interiors do
not give any sense of comfort, security and joy. Even the ‘luxurious’ (by the standards
of that time) rooms of Madame Iréne and the Golikovs are constantly disturbed by the
Housing Committee or the other authorities imposed over the private sphere. The
revolution had brought momentous changes to the security of private living as well as
the abolition of private property and a drive to reform the public culture. Barnet’s
comedies were among the first to reflect on the results of this process artistically, and
to create a specific cinematic tradition of representation of the new housing
phenomenon, a tradition that was both realistic and entertaining, both innovative and
popular with large sections of the Soviet population who had no interest in cinematic
experimentation for its own sake.

Interestingly, later in his career, Barnet returned to many of the spatial
motifs he used in these films. For example, the representation of the staircase and the
motif of a girl lost in a city appear in Odnazhdy noch'iu (1944), albeit with a totally
different accent. The film tells a story of a young girl, Varia, who is trying to help
solders in an occupied city. Here Barnet comes back to the idea of showing an empty
space in order to highlight characters or objects that appear in this space.

Odnazhdy noch'iu shows Varia in a completely ruined, empty and scary city,
which contrasts with the young innocent girl moving through them. At one point,
while moving through the city, Varia has to go up the staircase. This scene is filmed
from the top of the stairs, and this point of view suddenly gives a symbolical
significance to the whole film. Russian film critic Evgenii Margolit suggests that this

image becomes a symbol of an apocalyptic space:
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Urto65!I monacTh Ha YepaK MOJypa3pylIeHHOTO 0Ma, I/Ie IPAYyTCs paHeHbIe, OHA HIET
OOCHKOM I10 OCKOJIKaM KaMHEH, a 3aTeM MOJHIMAETCS 110 JIECTHUIIE, KaK ObI OBHCIICH B

BO3JlyX€. ATOKaIUNTUYECKUI XapaKTep NPOCTPAHCTBA BbI3BIBAET ACCOLMALIMY C KPECTHBIM

o 57
IIyTEM, MPOABJISACT MUCTCPUATIbLHBIN TUII CIOXKETA.

Here we see that Barnet developed his use of details, bringing to them a significance
that goes beyond the plot. However the whole tradition of using a staircase as a
particularly interesting and ambiguous set comes from his earlier films, especially
from Dom na Trubnoi. Of course Dom na Trubnoi does not suggest any kind of
apocalyptic meaning, however, it is an important intermediate stage in establishing
the tradition of shifting meaning of the interior details, of showing the interior as a
primary location of catastrophe and chaos. Therefore with Barnet’s case we are able
to trace the development of the representation of interior details — from visually

interesting sets in Miss Mend to the highly symbolical set in Odnazhdy noch'iu.

37 Evgenii Margolit, ‘Prizrak svobody: strana detei’, Iskusstvo kino, 8 (2002), 76-85 (83).
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CONCLUSION

I began this study with a hypothesis that suggested the room was one of the central
creative locations of Russian modernism, alongside cities and public spaces. |
contended that the representation of interior spaces in the early twentieth century
abandoned its former connotation of safe and stable places, such as was set out in
previous literature, and instead became dynamic, uneasy and unstable. However, if
this pattern was well established in European secondary literature on the subject, my
study attempted to trace similar patterns in Russian responses to the question of how a
modernist room was to be represented in the 1910s and the 1920s. The six cases
studies of different writers and directors who depicted the image of a room that I have
analysed here have allowed me to demonstrate the validity of this contention for the

Russian cultural sphere on three different levels.

A New Tradition of Representation

At this level, my analysis responds to Henri Lefebvre’s argument that, during the
1910s and 1920s, the previously ‘sacred, quasi-religious and in fact almost absolute
space’ of secure private living associated with the interior came to represent fluidity
and anxiety, produced by ‘the terrible urban reality, which the twentieth century has
instituted’.' T showed how Anna Akhmatova, for example, depicted rooms that were
no longer connected to the idea of peace and family values, depicting, rather, rooms
where her heroines felt alienated, abandoned, and scared. Even in those relatively rare
examples where the inhabitants of Akhmatova’s imaginary room were portrayed as

feeling joy and happiness, the author always stressed how temporary and fragile this

! Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space, trans. by Donald Nicholson-Smith (Oxford: Blackwell,
1991), p. 121.
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joyfulness was, and how it was disappearing as we were in the very act of reading the
poem.

Andrei Belyi’s case, by contrast, shows a writer more preoccupied with the
fact that the whole culture of a big and joyful family flat (what he calls
‘npodeccopckas kBaptupa’) has disappeared. He traces its destruction in his
character’s consciousness, where all the elements of his room are being
deconstructed: walls fall apart, the floor disappears... Belyi’s two autobiographical
novels are based on remembering the culture of the professor’s appartment as a part of
the author’s own heritage, and at the same time on realising that he is an individual
that is detached from that culture, that he has his own perception. The spatial
arrangement of the flat helps Belyi’s protagonist to understand the past and the future,
to become aware of his own consciousness, and to realise that he constitutes a new
unity of being, different from his parents and their culture. All these ideas come to
mind while Belyi is describing his character’s room, hence the room can be called a
symbol of self-exploration. In his prose, Belyi clearly shows the emergence of a new,
modernist tradition of representing spaces.

Like Belyi, Sigizmund Krzhizhanovskii relates to the old tradition of
representation of the rooms as something cosy and domestic, a family home.
However, this very cosiness destroys his protagonists, who are looking for space and
freedom rather than a trap in one’s room. Most of the rooms in Krzhizhanovskii’s
stories are small and intimidating; they do not connect people in a social conversation,
as was common for the traditional pre-modernist private space. Rather,
Krzhizhanovskii’s rooms are inhabited by lonely people who are influenced by and

even suffering from the architectural qualities and emptiness of their rooms.
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Bauer as well as Belyi starts with depicting rooms apparently belonging to
the earlier tradition of the secure home: beautiful ball rooms, drawing rooms with rugs
and exotic goods, studies with antique statues, boudoirs... However, those who
inhabit these rooms never feel comfortable in them — they all desire something new,
something completely opposite to their actual experience. The heroine of Sumerki
zhenskoi dushi leaves her beautiful boudoir and goes out to the slums, and then brings
the insecurity and cruelty of the world of the poor and homeless to her private
bedroom. Importantly, from the very beginning the composition which Bauer choses
for the frame of the bedroom hints towards what is going to happen, so the interiors
Bauer chooses to show are filled with uncertainty and desire for change. Likewise, the
male protagonist from Ditia bol'shogo goroda goes out to the city to find an orphan
girl from the street who will turn his life upside down, resulting in him inhabiting a
poor attic and finally committing suicide. The tradition is broken, high changes into
low, security into insecurity — and all this is represented through interior details.

Abram Room’s treatment of the topic also directly plays with the traditional
representations of the room. The director represents a battle between the old petty
bourgeois tradition and new Soviet reality, which, in his treatment, destroys the life of
the protagonists. The female character Liuda has to escape her home, showing that
one’s own room can become a nightmare for their inhabitants. She is divided between
the old tradition of a woman being a constant of any household and the emerging
image of an independent woman who is free to choose not only who to love, but also
where to go — so she leaves her room.

Finally, Barnet’s film Devushka s korobkoi shows the old tradition
neighbouring the new one — the old-fashioned Madame Iréne lives next door to the

empty room of her servant, who represents the new generation; the bourgeois
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Golikovs live on the same staircase with people less well-off than themselves. The
proximity of these two worlds results in chaos, symbolically visualised in the image
of a huge staircase. In both cases, Barnet points out that there is a new tradition of
representation that particularly interests him —the images of both the empty room and
the staircase play the dominant role in the films.

Therefore, all six chapters clearly show that the old tradition of
representation is fading away, every author and director notes that the old tradition
existed, and sees it as a starting point to establish new modes of showing the interior

to their readers and spectators.

Movement and Transformation

In these new modes of representation, all six writers and artists show clear signs of the
influence of modernism’s preoccupation with dynamism — so that static objects like
interiors are represented as unstable and dynamic. However, in the work of each, this
tradition functions with strikingly different results, as I have demonstrated. In the
case of Anna Akhmatova, I was able to demonstrate that the writer prefers to show
her rooms not through the descriptions of static objects, but through descriptions of
actions, conditions that are in the process of development. For example, if there is a
staircase in her lyrics, the protagonist rushes up or down the staircase, or miscounts
the stairs — actions that suggest uncertainty and a feeling of discomfort. She also
feels the floor becoming a raft under her feet; all the objects of her room indicate the
result of having been moved away, they slowly disappear, fade away. These rooms
usually capture the heroine out of place, in transition, between different states of
being. If previously the room stood for a resting place, the home, for Akhmatova the

room is a place of uncertainty.
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Belyi gives perhaps the most impressive literary evocation of all sorts of
movements and transformations in the room. The room in his novel Kotik Letaev
becomes a place where past, present and future meet, the centuries collide; it is the
location of constant changes of ideas, characters; it changes itself. Seen through the
child’s eyes, rooms become the point of departure of his imagination: everything
interchanges, moves, people come and go, ideas appear and develop. The room
becomes the locus of fantasy and imagination and constant movement of imaginary
objects.

If in Belyi’s works movements through the room are chaotic and
spontaneous, Krzhizhanovskii specifically points out two very particular kinds of
movements associated with the room: expanding or becoming smaller; and following
the angles of a square. Importantly, these movements influence the lives of those who
inhibit the rooms, making the inhabitants square, small or big, or dividing them into
parts. The rooms in the beginning of short stories are never the same as in the end,
and these transformations influence the transformation of the characters.

Cinematic tradition brings different techniques for showing the
transformations of interior spaces. Bauer, for example, prefers to allude to particular
patterns that indicate the unstable situation of the inhabitants of the room.
Additionally, he is one of the first directors to use panoramic camera shots in his
films, and it is important that these panoramas are used inside the interiors — to show
how interior, character and camera coexist in one shot, and what new meaning they
bring. In Bauer’s case, I have traced several occasions in which scenes set within a
particular interior bring discomfort for the protagonists, or indicate a change of state.
We cannot see the direct movement of the interior spaces, but their inner dynamism is

highlighted by very precise choices of pattern in interior design, indicating unstable
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situations in which the protagonists find themselves — such as gratings, for example,
or overpatterned wallpaper.

Abram Room made the rhetoric of travelling the very essence of his film
Tret'ia Meshchanskaia. In the film, he makes clear that this is a cinematic journey and
compares the room to a train, and there are many visual parallels that to some extent
equate the room to the city or to the train. Many interior objects in Tret'ia
Meshchanskaya shift their meaning: a table becomes a bed, a samovar becomes a
shower. In all these transformations, the room is the crucial location.

Rooms in Barnet’s film also constantly change function to indicate
dynamism. One of the most important scenes in this respect is the scene of taking the
belongings from the room in Madame Iréne’s house — the objects are literally taken
away, the room is emptied out. Finally, the staircase in Dom na Trubnoi becomes one
of the most iconic cinematic representations of chaotic movement, mess, and the
hustle of everyday life to be produced during the 1920s.

Overall, in each case, the techniques to indicate dynamism are different, but
what unites them is the constant choice of a static object (room) to represent the idea

of flow and change.

Creative Use

The new tradition of representation of the interior spaces has to be based on specific
representational techniques, and I have suggested in my hypothesis that writers and
directors use interiors in their work in a consciously complicated, artistically
challenging manner, and not just as background images. Indeed, in the examples I
have provided, interiors are not only used artistically, but also become central to the

author’s artistic intention, and to some extent become a part of the technique to
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indicate new modes of representing a person’s life. There are several features, which
can be used to prove this point.

Akhmatova uses different kinds of everyday interior objects to suggest the
high emotional state of her heroine, to introduce the themes of love, loss and betrayal.
This manipulation of objects shifts the meaning of both material world and emotions:
exceptional love or the agony of loss is linked to something close and familiar, and an
item that is seemingly not important at all, such as a glove on a table, or a lamp in a
room next door, acquires philosophical resonance: the scene lets the reader feel that
exceptional love can be as simple as a glove. At the same time, everyday objects in
the context of the heroine’s room can carry an exceptional meaning and generate an
emotional explosion — as in the famous case of the glove placed on the wrong hand.

Bely indicates that the room becomes ‘a language’ for the exploration of the
world. He links space to consciousness, putting the room in the very centre of this
journey of exploration. Equally, Krzhizhanovskii links the room to the language with
which he explores the world, suggesting that urban space has influenced his way of
writing, and, as I have pointed out, a square room becomes central to urban space,
becoming the place where all the journeys begin and end.

All the cinematic examples I have discussed show that the room is used as a
medium to create meaning, and not just as a passive background. For Bauer, interiors
were of major importance in most of his films, and I have shown multiple occasions
in which the interior and the way it is represented helps the spectator to better
understand the plot. Room himself emphasised that he employed special techniques to
build a cinematic interior space that would move apart and allow him to use different
angles and camera techniques while shooting in the room — so in every frame we see

the space differently. Barnet experiments with new montage techniques using the
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image of an empty room, and then shows a huge variety of camera movements within
a set based just on one staircase.

The examples of dynamism and mobility in the work of all the writers and
artists acquire cumulative significance, creating a temporally specific discursive
world. Private interiors, doors, windows, chairs, staircases — all become elements of
an alternative symbology of modernity, the new, unstable Russia born into the age of
dynamism and flow, trailing no past. The existing criticism that looks at the
representation of domestic interiors in Russia has paid little attention to this process;
on the other hand, work on modernist art has scarcely addressed the role of interior
space. My work puts material culture and history in conversation with literature and
cinema, but its distinctive contribution I see in the placement of Russian modernist
writers and directors in dialogue with European theories of modern domestic spaces.
My introduction addressed the values and hierarchies implicit in the design of living
spaces and their representation, offering a concise overview of the role that domestic
architecture has played in the formation of both modernist literary aesthetics and
middle-class private life. Taking that as a starting point, this study has proposed that
the spaces of private life are a generative and influential site for our understanding of
literary and cinematic modernism in Russia. The examples that I discuss show that
preoccupation with domestic interiors is central to many Russian modernist texts and
films. Moreover I argue that the confluence between domestic space and modernist
practice has gone largely unremarked by critics, and demonstrate how the modernist
writers and directors drew a conceptual vocabulary from the lexicons of domestic
architecture and interior design, elaborating a notion of interiority that has a spatial as
well as a cognitive dimension. I have shown the productive juxtaposition of engaging

close readings and an informed understanding of the influence that the history of
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interior representation and the structure and functioning of domestic spaces have had
upon the development of literary and cinematic modernism.

Bachelard’s work on the poetics of space indicated the importance of
interiors for the European modernist culture. My work has argued for the validity of
thinking modernism in terms of interior spaces in early twentieth-century Russia. In
this thesis I have proved that the representation of interiors by Russian writers and
directors has a similar meaning for modernity as do the European representations of
domestic spaces. And although there are some features of Russian interiors that are
specific to the Soviet reality of the time and do not correspond to the Western
varieties that I mentioned at the outset, such as the size of a room in
Krzhizhanovskii’s stories, or the traditional representation of some particularly Soviet
domestic realities (such as uplotnenie that we saw in Barnet’s and Room’s films), the
artistic treatment of these features demonstrates the same modes of dynamism and

motion that are common for any discussion of European modernist space.

In my introduction, I quoted Mikhail Bakhtin, who claims that Dostoevskii in his
novels had already stopped being a writer of calm and cosy private rooms, but rather
used interior setting to exclusively show ambiguity and catastrophe. All the case
studies I have examined amount to evidence that this idea has become an overall
pattern of development of the imaginary interiors in Russian modernism. And this
was only possible to establish when studying different figures together as has been
done in my work.

Overall, one of the most important outcomes of my research lies in the fact
that, having looked at a group of very different authors and directors who were not

linked directly within one movement or even one genre, I have been able to establish
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so many similarities in their treatment of interior imagery. Moreover, is important to
mention that through this gallery of imaginary rooms I was able to demonstrate the
evolution of the way in which interiors were being presented in 1910s and 1920s
Russia within different genres and media — poetry, prose, autobiographical prose,
comedy, and drama. This has allowed me to establish not just similar patterns of
representing interiors during this period, but to mount the interior as a specifically
‘modern’ locus in Russian film and literature. Modernism has changed the way we
perceive space in general: fragmented, dynamic, and uncertain. The interior is just one
part of this modernist space, but a crucial one. The interiors studied in this work
highlight Modernism’s engagement with such concepts as tradition and innovation,
space and place, shape and form, private and public, enclosure and openness,
movement and fixity, centre and periphery, style and genre, and tense and
temporality. In recognising plurality and multiplicity as definitive qualities of the
interior space for cultural production and examining it through the case studies from
different media, this study indicates the richness of material this unit of space

provides for interdisciplinary studies.
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FILMOGRAPHY

Russian and Soviet titles cited in the text

(Russian title. Director, year of production/year of release, studio)

Aelita. lakov Protazanov, 1924, Mezhrabpom-Rus’

Bronenosets Potemkin. Sergei Eisenstein, Grigorii Aleksandrov, 1925, Mosfil'm
Chelovek s kinoapparatom. Dziga Vertov, 1928/1929, VUFKU

Deti veka. Evgenii Bauer, 1915, A. Khanzhonkov & Co

Devushka s korobkoi. Boris Barnet, 1927, Mezhrabpom-Rus’

Ditia bol'shogo goroda. Evgenii Bauer, 1914, A. Khanzhonkov & Co

Dom na Trubnoi. Boris Barnet, 1927/28, Mezhrabpom-Rus’

Ivan Groznyi. Sergei Eisenstein, 1944, Mosfil'm

Ledianoi dom. Konstantin Eggert, 1928, Mezhrabpom-Rus'

Mest' kinematograficheskogo operatora. Vladislav Starevich, 1912, A. Khanzhonkov & Co

Miss Mend. Fedor Otsep and Boris Barnet, 1926, Mezhrabpom-Rus’
Nemye svideteli. Evgenii Bauer, 1914, A. Khanzhonkov & Co

Neobychainye prikliucheniia mistera Vesta v strane Bol'shevikov. Lev Kuleshov, 1924,
Goskino

Novaia Moskva. Aleksandr Medvedkin, 1938/never released, Mosfil'm
Odnazhdy noch'iu. Boris Barnet, 1944, Erevanskaia kinostudiia.
Papirosnitsa ot Mossel'proma. lurii Zheliabuzhskii, 1924, Mezhrabpom-Rus’
Po zakonu. Lev Kuleshov, 1926, Goskino

Poltory komnaty, ili Sentimental'noe puteshestvie na rodinu. Andrei Krzhanovskii, 2007,
School Studio ‘Shar’

Posle smerti. Evgenii Bauer, 1915, A. Khanzhonkov & Co

Poslednii attraktsion. Ivan Pravov and Ol'ga Preobrazhenskaia, 1929, Sovkino
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Predatel’. Abram Room, 1926, Goskino

Staroe i novoe. Sergei Eisenstein, 1927/1929, Sovkino

Sumerki zhenskoi dushi. Evgenii Bauer, 1913, A. Khanzhonkov & Co
Korol' Parizha. Evgenii Bauer, 1917, A. Khanzhonkov & Co

Trekhsotletie tsarstvovaniia Doma Romanovykh, Aleksandr Ural'skii, Nikolai Larin, 1913,
Drankov & Taldykin’s

Tret'ia Meshchanskaia. Abram Room, 1927, Sovkino

Uplotnenie. Anatolii Panteleev, Nikolai Pashkovskii, and Anatolii Dolinov, 1918,
Petrogradskii kinokomitet

Vasha znakomaia. Lev Kuleshov, 1927, Sovkino

Zhizn' za zhizn'. Evgenii Bauer, 1916, A. Khanzhonkov & Co

Foreign titles cited in the text

(Original title. Director, year of production, producer/studio)

Born Yesterday: USSR, 1924-1928. Noel Burch, 1985, Hubert Niogret
Cabiria. Giovanni Pastrone, 1914, Itala Film

Das Kabinett des Dr. Caligari. Robert Wiene, 1919, Decla-Bioscope
Intolerance. D.W. Griftith, 1916, Triangle Film Corporation

Un chien andalou. Luis Buiiuel, 1929, Billancourt studios
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