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STANLEY BILL  

 

FATHER ZOSSIMAôS BODY: DECAY , ABJECTION AND RESURRECTION IN  

DOSTOEVSKYôS THE BROTHERS KARAMAZOV 

 

1. Introduction: Being in the World  

At the heart of Fyodor Dostoevskyôs The Brothers Karamazov (Brat ía 

Karamazovy, 1880) lies the vexed question of óbeing in the worldô. How can rational 

human beings consent to their existence in a óworldô ï in both the natural and social 

senses of the term1 ï groaning with unjust and inexplicable suffering? Most famously, 

Ivan Karamazov qualiýes his rebellion by insisting that óitôs not that I donôt accept 

God [. . .] itôs the world created by Him I donôt and cannot acceptô.2 Simultaneously, 

the central story of his brother Alyosha, the novelôs ostensible óheroô, is that of a 

young monk coming to terms with his mentorôs perplexing order that he leave the 

monastery: óThis is not your place for the time. I bless you for great service in the 

world.ô3 Alyoshaôs story is a secularisation narrative in one of the original meanings 

of this term, denoting the lifting of monastic restrictions from a member of the clergy 

so that he may enter the secular world. Alyosha must leave the monastery and literally 

go forth óto be in the worldô (óprebyvat´ v miruô).4 However, he must ýrst reconcile 

                                                 
1 As with the English óworldô, the Russian ómirô and ósvetô have both natural and social meanings: the óworldô of 

the physical universe and the óworldô of human society. Interestingly, Ivan Karamazov exclusively uses the word 

ómirô in his rebellious complaint, in which he largely focuses on the cruelty of the human óworldô, while Dmitri 

alternates between ómirô and ósvetô in his ecstatic praise of the physical or natural óworldô. 

2 Dostoevsky, Fyodor, The Brothers Karamazov, trans. Constance Garnett, New York: The Modern Library, 1995, 

p. 261. 

3 Ibid., pp. 80-81. 

4 Dostoevskii, Fedor, Brat´ia Karamazovy, Petrozavodsk : Karel´skoe Knizhnoe Izdatel´stvo, 1970, p. 396. 
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himself with the reality that óbeing in the worldô fundamentally means being a physi-

cal body subject to death and disintegration. Speciýcally, he must accept the death and 

unseemly decomposition of Father Zossima. 

When his beloved mentor passes away, Alyosha falls into a very natural grief. 

Yet when the elderôs body betrays the ýrst malodorous signs of decay, the young 

monk experiences an anguish far more tumultuous than ordinary mourning. Indeed, 

the narrator pointedly interrupts his account to underline the central signiýcance of 

this scandalous event, which forms óa crisis and turning point in [Alyoshaôs] spiritual 

development, giving a shock to his intellect, which ýnally strengthened it for the rest 

of his life and gave it a deýnite aimô.5 The decomposition of Zossimaôs body forms 

the crucial moment in the development of Dostoevskyôs last positive hero. In this arti-

cle, I wish to examine how the treatment of this crisis forms part of Dostoevskyôs own 

broader literary and philosophical response to one of the central issues of Christian 

theology ï the promised resurrection of the individual body in the face of physical 

decay. Dostoevskyôs ýnal work brings the Christian dogma of individual corporeal 

resurrection into question, while exposing a painful dilemma within his thought over 

the relative signiýcance of individual and collective forms of existence. 

The problem of corporeal vulnerability appears prominently throughout 

Dostoevskyôs oeuvre, perhaps most strikingly in Ippolit Terentievôs horriýed confron-

tation in The Idiot (Idiot, 1869) with Hans Holbeinôs painting The Body of the Dead 

Christ in the Tomb. Ippolit concludes that the sight of Christôs tortured corpse must 

have brought even his disciples to waver in their faith: óHow could they believe, look-

ing at such a corpse, that this sufferer would resurrect? [. . .] If death is so terrible and 

                                                 
5 Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov, p. 372. 
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the laws of nature are so powerful, how can they be overcome?ô6 Natureôs brutalisa-

tion of the human body calls into question the very possibility of individual corporeal 

resurrection, even for the divine Christ himself. Elsewhere, Liza Knapp argues that 

the pawnbroker grieving for his dead wife in The Meek One (Krotkaia, 1876) falls 

victim to a similar despair before natural óinertiaô and its reduction of human beings to 

óphysical matter, subject to the laws of nature and thereby to decay and deathô.7 In-

deed, these very problems appear to have persistently haunted Dostoevsky throughout 

his own life, as Irina Kirillova deduces from the pattern of his markings in Johnôs 

Gospel.8 

In The Brothers Karamazov, Dostoevsky confronts Alyosha with the same 

difýcult questions of physical death and resurrection through his traumatic encounter 

with the dead body of Father Zossima. The youngest Karamazov must pass through 

this crisis before he can put his mentorôs earlier exhortations into practice via a very 

bodily embrace of the physical universe that takes place at the halfway point of the 

novel: óAlyosha stood, gazed, and suddenly threw himself down on the earth. [. . .] He 

kissed it weeping, sobbing and watering it with his tears, and vowed passionately to 

love it, to love it for ever and ever.ô9 The problems of corporeal existence and the 

status of the óworldô are inextricably linked. Above all, afýrmation of the world ýrst 

demands a positive resolution to the problem of bodily resurrection in the face of in-

                                                 
6 Dostoevsky, Fyodor, The Idiot, trans. Richard Pevear and Larissa Volokhonsky, New York: Random House, 

2003, p. 408. 

7 Knapp, Liza, óThe Force of Inertia in Dostoevskyôs ñKrotkajaòô, Dostoevsky Studies, 6/1985, p. 144. 

8 Kirillova observes: óThe question of bodily resurrection troubled him deeply, and he seeks Gospel authority in 

this matter.ô See: Kirillova, Irina, óDostoevskyôs Markings in the Gospel According to St Johnô, in: Pattison, 

George and Diane Oenning Thompson (eds.), Dostoevsky and the Christian Tradition, Cambridge, UK: 

Cambridge University Press, 2001, p. 45.  

9 Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov, p. 409. 
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evitable physical death and dissolution. Alyosha must face what he understands as the 

fundamental óinjusticeô of Zossimaôs disintegration. 

My aim in this article is to dissect, as it were, the problem of Father Zossimaôs 

decaying body. Why is his subordination to the laws of material nature so signiýcant? 

How does this question relate to the broader problem of óbeing in the worldô? How 

does the human body appear more generally in The Brothers Karamazov and how 

does its depiction differ from representations of corporeality elsewhere in Dosto-

evskyôs work? Finally, I wish to take up the central problem of the individual human 

óselfô as it presents itself in Dostoevskyôs writings. What is the relation of the óselfô to 

corporeal identity? How can the Christian doctrine of individual corporeal resurrec-

tion remain viable if the body must disintegrate into the indifferent matter of the earth? 

How enduring is the phenomenon of an individual human óIô? In his ýnal novel, 

Dostoevsky tackles these theological and philosophical questions in narrative form 

through Alyoshaôs encounter with Father Zossimaôs corpse, with creative, contradic-

tory and highly unconventional results.  

  

2. Dostoevskyôs Critique of óExcarnationô 

The Brothers Karamazov constitutes Dostoevskyôs most sustained attempt to 

give literary form to a positive philosophy of the human body. In his ýnal novel, he 

endeavours to reach beyond the negative, or at least highly ambivalent, characterisa-

tions of corporeal identity often evident in his earlier works. First of all, he explicitly 

sets himself the task of creating a thoroughly óþesh-and-bloodô hero. Early in the 

novel the narratorôs descriptions of the very bodily Alyosha appear almost to com-

prise a direct response to contrasting characterisations of the anaemic, other-worldly 

Prince Myshkin in The Idiot: óSome of my readers may imagine that my young man 

was a sickly, ecstatic, poorly developed creature, a pale, consumptive dreamer. On the 
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contrary, Alyosha was at this time a well-grown, red-cheeked, clear-eyed lad of nine-

teen, radiant with health.ô10 Predrag Cicovacki describes this shift as a marked pro-

gression, since Myshkinôs failure in The Idiot partly results from his being ótoo dis-

embodied, too detached from lifeô.11 The prince appears as a pure stranger in the 

physical world, while Alyoshaôs task is to integrate óthe bodily aspects of his natureô 

with the óspiritual realmô. Indeed, the positive physical descriptions of the strapping 

young Karamazov are at times so belaboured as to verge on the openly programmatic. 

At the same time, Alyoshaôs positive embrace of corporeality takes place within cer-

tain limitations, since he turns out to be just as asexual and squeamish about the fe-

male body as Myshkin.12 

Nevertheless, through the ýgure of Alyosha, Dostoevsky endeavours to paint a 

vision of Christian faith and the Christian life that would resist certain óexcarnatingô 

tendencies inherent within the rationalising drive of modern thought.13 This means 

overcoming Ivanôs intellectualised vision of human life and the potentially negative 

views of the physical óworldô associated with it. Accordingly, as Nikolai Losskii 

                                                 
10 Ibid., p. 24. Compare with the description of Myshkin at the beginning of The Idiot: ó. . . very blond, thick hair, 

sunken cheeks, and a sparse, pointed, nearly white beard. His eyes were big, blue, and intent; their gaze had 

something quiet and heavy about it and was ýlled with that strange expression by which some are able to guess at 

ýrst sight that the subject has the falling sickness. The young manôs face, however, was pleasant, ýne, and dry, but 

colourless, and now even blue with coldô (Dostoevsky, The Idiot, p. 6). 

11 Cicovacki, Predrag, Dostoevsky and the Afýrmation of Life, New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Publishers, 2012, 

p. 207. 

12 For instance, the narrator tells us that as child he was wont to óput his ýngers in his ears when they talked of 

ñthatòô (Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov, p. 19). 

13 I have taken the term óexcarnationô from Charles Taylorôs A Secular Age (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 

University Press, 2007). He deýnes it as óa transfer out of embodied, ñenþeshedò forms of religious life, to those 

which are more ñin the headòô (p. 554) and óthe exaltation of disengaged reason as the royal road to knowledgeô (p. 

746). 
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points out, the form of Christianity espoused by Father Zossima and Alyosha is fre-

quently a óbrightly-huedô, world-afýrming variety.14 Zossima teaches a reverence for 

the earth verging on pagan worship: óLove to throw yourself on the earth and kiss it. 

Kiss the earth and love it with an unceasing, consuming love.ô15 Even Ivan cannot en-

tirely reject the world, confessing his love of the ósticky little leaves as they open in 

springô in a gut feeling that persists despite his world negating philosophical views.16 

In fact, Dostoevsky had mounted strong critiques of world negation and óex-

carnationô through memorable literary characterisations long before The Brothers 

Karamazov. In Notes from Underground (Zapiski iz podpol´ia, 1864), the protagonist 

openly laments: óWe are oppressed at being men ï men with a real individual body 

and blood, we are ashamed of it, we think it a disgrace and try to contrive to be some 

sort of impossible generalised man.ô17 Yet he himself cannot escape this very sense of 

oppression at being an individual body, wracked with physical pains and imprisoned 

by the material laws he encapsulates in the metaphor of an insurmountable ówallô. 

Likewise, the despairing suicide of óThe Sentenceô ï a famous sketch from the Octo-

ber 1876 edition of A Writerôs Diary (Dnevnik pisatelia) ï argues that the happiest 

people are those who live the most material or corporeal lives, ólike animalsô. Yet he 

himself remains trapped in an alienated óconsciousnessô, fundamentally at odds with 

the óimplacable laws of Natureô and doomed to perish together with a body that will 

                                                 
14 Losskii, Nikolai, Dostoevskii i ego khristanskoe miroponimanie, New York: Chekhov Publishing House, 1953, 

pp. 316-317. 

15 Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov, p. 360. Richard Peace ýnds this dimension of Zossimaôs teachings so 

striking that he characterises the monkôs religiosity as a heretical hybrid of Christianity and a pagan ócult of the 

earthô. See: Peace, Richard, Dostoyevsky: An Examination of the Major Novels, Cambridge: UK, Cambridge 

University Press, 1971, p. 285. 

16 Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov, p. 256. 

17 Dostoevsky, Fyodor, White Nights, and Other Stories, trans. Constance Garnett, New York: Macmillan, 1918, p. 

154. 
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vanish without hope of resurrection.18 In a recent article, Yuri Corrigan summarises 

what he calls the óKantian-Bakhtinianô interpretation of this dilemma as óa cognitive 

divide between the conscious mind aware of its unlimited potential and the self as an 

embodied, perceived thingô.19 Several of Dostoevskyôs most troubled characters serve 

as literary indictments of human existence reduced to one side of this divide ï namely, 

to disembodied consciousness. 

Ivan Karamazov is precisely this type of character. He prefers to understand 

himself as pure intellect, striving to separate himself from the messy material world 

and perhaps even from corporeal human life. As Gary Saul Morson observes, Ivan 

intellectualises existence, abstracting from lived experience in a vain attempt óto ýnd 

justice and meaning by theoryô.20 This penchant for rationalisation makes Ivan reluc-

tant to embrace what he himself describes as óloving with oneôs inside, with oneôs 

stomachô21 ï a very bodily love for life. By extension, he cannot love his fellow hu-

man beings precisely because they are not abstract entities, but particular physical 

forms. As he describes the problem, the physical countenance of the human other im-

mediately extinguishes any possibility of love: óFor any one to love a man, he must be 

hidden, for as soon as he shows his face, love is gone.ô22 

Real human beings take highly individualised ï and often objectionable ï bod-

ily forms far removed from any intellectualised beauty. They smell, they step on other 

                                                 
18 Dostoevsky, Fyodor, A Writerôs Diary, Volume 1, trans. Kenneth Lantz, Evanston: Northwestern University 

Press, 1997, pp. 654-655. 

19 Corrigan, Yuri, óAmnesia and the Externalised Personality in Early Dostoevskiiô, Slavic Review, 72.1/Spring 

2013, p. 83.  

20 Morson, Gary Saul, óThe God of Onions: The Brothers Karamazov and the Mythic Prosaicô, in: Jackson, Louis 

(ed.), A New Word on The Brothers Karamazov, Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 2004, p. 121. 

21 Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov, p. 256. 

22 Ibid., p. 263. 
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peopleôs toes, their faces can be displeasing. According to Ivan: óOne can love oneôs 

neighbours in the abstract, or even at a distance, but at close quarters itôs almost im-

possible.ô23 Like the Underground Man, Ivan is only able to approve of ógeneralised 

manô. As Rowan Williams puts it, ólove is therefore always ñdiscarnateòô,24 and dis-

carnate love turns out not to be love at all. By contrast, Alyoshaôs salutary mission is 

to learn how to love particular human beings in their óreal individual body and bloodô. 

He must become ópractised in loveô, so that no mere óstupid faceô can prevent him 

from loving his neighbours in all their particularity and peculiarity.25 But this thor-

oughly óincarnateô love ýrst demands a difýcult acceptance of the reality that all hu-

man bodies ï even those of saintly men like his mentor ï are destined to deteriorate, 

die and decompose.  

 

3. Facing the Abject: Nature, Body and the Self 

When the frail Father Zossima passes away, Alyosha anxiously joins the other 

monks and townsfolk waiting for a sign of the elderôs saintly nature to reveal itself. 

According to the narrator, the Russian Orthodox tradition holds that the dead bodies 

of venerated men may sometimes prove impervious to corruption, óas a promise, by 

Godôs grace, of still greater glory from their tombs in the futureô.26 The blessed 

bodyôs resistance to natural decay is a reminder to the faithful of the bodily resurrec-

tion promised to all. Yet, despite Father Zossimaôs saintly reputation, his physical 

body importunately refuses to follow the script. Less than twelve hours after his pass-

ing, ósoon after middayô, the ýrst subtle signs of decomposition are already detectable. 

                                                 
23 Ibid., p. 263. 

24 Williams, Rowan, Dostoevsky: Language, Faith and Fiction, London: Continuum, 2008, p. 76. 

25 Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov, p. 263. 

26 Ibid., p. 373. 
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By three oôclock, the stench is unmistakable, provoking a major scandal in the town 

and a rush of visitors eager to sniff the monkôs fall from grace for themselves. 

Not only is Zossimaôs putrefaction an undeniable fact, but it has commenced 

unusually early ï óin excess of natureô, as the monks claim ï thus suggesting the 

ýnger of Godôs judgment. Some of them even blame Zossimaôs sanguine, world-

afýrming strain of Christian belief for this apparent sign of divine condemnation: óHis 

teaching was false; he taught that life is a great joy and not a vale of tears.ô27 There is 

something dangerously heretical about Father Zossima. As Roger Anderson observes, 

the eccentric elderôs óspiritual visionô diverges signiýcantly from óthe speciýcs of 

church doctrineô.28 Anderson also follows Richard Peace29 and various Russian critics 

ï including Vyacheslav Ivanov, Rostislav Pletnev, Leon Zander and G. P. Fedotov ï 

in tracing the ómythical implicationsô of Zossimaôs teachings back to the idea of a pre-

Christian Russian cult of the earth, or even to the Strigol ńiki heresy, óthe old Russian 

practice of confessing to the soil rather than to Christian priestsô.30 This ópaganô my-

thology does not cohere with the Christian salvation narrative of individual corporeal 

resurrection, as we shall see, while perhaps offering certain solutions to the shortcom-

ings of this narrative in the face of malodorous physical disintegration. 

The posthumous humiliation of Father Zossima is too much for the grieving 

Alyosha, who þees the monastery, ówithout asking leave, without asking a blessingô.31 

The shock of his mentorôs physical subordination to the natural law of decay drives 

the young man into a rebellious world-negating posture borrowed, or rather plagia-

                                                 
27 Ibid., p. 376. 

28 Anderson, Roger B., óMythical Implications of Father Zosimaôs Religious Teachingsô, Slavic Review, 38/2, June 

1979, p. 273. 

29 See footnote 15 above. 

30 Ibid. 

31 Ibid., p. 380. 
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rised,32 from Ivan. He even quotes his brother verbatim: óI am not rebelling against 

my God; I simply donôt accept His world.ô33 His disillusionment with the order of the 

universe thrusts him temporarily into a form of indifferent amoralism. Since the world 

languishes in the evil power of deterministic laws, he decides to wallow in worldly 

impurity. He leaves the holy sanctuary with Rakitin, who takes him down to tempta-

tion, or óinto the worldô, in the þeshly form of the voluptuous Grushenka. He boldly 

asks for ósausage and vodkaô, both forbidden in the monastery. He resolves to surren-

der himself to Grushenkaôs charms. His sense of righteous outrage at the óbreath of 

corruptionô wafting from Zossimaôs body brings him to the very brink of moral catas-

trophe. 

Once again, the narrator is at pains to emphasise that Alyoshaôs ógrief and dis-

turbanceô have been caused not so much by Zossimaôs death, but rather by óthe fact 

that his elderôs body had shown signs of premature decomposition instead of at once 

performing miraclesô.34 Alyosha is not intemperately shaken by human mortality as 

such, but by the ugly putrefaction of the corpse. In the case of his mentor, he views 

this process quite simply as óunjustô, borrowing directly from Ivanôs critique of the 

world once again. Instead of being óexalted above every one in the whole worldô, Zos-

sima is ódegraded and dishonouredô.35 Instead of overcoming nature, the deceased 

                                                 
32 Here I am drawing on Robin Feuer Millerôs interpretation. See: Miller, Robin Feuer, Dostoevskyôs Unýnished 

Journey, New Haven: Yale University Press, 2007, pp. 183-86. 

33 Ibid., p. 385. Undoubtedly, the óvague and tormenting impressionô left behind after his conversation with Ivan 

contributes to Alyoshaôs speciýc sense of óinjusticeô here. At the same time, there is a fundamental distinction 

between their respective rejections of the óworldô. For Ivan grounds his complaint primarily on instances of terrible 

cruelty inþicted on innocent children by other human beings. His degenerate óworldô is very much the human 

world. In contrast, the óworldô rejected by the younger brother appears largely to represent the natural óworldô and 

its unyielding laws. 

34 Ibid., p. 381. 

35 Ibid., p. 383. 
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monk shows himself to be unusually susceptible to natureôs indignities. As Morson 

points out, the expected miracle óseems to come in reverseô, thus undermining the 

very idea of eschatological hopes.36 

The putrefaction of the dead body appears here as the ultimate expression of 

the human beingôs subordination to the indifferent laws of the material world. Alyo-

sha bases his rejection of the world on what it does to the vulnerable body of a pre-

cious and beloved human individual. Indeed, in his grief at Zossimaôs fate, he uses 

strikingly similar language to that of Ippolit Terentievôs articulate response to Hans 

Holbeinôs painting in The Idiot. Ippolit characterises ónatureô in the painting as óan 

enormous, implacable, and dumb beast [. . .] which has senselessly seised, crushed 

and swallowed up, blankly and unfeelingly, a great and priceless beingô.37 Alyosha, 

for his part, wants to know why his God has allowed this natural beast to crush his 

own priceless Father Zossima: óWhy did Providence hide its face óat the most critical 

momentô [. . .], as though voluntarily submitting to the blind, dumb, pitiless laws of 

nature?ô38 As Zossimaôs positive teachings rapidly fade, a world-negating pessimism 

familiar from Dostoevskyôs ómetaphysical rebelsô39 begins to speak out through Alyo-

sha.  

                                                 
36 Morson, óThe God of Onionsô, p. 111. Morson goes on to argue that óthe failure of the expected miracle 

provides the catalyst for Alyoshaôs change from apocalyptic to prosaic Christianityô (p. 113).  

37 Dostoevsky, The Idiot, p. 408. 

38 Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov, p. 383. In the original Russian, Dostoevsky uses the word ónemyô 

(ódumbô) in both texts, though he uses different words for ónatureô ï óprirodaô in the passage from The Idiot and an 

adjectival form of óestestvoô in The Brothers Karamazov. See: Dostoevskii, Fedor, Idiot, Moskva: 

Khudochestvannaya Literatura, 1983, p. 389; and, Brat´ia Karamazovy, p. 370.  

39 Frank, Joseph, Dostoevsky: The Miraculous Years, 1865-1871, Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995, p. 

331. 



STANLEY BILL  

12 

 

 

Alyoshaôs crisis, like Ippolitôs in The Idiot, springs from an encounter with a 

corpse.40 More broadly, I would argue that it emerges from a confrontation with what 

Julia Kristeva calls óthe abjectô: óneither subject nor object [. . .] a massive and sudden 

emergence of uncanniness, which, familiar as it might have been in an opaque and 

forgotten life, now harries me as radically separate, loathsome [. . .] a weight of mean-

inglessnessô.41 Zossima still looks like himself. He continues to resemble a human 

óselfô or ósubjectô, the beloved father ýgure Alyosha never had in his troubled child-

hood. Yet the loathsome óbreath of corruptionô unmistakably signals that he has also 

taken on characteristics of a mere material óobjectô. Zossimaôs new physical state lo-

cates his existence somewhere in the unimaginable realm between human being and 

lump of dead meat subject to natureôs transformative processes. 

According to Kristeva, the óselfô, or ósubjectô, must expel the óabjectô in order 

to set itself up as a discrete entity separated from the óotherô by clear borders. The óab-

jectô includes the ómaternal bodyô, from which the subject originally separates itself in 

order to come into being as an autonomous entity, thus giving birth to itself as a being 

distinct from undifferentiated, pre-subjective existence, which Kristeva obscurely 

dubs the chora, or óreceptacleô.42 Most importantly, the process of óabjectionô can 

                                                 
40 Admittedly, there is a signiýcant difference here, since ï as Carol Apollonio emphasises ï Ippolitôs encounter is 

not directly with the corpse of Christ, but rather with óa cold, dead imageô. See: Apollonio, Carol, Dostoevskyôs 

Secrets: Reading Against the Grain, Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 2009, p. 95. 

41 Kristeva, Julia, Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection, trans. Leon S. Roudiez, New York: Columbia 

University Press, 1982, pp. 1-2. 

42 Ibid., pp. 14-15. It is worth noting here that Kristeva uses Dostoevskyôs Demons as a speciýc illustration of her 

theory. The óabjectô represents the óobjectô of the novel, where ómatriarchs lusting for power hold swayô (pp. 19-

20). According to Kristeva, óby symbolizing the abject, through a masterful delivery of the jouissance produced by 

uttering it, Dostoyevsky delivers himself of that ruthless maternal burdenô (p. 20). Later Kristeva would write a 

piece speciýcally on Hans Holbeinôs painting, published in Black Sun as óHolbeinôs Dead Christô. See: Kristeva, 

Julia, Soleil noir: Dépression et mélancolie, Paris: Gallimard, 1987. 
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never reach a deýnitive conclusion. The óabjectô may always return unbidden to chal-

lenge the integrity of the differentiated self. In Kristevaôs account, the living subjectôs 

confrontation with óthe corpse, the most sickening of wastesô, represents a prime ex-

ample of the abjectôs return: 

 

The corpse [. . .] is a border that has encroached upon everything. It is 

no longer I who expel, óIô is expelled. The border has become an object. 

How can I be without a border? [. . .] I behold the breaking down of a 

world that has erased its borders, fainting away. The corpse, seen with-

out God and outside of science, is the utmost of abjection. It is death 

infecting life. Abject. It is something rejected from which one does not 

part, from which one does not protect oneself as from an object.43 

 

In the encounter with the corpse, the very boundary between life and death breaks 

down and decomposes before our eyes. The ócompelling, raw, insolent thing in the 

morgueôs full sunlightô forces the beholder to confront the fragility of his or her own 

existence, violating the tenuously established borders of the óIô with its loathsome 

power so that óI fall in a faintô.44 This traumatic violation offers a partial description 

of Ippolit Terentievôs predicament in The Idiot. After all, he reaches the desperate de-

cision to terminate his own óIô after reþecting on Holbeinôs visual depiction of na-

tureôs power over Christôs dead body. The image preýgures his own imminent fate, as 

a helpless human óIô subject to the inexorable processes of terminal illness, death and 

decay, which assume a malevolent form in his fevered imagination. According to 

Kristevaôs description, the subject is ódeprived of worldô by the irruption of the sick-

                                                 
43 Kristeva, Powers of Horror, pp. 3-4. 

44 Ibid., p. 4. 
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ening cadaver.45 Ippolit, too, is effectively ódeprived of worldô, which has become 

loathsome to him, and thus he resolves to deprive the world of himself: óIt is impossi-

ble to remain in a life that assumes such strange, offensive forms.ô46 

The cadaver of Christ, óseen without Godô and boldly represented as nothing 

but maltreated matter, goes far beyond even Kristevaôs óutmost of abjectionô. For it 

shows death infecting the immortal divine, a violation of the border separating the ab-

solutely transcendent subject from the natural order established by Him. As Kristeva 

suggests elsewhere in an essay on Holbeinôs painting, which she opens with Ippolit 

Terentievôs anguished óexplanationô, the image explodes the Christian hope of ulti-

mate uniýcation with the óabsolute Subject (Christ)ô.47 In other words, we might say 

that Ippolit had made the same discovery as Nietzscheôs famous madman in the mar-

ketplace: óGods, too, decompose.ô48 The painting undermines the very basis of Chris-

tian faith. Indeed, Ippolit says of the depicted corpse that óthe people who surrounded 

the dead man, none of whom is in the painting, must have felt horrible anguish and 

confusion on that evening, which at once smashed all their hopes and almost their be-

liefsô.49 Even Prince Myshkin exclaims that óa man could lose his faith from that 

paintingô.50 In The Brothers Karamazov, Alyosha faces a similar smashing of his 

hopes, and perhaps of his faith, when Zossimaôs body begins to decay on the after-

noon after his death. 

Of course, Zossima is not Christ, and the young man does not expect any im-

mediate triumph over physical death. Yet he still holds out hope for something ósu-

                                                 
45 Kristeva, Powers of Horror, p. 4. 

46 Dostoevsky, The Idiot, p. 411. 

47 Kristeva, Julia, Soleil noir: Dépression et mélancolie, Paris: Gallimard, 1987, p. 145. 

48 Nietzsche, Friedrich, The Gay Science, trans. Walter Kaufmann, New York: Vintage Books, 1974, p. 181. 

49 Dostoevsky, The Idiot, p. 408. 

50 Ibid., p. 218. 
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pernaturalô, for the signs of saintly immunity to the regular course of nature to reveal 

themselves. Instead, the monkôs body begins to metamorphose into a hunk of decom-

posing þesh in the shape of a man ï in Kristevaôs terms, a thing that óno longer 

signiýes anythingô.51 His þesh ceases to indicate anything beyond the purely material. 

This abjection of his mentor throws Alyoshaôs fragile sense of the worldôs beneýcent 

order into turmoil. The narrator suggests that his confusion stems largely from his 

forgivably immoderate adoration of Father Zossima rather than from any philosophi-

cal crisis. But Alyoshaôs rebellion ultimately expresses itself through a passionate re-

fusal to accept the most basic realities about individual human existence at the mercy 

of what he calls óthe blind, dumb, pitiless laws of natureô. 

Each human óIô exists in a body. Each body is destined to die a biological 

death. Soon afterwards, the lifeless physical material of the body must decompose, 

breaking down into simpler forms of matter, devoured by other organisms and recy-

cled into new manifestations of life. Bacteria disintegrate the basic proteins of the 

þesh and organs, excreting noxious gases in the process, while the bodyôs own gases 

are purged from the bloated carcass. What was once a human óIô becomes a stinking 

óthingô. Before long it is unrecognisable as a distinct entity at all. Zossima, too, will 

putrefy into foul liquids and gaseous effusions. The rising stench, the óbreath of cor-

ruptionô, is merely the ýrst detectable sign of this process. From a living human óIô 

with appreciable borders separating him from the surrounding world, a distinct 

conýguration of matter endowed with the capacity to think and feel, Zossimaôs dead 

þesh will slowly disintegrate back into the undifferentiated storehouse of the earthôs 

material. 

Ultimately, this unpleasant natural process suggests the end of Zossimaôs óIô. 

For how can his body be resurrected if it has rotted into the earth to nourish new 

                                                 
51 Kristeva, Powers of Horror, p. 4. 
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forms of life there? And if his physical body cannot be raised, then how can his 

unique individual existence endure? These are complex theological problems, which 

have resonated across Christianityôs historical denominational divisions. Indeed, as 

Caroline Bynum explains in her book on The Resurrection of the Body in Western 

Christianity (1995), such questions lay at the very heart of Christian thinking on the 

body long before the Great Schism separating the Western from Eastern Orthodox 

forms of the religion. Many early Christian theologians believed that physical resur-

rection was fundamental to maintaining any strong notion of a discrete óselfô to be 

saved. As Pope Gregory the Great observed in the sixth century: óI am not ñIò if I rise 

in an aerial body.ô52 The óIô can only remain self-identical in strictly physical form. 

From this perspective, the processes of decay and putrefaction are especially disturb-

ing, since they threaten the ýnal integrity of the body, the very idea of the self and 

thus the whole Christian conception of salvation. In Kristevaôs useful explanatory 

terms, Christianity is anxious about óthe abjectô, and this is precisely the tension that 

Dostoevsky evokes in The Brothers Karamazov. 

Christian disquietude with bodily disintegration has expressed itself histori-

cally in various cults surrounding the incorruptible þesh of the óimpassible saintsô, 

whose bodies supposedly remain untouched by the natural processes of material de-

cay.53 In The Brothers Karamazov, the narrator observes that this tradition was ócher-

                                                 
52 Bynum, Caroline Walker, The Resurrection of the Body in Western Christianity, 200-1336, New York: 

Columbia University Press, 1995, p. 60. 

53 Such beliefs have always been strong within Eastern Orthodoxy. Indeed, even today, the casual visitor to the 

caves of the Kiev Pechersk Lavra in Ukraine may join the faithful as they process through cramped catacombs, 

holding votary candles over the mummiýed bodies of monastic saints. Decorative textiles cloak the desiccated 

bodies, but some reveal blackened hands through openings in the embroidered cloth. The distinctive shapes of 

these shrivelled appendages, with their dappled patterns of pores and folds of wrinkled skin, suggest individualised 

human beings more than any generic bones could ever do. The incorruptible þesh of these óimpassible saintsô 
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ished as something blessed and miraculousô.54 After the deaths of saintly monks, their 

faces reputedly shone with a óholy lightô, while ósome people even insisted that a 

sweet fragrance came from their bodiesô.55 Yet no such benediction comes to Father 

Zossima. His þesh turns out to be corruptible. His body is eminently ópassibleô. It ex-

udes the unholy stench of the abject: óA body without a soul, a non-body, disquieting 

matter, [. . .] to be excluded from Godôs territory as it is from his speech.ô56 Immedi-

ately the jealous monks and gossiping townsfolk begin to exclude Father Zossima 

from the territory of the sacred. He is no longer a holy man. As Rakitin sadistically 

puts it to Alyosha: óYour old man has begun to stink.ô57 

 

4. The End of the Ego: Fusing the óIô into the óAllô 

So what does Dostoevsky mean to convey by this incident? What does Alyo-

sha learn from his ócritical momentô? How does it subsequently strengthen him ófor 

the rest of his lifeô? What will become of Father Zossimaôs óIô? Before answering 

these questions, we must ýrst recall that confrontations with óthe abjectô of the human 

corpse were considerably more common in Dostoevskyôs time and place than they 

might be in ours, thanks to both lower life expectancy at birth and different cultural 

practices. Dostoevsky himself was well acquainted with the traditional Russian Or-

thodox custom of performing a vigil by the body of a deceased famil y member. Typi-

cally for the era, two of these rituals were for his own children. 

                                                                                                                                            
continues to offer a sign to Orthodox believers that the return of the individual óIô in his or her physical body is 

possible. 

54 Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov, p. 373. 

55 Ibid. 

56 Kristeva, Powers of Horror, p. 109. 

57 Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov, p. 384. 
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In 1868, Dostoevskyôs ýrst daughter, Sonya, died at the age of only three 

months old. According to his wife, he ósobbed and wept like a woman, [. . .] standing 

in front of the body of his darling as it grew coldô.58 Dostoevsky himself wrote in a 

letter: óThis tiny, three months old being, so pitiful, so miniscule ï for me was already 

a person, a character. [. . .] Where is that little individual for whom I dare say, I would 

have accepted cruciýxion so that she might live?ô59 In April 1878, less than a year be-

fore Dostoevsky published the ýrst instalment of The Brothers Karamazov, his fourth 

child ï three-year-old Alyosha ï died of epilepsy, the disease he had inherited from 

his father. Once again, the family beheld the terrible sight of a beloved childôs lifeless 

body. Joseph Frank tells us that it was after this event that Vladimir Solovyov took 

Dostoevsky to ýnd solace at the Optina Pustyn monastery, where he met the famous 

Father Ambrose who probably became one of the models for Zossima.60 

These confrontations with the little bodies of precious, irreplaceable human 

individuals had a profound effect on Dostoevskyôs thought. Indeed, Liza Knapp sug-

gests that Ippolitôs reaction to Holbeinôs Christ in The Idiot may contain óan echo of 

Dostoevskyôs despairô at the death of his daughter.61 Robert Belknap proposes that he 

wrote The Brothers Karamazov partly óto create a rich identity for the namesake of his 

dead sonô.62 Yet even these tragic events were by no means the ýrst direct occasions 

for Dostoevsky to reþect on the fate of the individual human being subject to corpo-

real death and decay. Many years earlier, in 1864, his ýrst wife, Maria Dmitrievna, 

                                                 
58 Frank, The Miraculous Years, p. 293. 

59 Ibid. 

60 Frank, Joseph, Dostoevsky: The Mantle of the Prophet, 1871-1881, Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2002, 

pp. 384-386. 

61 Knapp, Dostoevskyôs óThe Idiotô: A Critical Companion, p. 26. 

62 Belknap, Robert, The Genesis of óThe Brothers Karamazovô: The Aesthetic Ideology and Psychology of Making 

a Text, Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1990, p. 54. 
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died of tuberculosis at the age of just forty. Despite the often troubled nature of their 

relationship, Dostoevsky was distraught. As he kept the mourning vigil over her dead 

body, he somehow gathered his thoughts to shape a chain of tender and philosophical 

reþections that he would later record in an astonishing notebook entry: 

   

16 April. Masha is lying on the table. Will Masha and I see one another 

again? To love a person as oneself, according to Christôs command-

ment, is impossible. The law on earth that there must be such a thing as 

an individual person is binding. The I is an obstacle. Only Christ was 

able to do it, but Christ was an eternal ideal toward which man strives 

and, by a law of nature, must strive. After the appearance of Christ as 

the ideal of man in the þesh, however, it became as clear as day that the 

highest, the ultimate development of the individual person must reach 

the point (at the very end of the development, at the very point of at-

tainment of the goal) where man can ýnd out, recognise, and, with all 

the force of his nature, be convinced that the highest use he can make 

of his individual person, of the fullness of the development of his I, is, 

as it were, to annihilate this I, to give it over completely to each and to 

all, undividedly and selþessly. And this is the greatest happiness. In 

this way, the law of the I fuses with the law of humanness, and in the 

fusion both, that is, both the I and the all (to all appearances, two ex-

treme opposites), being reciprocally annihilated for one another, attain 

at the same time, each by itself, the highest goal of their individual de-

velopment. [. . .] Thus man on earth is a being that is merely develop-

ing and consequently not ýnished but transitional. [. . .] Just how each I 

will be reborn at that time ð in the general Synthesis ð is difýcult to 

represent. But that which lives, that which has not died all the way up 

to the very attainment, that which is reþected in the ultimate ideal must 
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enter into a life that is ultimate, synthetic, inýnite. We shall then be 

persons who never cease to fuse with the óallô, persons who neither are 

given in marriage nor marry, persons of various sorts (óIn my Fatherôs 

house are many dwelling placesô). Everything at that time will feel and 

know itself forever. But how this will occur, in what form, in what na-

ture ð this is hard for humanity to imagine in any deýnite way.63 

 

According to Joseph Frank, ónowhere else does [Dostoevsky] tell us so un-

equivocally what he really thought about God, immortality, the role of Christ in hu-

man existence, and the meaning of human life on earthô.64 In my view, the passage 

also sheds a great deal of light on Dostoevskyôs understanding of the human bodyôs 

ultimate meaning and purpose, and indeed on the questions I have raised about Zos-

simaôs corpse in The Brothers Karamazov. For Dostoevsky seems to propose pre-

cisely that the end of the body means the end of the óIô. The óultimate developmentô65 

of the individual person is his or her óannihilationô, or ódisintegrationô, and subsequent 

ófusionô with the óallô. This is the paradoxical purpose of individual, bodily existence. 

The individual takes bodily form in order to die, thereby liquidating his or her óIô and 

entering the óallô. 

For Dostoevsky, the ultimate óSynthesisô demands an óannihilationô of indi-

vidual selves, so that ówe shall then be persons who never cease to fuse with the ñallòô, 

                                                 
63 Quoted in: Cassedy, Steven, Dostoevskyôs Religion, Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2005, pp. 116-118. I 

am partly indebted to Cassedyôs remarks on the passage for my own own interpretation. 

64 Frank, Joseph, Dostoevsky: The Stir of Liberation, 1860-1865, Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1986, p. 

296. Various other scholars have also drawn attention to the passage. To name just two other works, see: Steven 

Cassedyôs Dostoevskyôs Religion, and Travis Kroekerôs and Bruce Wardôs Remembering the End: Dostoevsky as 

Prophet to Modernity, Boulder: Westview Press, 2001. 

65 We should note here that both the English ódevelopmentô and the Russian órazvitieô etymologically denote 

óunfoldingô, óunravellingô or óunfurlingô. 
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in which óeverything [. . .] will feel and know itself foreverô. Individual óegosô must 

be renounced entirely so that human beings may achieve their ultimate potential be-

yond individual existence.66 Moreover, this renunciation can only take place when 

human beings follow the example of Christ by willingly embracing the material life 

and death of incarnate existence. After all, Dostoevsky does not dismiss þeshly life in 

this passage. On the contrary, he characterises it as an indispensable developmental or 

ótransitionalô phase. At the same time, the Christian idea of individual corporeal resur-

rection is entirely absent from his speculation. Instead, we have the individualôs disin-

tegration into a higher sobornost́, or spiritual community, perhaps even suggesting 

what Anderson characterises as the órod cultô, representing a sort of communal exten-

sion of óSlavic agricultural mythologyô. As G. T. Fedotov explains, óRussian pagan-

ism [. . .] considered the individual only as a transient moment in the eternal life of the 

rod.ô67 Dostoevsky combines this myth with the Christian myth of the death of God, 

while conspicuously passing over the question of corporeal resurrection. 

Christôs role as the óideal of man in the þeshô is to lead the way: to show us 

that we must destroy the óIô by surrendering the physical body to death. The epigraph 

of The Brothers Karamazov, a verse taken from the Gospel of John, delivers a similar 

message in metaphorical form: óI tell you the truth, unless a kernel of wheat falls to 

the ground and dies, it remains only a single seed. But if it dies, it produces many 

seedsô (John 12:24). Christ is God become seed, God se-cularised,68 God become 

                                                 
66 Yuri Corrigan has argued in a different context that Dostoevskyôs earliest writings explore the óselfô as an 

óinterpersonal phenomenonô through which óthe personality can become externalised and extendedô (Corrigan, 

óAmnesia and the Externalised Personality in Early Dostoevskiiô, pp. 99-101). 

67 Quoted in: Anderson, óMythical Implications of Father Zosimaôs Religious Teachingsô, p. 288. 

68 There is probably an etymological connection between the Latin ósaeculumô and Proto-Indo-European root 

words meaning óseedô or óto sowô ï óse(i).ô See: Online Etymology Dictionary: 

http://etymonline.com/?term= secular [Accessed 30 June 2014] 
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þesh, God become an individual óIô. When this individual óseedô dies, óit bringeth 

forth much fruitô, as the King James translation of the same passage would have it. 

God takes individual, þeshly form only to allow his physical body to be annihilated, 

to become the abject thing depicted in Hans Holbeinôs painting ï or, more recently, in 

Mel Gibsonôs cinematic pageant of abjection, The Passion of the Christ (2004). Christ 

fuses his óIô into the óallô. He allows his body to be brutally destroyed so that all may 

partake of his þesh and blood in the communion ritual that symbolically transforms 

the Church into Christôs living body. Hence, Paul the Apostle writes: óNow you are 

the body of Christ, and each one of you is a part of itô (1 Corinthians 12:27). 

For Dostoevsky, as he meditates before Mashaôs corpse, the disintegration of 

the physical body appears as óthe greatest happinessô, as óthe ultimate development of 

the individual personô, and as the end of the differentiated óIô. Jesus is the inimitable 

and perfect model, but human beings must aspire to follow the same path. The disin-

tegration of the body represents the ýnal fulýlment of its development, since the des-

tiny of each individual being is a form of self-sacriýce for which Jesus himself is the 

eternal archetype. Of course, faith is a necessary part of this vision, while Dostoevsky 

himself is vague on the details, as he struggles to rationalise the untimely end of 

Mashaôs óIô. Her physical body has reached the very point of its ultimate destination 

as an individual identity. Perhaps the faint óbreath of corruptionô is already detectable. 

Meanwhile, her husband battles to square the logical circle, to reconcile the individual 

and the universal, the physical and the spiritual, death and immortality. 

As Dostoevsky freely admits, his solution raises more questions than it an-

swers. For how can he reconcile his emotional attachment to ólittle individualsô and 

his philosophical commitment to accepting ómen with a real individual body and 

bloodô when the ultimate destination of human existence is the effacement of individ-

ual identity in the ósynthesisô of a greater spiritual community? In this contradiction, 
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the broader conþict in Dostoevskyôs writings between individual and collective forms 

of existence reveals itself in a very speciýc modulation. 

Building on the work of Roger Anderson and various Russian scholars occu-

pied with the ópaganô myth of the earth, we might characterise the tension here as a 

direct confrontation between a pre-Christian worldview óyielding individuality to the 

whole of natureô and the traditional Christian emphasis on continuous individual cor-

poreal existence as a fundamental condition for salvation. At the same time, this con-

frontation does not merely imply the atavistic presence of ópaganô vestiges in Dosto-

evskyôs ostensibly óOrthodox Christianô religion, but rather suggests a direct and crea-

tive response to a wavering belief in the Christian doctrine of physical resurrection in 

the face of óthe abjectô. Instead of despairing at the physical annihilation of the human 

individual, like Ippolit Terrentiev, Dostoevsky seeks to ýnd something salutary in the 

very process of dissolution. The same endeavour forms a crucial part of his project in 

The Brothers Karamazov. 

As Kristeva helps us understand, the disintegrating corpse undermines the 

borders that make the existence of the differentiated human óselfô possible, thereby 

posing a distinct threat to the Christian salvation narrative. Yet Father Zossimaôs ópa-

ganô myth of the soil offers a very different perspective on the end of the óIô signalled 

by physical death and decay. Like Dostoevsky in the notebook passage, he anticipates 

a positive annihilation of the individual ego, while his visionary gifts allow him to go 

beyond his literary creatorôs hesitant hope for future transformation. The monk sees 

signs of the great ósynthesisô or ófusionô here on earth. 

Zossimaôs religious philosophy insists that óall is like an ocean, all is þowing 

and bending; a touch in one place sets up movement at the other end of the earthô.69 

He consistently proposes ways of looking at the world beyond the constraints of the 

                                                 
69 Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov, p. 357. 



STANLEY BILL  

24 

 

 

óegoô. He learns from his youthful encounter with a ómysterious visitorô that destruc-

tive atomism has come to prevail in the modern world, where óevery one strives to 

keep his individuality as apart as possible [. . .] all mankind in our age has been split 

up into units . . . each in his own groove [. . .] and accustomed to rely upon himself 

alone and to cut himself off from the wholeô.70 In protest, he teaches Alyosha and the 

other monks that óevery one of us is undoubtedly responsible for all men and every-

thing on earth, not merely through the general sinfulness of creation, but each one 

personally for all mankind and every individual manô.71 Steven Cassedy argues that 

this lesson suggests a vision of individuals existing óin solidarityô, rather than any 

complete abandonment of individual identity.72 But the Russian monk may go even 

further than this. 

Throughout his exhortations, Zossima espouses an uncompromising doctrine 

of mutual forgiveness and self-forgetfulness, at times counselling a self-effacement so 

complete that even when we are wronged we ought to ask forgiveness of the person 

who has wronged us.73 He illustrates this code through a tale from his own life. As a 

young man, he once challenged a romantic rival to a duel, the archetypal social ritual 

to defend the rights of oneôs individual óIô or public self. However, on the morning of 

the duel, he wakes to ýnd a glorious day in an enchanting world, with the sun ówarm 

and beautifulô and the birds singing.74 He experiences a powerful epiphany, realising 

that óin truth we are each responsible to all and for allô.75 He renounces his egoôs de-

mands for satisfaction and honour. Instead, he chooses not to take his shot, after ýrst 

                                                 
70 Ibid., p. 339. 

71 Ibid., p. 182. 

72 Cassedy, Dostoevskyôs Religion, p. 140.  

73 Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov, p. 359. 

74 Ibid., p. 331. 

75 Ibid., p. 332. 



FATHER ZOSSIMAôS BODY 

25 

 

exposing his own body to possible death by the bullet of his opponent. Literally, he 

offers his individual physical óselfô up for destruction. Then he ýguratively repeats the 

gesture of self-annihilation in another register by asking for forgiveness, an abject 

humiliation for a military man of óhonourô. 

Signiýcantly, the young Zossimaôs astonished army comrades ask him: óChto 

ty nad soboi delaesh?́ô [óWhat are you doing to yourself?ô].76 In the terms of military 

honour, he is annihilating his social óselfô. He swiftly discharges himself from the 

regiment and enters the monastery, thus symbolically leaving the corrupt óworldô of 

egoistic human relations and joining a more authentically ï at least ostensibly ï col-

lective body.77 Zossimaôs quasi-pantheism even suggests a renunciation of any human 

superiority over the non-human world: óItôs all like an ocean, I tell you. Then you 

would pray to the birds too, consumed by an all-embracing love, in a sort of transport, 

and pray that they too will forgive you your sin.ô78 Accordingly, when Zossima dies, 

his ýnal act is to óbow his face to the groundô and kiss the earth.79 He willingly ac-

cepts his own impending annihilation and embraces abjection, giving his body to the 

earth. He joyfully fuses his óIô with the óallô. 

Zossimaôs ýnal bodily gesture expresses his central message, which seems to 

owe a great deal to Dostoevskyôs own reþections beside the dead body of his ýrst wife. 

Yet this lesson sits uncomfortably with the traditional Christian idea of individual 

corporeal resurrection. Indeed, Dostoevsky appears to respond to the scandal of óthe 

abjectô precisely by dispensing with dogmatic commitments to the renewed existence 

                                                 
76 Dostoevsky, Brat´ia Karamazovy, p. 352. 

77 Of course, the representations of the monastery in the novel as a place of petty jealousies and personal rivalries 

suggest that the tyranny of the self simply can never be overcome, even by supposedly ascetic monks.  

78 Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov, p. 358. 

79 Ibid., p. 363. 
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of the human individual in any physical sense, and perhaps even at all. His contradic-

tory solution to the eschatological problem of the rotting corpse is to embrace óabjec-

tionô ï in part through a quasi-pagan myth of an all-embracing earth ï and thus to de-

emphasise the notion of bodily resurrection after death. 

Alyosha Karamazov must face a trial of faith before he can truly grasp his 

mentorôs message of self-renunciation. He must overcome his bitter rejection of the 

natural world and the human bodyôs subjection to it. In the end, he passes the test with 

anticlimactic ease. Instead of falling into sin, he at once ýnds salvation in Grushenkaôs 

merciful offering of an óonionô, literally representing her pity for him in his hour of 

grief. Robin Feuer Miller describes this moment as a ópreconversion conversionô, 

where Alyosha is saved óeven before he undertakes his fantastic conversion jour-

neyô.80 Grushenkaôs óloving heartô raises his soul ófrom the depthsô and restores his 

faith in the potential goodness of the world.81 From an archetypal earth temptress or 

destroyer ï a ódreadfulô womanô82 ï Grushenka transforms in Alyoshaôs mind into the 

goodly earth of Zossimaôs teachings, bestowing love on those who would tend her 

chastely.83 The eloquent symbol of this earthy love is the humblest gift of Russian soil 

ï the onion. 

Strengthened by this revelation of the earthôs bountiful goodness, Alyosha re-

turns to the monastery and the decomposing body of his mentor. He arrives to ýnd an 

even stronger stench of corruption, yet still he feels ójoy, joy [. . .] glowing in his mind 

                                                 
80 Miller, Dostoevskyôs Unýnished Journey, p. 171. 

81 Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov, p. 396. 

82 Ibid., p. 393. 

83 Ksana Blank has pointed out that Grushenkaôs full name, Agraphena, óconsists of two roots, the ýrst of which 

(agra) means óearthô in Greek, and the meaning of the second (phen) corresponds to the verb ñto showòô. 

Therefore, according to Blank, óAgraphena herself, like Persephone, is an earthly deityô. See: Blank, Ksana, 

Dostoevskyôs Dialectics and the Problem of Sin, Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 2010, p. 46. 
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and in his heartô.84 Father Paissy is reading the óMarriage at Canaô passage from 

Johnôs Gospel, where Jesus turns water into wine at a country wedding. As Gary Saul 

Morson argues, the story of Christôs ýrst miracle emphasises óthe peculiar theology 

that regards Jesus as the bringer of small prosaic delightsô.85 Alyosha grasps that part 

of Christôs mission on earth was to give humble people a very worldly, corporeal joy. 

He falls asleep and beholds a rapturous vision of a resurrected Father Zossima, who 

enjoins him to begin his own worldly work. What follows is the symbolic core of 

Dostoevskyôs novel, almost precisely at its midpoint, as Alyosha goes forth from the 

sanctuary of the monastery óinto the worldô. 

The symbolism here presents a great uniting of the earthly and the heavenly, 

the immanent and transcendent realms: óThe mystery of earth was one with the mys-

tery of the stars.ô86 Even the humble earthly onion appears in sublimated form, soaring 

towards the heavens in the quintessentially Russian architectural form of óthe golden 

domes of the cathedral [gleaming] out against the sapphire skyô.87 Alyosha ecstati-

cally throws himself down on to the earth in the ritual gesture of penance and worship, 

so familiar from Raskolnikovôs reluctant moment of atonement in Crime and Punish-

ment.88 Yet as he does so he feels himself in contact with óall those innumerable 

worlds of Godô. He feels the presence of these worlds through his loving embrace of 

the earth, as if transcendence could only be reached through the embrace of earthly or 

bodily immanence. In the last words of the chapter, the narrator lays out Alyoshaôs 

                                                 
84 Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov, p. 405. 

85 Morson, óThe God of Onions,ô p. 116. 

86 Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov, p. 409. 

87 Ibid., p. 408. 

88 Raskolnikov undergoes this purging at Sonyaôs insistence. In Demons, Marya Timofeevna gives similar advice 

to Shatov. See: Dostoevsky, Fyodor, Crime and Punishment, trans. Constance Garnett, New York: The Modern 

Library, 1932, p. 330; and, Demons, p. 145. 
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destiny: óWithin three days he left the monastery in accordance with the words of his 

elder, who had bidden him ñsojourn in the worldò.ô89 

Alyosha has ýnally followed his teacherôs counsel and learnt the central lesson 

of his teachings. When he throws himself on the earth and kisses it, he imitates Zos-

simaôs ýnal gesture. His voluntary fall to the ground is a symbolic death willingly ac-

cepted, an annihilation of the óIô, a self-abjection. Indeed, Kristeva reminds us that the 

root of the word ócadaverô is the Latin ócadereô, meaning óto fallô.90 Zossima and 

Alyosha consent to fall into abjection, into the state of an earthly life that inevitably 

ends in the death and putrefaction of the corpse. They consent to ófall into the ground 

and dieô, like the seed of wheat from the novelôs epigraph that óbringeth forth much 

fruitô. They consent to follow the example of Christ, the divine being who falls to 

earth in living þesh, in the form of an individual óIô, so as to annihilate that óIô in a 

sacriýce for the earth and the óallô. In Alyoshaôs case, this is more a statement of re-

solve than accomplished fact, for he immediately rises to his feet, resurrected as a 

óresolute championô, and still very much a bodily individual.91 

After the symbolic period of three days, Alyosha leaves the monastery for 

good to óbe in the worldô (óprebyvat ́ v miruô).92 Constance Garnett translates this 

phrase as ósojourn in the worldô, but we might also render óprebyvat́ô as ódwellô, óre-

sideô, óabideô, óspend timeô, or simply óbeô. Literally, the verb means óto be throughô, 

signifying a óbeingô that lasts only for a certain duration. This is not the eternal óBeingô 

of metaphysics, but rather a worldly, bounded, delimited being. The lesson that Alyo-

sha learns ï and that the Underground Man, Ippolit Terentiev and Ivan Karamazov 

                                                 
89 Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov, p. 409. 

90 Kristeva, Powers of Horror, p. 3. 

91 Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov, p. 409. 

92 Dostoevsky, Brat´ia Karamazovy, p. 424. 
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cannot accept ï is that being in the world means being a body. It means being a man 

ówith a real individual body and bloodô, and not ósome sort of impossible generalised 

manô. The body deýnes our óbeingô in the world. This bodily existence as an individ-

ual human óIô has a certain duration. Eventually, it reaches its óultimate developmentô 

in death and disintegration. 

 

5. Conclusion: Drops of Water in a Flowing Ocean 

Before reaching my conclusion, I would like to consider brieþy the possibility 

that the whole schema presented above in fact suggests a radically negative under-

standing of corporeal existence. After all, the bodily sojourn in the material world 

might very easily be understood here as a burdensome phase to be endured and then 

joyfully left behind. In this way, Zossimaôs acceptance of corporeal death and disinte-

gration would appear in the spirit of Platonic or óGnosticô contempt for the body. We 

might even refer to the óOrphicô mantra cited by Platoôs Socrates ï ósoma-semaô, óthe 

body is a tomb for the soulô.93 Zossimaôs spiritual essence has departed from the foul 

prison of his earthly body, joyfully leaving his corporeal chains behind, like Socrates 

at his execution or the Christ who appears óglad and laughingô over his own cruciýed 

body in the Gnostic óApocalypse of Peterô.94 Our true identity is the bodiless soul, 

eternal and impervious to the ravages of earthly decay. As Alyosha discovers, there 

can be no miracles on earth. Our only hope is to escape the stinking world of matter 

                                                 
93 óSemaô more literally means ósignô or ómarkerô ï and by association ógraveô or ótombô. The tomb is the sign of 

the absent person. Thus the ósoma-semaô mantra suggests that the body is both the ótombô and the ósignô of the 

absent soul. See: Yelle, Robert A., Explaining Mantras: Ritual Rhetoric and the Dream of a Natural Language in 

Hindu Tantra, London: Routledge, 2003, p. 63. The ósoma-semaô association appears most famously in Platoôs 

Gorgias (493a) and Cratylus (400c). 

94 Robinson, James M. (ed.), The Nag Hammadi Library: The Deýnitive New Translation of the Gnostic 

Scriptures Complete in One Volume, New York: HarperCollins, 1990, p. 377. 
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and return to the spiritual realm. The true Father Zossima has gone óhomeô, while his 

rotting carcass represents nothing but the rusting fetters of an empty prison cell. 

Such an interpretation makes sense, but Zossimaôs own teachings would seem 

emphatically to exclude it. After all, though he says little speciýcally about the body, 

he teaches that ólife is a great joy and not a vale of tearsô ï perhaps contrary to Ortho-

dox doctrine, as Roger Anderson suggests. Accordingly, Alyosha does not kiss the 

earth in acceptance of suffering, but rather with ecstatic tears of love. Moreover, it is 

Zossima who refers directly on two occasions to the óseedô passage from Johnôs Gos-

pel used by Dostoevsky in the epigraph. Indeed, as the elder orders Alyosha to go out 

óinto the worldô, he quotes the passage and instructs his young charge to remember 

it.95 His optimistic teachings seem to suggest that corporeal life on earth is a necessary 

phase leading to future development, just as the seed and its ódeathô in the ground 

form a necessary phase in the growth of the wheat plant. 

In his own grief-stricken meditations over his wifeôs body, Dostoevsky was 

more explicit: óMan on earth is a being that is merely developing and consequently 

not ýnished but transitional.ô96 The body is not a grave or prison cell, but rather a nec-

essary transitional phase, a seed that must perish and disintegrate. The immortal soul ï 

which will be mysteriously ófusedô with the óallô in Dostoevskyôs ýnal óSynthesisô ï is 

not some pure essence escaping from the fetters of the foul body. Instead, it is the 

very fruit of the individual seed-bodyôs earthly being (óprebyvanieô), death and de-

composition ï a de-individualised and integrated form of higher collective existence 

with other humans and with God. Instead of the Orphic soma-sema mantra, Dosto-

evsky speculatively gives us soma-sperma ï the body is the seed of the soul. This 

                                                 
95 Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov, p. 317. 

96 Cassedy, Dostoevskyôs Religion, p. 116. 
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mythical formula is clearly at odds with the traditional Christian vision of individual 

bodily resurrection. 

Moreover, the de-individualised vision of souls fused together in eternity re-

mains in irresolvable tension with Dostoevskyôs own unþagging interest in the im-

mortality of the individual person and the resurrection of the individual body.97 The 

seed symbol has more often carried an individually corporeal meaning within the 

dominant streams of Christian thought, where ï according to Caroline Bynum ï it 

represents óthe oldest [. . .] metaphor for the resurrection of the bodyô.98 The individ-

ual person, discrete and unfused, has always been the main protagonist within Chris-

tian narratives of salvation and eternal life. And despite his unconventional specula-

tions on future integration, the fate of human individualities undoubtedly weighed 

heavily on Dostoevsky. óWhere is that little individual?ô he asks with tender emotion 

on the untimely death of his ýrst daughter. Is it enough for her to exist in a ógeneral 

Synthesisô of souls or does he yearn to see her again as a differentiated, corporeal be-

ing? And if óall is like an ocean, all is þowing and bendingô, as Father Zossima insists, 

then how can we ever hope to recognise the singular and distinct identities of the indi-

vidual drops of water fused within it? Can they possibly endure in any autonomous 

form for more than a brief moment in the synthetic þood of existence? 

In both his private and public writings, Dostoevsky strove to frame answers to 

these burning questions and to reconcile some form of enduring individual existence 

with the dissolution of the physical body. Nevertheless, as Yuri Corrigan remarks, 

Dostoevskyôs understanding of individual identity remains óamong the most confusing 

                                                 
97 As the Polish poet Czesğaw Miğosz suggests, óby ýxing his imagination on the person of Jesus, [Dostoevsky] 

was led to pose a question, the answer to which would spell the difference between a Christian and a non-Christian: 

was He resurrected or was He not?ô See: Miğosz, Czesğaw, The Land of Ulro, trans. Louis Iribarne, New York: 

Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2000, p. 266, 

98 Bynum, The Resurrection of the Body, p. 3. 
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and double-edged aspects of his writingô.99 On the one hand, we ýnd his constant as-

piration to attain a glimpse of what Corrigan calls ócosmological unity and sobor-

nost́ô.100 On the other hand, we can never question his strongly emotional commit-

ment to the immeasurable value of distinct, particular, autonomous human beings. 

The ultimate symbol of this precious and fragile individual existence is the óreal indi-

vidual body and bloodô, which remains irreversibly subject to death and decay like the 

rest of organic nature. 

Fyodor Dostoevskyôs own individual body succumbed to natureôs implacable 

laws in 1881. By all accounts, he passed away peacefully and in good spirits.101 His 

mortal remains were evidently as corruptible as Father Zossimaôs, since on the morn-

ing of the funeral, four days after his death, the cofýn was closed on Konstantin Po-

bedonostsevôs orders óso as to spare Anna and the childrenô.102 In his writings, Dosto-

evsky never deýnitively answered the question of how or whether an individual iden-

tity could endure once the physical body had decayed. Today, almost a century and a 

half after his death, all we can say with any certainty is that his brief bodily sojourn in 

the world has brought forth much fruit. 

  

                                                 
99 Corrigan, óAmnesia and the Externalised Personality in Early Dostoevskiiô, p. 79. 

100 Ibid., p. 81. 

101 A drawing by Ivan Kramskoi, authenticated by numerous other visitors, even testiýed to the presence of an 

enigmatic half-smile on his pale face. See: Frank, The Mantle of the Prophet, p. 749. 

102 Ibid., p. 755. 
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ETHICS OF COMMUNICATION IN DOSTOEVSKYôS DEMONS 

 

In his novel Demons (1871-1872), Fyodor Dostoevsky ýctionalised the widely 

publicised murder of a St. Petersburg student, I. Ivanov, in 1869 by a group of radical 

political activists led by S. Nechaev.
1

 Dostoevskyôs artistic imagination transformed 

the Nechaev affair into a prism through which to survey the contemporary ideological 

landscape, whose fault lines had been traced by such radical spokesmen of the 1860s 

as Nikolai Chernyshevsky, Varfolomei Zaitsev, Nikolai Dobroliubov and Dmitrii Pis-

arev. For Dostoevsky, the Nechaev affair exempliýed senseless violence driven by 

self-serving ambition acting in the name of the common good. Dostoevsky saw the 

roots of such violence in the ideas of the Russian liberal thinkers of the 1840s, such as 

Vissarion Belinsky, Alexander Hertsen and Timofei Granovsky. He explicitly based 

the novelôs two principal characters, Stepan Verkhovensky and his son Petr Verk-

hovensky, upon the key ýgures of the two cultural and revolutionary generations. 

While the antagonism and similarities between the two characters have been studied 
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reviewers. 
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 For similarities and differences between Sergei Nechaev and Petr Verkhovensky, one of the principal characters 

of Dostoevskyôs novel, see Joseph Frank, Dostoevsky. The Miraculous Years, Princeton: Princeton UP, 1995, pp. 

443-446; F. I. Evnin, óRoman Besyô, in: Tvorchestvo Dostoevskogo, N. L. Stepanov (ed.), Moscow: Izdatel´stvo 
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through their historical prototypes,
2

 their juxtaposition as two distinct personalities 

and individuals within the world of the novel remains unexamined. Rather than ap-

proach the novelôs characters as illustrations of historical material, I would like to use 

the novelôs historical background to explore the internal dynamic of how the charac-

ters relate to each other. Using Mikhail Bakhtinôs idea of dialogism, Jurgen Haber-

masôs idea of discourse ethics, and concepts from communication theory, I argue that 

the two ýguresô communication pattern reveals their inability to recognise and respect 

the integrity of another human being, posited as an interlocutor in their acts of com-

munication. 

The central theme of the novel is the question of moral, philosophical and po-

litical continuity between the generations of the forties and sixties in terms of their 

goals and methods of inþuencing the future development of Russian society.
3

 The 

novel may be seen as a critical examination in literary form of the contemporary be-

lief held by the old liberals that the new radical generation had abandoned and de-

parted from the original principles and ideas brought into the public consciousness in 

the forties. This perspective is expressed by Stepan Troýmovich who initially disowns 

the revolutionary fervor of his son Petr Verkhovensky. Stepan Troýmovich abhors the 

lack of aesthetic taste, unscrupulous morality and a certain tendency towards violence 

that he detects in the new revolutionary cohort. However, at the end of the novel and 

on his deathbed Stepan Troýmovich owns up to the fact that the new generation is in 

fact a direct and accelerated realisation of the principles inherent in the ideas of the 

                                                 
2

 For some of the most comprehensive overviews of the historical-political context of the novel, see F. I. Evninôs 

article óRoman Besyô, cited above, and D. C. Offord, óThe Devils in the Context of Contemporary Russian 

Thought and Politicsô, Dostoevsky's the Devils: A Critical Companion, William Leatherbarrow (ed.), Evanston, Ill.: 

Northwestern UP, 1999, pp. 63-99. 

3

 In accordance with the established cultural paradigm, the ófortiesô refer to the period from the late 1830s to the 

early 1850s, while the ósixtiesô began in late 1850s and continued to the end of the 1860s proper. 
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forties. He recalls the Biblical scene of the Gadarene swine to compare himself, his 

son and the revolutionary movement as a whole to the demons that exit the sick body 

of Russia:  

 
[éA]nd out will come all these demons, all the uncleanness, all the 

abomination that is festering on the surface é and they will beg of 

themselves to enter into swine. And perhaps they already have! It is us, 

us and them, and Petrusha ... et les autres avec lui, and I, perhaps, ýrst, 

at the head, and we will rush, insane and raging, from the cliff down 

into the sea, and all be drowned, and good riddance to us, because 

thatôs the most weôre ýt for.
4

 

 

The parable of the Gadarene swine also serves as the novelôs epigraph and expresses 

Dostoevskyôs belief in the continuity and the shared moral nature of the two revolu-

tionary ideologies. 

In order to approach the two characters as distinct personalities on their own 

terms, I would like to draw upon Bakhtinôs idea of dialogism. Bakhtin famously ar-

gues that Dostoevskyôs characters inhabit a dialogical space: not only are their actions, 

thoughts and conþicts revealed to the reader through the dialogues in his novels, but 

the protagonists deýne and learn about themselves through their intersubjective rela-

tionships with others, expressed through external and internal dialogues. According to 

Bakhtin, óa characterôs self-consciousness in Dostoevsky is thoroughly dialogised: in 

its every aspect it is turned outward, intensely addressing itself, another, a third person. 

Outside this living addressivity toward itself and toward the other it does not exist, 

                                                 
4

 Fyodor Dostoevsky, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, Leningrad: Nauka, 1972, vol. 10, p. 499. English translations 

are taken from: Fyodor Dostoyevsky, Demons: a novel in three parts, trans. Richard Pevear and Larissa 

Volokhonsky, New York: A. A. Knopf, 1994.  
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even for itself.ô
5

 More than a means of contact with another being, dialogue is a tool 

for the construction of oneôs own self. This is why Dostoevskyôs characters have in-

ternal dialogues, or what Bakhtin calls ómicrodialoguesô, in which they realise their 

inner existential need for the presence of another consciousness. Bakhtin further stipu-

lates that in Dostoevskyôs dialogues we observe the interaction of ósplit voicesô rather 

than ówhole voicesô.
6

 Bakhtin explains that such dialogues, while carried out between 

two or more protagonists, usually involve an externalisation of an internal debate, dis-

agreement and moral schism within a single individual (for example, Ivan Karamazov 

and Smerdiakov in The Brothers Karamazov; or Stavrogin and Kirillov, Shatov, and 

Verkhovensky in Demons). In other words, dialogue becomes a form in which an in-

dividualôs conþicting and unrealised thoughts or inclinations receive their actualisa-

tion in the voice of another being. 

I would like to expand upon Bakhtinôs idea of dialogue to reveal its wider 

framework as social dialogue between generations and intellectual political camps. 

Bakhtin treats the idea of dialogue primarily as dialogue between individuals: óThe 

basic scheme for dialogue in Dostoevsky is very simple: the opposition of one person 

to another person as the opposition of ñIò to ñthe otherò.ô
7

 However, the dialogical 

principles exceed the bounds of a concrete dialogue between particular individuals or 

a micro-dialogue within a single consciousness, and are applicable to people grouped 

into categories and types ï therefore, we can speak of inter-generational dialogues or 

dialogues between intellectual camps. Such a wider approach to the notion of dialogue 

is implicit in Bakhtinôs understanding of dialogue as mingling of diverse social lan-

                                                 
5

 Mikhail Bakhtin, Problemy poetiki Dostoevskogo, Moscow: Sovetskaia Rossiia, 1979, 4th ed., p. 293. 

Translations are my own or based on: Mikhail Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevskyôs Poetics, trans. Caryl Emerson, 

Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1984. 

6

 Ibid., p. 299. 

7

 Ibid.,, pp. 294-295. 
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guages, codes and worldviews so that óa dialogue of voices immediately emerges 

from the social dialogue of ñlanguagesòô.
8

 In this expanded form, the idea of dialogue 

is the óembodied coexistence of social-ideological contradictions between the present 

and the past, between different epochs of the past, between different social-ideological 

groups of the present, between trends, schools, circlesô.
9

 Ultimately, for Bakhtin a so-

cial language represents a certain worldview shared by a given social group so that we 

can speak of a dialogue between languages as between ideological viewpoints. 

The above concept of dialogue as a social and inter-generational dialogue will 

now be used to analyse the conþict between Stepan Troýmovich Verkhovensky and 

Petr Stepanovich Verkhovensky in Demons. These protagonists represent two histori-

cal generations of revolutionaries: the liberals of the 1840s and the radicals of the 

1860s, respectively. I argue that Petr Verkhovenskyôs ideas and worldview constitute 

a latent part, a concealed segment of the voice and existential perspective of Stepan 

Troýmovich. While the two ýgures may appear to embody opposite ideological, po-

litical and cultural perspectives, a closer look at the nature of their dialogue and com-

munication methods reveals their intimate afýnity. In the end, we see two different 

variations of the same consciousness and world outlook ï the two voices differ in em-

phasis and the degree to which they express the same regard toward another person.  

The differences between the two ýgures are varied and many, but they are fo-

cused upon their intersubjective stance towards the other. Stepan Troýmovich be-

lieves that an aesthetic appreciation of beauty represents that humanistic core which 

can be found in all individuals and which bespeaks the deepest humanity present in all. 

In his interactions with others Stepan Troýmovich acts on the presumption of this 

common humanity in order to ýnd an agreement on issues that are both personal and 

                                                 
8

 M. M. Bakhtin, Voprosy literatury i estetiki: Issledovaniia raznykh let, Moskva: Khudozh. Lit., 1975, p. 98. 

9
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social. On the other hand, his son represents the utilitarian position, which views so-

cial relations as tools used by individuals pursuing their own selýsh ends. According 

to this latter view, it is morally justiýed to engage in strategic interactions with others 

in order to achieve oneôs personal goals. The difference between these two perspec-

tives revolves around the notion of oneôs relation towards another person: for Stepan 

Troýmovich the other must be seen as a carrier of a universally shared humanity and 

approached as such, while for Petr Verkhovensky the other must be instrumentalised 

and seen as an appendage to oneôs own being. While it may appear that Stepan 

Troýmovich adheres to the ethical position which preserves the authentic personhood 

of the other by addressing the inner human being within, I am going to argue that Ste-

pan Troýmovichôs view is based on the assumption that the other is like himself. 

While addressing the common humanity which he assumes is to be found in all, Ste-

pan Troýmovich has a rather limited understanding of this humanity which closely 

reþects his own ideas and desires, rather than those of a genuine other. Herein then 

lies the dialogical distortion that can be deýned as the central artistic idea of the novel: 

Stepan Troýmovich opposes in his son the very qualities that he possesses himself. It 

is Stepan Troýmovichôs lack of awareness as to the ramiýcations of his own world-

view that make him a vehement opponent of the radical ideology that grew out of his 

generation. Further explication of the ideological positions of the father and the son in 

the novel as multiple layers of the same type of mindset requires the use of theoretical 

tools best adapted for studying political and philosophical aspects of communication. 

When communication is studied with a view of its effects on the independence 

and autonomy of interlocutors in an intersubjective network of social relations, com-

munication is viewed a means of strengthening social ties on the basis of voluntary 

co-operation, not domination. Such is Jurgen Habermasôs framework of communica-

tion as communicative action, which outlines the linguistic principles of human inter-
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action most conducive to the preservation of the distinct individualities and freedoms 

of addressees while incorporating them into a wider communicative network of mu-

tual understanding and social cohesion. Considering that different forms of dialogue 

are the predominant mode of existence and manifestation of the self-consciousnesses 

of Dostoevskyôs protagonists, it is plausible to assume that the vitality and autonomy 

of self-consciousness in Dostoevskyôs novels depends upon the favourable dialogical 

conditions of communication in the portrayed social environment. Relying on Haber-

masôs concept of discourse ethics, we can examine the ethical quality of communica-

tion between Dostoevskyôs protagonists, e.g. the extent to which their communicative 

stances and interactions respect the freedom of the other and avoid various forms of 

coercion or manipulation.
10

 

According to Habermasôs notion of communicative action, an ethical commu-

nicative stance toward another person presupposes an attempt to óharmonise [each 

otherôs] plans of action on the basis of common situation deýnitionsô.
11

 Such an ethical 

stance means that we have to strive toward a óconsensusô as the condition of commu-

nication with another being whose co-operation matters for achieving our objectives.
12

 

It would be ethically wrong simply to use others without their awareness as to the role 

they play in our plans ï only their willed and informed participation, however passive 

it may be, can justify their contribution toward our goals. Habermasôs argument 

                                                 
10

 Dialogue plays an important role in the theories of Bakhtin and Habermas. While there are some similarities in 

the non-objectifying nature of dialogical and communicative discourses, there are also signiýcant divergences, 

even contradictions, concerning the transparency of oneôs motifs. For the latter, see Gregory Garvey, óThe value of 

opacity: a Bakhtinian analysis of Habermasôs discourse ethicsô, Philosophy and Rhetoric 33/4, 2000, pp. 370-390. 

For a more general juxtaposition of the two thinkers, see Greg Nielsen, The Norms of Answerability: Social Theory 

between Bakhtin and Habermas, Albany: State University of New York Press, 2002, pp. 23-24. 

11

 Jurgen Habermas, The Theory of Communicative Action, 2 vols, Boston: Beacon Press, 1984, vol. 1, p. 286. 

12
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amounts to the claim that whenever individuals are prevented from directly 

conýrming and acknowledging their voluntary participation in the social processes 

which they help to propagate, this results in the estrangement of the individuals from 

their own fate. Habermas identiýes the ósteering mediaô of ómoney and powerô as the 

force that breaks down óconsensus-orientedô interactions:  

 
The transfer of action coordination from language over to steering 

media means an uncoupling of interaction from lifeworld contexts. 

Media such as money and power attach to empirical ties; they encode 

a purposive-rational attitude toward calculable amounts of value and 

make it possible to exert generalised, strategic inþuence on the deci-

sions of other participants while bypassing processes of consensus-

oriented communication. [é.T]he lifeworld is no longer needed for 

the coordination of action.
13

 

 

The above statement outlines the basic mechanism through which opportunities for 

consensus are exchanged for a direct exercise of power and inþuence by force. The 

avoidance of consensus-building processes in communication is present whenever we 

lie or knowingly mislead others, or deny them an opportunity to realise fully the role 

they play in the processes to which we subject them. 

In Demons, Petr Verkhovenskyôs communicative stance towards others 

exempliýes the mechanism of estrangement of individual decision-making capacities. 

The ideological atmosphere in the world of the novel can be traced to the manipulat-

ive propaganda of Petr Verkhovensky, whose tactics of steering public opinion illus-

trate the modern practice of public relations. According to Habermas, the emergence 

of public relations as a distinctive tool of controlling public discourse both epitomises 
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and legitimates the practice of subverting a rational consensus and willful agreement 

of the public to a given initiative.
14

 The term ópublic relationsô, or simply PR, refers to 

a set of activities by an organisation to create favourable publicity and public aware-

ness of the organisationôs goals and functions. PR is a part of a general marketing ap-

proach to present and ósellô the company to its actual and potential clientele as well as 

other publics who are affected by the organisation or who may in turn inþuence the 

organisation.
15

 

Petr Verkhovensky employs the gamut of classical PR techniques, all of which 

have been described by Habermas as part of the process of the commodiýcation of the 

public sphere: media-events, news leaks, and rumours. Public relations practitioners 

use media events, also called news events or ópseudoeventsô, to draw public attention 

and generate coverage by the media.
16

 In a way that exempliýes this PR tactic, Petr 

Verkhovensky obtains a patronising inþuence and ócontrol[s]ô Iulia Lembke, the wife 

of the new gubernator (regional governor), to inspire her to organise a literary festive 

evening with a large audience.
17

 The festive evening is meant to bring together people 

from all layers of the local community, from the governorôs family to the local factory 

workers, to raise funds for the progressive goal of the public education of women. For 

the purposes of Petr Verkhovenskyôs propaganda, this celebration serves as a news 

event which is deýned as óan occasion usually conceived and set up by a public rela-

                                                 
14

 For Habermasôs discussion of public relations as a form of commodiýcation of political discourse, see his The 

Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a Category of Bourgeois Society, Cambridge, 

Mass.: MIT Press, 1991, pp. 181-235. 

15

 For an overview of public relations tools and methods from a professional practitionerôs standpoint, see Dennis 

Wilcox, Public Relations: Strategies and Tactics, New York: Longman, 2000. 

16

 Ibid., p. 28. 

17

 Dostoevsky, Sobranie, vol. 10, p. 354. 
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tions practitioner and designed to attract attentionô.
18

 One month prior to the fête, Iulia 

Lembke óbabble[s] about her fête with whoever happen[s] along, and é even send[s] 

a notice to one of the metropolitan newspapersô.
19

 The preparations for the fête and the 

expected publicity in its aftermath point to its news-generating function in the eyes of 

the organisers, Iulia Lembke and Petr Verkhovensky. Iulia Lembke hopes that the 

toasts to be proclaimed during the f°te will be ópassed on in the form of reports to the 

metropolitan newspapers é [and] go winging over all the provincesô.
20

 While her na-

ïve hopes for the fête do not materialise, the fête nevertheless serves well to advance 

Petr Verkhovenskyôs revolutionary propaganda. He purposefully distributes free tick-

ets among the townôs radical youth whose boisterous presence, with their shouts and 

threats, morally overwhelms the local high society attending the evening. As Petr 

Verkhovensky wishes, the aftermath of the event reverberates with a public image of 

social disorder and upheaval. 

An ethically controversial technique in public relations is a news leak, by 

means of which a PR practitioner may use discreet channels to provide information to 

a mass media outlet and make it known to broad publics: ó[A news] leak may appear 

to occur by accident, but the intent of the leaker may be to convey information that 

would otherwise not have been made public.ô
21

 In effect, Petr Verkhovensky simulates 

a news leak by dictating to Kirillov the latterôs suicide note. The note points to the ex-

istence of an underground revolutionary movement which is functional enough ï such 

                                                 
18

 Richard Weiner, Webster's New World Dictionary of Media and Communications, New York: Macmillan, 1996, 

p. 369. 

19
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is the impression to be made ï to cleanse its own ranks. Petr Verkhovensky knows 

that this note will become an object of public attention as soon as it is revealed. 

Among other media, PR practitioners rely on rumours which they recognise as 

a powerful tool to inþuence public opinion. PR professionals admit that óinformal 

conversations among peers and friends inþuence our thinking and behaviour more 

than TV commercials or newspaper editorials doô.
22

 Petr Verkhovensky also points out 

the power of rumours or ólegendsô as he calls them which, coupled with clandestine 

activities of revolutionary quintets, can surpass the periodicals: óThe main thing is the 

legend! é These crews, these ývesomes ï no need for the newspapers!ô
23

 He wants to 

position Stavrogin as the legendary Ivan the Tsarevich, for whom people óweepô in 

longing,
 24

 to start a massive wave of rumours:
 25

 ó[I]tôs even possible to show [Stav-

rogin/Ivan the Tsarevich], for example, to some one person out of a hundred thousand. 

And it will start spreading all over the earth: ñWeôve seen him, weôve seen himò.ô
26

 

The PR activities of Petr Verkhovensky illustrate his instrumental and strategic use of 

others. His PR tactics allow him to avoid consensus-building processes and involve 

the townspeople in his revolutionary scheme without their full awareness of the false-

hood of his propaganda.
27
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If Petr Verkhovenskyôs media tactics are explicitly manipulative and wilfully 

disregard any ethics in communication, Stepan Troýmovich is blissfully ignorant of 

the coercive nature of his communicative stance toward the other while maintaining 

his ideal of a disinterested friendship between people. Having lived for years at Var-

vara Petrovna Stavroginaôs estate in the dubious role of a close family friend or a dis-

tant relative, he declares that the mere pursuit of food and shelter óhas never been a 

guiding principleô of his life.
28

 He tells Varvara Petrovna: óI always thought that there 

is something between us that is higher than food ï and never, never have I been a 

scoundrel!ô
29

 Stepan Troýmovich utterly denies that his self-interest could have tainted 

his relation toward Varvara Petrovna and he shows his readiness to give up óall his 

belongings, all the gifts, all pensions and promises of future beneýtsô in order to prove 

the sincerity of his friendship.
30

 

Stepan Troýmovichôs perceived ideal of disinterested relations with others on 

the basis of common interests and shared values evokes the ideal of the public sphere 

as described by Habermas in his early work The Structural Transformation of the 

Public Sphere (1962). The Habermasian public sphere is a cultural and social space 

where participants ostensibly set aside their economic self-interests and engage in in-

tellectual exchanges (discussions, debates, conversations) that are óemancipated from 

                                                                                                                                            
beforehand the complete list of its contributors for the upcoming year: ñSo why did they expose all the names and 

articles in this yearôs publication? If theyôd keep silent, people would think they are rich. Otherwise, having read 

the list of announced articles, everyone would say: óOh, thatôs all theyôve got!ôò (Dostoevsky, Sobranie, vol. 29/1, 

p. 106). 

28
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the constraints of survival requirementsô and ódictates of lifeôs necessitiesô.
31

 Such a 

purported separation of reason and interest supposedly allows for an unbiased consid-

eration of ideas and taking sides on issues in response to their rational and moral ap-

peal to the universal community of rational beings rather than their speciýc conse-

quences to the interests of particular individuals. On the surface, this was the tacit as-

sumption of those who attended various discussion circles, centred on philosophy, 

politics and art, in Western Europe in the eighteenth and the ýrst half of the nineteenth 

century. Following the European example, a similar culture of ófamiliar associationsô 

of private salons and circles developed in Russia in the late eighteenth century and 

reached its heyday in the 1840s.
32

 The circles of the 1840s provided the breeding 

ground for the Russian liberal discussions of what was considered to be the revolu-

tionary aspects of Hegelôs political philosophy or the social theories of Proudhon and 

Fourier. The Russian liberal activists and advocates, collectively personiýed in the 

ýgure of Stepan Troýmovich, both deýned and were deýned by the culture of the lib-

eral circles.
33

 In the liberal tradition of the forties, Stepan Troýmovich hosts his own 
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friendly circle to indulge in ójolly liberal chatterô and reafýrm his self-imposed óhigh-

est duty of the propaganda of ideasô.
34

  

Of course, one cannot ascribe the normative standard of a neutral and objec-

tive discourse to the culture of private salons and circles. As has been pointed out by 

numerous critics of the Habermasian public sphere, in reality the circles culture was 

an arena for predominantly white, male, property-owning, up-and-coming bourgeois 

to develop an ideological leverage over the old aristocratic and monarchic families. 

The rational-critical discourse of the public sphere was not neutral in relation to the 

social balance of power, but was enmeshed in the struggle for political domination 

between the social strata, even if it made appeals to objective reason and rationality.
35

 

In other words, there is a performative aspect to communication which explicates how 

it can serve to promote certain goals quite apart from its content.
36

 

Moreover, the idea of the public sphere is premised upon the assumption that 

critical-rational communication operates on the basis of a transfer of knowledge, in-

formation and facts. Participants in a discussion circle may assume that they are en-

gaging in the ótransmission and ampliýcationô of critical-rational argumentation.
37

 In 

effect, the normative paradigm of critical-rational communication is that of the trans-

mission model which ódescribes communication as a linear, one-way processô of mov-
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ing a message from a sender to a receiver.
38

 To conceive of communication, however 

implicitly, according to the transmission model is to presuppose that the subject (i.e. 

content, idea) of messages is objectively given and exists independently from the par-

ticipants in the discourse. For communication to occur successfully, the sender and 

the recipient must share the same interpretative approach and worldview to make the 

transfer of information meaningful. This means that the normative context of commu-

nication as transmission presupposes a similarity between the sender and recipient ï 

the more identical they are, the more likely the recipient is to understand the commu-

nicated idea in the same manner that is intended by the sender. In other words, the no-

tion of the public sphere implies that communication occurs between people who 

share the same worldview or, in practical terms of the historical situation, same social 

status, education, lifestyle and mindset. The philosophical implications of the public 

sphere as a medium of transmission of ideas dismantle the notion of the public sphere 

as an arena where different people from different layers of society meet, presenting it 

rather as a place where a narrow circle of people with already overlapping points of 

view conýrm each otherôs position vis-à-vis the rest of society. 

Stepan Troýmovich studied in Berlin in the 1840s, the hotbed of the idealist 

philosophy to which Russians looked with adulation in this period. Idealist thought is 

marked by the assumption that truth exists objectively quite apart from the contem-

plating person ï one only needs to grasp it conceptually and communicate it to others. 

As a quintessential Russian liberal, Stepan Troýmovich carries in his ideological ori-

entation the ómonological principleô
39

 inherent in the European utopian thought which 
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historically provided the basis of the liberal movement of the forties in Russia. Stepan 

Troýmovichôs studies in Germany were not only a matter of his intellectual quest but 

also a sign of distinction, allowing him to look down upon others. Varvara Petrovna 

reproaches Stepan Troýmovich for making her feel less than his equal when she at-

tempted to engage him on the intellectual level: óWhen you returned from abroad, you 

looked down your nose at me and wouldnôt let me utter a word, and when I myself 

came and spoke with you later about my impressions of the Madonna, you wouldnôt 

hear me out and began smiling haughtily into your tie, as if I really could not have the 

same feelings as you.ô
40

 

Among scholars who have studied Alexander Herzen and his generation of 

Russian intelligentsia, including such ýgures as Bakunin, Belinsky, Granovsky and 

others ï all of whom served as prototypes of Stepan Troýmovich in Demons ï Martin 

Malia argues that these individuals were amplifying their own personal injuries, fears 

and ambitions to a national level and projecting their own desires into the necessities 

of the entire Russian nation: óIn its alienation this intelligentsia generalises its discon-

tent into the demand for the total renovation of society, and for the full liberation, not 

just of itself, but of all men.ô
41

 Maliaôs approach to the Russian intelligentsia of this 

period sees their political zeal as a result of their personal and professional frustration 

of ýnding no outlet for their talents in the oppressive Russian state, rather than a result 

of an objective consideration of the needs for reform in society. Whatever the histori-

cal necessity of democratic reforms in Russia was, their advocates in the 1840s were 

                                                                                                                                            
to explain observed phenomena from the perspective of a single consciousness ï regardless of the forms it may 

take, such as óconsciousness in generalô, óabsolute spiritô, ónormative consciousnessô, óspirit of the nationô, óspirit 

of historyô ï which sees óthe unity of beingô as óthe unity of consciousnessô. See Bakhtin, Problems of 
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driven by personal ambitions of leadership as much as by a zeal for public good: óThe 

desire to know the truth and expound it, to be a moral authority and point the way to 

reform, is also a desire for leadership and power, however consciously disinterested 

the intellectual may be.ô
42

 

As I have tried to show, Stepan Troýmovichôs self-perception as an actor in a 

neutral sphere of rational discourse is premised upon the idea of the objectivity of his 

intellectual notions, while such a view is based on the effacement of the Other from 

his existential horizon. In his search for a sphere of human interaction based on pure 

reason, he assumes that he is free from non-intellectual and egotistic drives, while, in 

fact, his intellectual constructs and his communicative stance promote his personal 

position as a universal state of affairs. For Stepan Troýmovich, his theoretical vision 

of progressive social change nurtured by his understanding of idealist philosophy ob-

structs the perspective of the Other and blocks the intersubjective pathways for con-

sensus-building communication. In his turn, Petr Verkhovensky uses the mechanism 

of public relations to avoid consensus building and to arrive at a forced and false con-

sciousness of his organisation in the public. Therefore, both Stepan Troýmovich and 

Petr Verkhovensky engage in the kind of communication which avoids consensus 

building. The fatherôs communicative stance is based on self-deception which results 

in the intellectual elimination of the otherôs presence in oneôs worldview. His son 

forces his opinion and predisposition toward a given ideological issue through ma-

nipulative publicity. Inability and refusal to recognise the Other are the unifying fea-

tures of the consciousness of both characters. 

 

 

                                                 
42

 Malia, Alexander Herzen, p. 116. 





 

ASEES, Vol. 28, Nos. 1-2 (2014): 51-70 

JOHN COOK  

 

EVENTS SET IN AMBER : BAKHTIN ôS óCHRONOTOPE OF THE CASTLEô AS  

SOLIDI FIED SPACE-TIME  

 

Introd uction: The concept of the chronotope 

Together with ódialogismô and ócarnivalô, the chronotope is one of Bakhtinôs 

most recognisable contributions to literary theory. Until fairly recently, it was gener-

ally assumed that the scope of this construct was conýned to literary works. However, 

developments in narratology have been increasingly focused on the relation between 

ýctional and factual narration (Schaeffer 2009), causing a re-evaluation of their 

boundaries. This paper starts with an introduction to the chronotope, brieþy reviewing 

some of its deýnitions, problems and typology. It then analyses one type of chrono-

tope ð that of the Castle ð linking it with Goetheôs very concrete approach to visual-

ising time. It proceeds by situating this type of chronotope in the context of historical 

narrative, extending the application of the chronotope to history and lived experience. 

This is in addition to its original scope of imagined experience as manifested in litera-

ture. It concludes by summarising the main points and suggests some directions for 

further research. 

In a relatively early review of The Dialogic Imagination, Samuel Kinser (1984, 

304) characterises the chronotope as óa distinct set of presuppositions about é time-

space é designed to draw attention to the way assumptions about time generate a cer-

tain articulation of space and ñto a signiýcant degree the image of man in literature as 

wellòô. Holquist (2004, 109) summarises the term as óparticular combinations of time 

and space as they have resulted in historically manifested narrative formsô. In his in-

troduction to Forms of Time and the Chronotope in the Novel Bakhtin uses the 
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chronotope to name óthe intrinsic connectedness of temporal and spatial relationships 

that are artistically expressed in literatureô (Bakhtin 1981 [FTC], 84).
1

 

The matter is, regrettably, not as straightforward as these three deýnitions 

would suggest. The genesis of the chronotope is a result of two inþuences: Kant and 

Einstein. Whilst these inþuences are explicitly acknowledged, Bakhtin qualiýes them 

in signiýcant ways. Kantôs view of óspace and time as indispensable forms of any 

cognitionô (FTC, 85) is conýrmed by Bakhtin, with the important caveat that they are 

not transcendental, as Kant represents them,
2

 but óforms of the most immediate realityô 

(FTC, 85, n. 2). Construing this in Bakhtinôs terms, space and time manifest them-

selves in óconcreteô, particularised, embodied events, rather than as abstract entities. 

The qualiýcation of the Einsteinian inþuence is more subtle. Whilst mentioning Ein-

stein directly in the introduction, the physicistôs inþuence is mediated through 

Ukhtomsky, a neurobiologist contemporary of Bakhtin (Bakhtin 1981 [FTC], 84, n. 1). 

Secondly, Bakhtin is evasive when he says that the óspecial meaning it has in relativ-

ity is not important for our [Bakhtinôs] purposes; we are borrowing it for literary criti-

cism almost as a metaphor (almost, but not entirely)ô (FTC, 84). 

As his essay proceeds, Bakhtin continually tinkers with the concept of the 

chronotope, whilst falling short of clearly deýning and fully articulating this construct 

in ways the reader might expect. Combined with the issue of óthe still rather limited 

number of studies engaging with the literary chronotopeô (Bemong & Borghart 2010, 
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14, n. 1), Bakhtinôs seeming imprecision has led to a wide variety of treatments, inter-

pretations, and applications of this concept. I use the word óseemingô because Bakhtin 

has an ingrained disinclination to systematise (e.g. Perlina in Emerson 1983).
3

 This 

observation is conýrmed by Scholz (2003, 146) when he describes Bakhtinôs method 

of þeshing out a concept: ó[the] meaning only gradually unfolds as the argument pro-

gresses and the examples accumulate. Bakhtinôs terms é are frequently encountered 

ñin useò without explicit statement of the rules governing such use.ô 

My initial analysis concluded that the outcome of this process is a style of 

writing that could be characterised as ósedimentaryô, in that the same ground is cov-

ered time and again, with cumulative traces of meaning that are deposited with each 

pass. However, readers of Bakhtin need to be vigilant. Some of these passes leave 

traces that are fundamentally at odds with previous layers, almost surreptitiously. 

Subsequent research has convinced me that this writing process contains instances of 

what Stanley Fish (1982, 717) describes as ósimultaneously us[ing] and call[ing] into 

question a vocabulary and a set of conceptsô.
4

 Using J. L. Austinôs theoretical model 

of Speech Acts, these instances described by Fish have been identiýed as óperforma-

tive shiftsô, ówhere the performative dimension of speech acts rises in importance é 

while the constative dimension of these acts become open-ended, indeterminateô 

(Yurchak 2006, 26).
5

 

                                                 
3

 Perlina is quoted by Emerson as saying of Bakhtinôs development of concepts: ñNe teoriia, a techeniiaò: ñénot a 

theory, but a þowò (Emerson 1983, 24).  

4

 It seems to me no coincidence that ýrstly, this description was used in the analysis of the style of J. L. Austin, 

whose Ordinary Language philosophy is so akin to that of Bakhtin, and secondly, that it was an explication of the 

Derridean term ówriting ñunder erasureòô. 

5

 Simply put, performative language relates to the validity of ritualised utterances bound up with action, whereas 

constative utterances involve statements that can be evaluated as true or false see Austin (1963, 1975) and Yurchak 

(2006, 18-26) for an exhaustive coverage. 
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A Bakhtinian example of this is represented by one important shift which oc-

curs in Section X of Forms of Time and the Chronotope in the Novel (Wall 2000-2001, 

139-141). This represents a signiýcant misdirection of the reader. This section was 

written in 1973, much later than the previous sections. At the beginning of Section X, 

Bakhtin explicitly undertakes to sum up the previous sections, adding no substantive 

new material. By the end of the óConcluding Remarksô however, this undertaking is 

comprehensively breached by a shift that expands the objects of chronotopic analysis 

from those of art and literature to include lived experience as well. Thus the performa-

tive nature of the shift translates into a far more radical shift in paradigm. It can be 

inferred from this instance that, in order to gain a fresh view of this construct, one 

needs to read and re-read the original closely. 

Bemong and Borghart (2010, 5-6) point out that Bakhtinôs óConcluding Re-

marksô (Section X of Forms of Time and the Chronotope in the Novel) attribute 

signiýcance to the chronotope on four counts. The ýrst relates to the organisation of 

narrative: óThe chronotope is where the knots of narrative are tied and untiedô (Bak-

htin 1981 [FTC], 250). The second relates to the representability of events óéthe 

chronotope, functioning as the primary means for materializing time in space, 

emerges as a centre of concretizing representationô (FTC, 250). The third relates to 

genre: óThe chronotopes we have discussed provide the basis for distinguishing ge-

neric types; they are at the heart of speciýc varieties of novel genreéô (FTC, 250-

251). And ýnally, the relation of chronotope to word: óAlso chronotopic is the internal 

form of a word, that is the mediating marker with whose help the root meanings of 

spatial categories are carried over into temporal relationships (in the broadest sense)ô 

(FTC, 251).
 6

 

                                                 
6

 Hence the implications of the roots chuzh- (Russian) and chuzhd- (Church Slavonic) for meanings relating to 

óforeignô and óalienô respectively. 
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The tensions between, on the one hand, the organic, relatively predictable, ex-

ploration of the development of the chronotope in Sections I ï IX of Forms of Time 

and the Chronotope in the Novel, and, on the other, the subtle but, nonetheless, real 

paradigm shift in Section X has led to confusion about the number and types of 

chronotopes, and the signiýcance of these values. In view of Bakhtinôs manner of de-

velopment and exploration of his concepts, combined with his explicit denial of pre-

tensions óto completeness or precision in [his] theoretical formulations and deýnitionsô 

(FTC, 85), it would seem naïve to expect Bakhtin scholars to agree on the counts of 

chronotope types (Bemong & Borghart 2010, 5). 

While Bemong and Borghart accept this divergence of opinion, they nonethe-

less devote a signiýcant amount of space (ibid., 6-8) to detailing an exact typology of 

chronotopes. Bemong and Borghartôs basic divisions of chronotopes are: micro 

chronotopes (sub-sentence fragments); minor chronotopes (renamed by the authors 

motivic chronotopes and described as the óñbuilding blocksò of narrative textsô (2010, 

6)); and generic chronotopes (also known as major or dominant), to which Ladin re-

fers as óchronotopes that é can be abstracted from the individual works in which they 

appear and serve as the basis for categorisation and comparison for those worksô 

(Ladin 1999, 232). 

The examples given for the ómotivicô chronotope by Bemong and Borghart in-

clude the Chronotope of the Castle, described by Bakhtin as having an óhistorical in-

tensityô, where its óorganic cohesion of spatial and temporal aspects and categories é 

determined its productivityô (FTC, 246). This type is, thus, of considerable interest in 

considering the issues surrounding historical narrative that are broached in this paper. 
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The Chronotope of the Castle 

European literature
7

 is a productive source of material for the application of 

this particular chronotope, owing to the pervasiveness of the image of the castle, and 

its instantiation not only to the tradition of the historical novel, but also the Gothic 

novel. The imagery continually draws on the continentôs rich architectural heritage. 

Whilst the treatment of this chronotope occupies a relatively small part of Section X 

of Forms of Time and the Chronotope in the Novel (FTC, 245-246), it is signiýcant in 

that it encapsulates a number of aspects of time-space that are characteristic of the 

chronotope itself (the interpenetration of time and space, the visibility of time) as well 

as instantiating concrete examples of these aspects, which are explored below. 

The examples that Bakhtin uses are both densely packed and interestingly 

graduated in sets. The density of this short section is due to the number and fertility of 

associations with each example. The ýrst set concerns itself with artistically con-

structed things ˈ architecture, furnishings and weapons ˈ which evoke the changing 

social usages surrounding the castle and its contents. The agglutinative nature of some 

castle architecture is particularly evocative of changes in the preferences of castellans, 

as is the accumulation of furniture from different periods.
8

 Weapons represent the his-

tory of technology (as the displayed weapons are progressively reýned), social and 

religious mores (as embodied in the Chivalric Code or the Crusades), and politics (as 

they represent changes in the emphasis on war as an instrument of policy). 

The second set embraces the ancestral portrait gallery, the family archives and 

certain customary aspects of generational links. All three focus explicitly on artisti-

cally or socially constructed views of people and relationships rather than things. The 

ancestral portrait gallery represents not only the lineage of the rulers of the castle, but 

                                                 
7

 For examples, see Hajdú (2003, passim) and Bemong (2010, 172). 

8

 The Alcázar in Seville is a good example (refer to http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/383  [accessed 3/11/2014]). 
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also changes in the historical interpretation and artistic representation of these people. 

Like the characters in Danteôs Divine Comedy (Bakhtin 1981 [FTC], 157), all these 

people exist at óthe point where all times are present, il  punto a cui tutti li tempi son 

presentiô (Kermode 1967, 6) or, as Quine has expressed it, as ódenizens of space-time, 

however remote in any dimension, [which are recognised] as tenselessly coexistentô 

(Quine 1990, 197-198).
9

 This coexistence is true, not only of their artistic representa-

tions, but also of the documentary traces that they leave in the family archives. Bak-

htin draws this second set together into one generational and genetic thread by means 

of those customary and legal constraints that channel ódynastic primacy and é he-

reditary rightsô (FTC, 246) from one generation to another. 

These two sets are merged with the ólegends and traditions [which] animate 

every corner of the castle and its environs through their constant reminders of past 

eventsô (FTC, 246). This correlates closely with Bakhtinôs description of Goetheôs 

creative plan centred on the locality of Pyrmont, which is ósteeped in historical 

time é the ancient ramparts still remain éeverywhere there are markers of the his-

torical past penetrating spaceô (Bakhtin 1986 [BSHR], 48). Set in the late sixteenth 

century, Goetheôs plan envisioned a story covering the historical transformation of 

this locality, driven by the óspontaneous migration toward Pyrmontôs miraculous 

springô (BSHR, 49) of a group of people, led by a knight. This past is artfully con-

nected to the future by means of a prophecy involving three generations. So many of 

the elements of the Castle chronotope are present in Goetheôs unrealised project, that 

Bakhtin characterises it as profoundly chronotopic, where the óplot é and the charac-

ters do not enter the locality from the outside é but are unfolded in it as though they 

were present from the very beginningô (BSHR, 49). 

 

                                                 
9

 This treatment of time is often referred to as óblock timeô(see Smart 2008). 
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Goetheôs visualisation of time 

Around the half-way mark of the Bildungsroman, Bakhtin summarises his ini-

tial analysis of Goetheôs method of envisioning time. This summary is worth quoting 

in its entirety, as such concentrated distillations from Bakhtin are rare: 

 

The main features of this visualisation [of time] are the merging of 

time (past with present), the fullness and clarity of the visibility of 

time in space, the inseparability of the time of an event from the 

speciýc place of its occurrence (Localität und Geschichte), the visible 

essential connection of time (present and past), the creative and active 

nature of time (of the past in the present and of the present itself), the 

necessity that penetrates time and links time with space and different 

times with one another, and, ýnally, on the basis of the necessity that 

pervades localised time, the inclusion of the future, crowning the full-

ness of time in Goetheôs images. (BSHR, 41-42) 

 

There are a number of points that can be picked out of this summary, follow-

ing two main logical threads. The ýrst thread starts with Goetheôs propensity to re-

spond to events visually as well as verbally: óé for Goethe the word coincided with 

the clearest visibilityô (BSHR, 28). This visual response leads to a recognition of óthe 

visible movement of historical time, which is inseparable from the natural setting (Lo-

calität) and the entire totality of objects created by man, which are essentially con-

nected to this natural settingô (BSHR, 32). This óinseparable unity and interpenetrabil-

ityô (BSHR, 49) of locality and history manifests itself in necessity, a causal linkage 

between time and space that Bakhtin articulates as óvisible, concrete, and material é 

a materially creative historical necessityô (BSHR, 39). 
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The second thread concerns itself almost exclusively with time. It starts with 

the view that past and present time merges, establishing an essential connection be-

tween the two. The ópower of time é [is a] productive and creative powerô (BSHR, 

42). This power makes the landscape óa speaking vestige of the movement of history 

(historical time)ô and predetermines óits subsequent courseô (BSHR, 49). Unsurpris-

ingly, this perspective is entirely consistent with a genre-based view of history, such 

as that encapsulated by Frow, when he says óthe writing of history is generically struc-

tured by the narrative problems of binding the singularities of events and their multi-

plicity of times into the coherence of a structural explanationô (Frow 2006, 99). Both 

the logical threads outlined above can be tied back to Bakhtinôs concerns in Forms of 

Time and the Chronotope in the Novel, thus: óA locality is the trace of an event, a 

trace of what has shaped it. Such is the logic of all local myths and legends that at-

tempt, through history, to make sense out of spaceô (Bakhtin 1981 [FTC], 189). It is 

this sense-making that lies at the heart of the chronotope. 

The connection between Goetheôs visualisation that makes sense out of space-

time and the chronotope of the Castle is nowhere more evident than when Bakhtin 

observes that óthe traces of centuries and generations are arranged in it [the castle] in 

visible formô (FTC, 246). 

 

The Chronotope of the Castle in historical narrative 

As has been mentioned in connection with both Goetheôs capability to envi-

sion space-time and Bakhtinôs reformulation of the scope of the chronotope, there is a 

body of scholarly opinion that seeks to apply the concept of the chronotope to both 

history and literature. Narratives conforming to the Chronotope of the Castle consti-

tute a particularly rich source of material for this viewpoint. Two types of applications 

are prominent: that of records of historical events and that of historical ýction. Bak-

htinôs examples of the castle óbeing saturated through and through with a time that is 
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historical in the narrow sense of the wordô (FTC, 246) can also be presented as differ-

ent types of historical records: utilitarian records (such as architecture) and inscribed 

records (such as archives). 

The link between archives and records of historical events is immediately ap-

parent. Castles had speciýc rooms devoted to archives called ómuniment roomsô,
10

 de-

voted to the protection of important documents. The link with architecture requires a 

little more articulation, however. A castle was originally a highly functional building 

that constituted óthe defended focus of feudal administrationô (Pounds 1990, 11). But 

changing political and social conditions altered its function to ódomestic comfort 

[rather] than military strengthô (Pounds 1990, 249), best exempliýed by Tretower Cas-

tle and Court in Brecon, Wales. This is conýrmed by evidence of the gradual diminu-

tion of grants of license to crenellate (i.e. make the castle defendable), culminating in 

1589 (Davis 2006-2007, 245). 

From a different point of view, Michel de Certeauôs subtle work The Freudian 

Novel cleverly links history and literature. De Certeau employs the Janus-like nature 

of psychoanalytic discourse to link the literary and the historical, using Freudôs view 

of óthe dream as a Trojan horse to historicise rhetoric and to reintroduce it to the cita-

del of scienceô (de Certeau 1986, 23). The Freudian narrative is thus characterised as a 

ósculpture of events, previously unknown, in the structural framework of knowledgeô 

(de Certeau 1986, 21). 

The domain of historical ýction is a broad church, offering many instances of 

the Chronotope of the Castle. Bakhtin speciýcally refers to Sir Walter Scott in the last 

paragraphs of the Bildungsroman (Bakhtin 1986 [BSHR], 53-54) and Scottôs Kenil-

worth is a classic case of this chronotope, with its detailed evocation of the castleôs 

                                                 
10

 ñA document (such as a title deed, charter, etc.) preserved as evidence of rights or privileges belonging to a 

person, family, or corporation. Chieþy in collective plural.ò (OED Vol VI, M, 767-768) 
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structure, history and surrounding demesnes (for example Scott 1920, Chapter XXV, 

301-302), providing óthe link between the castle and its historically conceived, com-

prehensible settingô (Bakhtin 1981 [FTC], 246). Scottôs inþuence on Bakhtinôs liter-

ary theory was not only directly through his óWaverleyô novels, but also indirectly 

through his inþuence on such Russian historical novels as Pushkinôs The Captainôs 

Daughter (Davie 2012 [1961], 11). 

However, the examples that I wish to explore in this paper are those of the 

Gothic novels that Bakhtin cites ýrst; works by Walpole (speciýcally The Castle of 

Otranto), Radcliffe and Lewis. All of these novels contain references to the super-

natural, but Horace Walpoleôs work is of interest for other, more technical, reasons 

concerned with space and time. 

This novel purports to be a translation of an Italian manuscript. The transla-

torôs preface baldly states that ó[t]he scene is undoubtedly laid in some real castleô 

(Walpole 2010, 5). This is reinforced by óthe inclusion of [a] relatively technical ar-

chitectural vocabulary ð ñvaultsò, ñcloistersò, ñbattlementsò and ñoriel windowòô 

(Morrissey 1999, 124). However, despite these reassurances of feudal normality, The 

Castle of Otrantoôs central concern is the issue of wide variations of proportion or 

scale. This is most obvious when expressed in relation to the descriptions involving 

the spatial dilation of signiýcant objects. For example, Manfredôs son, Conrad, is 

killed by óan enormous helmet an hundred times more large than any casque ever 

made for human beingô (Walpole 2010, 11). Fredericôs company includes an óenor-

mous sabreô (ibid., 96), carried by óan hundred gentlemenô (ibid., 74). 

The spatial dilation noted above is accompanied by temporal changes in scale, 

but Walpole presents these indirectly, by invoking the concept of the folly ð with its 

connotations of uselessness, superþuity, even madness (Morrissey 1999, 119) ð in 

his representation of the castle. The folly also evokes temporal anomalies in that its 
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changed scale of historicism involves a paradox: óthe fact that the viewerôs memory is 

being ñrefreshedò by a relatively new objectô (ibid., 121), purpose-built to óimitate or 

recollect the pastô (ibid., 120). This warping of the spatio-temporal continuum pre-

sents the reader with an unusual instance of the Chronotope of the Castle, providing 

an insight into the chronotope at work. 

 

Application of the chronotope to history 

Whilst most scholars of Bakhtinôs chronotope focus on ýction, speciýcally 

novelistic ýction, another legitimate application domain is that of history. One of the 

earliest historians to employ the chronotope in this context was Hayden White when 

he construed Bakhtin to be indicating that óchronotopes é function é as effective 

organising structures of individual and social consciousness é within the domain of 

reality we designate by the term ñhistoryòô (White 1987, 122). In stark contrast to the 

recent scholarship (e.g. Kent 2009, 74) that has equated ógeneric chronotopesô with 

óthe world view of a textô (Bemong & Borghart 2010, 8), White categorically denies 

this, asserting that óthe chronotope directs attention to the effective conditions of pos-

sibility of both thought and action, consciousness and praxis within discrete milieux, 

structured as ýelds of institutional and productive arrangementsô (White 1987, 122). 

This is entirely consistent with his view that historical narrative regularly uses the de-

vices of narrative ýction, such as óemplotmentô (White 1973). 

Extending Whiteôs general use of chronotope, I will focus brieþy on two 

speciýc applications of the chronotope to history: i) the temporalities of law, tradition 

and ethnography in a Hopi Tribal Court (Richland 2008); and ii) the ýction/history 

divide and its application to narrating the ótruthô of a heteroglot Canadian past (Law-

son 2011). 

Richland (2008, 10) analyses the discourses of a Hopi Court from the perspec-

tive of óthe way speakers link up their current talk with other speech eventsô, either 
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past or anticipated. He observes that these links generate chronotopes, which he de-

scribes as ótime-space envelopes é by and through which current talk is marked as 

either an ongoing part of or separated from the discourses of past and future speech 

eventsô (ibid., 10). Richlandôs analysis embraces the differing (and conþicting) 

chronotopes of Hopi navoti (customary knowledge which includes óthe reception of 

knowledge via listening and hearingô (ibid., 15)) and Anglo-American evidentiary law 

relating to hearsay evidence (ibid., 19). He traces through one instance of this conþict 

and its attempted resolution, using conversational analysis. 

He concludes that ówhen the interdiscursive character and transcendental tem-

poralities inherent in litigantsô normative [i.e. traditional] discourses get subsumed 

under the (inter)discourses and temporalities of the courtôs Anglo-style evidentiary 

limits on hearsay testimony, there is a diminishment and distancing of those norms 

from the experiences of the very Hopi people whose lives they supposedly character-

iseô (ibid., 24). 

Lawsonôs paper focuses on the bridge (or connection) between literary and 

real-world chronotopes (Lawson 2011, 389). Trafýc on this bridge is two-way. óReal-

world space-times inform the ñliterary forms of textsòô (ibid., 389) and as a result nar-

rative form óreveals otherwise elusive truths about real-world activities, processes, 

and developmentsô (ibid., 390). This connection implies two relationships between 

these types of chronotopes: ýrstly, engagement, and secondly, affordance (Lawson 

uses the word óproductionô) and constraint (ibid., 396). Lawson theorises not one, but 

many, connections between the óreal worldô and narrative, each one of which will 

have a different truth claim associated with it. This allows him to adopt a stochastic 

perspective toward truth claims, which avoids a binary view of history and ýction. 

Lawson works through the types of truth claims made by indigenous ótradi-

tional knowledgeô (ibid., 400), their complications and responses, all in the context of 
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dispossession of the indigenesô land and resources by the dominant group(s). One of 

the responses to a truth claim is to test that claim, and he outlines a test method, start-

ing with the suspension of disbelief. Other steps include óchecking the ñfootnotesòô, 

i.e. factual truth about the past (ibid., 404), understanding the bridging relationships 

between narrative chronotopes and their real-world cognates, checking for evidence of 

monoglot, rather than heteroglot content, and ýnally, óground truthingô, the establish-

ment of ómaterial traces embedded in the landscapeô (ibid., 406). This last may well 

be accompanied by a ósuccessful re-enactment of the actions of the (mythic) pastô 

(ibid., 401). Lawson concludes that óchronotopes are therefore the proper tools of his-

torians and social scientists, including geographers, at the heart of a speciýcally narra-

tive method of capturing and engaging with real space-time structuresô (ibid., 407). 

 

Summary  

In summary, I wish to draw together a few threads. The ýrst thread is that the 

chronotope is a tool for framing any narrative, because all narratives, whether óhis-

toricalô or óýctitiousô are reliant on causal linkages of, and in, time and space. This 

can be seen from the previous analysis of the way in which Goethe visualises time, 

and the view that the two-way bridges made explicit in Lawson are implicit in 

Goetheôs envisioning of time, as represented in the Bildungsroman. 

Secondly, the Chronotope of the Castle provides a ótimescapeô (Davies 1995, 

72), where óblock timeô lays out past and present, and, according to Bakhtin, óthe as-

pect of the past and present being linked to a necessary futureô (Bakhtin 1986 [BSHR], 

36). 

Thirdly, the Castle construct can be applied with equal relevance to records of 

events or historical ýction, not only because of the causal linkages referred to above, 

but also because the distinction made by óthe positive sciences é between the óobjec-

tiveô and the imaginary é has been subject to revisionô (de Certeau 1986, 17). This 
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has resulted in the membrane that separates empirical truth from ýction becoming 

somewhat permeable, owing to Bakhtinôs dissolution of the theoretical boundaries 

between the órealô and the óýctionalô. 

The essence of this paper is thus that it is more appropriate to speak of a 

ýction-history continuum, rather than a divide. If this position is accepted, then 

inþuences travel in both directions between the poles of this continuum, like the 

trafýc on the bridge described in Lawsonôs paper. 

 

Some interpretative directions 

Based on the state of the current literature (see Bemong & Borghart 2010, 14, 

note 1), more work needs to be done on the general qualities of the chronotope, while 

keeping the construct ýrmly anchored to Bakhtinôs texts (in conjunction with other 

scholarsô applications of the chronotope). Speciýcally, the twin debts to Kant (Scholz 

2003) and Einstein need to be further analysed and assessed, using current concepts 

from mathematics and science where appropriate and defensible.
11

 

Narratological overviews of the fact/ýction divide must be explored and un-

packed. The somewhat artiýcial divisions of approach to this divide (Schaeffer 2009) 

seem both binary and resistant to hybridisation, and thus unduly simplistic.
12

 A so-

cially constructivist view of fact and ýction might make the membrane between fact 

and ýction much more porous. 

The third direction for research is the exploration of the two-way trafýc on the 

bridge that connects history with literature. Bakhtin has theorised the nature of this 

bridge, and has explicitly described the trafýc one way: from history to literature. 

However, his theories leave a tantalising glimpse of trafýc the other way: from litera-

ture to history. This track has so far been only lightly explored by historiographers, 

                                                 
11

 Candidates would be quantum mechanics, stochastics and complexity theory. 

12

 Semantic, syntactic and pragmatic approaches are covered in Schaeffer 2009. 
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and the implications of the spatial and temporal dilations observed in the Gothic nov-

els for the narratives of history have yet to be fully articulated. The hazards of this 

two-way trafýc are also recognised in the ótension between the singularity of facts and 

their organisation into patterns of narrative explanation, with all the questions of cau-

sality and necessity that arise from this patterningô (Frow 2006, 93).
13

 

Whilst the third interpretive direction is both the most important and ð in all 

probability ð the most satisfying, it cannot proceed without progress on the other two 

fronts. 

  

                                                 
13

 This would doubtless raise the vexed siuzhet/fabula distinction. 
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FROM ACMEISM TO AVANT-GARDE: M IKHAIL ZENKEVICH  

IN THE LATE-1910S ï EARLY -1920S1 

 

Mikhail Aleksandrovich Zenkevich (1886-1973), the longest surviving 

Acmeist, together with Vladimir Narbut represented Adamism, the left wing of 

Acmeism.
2
 The association of these two poets

 
with Acmeism has often been referred 

to as one of a societal and rather conventional nature.
3 

Narbut, however, had no 

doubts about his own and his friendôs importance for Acmeism, stressing this on 

many different occasions. óI am sure, there are only two Acmeists: you and Iô, he 

wrote, for instance, in one of his letters to Zenkevich.
4
 The failing unity within 

Acmeism and the desire of the younger Acmeists to rid themselves of pressure from 

the óolderô Acmeists, among other reasons, cut the life of Acmeism short. Even 

though the features of Acmeist aesthetics were still displayed in Zenkevichôs post-

Acmeist poetry, certain signs of his incorporation into the avant-garde became appar-

ent in the early 1920s. Known as óthe Saratov cultural explosionô (approximately 

                                                 
1 I wish to thank Sergei Zenkevich for the useful references and insights he has provided on the oeuvre of Mikhail 

Zenkevich and for permission to publish the selections from Zenkevichôs works. I am thankful to Professor 

Thomas E. Bird for reading my manuscript and offering invaluable suggestions. I gratefully acknowledge the 

Research Foundation of the Professional Staff Congress of the City University of New York for the scholarly 

grants, which made a part of my research on Mikhail Zenkevich possible. Thanks are due to the anonymous 

reviewers of this article for their useful comments. 

2 Cheloukhina, S., óVladimir Narbut: An ñOld Chronicleò Survivedô, New Zealand Slavonic Journal, 39/2005, 80-

106. 

3 Lekmanov, O., óAdamisty-kritiki, ili siamskie bliznetsyô, in his: Stat´i. Retsenzii. Pisḿa. Vladimir Narbut. 

Mikhail Zenkevich, Moscow: IMLI RAN, 2008, pp. 3-17. 

4 Pustil ńik, L., óñDlia menia mir vsegda byl prozrachnei vodyéòô, Arion, 1995, 47-50. 
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1918-1932), this period witnessed the advent, þourishing, and departure of the avant-

garde in its various forms in this city.5 By examining Zenkevichôs most representative 

works created in the late 1910s to early 1920s, this article will provide an overview of 

this poetôs contribution to Acmeism and focus on his transition to the avant-garde 

while in Saratov. 

Within and beyond Acmeism, Zenkevichôs input into Russian literature has 

long been underestimated. His legacy is signiýcant and diverse, embracing poetry, 

prose, poetic dramaturgy and literary criticism in the form of theoretical articles and 

literary reviews, poetic translations, and biography. The overall volume of his poetry 

is not large, amounting to about one thousand texts created between 1906, the year of 

the publication of his ýrst poem, and 1973, the year in which he died. His poetic col-

lections include twelve books. The ýrst one, Dikaia porýra (Savage Purple, 1912),6 

occupies a central place in his Acmeist poetry.
7
 His two long dramatic poems, 

óAlËtimetrô (óAltimeterô, written between 1919 and 1922, and ýrst published in 2004), 

and later óTorzhestvo aviatsiiô (óThe Triumph of Aviationô, 1937, still unpublished), 

exemplify his major input in the genre of poetic dramaturgy.
8
 His two major novels, 

                                                 
5 See Vodonos, E., Ocherki khudozhestvennoi zhizni Saratova epokhi ókulËturnogo vzryvaô. 1918-1932, Saratov: 

SGKhM im. A.N. Radishcheva, 2006. 

6 Also translated as óThe Wild Porphyryô, e.g. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mikhail_Zenkevich. 

7 Other books are: Chetyrnadtsat́ stikhotvorenii (Fourteen Poems, 1918), Lirika (Lyrics, 1918), Pashnia tankov 

(Plough Land for Tanks, 1921), Pozdnii prolet (The Late Fly-Over, 1928), Mashinnaia strada (Mechanised 

Harvesting, 1931), Izbrannye stikhi (Selected Poems, 1932), Izbrannye stikhi (Selected Poems, 1933), Pod 

parokhodnym nosom (Under the Steamshipôs Bow, 1936), Nabor vysoty: stikhi (Altitude Increase: Poems, 1937), 

Skvoz ́grozy let: stikhi (Through the Stormy Years: Poems, 1962), and Izbrannoe (Selections, 1973). A collection 

of Zenkevichôs poetry and prose was published posthumously by his grandson, Sergei Zenkevich, as Mikhail 

Zenkevich. Skazochnaia era. Stikhotvoreniia. Povest´. Belletristicheskie memuary, Moscow: Shkola-Press, 1994.  

8 óMikhail Zenkevich. óñAlËtimetrò. Publikatsiia, podgotovka teksta i predislovie S. E. Zenkevichaô, in: V. Ia. 

Briusov i russkii modernizm, Moscow: IMLI RAN, 2004, pp. 274-349. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mikhail_Zenkevich
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Muzhitskii sýnks (The Peasant Sphinx, 1921-1928) and Na strezhen´ (To the River 

Bend, end of the 1920s), did not see the light of day during his lifetime owing to cen-

sorship, and were published only after perestroika and, of course, after his death.9 

Zenkevich also authored the ýrst biography of the Wright Brothers in Russian, Brat ía 

Rait (The Wright Brothers, 1931) and wrote a number of short stories, which were 

also published posthumously. Finally, his editorial work, no less signiýcant, com-

prises several books, including Akhmatovaôs translations and Narbutôs collection of 

poetry.10 

Fame came to Zenkevich in March of 1912 after the publication of Savage 

Purple, which had appeared simultaneously with Anna Akhmatovaôs ýrst book of po-

ems, Vecher (Evening, 1912), and a month before Narbutôs Alliluiia (Halleluiah, 

1912).11 Before its publication, Savage Purple was extensively edited and revised by 

Gumilev and Gorodetsky. Georgii Ivanov recalls: 

 

ʄ. ɿʝʥʢʝʚʠʯ, ʪʝʧʝʨʴ ʥʝʩʧʨʘʚʝʜʣʠʚʦ ʟʘʙʳʪʳʡ, ʧʨʠʰʝʣ ʚʝʩʥʦʡ ʚ 

óɸʧʦʣʣʦʥô ʩ ʪʝʪʨʘʜʢʦʡ ʫʜʨʫʯʘʶʱʝ ʙʘʥʘʣʴʥʳʭ ʩʪʠʭʦʚ. ʇʦʩʣʝ 

                                                 
9 In Mikhail Zenkevich. Skazochnaia era: stikhotvoreniia, povest´, belletristicheskie memuary, Moscow: Shkola-

Press, 1994, pp.412-624 and pp. 361-41 respectively. 

10 Akhmatova, A., Golosa poetov. Stikhi zarubezhnykh poetov v perevode Anny Akhmatovoi. Seriia óMastera 

poeticheskogo perevodaô, Moscow: Progress, 1965; Vladimir Narbut, Izbrannye stikhi, Paris: La Presse Libre, 

1983. 

11  The two new authors, Akhmatova and Zenkevich, were celebrated at the Guild on March 10, 1912. 

Akhmatovaôs recollections about that meeting are well-known: óɺ ʎʝʭʝ, ʢʦʛʜʘ ʦʜʥʦʚʨʝʤʝʥʥʦ ʚʳʰʣʘ óɼʠʢʘʷ 

ʇʦʨʬʠʨʘô ʠ óɺʝʯʝʨô, ʠʭ ʘʚʪʦʨʳ ʩʠʜʝʣʠ ʚ ʣʘʚʨʦʚʳʭ ʚʝʥʢʘʭ. ʍʦʨʦʰʦ ʧʦʤʥʶ ʚʝʥʦʢ ʥʘ ʤʦʣʦʜʳʭ ʛʫʩʪʳʭ 

ʢʫʜʨʷʭ ʄʠʭʘʠʣʘ ɸʣʝʢʩʘʥʜʨʦʚʠʯʘ. [é] ɺʝʥʦʯʢʠ ʩʧʣʝʣʘ ,̫ ʢʫʧʠʚ ʣʠʩʪʴʷ ʚ ʩʘʜʦʚʥʠʯʝʩʪʚʝ [ɸ.ʗ.] ʌʠʰʝʨʘô, 

(óAfter Savage Purple and Evening had been published simultaneously, their authors were sitting at the Guild, 

wearing small bay wreaths. I remember very well the wreath on the young, thick curls of Mikhail Aleksandrovich 

[é] I wove these little wreaths myself, after I had bought the leaves at [A. Ia.] Fisherôs nurseryô), Akhmatova, A., 

Desiatye gody, Moscow: MPI, 1989, pp. 78-79. All translations are the authorôs own, unless noted otherwise (SC). 
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ʥʝʩʢʦʣʴʢʠʭ ʚʩʪʨʝʯ ʩ ɻʫʤʠʣʝʚʳʤ ʦʥ ʧʨʠʚʝʟ ʩ ʢʘʥʠʢʫʣ ʩʚʦʶ 

ʚʝʣʠʢʦʣʝʧʥʫʶ óɼʠʢʫʶ ʧʦʨʬʠʨʫô.12 

 

M. Zenkevich, now unfairly forgotten, had come to Apollo in the 

spring with a notebook full of irksomely trivial poems. After several 

meetings with Gumilev, he brought from his vacation his magniýcent 

Savage Purple.  

 

Savage Purple is a well-structured book which consists of ýfty-ýve poems. The au-

thorôs imagination extends from the boundless macrocosm of the universe with its va-

riety of planets and pre-historic animals, to the microcosm of the human body with its 

labyrinths of vessels and arteries. These two opposite poles are connected by an aes-

thetic and philosophical bridge, and by the poetôs universality of thinking. Zenkevich 

ópaintsô vividly and colourfully, with red and gold being the dominant colours in the 

majority of his poems.13 His descriptions of nature often display the ugly and the de-

formed, over-ripeness and decay as indisputable signs of the continuity of the Baude-

lairean tradition.14 The bookôs historical time period encompasses centuries, begin-

ning from the age of the dinosaurs, moving through the times of ancient Egypt, Baby-

lon, and Greece, and ending in the Roman Empire. 

Zenkevichôs second ï and last ï Petersburg collection of poetry was entitled 

Pod miasnoi bagrianitsei (Under the Meat-Hued Burgundy, 1912-1918). He planned 

to publish it as a book, but only a small part of it, Chetyrnadtsat ́stikhotvorenii (Four-

                                                 
12 Ivanov, G., Sobranie sochinenii v 3-kh tt. T. 3, Moscow: Soglasie, 1994, p. 618. 

13 See: Lekmanov, O., óKrasnoe i zolotoe: O knige M. Zenkevicha Dikaia porýraô, Voprosy literatury, 40/1999, 

pp. 302-320. 

14 On further similarities with Nikolai Zabolotskyôs Stolbtsy see: Cheloukhina, S. The Poetic Universe of Nikolai 

Zabolotsky, Moscow: Iazyki russkoi kult́uryô, 2006, pp. 49-96. 
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teen Poems), was printed as a separate edition in 1918, after his departure from the 

capital. The whole collection with the authorôs original title ýrst appeared only in the 

1994 collection.15 Taken as a whole, Under the Meat-Hued Burgundy presents a well-

structured, cohesive composition of sixty-three poems. At ýrst sight, it looks like a 

continuation of Savage Purple, but signiýcant stylistic differences from the latter 

prove otherwise. A change is already noticeable in the title itself: here, gold, red, and 

purple ï the dominant colours of wild earthly nature and of the universe in Savage 

Purple ï are transmuted into bloody burgundy ï a colour more suitable to illustrate 

war, brutality, and death. This suggests that Zenkevich will no longer be continuing 

with his former dominant theme of purely natural ï geologic or cosmic ï catastrophes. 

The bookôs many poems engage with a whole array of new ï social ï cataclysms, par-

ticularly the catastrophic events of World War I and subsequent revolutions. The en-

tire collection, thus, undeniably attests to a new, socially attuned stage in his evolution 

as a poet. 

In addition to writing poetry, Zenkevich the Acmeist had a keen interest in lit-

erary theory. In 1914, he stepped forward as a theoretician of Acmeism by articulating 

his views in the report, óDeklaratsiia kulËturnykh prav akmeizmaô (óThe Declaration 

of the Cultural Rights of Acmeismô). While putting forward the concept of the new 

artistic principle of óAcmeist neo-realismô, the óDeclarationô bears the ýrst clear signs 

of growing disagreement with Gumilev: 

 

ɽʩʣʠ ʭʦʪʠʪʝ, ʥʘʟʦʚʠʪʝ ʘʢʤʝʠʩʪʘ ʥʝʦʨʝʘʣʠʩʪʦʤ. ʊʘʢʦʝ ʥʘʟʚʘʥʠʝ 

ʜʣʷ ʥʝʛʦ ʧʦʯʝʪʥʝʝ ʥʘʟʚʘʥʠʷ ʩʠʤʚʦʣʠʩʪʘ ʠʣʠ ʨʦʤʘʥʪʠʢʘ. ʅʦ ʵʪʦʪ 

óʥʝʦʨʝʘʣʠʟʤ ʘʢʤʝʠʟʤʘô ʥʝ ʠʤʝʝʪ ʥʠʯʝʛʦ ʦʙʱʝʛʦ ʥʠ ʩ 

                                                 
15 In this book, the poems were grouped in two parts, Pod miasnoi bagrianitsei and So smert´iu na brudershaft (In 

Brotherhood with Death). The latter was also previously compiled by the author himself as a separate book, 

intended for publication, but remained mostly unpublished during his lifetime. 
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ʦʙʳʚʘʪʝʣʴʩʢʠʤ ʨʝʘʣʠʟʤʦʤ, ʥʠ ʩ ʧʦʜʥʦʚʣʝʥʥʳʤ ʘʢʘʜʝʤʠʟʤʦʤ 

ʧʘʨʥʘʩʮʝʚ. ʇʨʝʜʩʪʘʚʠʪʴ ʷʚʣʝʥʠʝ ʚʦ ʚʨʝʤʷ ʝʛʦ ʥʘʠʙʦʣʴʰʝʛʦ 

ʥʘʧʨʷʞʝʥʠʷ ʠʟʥʫʪʨʠ, ʥʘʠʙʦʣʴʰʝʡ ʛʦʪʦʚʥʦʩʪʠ ʢʦ ʚʟʨʳʚʫ, ʘ 

ʩʥʘʨʫʞʠ ʧʦʜʚʝʨʛʥʫʪʴ ʝʛʦ ʜʘʚʣʝʥʠʶ, ʚʦ ʤʥʦʛʦ ʨʘʟ ʧʨʝʚʳʰʘʶʱʝʤʫ 

ʜʘʚʣʝʥʠʝ ʚʦʟʜʫʰʥʦʛʦ ʩʪʦʣʙʘ ʥʘʜ ʟʝʤʣʝʡ ï ʚʦʪ ʟʘʜʘʯʘ ʜʣʷ 

ʘʢʤʝʠʩʪʘ, ʠ ʪʘʢʦʡ ʠʜʝʘʣ ʥʘʠʙʦʣʝʝ ʩʦʦʪʚʝʪʩʪʚʫʝʪ ʩʦʚʨʝʤʝʥʥʦʡ 

ʢʫʣʴʪʫʨʝ. 16 

 

One might call an Acmeist a neo-realist. This title accords him more 

honour than that of symbolist or romanticist. But this particular 

óAcmeist neo-realismô has nothing to do with either the petty realism 

or the renovated scholasticism of those belonging to the Parnassian 

school. To introduce a phenomenon at the time of its highest inner 

tension, at its utmost readiness for an explosion, and simultaneously to 

put it under a pressure much stronger than the pressure of a column of 

air over the Earth ï this is a job for an Acmeist, this is the ideal that is 

most appropriate for contemporary culture. 

 

After the demise of Acmeism, Zenkevich remained a part of the cultural scene 

of St. Petersburg/Petrograd for three more years. His last poetry reading there took 

place on December 16, 1917, at an óEvening of Poetryô, at the Union of the Activists 

of Art of the Academy of Arts, this time together with Akhmatova and Mandelstam. 

Zenkevich recited his poem óSvet lunyô (óThe Light of the Moonô, 1912), one of the 

key poems in Savage Purple. Soon afterwards he left Petrograd for his native Saratov, 

                                                 
16 Den ,́ April 27, 1914. 
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hoping for a safer, hunger-free life.17 There he spent the next ýve years ï from the end 

of December 1917 to March 1923. 

Contrary to his own expectations, however, Zenkevich was unable to ýnd a 

safe haven here. In 1918, as in the rest of the country, the city was aþame with the ýre 

of revolution, balancing on the edge of open armed confrontation.18 The political and 

military situation was getting worse by the day, determined, in part, by the growing 

disobedience of the majority of city dwellers who were in no rush to accept the new 

authorities. Despite the many hardships and the rapidly approaching famine of 1921-

1923, which would take millions of lives in the Volga region, Saratov had unexpect-

edly become a cultural Mecca for escapees from both capitals who þocked there after 

the Revolution. New artistic and cultural venues ï theatres, organisations, newspapers, 

and magazines ï were springing up. Zenkevich, obviously, could not stay away from 

all this and was swept up into the whirlpool of Saratovôs cultural and social life. Even 

though the óSaratov cultural explosionô, with the avant-garde as its dominant trend, 

may seem to have occurred contrary to any common sense, in the middle of war and 

famine ï a (cultural) feast amidst the plague ï , in reality it reþected the beginning of 

the avant-gardeôs victorious progression in the major cities of the country. It would 

not be an overestimation to claim that the Saratov avant-garde stands out as no less 

signiýcant a phenomenon than its famous counterpart, the Leningrad avant-garde. 

The Saratov period falls within the larger timeframe of the evolution of Zen-

kevichôs style from Acmeist to avant-gardist (approximately 1916-1928). During this 

time his contact with Narbut, Akhmatova, and Mandelstam continued, while the 

inþuences of the óolderô Acmeists, especially Gumilev, steadily became less signi-

                                                 
17 Timenchik, R., óO trudakh i dniakh Akhmatovoiô, Novoe literaturnoe obozrenie, 29/1989, p. 428. 

18 Raleigh, D., Revolution on the Volga: 1917 in Saratov, Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1986. 
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ýcant before disappearing completely.19 An emblematic illustration of Zenkevichôs 

liberation from Gumilevôs authority can be found in his ýrst Saratov article, óBuria 

revoliutsii i fakel pobedyô (óThe Storm of Revolution and the Torch of Victoryô, 

1918).20 While making a clear reference to Acmeism, he, once again, questions the 

necessity of the existence of art which represents a narrow, closed guild of artists. In-

stead, he advocates the need for a new art which reþects the new revolutionary moods 

and expectations of the people. By alluding to Andr® Ch®nierôs tragic fate, both within 

the articleôs title and in its opening paragraph (óThe storm of revolution has extin-

guished the torch of poetryô), Zenkevich, as if foreseeing Gumilevôs destiny, also cau-

tiously warns about the possibility of a similar outcome for artists as one of the conse-

quences of the revolution which has just occurred. In his following article, óOb ogne 

iskusstvaô (óOn the Flame of Artô), published within ten days of the ýrst one, Zenke-

vich compares the new art to óAdam, naked, handsome, made from dead clay by a 

miracle of the revolutionô, and contemplates its new purpose.21 Using more Acmeist-

Adamist imagery and characters, from Savage Purple in particular, such as óskullô, 

ótroglodytesô, ósavage cannibalô, ómammothô, óblood thirsty ancestorsô, óbloody fog of 

ýghtô, ócavesô, etc., he also projects, in an allegorical way, the development of art 

upon the history of mankind from its dawn to the present day. He, thereafter, con-

cludes that the new Socialist art will enrich world art with even greater creations, be-

cause this new art will reþect a liberation from slavery brought about by the victory of 

                                                 
19 Narbut, for instance, cherished the idea of publishing a book of poetry together with Zenkevich which would 

reþect the true, Acmeist, nature of their poetry, but his hopes never materialised. See Pustilńik, L., óñDlia menia 

mir vsegda byl prozrachnei vodyéòô, Arion, 1995, 47-50. 

20 Khudozhestvennye izvestiia otdeleniia iskusstv saratovskogo soveta narodnogo obrazovaniia, 24, December 18ï

20, 1918, pp. 4-5. 

21 ó[é] ʩʦʟʜʘʥʥʳʡ ʯʫʜʦʤ ʨʝʚʦʣʶʮʠʠ ʠʟ ʤʝʨʪʚʦʡ ʛʣʠʥʳ ʥʘʛʦʡ ʧʨʝʢʨʘʩʥʳʡ ɸʜʘʤô. Khudozhestvennye izvestiia 

otdeleniia iskusstv saratovskogo soveta narodnogo obrazovaniia, 27, December 28-31, 1918, pp. 6-7. 
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the Revolution. Both articles thus serve as a good illustration of the poetôs search for 

new forms of self-expression, paving the way to his transition to this new art. 

As a part of this quest, Zenkevich began experimenting with new rhyme 

schemes and poetic forms, and, quite naturally, became subjected to various 

inþuences. He also began exploring different venues and writing in various genres, 

some traditional, others radically new. Some critics were able to ýnd traces of Futur-

ism in his post-Acmeist poetry, while others saw in it elements of Imagism. However, 

avant-garde features were becoming more noticeable in his works. Although never a 

completely committed avant-gardist in any way, Zenkevich managed to create his 

own, unique style by employing Acmeist principles in new, avant-garde forms. 

Unlike Mayakovsky, he was never a poet of revolution in a radical sense, but, ulti-

mately, he became one of the most remarkable representatives of the Saratov avant-

garde. 

A practical side of this artistic search was Zenkevichôs membership with the 

Russian Union of Writers and his service in the Red Army, both of which he had 

joined in 1919. Since literary work did not provide sufýcient income, for the next 

three years he worked as a secretary-recorder of the Revolutionary Tribunal of the 

Caucasian Front, whose headquarters were located in Saratov, and as a lecturer in the 

infantry-machine-gun courses. The next year, 1920, was one of total artistic silence on 

his part ï possibly, because of the difýculty of combining military service with crea-

tive work, or, perhaps, a break taken in order to comprehend better the new political 

component of the emerging revolutionary art.22 Still, merely receiving a guaranteed 

income was not enough for the poet, and in 1921 he also assumed the position of sec-

retary of the Art Department in the newspaper Saratovskie izvestiia, a magazine much 

closer to his artistic persona. As is well known, this milestone year marks the end of 

                                                 
22 At the time this article was written, no known publications of his from 1920 existed. 
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the Silver Age and the collapse of the old artistic world. A year later, and about a year 

after Gumilevôs execution, as part of his tribute to a poet he greatly appreciated and 

despite their former artistic contradictions, Zenkevich wrote a review of Gumilevôs 

Ognennyi stolp (A Column of Fire) and dedicated a book of translations from André 

Chénier to him.23 Having then witnessed the deaths of Blok and Khlebnikov, Zenke-

vich also commemorated those tragic events in two other articles.24 

A signiýcant part of Zenkevichôs life and work in Saratov was associated with 

this cityôs leading newspapers and magazines, including Saratovskie izvestiia, Khu-

dozhestvennye izvestiia otdeleniia iskusstv Saratovskogo Soveta narodnogo obra-

zovaniia, Khudozhestvennye izvestiia saratovskogo otdela iskusstv, Sarrabis, and 

Kul´tura: Zhurnal nauki i iskusstva. Here, he regularly published new poems and 

critical articles, reviews of the latest books by Narbut, Esenin, Zabolotsky, and those 

of younger, lesser known poets, as well as documentaries and sport reports.25 In 1922, 

                                                 
23 óPoeziia ShenËeô, Saratovskie izvestiia, 201, September 5, 1922, p. 2; óKhronika. Literaturnye sredy pri soiuze 

ñRabisòô, Saratovskie izvestiia, 206, September 10, 1922, p. 3; óN. Gumilev. ñOgnennyi stolpòô, Sarrabis, 3/1921, 

p. 12; also in: Stat´i. Retsenzii. Pisḿa. Vladimir Narbut. Mikhail Zenkevich, Moscow: IMLI RAN, 2008. On the 

relations between Zenkevich and Gumilev, see Anemone, A. (quoting Ivan Martynov), óKonstantin Vaginov and 

the Death of Nikolai Gumilevô, Slavic Review, 48/4, 1989, pp. 631-636. 

24 óAleksandr Blok (1921)ô, Sarrabis, 2/1921, p. 4; óVelimir Khlebnikov (1922)ô, Saratovskie izvestiia, 156, June 

12, 1922, p. 2. 

25 In addition to the articles listed in the notes 20 and 21, they included: óOb ogne iskusstvaô, Khudozhestvennye 

izvestiia otdeleniia iskusstv saratovskogo soveta narodnogo obrazovaniia, 27, December 28ï31, 1918, pp. 6-7; óO 

poetakh ñrevoliutsionnogo sotsializmaòô, Khudozhestvennye izvestiia saratovskogo otdela iskusstv, 4 (31), January 

15-17, 1919, pp. 5-7; [Rets. na: Pushkin. Dostoevsky. [Sbornik statei]. Petersburg (1921), Kul´tura. Zhurnal nauki 

i iskusstva; óO gazete ñNakanuneòô, Saratovskie izvestiia, 141, June 24, 1922, p. 2; óZhenatyi don Zhuan [rets. na: 

S. Antimonov, óBezbozhnyi obol´stitel´ô, Saratov, 1922], Saratovskie izvestiia, 186, August 16, 1922, p. 2; 

Zen ḱevich [sic] M. óNa begakhô, Saratovskie izvestiia, 196, August 30, 1922, p. 2; óNegritianskii romanô, 

Saratovskie izvestiia, 284, December 12, 1922, p. 4; ó9-go ianvaria v Berlineô, Saratovskie izvestiia, 16, January 
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alongside several other avant-garde artists and literati, he took part in the creation of a 

new literary and art journal, Gavań (Harbour). His avant-garde experiments in this 

venue were criticised in a sarcastic review by the activists of the Proletkul t́: 

 

[...] ʢʘʞʜʳʡ, ʟʘʧʣʘʪʠʚ ʩʪʦ ʪʳʩʷʯ ʨʫʙʣʝʡ (ʩʪʦʠʤʦʩʪʴ óɻʘʚʘʥʠô), 

ʤʦʞʝʪ ʥʘʛʣʷʜʥʦ ʫʙʝʜʠʪʴʩʷ, ʯʪʦ ʚ ʛʦʨʦʜʝ ʉʘʨʘʪʦʚʝ ʜʝʡʩʪʚʠʪʝʣʴʥʦ 

ʞʠʚʫʪ ʇʝʪʨʳ ʀʚʘʥʦʚʠʯʠ ɹʦʙʯʠʥʩʢʠʝ [...] ʠ ʚ ʵʪʫ ʙʦʡʢʫʶ ʠ 

ʢʨʠʢʣʠʚʫʶ ʩʝʤʝʡʢʫ ʢʘʢʠʤ-ʪʦ ʦʙʨʘʟʦʤ ʧʦʧʘʣʠ ʪʘʣʘʥʪʣʠʚʳʡ 

ʭʫʜʦʞʥʠʢ, ʠʤʝʶʱʠʡ ʢʨʫʧʥʦʝ ʠʤʷ, ï ʇʝʪʨ ʋʪʢʠʥ ʠ ʘʚʪʦʨ ʥʝʜʫʨʥʦ 

ʧʨʠʥʷʪʳʭ ʢʨʠʪʠʢʦʡ ʩʙʦʨʥʠʢʦʚ ʩʪʠʭʦʚ ï ʄʠʭʘʠʣ ɿʝʥʢʝʚʠʯ.26 

 

[...] anyone, having paid one hundred thousand rubles (the price of 

Gavań), may rest assured that there really are Peter Ivanovich 

Bobchinskys living in the city of Saratov. [...] and a talented artist 

with a well-known name ï Peter Utkin ï and the author of books of 

poems, assessed favourably by the critics ï Mikhail Zenkevich ï have 

somehow been taken into this jaunty, loud family. 

 

Zenkevich also became fascinated with theatre. As a ýrst step, he wrote two 

critical articles on plays by Mayakovsky and Meyerhold, in which he vigorously dis-

cussed both of these new works and their stage productions.27 In óMisteriia revoliut-

sionnogo buffaô (óThe Mystery of Revolutionary Buffô), Zenkevich states: 

 

                                                                                                                                            
21-22, 1923, p. 1; óRusskaia ekspeditsiia v Tibet (Ot nashego moskovskogo korrespondenta)ô, Saratovskie izvestiia, 

65, March 22, 1923, p. 3. 

26 Gavan.́ Risunki khudozhnikov. Avtografy poetov, Saratov: OKHNIS, 1922. 

27 Saratovskie izvestiia, 89, April 22, 1923, p. 4. 
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[...] ʥʦ ʚ ʦʙʱʝʤ ʧʴʝʩʘ ʜʘʣʝʢʦ ʥʝ ʪʝʘʪʨʘʣʴʥʘ. ʆʥʘ ʦʙʩʪʘʥʦʚʦʯʥʘ ʠ 

ʜʝʢʦʨʘʪʠʚʥʘ, ʜʘʝʪ ʙʦʛʘʪʳʡ, ʭʦʪʷ ʠ ʦʜʥʦʦʙʨʘʟʥʳʡ, ʤʘʪʝʨʠʘʣ ʜʣʷ 

ʯʠʪʢʠ, ʥʦ ʥʝ ʜʣʷ ʠʛʨʳ ʘʢʪʝʨʦʚ. ɺ ʥʝʡ ʥʝʪ ʥʘʧʨʷʞʝʥʥʦʛʦ 

ʜʨʘʤʘʪʠʯʝʩʢʦʛʦ ʜʝʡʩʪʚʠʷ, ʘ ʣʠʰʴ ʨʷʜ ʚʥʝʰʥʝ ʩʚʷʟʘʥʥʳʭ ʩ 

ʬʘʙʫʣʦʡ ʧʦʣʦʞʝʥʠʡ ʠ ʵʧʠʟʦʜʦʚ. [...] ɹʳʪʴ ʤʦʥʫʤʝʥʪʘʣʴʥʳʤ, 

ʦʪʢʨʳʚʘʶʱʠʤ ʥʦʚʫʶ ʵʧʦʭʫ ʚ ʠʩʢʫʩʩʪʚʝ ʧʘʤʷʪʥʠʢʦʤ ʥʘʰʝʛʦ 

ʚʨʝʤʝʥʠ, ʭʦʪʷ ʙʳ ʪʘʢʠʤ, ʢʘʢ ʧʨʦʝʢʪ ʧʘʤʷʪʥʠʢʘ III  

ʀʥʪʝʨʥʘʮʠʦʥʘʣʘ ɺʣ. ʊʘʪʣʠʥʘ, ʝʡ [é] ʥʝ ʫʜʘʩʪʩʷ.28 

 

[...] but, in general, this play is far from being theatrical. It is formal 

and ornate; it gives rich, though monotonous, material for reading, but 

not for performance by actors. It does not contain tense dramatic ac-

tion, but only a chain of situations and episodes superýcially connect-

ed with the plot. [...] It will not [...] succeed in becoming monumental, 

opening a new epoch in the art of our time, a memorial, at least like 

the model of the Monument to The Third International by Vladimir 

Tatlin. 

 

In óTeatr Meierkhol d́aô (óThe Theatre of Meyerholdô, 1923), published in 

Saratovskie izvestiia on Leninôs birthday, April 22, he compares the ways Meyerhold 

and Mayakovsky try to create óthe theatre of revolutionô and discusses the actual pro-

duction of these plays: 

 

[...] ʊʝʘʪʨ ʄʝʡʝʨʭʦʣʴʜʘ ï ʝʜʠʥʩʪʚʝʥʥʘʷ ʧʦʢʘ ʧʦʧʳʪʢʘ ʩʦʟʜʘʪʴ 

ʪʝʘʪʨ ʨʝʚʦʣʶʮʠʠ. [...] ʄʝʡʝʨʭʦʣʴʜ, ʩʪʨʝʤʷʩʴ ʧʦʩʧʝʪʴ ʟʘ 

ʨʝʚʦʣʶʮʠʝʡ, ʧʦʩʪʫʧʘʝʪ ʪʘʢ ʞʝ, ʢʘʢ ʄʘʷʢʦʚʩʢʠʡ, ʜʘʝʪ 

ʪʝʘʪʨʘʣʴʥʳʡ ʟʣʦʙʦʜʥʝʚʥʳʡ ʬʝʣʴʝʪʦʥ, ʨʷʜ ʪʝʘʪʨʘʣʴʥʳʭ ʘʛʠʪ-

                                                 
28 Sarrabis, 2/1921, p. 7. 
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ʧʣʘʢʘʪʦʚ. ʆʪʩʶʜʘ ʥʝʩʦʤʥʝʥʥʘʷ ʧʦʚʝʨʭʥʦʩʪʥʦʩʪʴ ʠ ʧʣʘʢʘʪʥʦʩʪʴ 

ʧʦʩʪʘʥʦʚʦʢ ʄʝʡʝʨʭʦʣʴʜʘ, ʧʦʩʪʨʦʝʥʥʳʭ ʥʘ ʧʨʠʥʮʠʧʝ, ʝʩʣʠ ʤʦʞʥʦ 

ʪʘʢ ʚʳʨʘʟʠʪʴʩʷ, óʫʩʣʦʚʥʦʛʦ ʥʘʪʫʨʘʣʠʟʤʘô.29 

 

[...] The theatre of Meyerhold still remains the only attempt to create a 

theatre of the revolution. [...] Meyerhold, trying to keep abreast of the 

revolution, acts the way Mayakovsky does, creating a fervent theatri-

cal feuilleton, a chain of theatrical campaign posters. From this there 

emerges the indisputable þamboyance and poster-like nature of 

Meyerholdôs theatrical productions which have been built upon the 

principle of what could be called óconditional naturalismô. 

 

Clearly, Zenkevich did not seem content with either of the two plays ï a pos-

sible reason and impetus was to create his own theatrical work, new in form, style, 

and language. He took this second step and wrote a long dramatic poem óAltimeterô. 

Following Plough Land for Tanks, his only book of poems published in Saratov, óAl-

timeterô became, perhaps, the most important work of the Saratov period. Together 

with The Peasant Sphinx, another major work commenced in this city, óAltimeterô 

became Zenkevichôs tribute to Acmeism as the ýrst biographer of this movement. 

Independent and extravagant by its nature, óAltimeterô elegantly illustrates 

Zenkevichôs transition and his major contribution to the avant-garde. It displays 

strong connections with classical and pre-revolutionary works, including Greek, 

French, and Russian, such as, for instance, Baratynsky, and Fet, as well as Acmeist 

poetry and works of other modernist poets. According to the authorôs own preface 

which was added during the 1960s, the poemôs subtitle, ótragorel éf v prozo-stikheô 

                                                 
29 Saratovskie izvestiia, 89, April 22, 1923, p. 4. 
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(ótragic relief in prose-verseô), comes from an analogy with the óreliefsô and ócounter-

reliefsô of his Petersburg friend, the futurist and avant-garde artist and architect 

Vladimir Tatlin.30 This poem consists of three parts. Part I, óRelËefô (óThe Reliefô), is 

full of autobiographical references presented allegorically. This is apparent from the 

beginning, in the opening monologue of Mstislav, the king of poets and a pilot (óI am 

only thirty threeô ï óʄʥʝ ʪʦʣʴʢʦ ʪʨʠʜʮʘʪʴ ʪʨʠ...ô ï both Gumilevôs and Zenkevichôs 

own age in the year the poem was begun, 1919). Even though the names of the 

poemôs characters do not coincide with those of the Acmeists or other members of 

óThe Guild of Poetsô (Mstislav, Victor, Larisa, Armais, Konstantin, Iury, and other 

characters, with no last names), allusions to the members of the Acmeist circle are 

unmistakable. Obviously, the use of ýctitious names is justiýed by the poemôs very 

nature as a ýctional work. óThe Reliefô begins with a short preface which describes a 

tense but still manageable atmosphere within this group of younger poets and their 

admirers, called the ógridnia Mstislavaô (óMstislavôs guardsô):31 

 

ɸʨʭʠʪʝʢʪʫʨʥʦʝ ʩʢʦʧʣʝʥʠʝ ʤʘʩʩ, ʥʘʭʦʜʷʱʠʭʩʷ ʚ ʥʘʧʨʷʞʝʥʥʦʤ 

ʨʘʚʥʦʚʝʩʠʠ. ɺʥʫʪʨʝʥʥʷʷ ʤʘʢʩʠʤʘʣʴʥʘʷ ʚʟʨʳʚʯʘʪʦʩʪʴ ʬʦʨʤ 

ʫʨʘʚʥʦʚʝʰʠʚʘʝʪʩʷ ʪʘʢʠʤ ʞʝ ʧʨʝʜʝʣʴʥʳʤ ʚʥʝʰʥʠʤ ʜʘʚʣʝʥʠʝʤ. 

 

                                                 
30 Zenkevichôs input into the genre of poetic dramaturgy, in addition to his two dramatic poems, includes his 

translations of Shakespeareôs Julius Caesar and Measure for Measure, and a review of Pasternakôs translation of 

Goetheôs Faustus, RGALI, f. 613, 8, d. 1498; f. 613, 0.1, d. 4651. 

31 Zenkevichôs use of the Old Russian word ógridniaô (óʛʨʠʜʥʷô) instead of the contemporary ódruzhinaô 

(óʜʨʫʞʠʥʘô) or a more neutral ógruppaô (óʛʨʫʧʧʘô), has ironic connotations, emphasising stagnant, outdated 

relations among its members. 
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An architectural cluster of masses remaining in a state of tense equi-

librium. An internal maximal explosiveness of forms is counterbal-

anced by adequate ultimate external pressure. 

 

The poemôs complex polyphonic structure is permeated with the many voices 

of its characters. The plot contains at least three main themes. The ýrst one describes 

the happy beginning of a future tragic story about a love triangle between Mstislav, 

Maria, his ýancée, and Larissa, his former lover. Mariaôs initial expectations of love 

and blissful marriage soon become overshadowed by Mstislavôs increasing disbelief 

about his mission as the king of poets, his fears of advancing old age, loss of inþuence 

on younger poets, and his disproportionately growing attention to his own persona. 

The sudden arrival of an unknown woman, a femme fatale (Larissa), who will, ulti-

mately, become the cause of Mstislavôs unfaithfulness to Maria, and his own and 

Mariaôs deaths, spoils the initial festive atmosphere. This clichéd love plot, however, 

conceals a more important theme ï a conþict which is growing inside this otherwise 

contented community. Even though competitions are still held among the younger po-

ets and awards distributed (a traditional laurel wreath is laid on the head of Armais, 

Mariaôs secret admirer),32 a revolt is imminent. One of the poets, Konstantin, wants to 

blow up a rock called óThe Devilôs Fingerô in order to clear the entry to the harbor (óʗ 

ʭʦʯʫ ʚʟʦʨʚʘʪʴ ñʏʝʨʪʦʚ ʇʘʣʝʮò. ʉʢʘʣʫ ʫ ʚʭʦʜʘ ʚ ʙʫʭʪʫô ï óI want to blow up ñThe 

Devilôs Fingerò. The rock near the harborôs entranceô). Indeed, he does so towards the 

end of óThe Reliefô and this radically and irreversibly changes the mood and the tone 

of the narration. 

At the beginning of Part II, óThe Counter-Reliefô, Zenkevich presents his new, 

avant-garde version of the myth of creation of matter and a new man from primordial 

                                                 
32 Compare with Akhmatovaôs reminiscences (see note 11). 
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chaos, followed by the creation of a new art. Part IIôs preface differs meaningfully 

from that of Part I: here, the action is transferred from the reality of Part Iôs sea coast 

to the surreal óhall of the Fifth Dimensionô: 

 

ɿʘʣ ʇʷʪʦʛʦ ʀʟʤʝʨʝʥʠʷ. ʅʘʧʨʷʞʝʥʥʦʝ ʙʝʩʧʨʝʜʤʝʪʥʦʝ ʩʮʝʧʣʝʥʠʝ ʠ 

ʥʘʛʨʦʤʦʞʜʝʥʠʝ ʙʣʝʩʪʷʱʠʭ ʠ ʤʘʪʦʚʳʭ ʧʣʦʩʢʦʩʪʝʡ ʠ ʤʘʩʩ, 

ʨʘʟʨʝʰʘʶʱʝʝʩʷ ʚ ʫʟʣʳ ʨʝʣʴʝʬʦʚ ʠ ʢʦʥʪʨʨʝʣʴʝʬʦʚ. ʊʦʣʧʘ ʤʫʞʯʠʥ 

ʠ ʞʝʥʱʠʥ ʚ ʤʘʩʢʘʭ, ʧʦʭʦʞʠʭ ʥʘ ʧʨʦʪʠʚʦʛʘʟʳ, ʚ ʜʚʠʞʝʥʠʠ. 

 

The hall of the Fifth Dimension. A tense chaotic cluster and pile of 

glossy and matte þat surfaces and masses, transforming into knots of 

reliefs and counter-reliefs. A moving crowd of men and women in 

masks which look like gas masks. 

 

An avant-garde theatrical performance is unravelling on stage, in front of the 

audience. The act of creation is presented by the three choirs, emerging from the 

darkness, out of the chaotic cubistic structures. Choir I is declaiming recognisably 

Mayakovsky-type campaigning verses ýlled with puns (óʅʝʨʚʦʚ ʥʘʨʳʚ, ʅʦʶʱʝʝ 

ʦʢʘʷʥʥʦʝ ʗ, ʗ ï ʚ ʄ !r ʗ ï ʚ ʄ !r ɺ ʷʤ!rô ï óA pustule of nerves, Aching damned 

Me, I ï into We! I ï into We! Into the pits!ô), choir II ï almost calquing Narbutôs 

physiological naturalistic poems (óʗʠʯʥʠʢʦʚ ʷʡʮʝʧʨʦʚʦʜʳ, ɻʦʣʦʚʘcʪʠʢʦʚ ʩʧʝʨʤʳ 

ʧʨʠʚʘʜʳô ï óOvarian tubes, Lures for the tadpoles of spermô), and choir III ï quoting 

from Zenkevichôs own, Acmeist, Savage Purple (óʀ ʤʦʟʛʘ ʬʦʩʬʦʨʳ, ʠ ʢʨʦʚʠ 

ʧʫʨʧʫʨʳ [...] ʦʪ ʛʦʨʴʢʦ-ʩʦʣʝʥʦʛʦ ʩʦʣʦʥʮʘ [...] ɺ ʢʨʝʤʘʪʦʨʠʡ ʩʦʣʥʮʘ!ô ï óAnd 

phosphori of brain, and purples of blood [...] from bitter salty aridisols [...] Into the 

crematorium of the Sunô). Ultimately, as a culmination, all three choirs blend into one, 
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addressing Tiamat, the goddess of primordial chaos, and enunciating Kruchenykh-

Khlebnikov-type zaum: 

 

ɺʩʝ ʪʨʠ ʭʦʨʘ: ʄʫʤʤʫ ʊʠʘʤʘʪ! ʄʫʤʤʫ ʊʠʘʤʘʪ! 

ʀʦʪʫ ʅʘʪʫ ʁʦʨʘʥʠ! 

ʄʘʪʠʘ ʥʦʥ! ʄʘʪʠʘ ʥʦʥ! 

ʗʟʤʳ ʮʳ ɼʟʷʨ! ʗʟʤʳ ʮʳ ɼʟʷʨ! 

ʃʠʦʷʤʘʠʷ! ʃʠʦʷʤʘʠʷ!!! 33 

 

All three choirs: Mummu Tiamat! MummuTiamat! 

Iotu Natu Iorani! 

Matia non! Matia non! 

Iazmy tsy Dziar! Iazmy tsy Dziar! 

Lioiamaia! Lioiamaia!!!  

 

The reference to Tiamat was taken by Zenkevich from Enuma Elish, a Baby-

lonian epic of creation. Translated into Russian during the 1910s by Akhmatovaôs 

second husband, Vladimir Shileiko, it remained unpublished at that time.34 Also, in 

1919, with Shileikoôs assistance, Gumilev published his own translation of The Epic 

of Gilgamesh from the existing French version.35 Zenkevichôs use of the ancient epic 

                                                 
33 óMummuô has several meanings, including the name of Tiamatôs son, her vizier, and óchaos, confusionô. See 

Leonard William King, Seven Tablets of Creation, Netlancers Inc, 2014, p. 102. 

34 Shileikoôs translations of The Assiro-Babylonian Epic and The Epic of Gilgamesh were published in 2007: Epos 

o Gil´gameshe (stat í i fragment). Assiro-vavilonskii epos. Perevody s shumerskogo i akkadskogo iazykov V.K. 

Shileiko, Sankt-Peterburg: Nauka, 2007. The author is grateful to Emily Wang for pointing out the reference to 

Tiamat and to Viacheslav Ivanovôs, óZvezdnaya vspyshka. Poeticheskii mir N.S. Gumilevaô, in Nikolai Gumilev. 

Stikhi. Pisḿa o russkoi poezii, Moscow: Zabytaia kniga, 1989, pp. 5-32.  

35 Gumilev N. S. Gil´gamesh. (Perevod-perelozhenie s frantsuzskogo), Peterburg: Izd. Grzhebina, 1919. 
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suggests that he might have been familiar with both translations. óThe Counter-Reliefô 

may thus be viewed as his response to Gumilev within the continuation of their earlier 

Acmeist polemic and as Zenkevichôs own application of the Assyro-Babylonian epic 

tradition. Zenkevich could have seen the text of Enuma Elish and, possibly, heard the 

reading of it in the original, Akkadian, language, since at least one phrase, óMummu 

Tiamatô, was borrowed by him from this epos. Hence, the whole stanza which may 

initially look like zaum can, in fact, be a combination of both, Zenkevichôs quotation 

from Enuma Elish and his own zaum. All in all, Zenkevich, known for his poetic logic 

and previously uncompromising rejection of zaum, must have had strong reasons for 

employing it in his poem. 

Furthermore, within the context of creating new art, óThe Counter-Reliefô also 

displays a number of interesting cross-textual references. Among the most frequently 

used is the ózolotoi treugolńikô (ógolden triangleô), applied as a general reference to 

the love triangle and as a metaphor for a certain part of the female body. In the fol-

lowing quotation, both the call to Aphrodite to óbetroth [...] the golden triangle of loveô 

and the comparison of óthe triangleô to a halo may seem blasphemous, yet here the 

contents of these phrases do not contradict the challenging principles of avant-garde 

aesthetics: 

From óAltimeterô: 

ɺʝʥʯʘʡ ʞʝ ʚʝʥʯʠʢʦʤ ʘʣʳʤ, ʚʝʥʯʘʡ 

ɿʦʣʦʪʦʡ ʪʨʝʫʛʦʣʴʥʠʢ ʣʶʙʚʠ, ɸʬʨʦʜʠʪʘ. 

 

Betroth with crimson aureole, betroth 

The golden triangle of love, Aphrodite. 

 

ɸʨʤʘʠʩ: 

ʆ, ʥʝ ʩʠʷʡ ʪʘʢ, ʃʫʥʘ! ʃʫʥʘ! 



MIKHAIL ZENKEVICH 

89 

 

ʅʘ ʤʠʛ ʷ ʚʠʜʝʣ ʚ ʩʝʨʝʙʨʷʥʦʡ ʧʝʥʝ 

ɿʦʣʦʪʦʡ ʪʨʝʫʛʦʣʴʥʠʢ, ʛʦʨʷʱʠʡ, ʢʘʢ ʥʠʤʙ... 

 

Armais: 

Oh, Moon! Moon! do not shine so [bright ï SC]!  

For a moment, I saw, in silver foam, 

The golden triangle, burning like a haloé 

 

From Part II, óKontr-rel´efô (óCounter-Reliefô): 

ʋ ʞʝʥʱʠʥ ʦʩʪʘʶʪʩʷ ʯʝʨʥʳʝ ʧʦʣʫʤʘʩʢʠ. ʂʨʠʢʠ: óDanse macabreô, 

óʊʘʥʝʮ ʟʦʣʦʪʦʛʦ ʪʨʝʫʛʦʣʴʥʠʢʘô, óʊʘʥʝʮ ʫʜʘʚʦʚô, óɻʝʣʠʦʪʘʥʝʮô. [...] 

ʥʘ ʚʳʜʚʠʥʫʚʰʫʶʩʷ ʠʟ ʩʪʝʥʳ ʧʣʦʱʘʜʢʫ ʩ ʵʢʨʘʥʦʤ ʚʟʙʝʛʘʶʪ ʪʨʠ 

ʦʙʥʘʞʝʥʥʳʝ ʜʝʚʫʰʢʠ. [...] ɺʦʢʨʫʛ ʠʭ ʧʦʷʩʘ ʫʟʢʠʝ ʧʦʚʷʟʢʠ, 

ʧʨʠʢʨʳʚʘʶʱʠʝ ʥʠʞʥʶʶ ʯʘʩʪʴ ʞʠʚʦʪʘ ʪʨʝʫʛʦʣʴʥʳʤʠ ʟʦʣʦʪʳʤʠ 

ʱʠʪʘʤʠ, ʩʚʝʨʢʘʶʱʠʤʠ ʜʨʘʛʦʮʝʥʥʳʤʠ ʧʝʨʝʣʠʚʘʤʠ. 

 

Black half-masks remain in the womenôs possession. Screams: óDanse 

macabreô, óA dance of the golden triangleô, óA dance of boa constric-

torsô, óHelio-danceô[...] three naked girls run up on to a small square 

with a screen which has moved out of the wall. [...] Narrow bandages 

circle their waists, covering the lower part of their bellies with trian-

gle-shaped golden shields, sparkling with precious tints. 

 

From óZolotoi treugolËnikô (óA Golden Triangleô): 

ɺʦʪ ʩʤʦʪʨʠ ï ʷ, ʪʚʦʡ ʛʦʩʧʦʜʠʥ ʠ ʥʝʚʦʣʴʥʠʢ, 

ʄʝʞ ʢʦʣʝʥ ʨʘʟʜʚʠʥʫʚ ʧʝʨʝʜʥʠʢ ʠʟ ʨʦʟ, 

ʎʝʣʫʶ ʥʘ ʤʨʘʤʦʨʝ ʮʘʨʩʪʚʝʥʥʳʡ ʪʨʝʫʛʦʣʴʥʠʢ 

ʅʝʞʥʦ ʢʫʨʯʘʚʷʱʠʭʩʷ ʟʦʣʦʪʳʭ ʚʦʣʦʩ. (1913) 
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Look here ï I, your lord and prisoner, 

Having spread wide the apron of roses between [your ïSC] knees, 

Kissing the royal triangle of tenderly curling golden hair 

On the marble. 

 

Finally, the poemôs last important theme ï the tragic death in þight of a pilot-

poet as a symbolic representation of his utmost devotion to his mission ï appears in 

the last Part III, óApofeozô (óThe Apotheosisô). Aviation, a major accomplishment of 

mankind at the beginning of the twentieth century, and especially its tragic-heroic as-

pects, served as an important theme for Zenkevich for more than two decades, the 

1920s and 1930s. Real events, such as the crash of Lilienthalôs glider in 1896 and a 

series of Zeppelin crashes during the 1910s and 1920s, provided the historical back-

ground for plots and motifs in a number of his poems. These include a short poem 

with the identical title, óAltimeterô, a part of Savage Purple, óSmertË aviatoraô (óThe 

Death of the Aviatorô, 1917), óAviarekviemô (óAvia-requiemô, 1918), óGibelË diriz-

hablia ñDiksmudeòô (óThe Demise of the Zeppelin ñDiksmuideòô, 1923, a part of the 

collection of poems In Brotherhood with Death); óAvio-plakatô (óThe Aviation Posterô, 

1923), Pozdnii prolet (Late Fly-Over, 1928), and Nabor vysoty: stikhi (Altitude In-

crease: Poems, 1937), plus the aforementioned The Wright Brothers and óThe Tri-

umph of Aviationô. In the majority of these works, including the long óAltimeterô, the 

idea of þight is connected with the motif of untimely tragic and heroic death in public. 

Here it is expressed in a most pronounced way: the representation of the pilot as poet 

rests upon a comparison of the ultimate missions of both, namely, the goal to reach 

the ultimate heights. The altimeter, the device for measuring altitude, becomes in 

Zenkevichôs poem a metaphor which ómeasuresô the degree of the poetôs devotion to 

art and the importance of his mission in society similar to that of the aviator. It is 



MIKHAIL ZENKEVICH 

91 

 

noteworthy, that in this sense, Pasternakôs poem óNochËô (óNightô, 1956) with its leit-

motif of the ópilot ï poet ï starô bears a close similarity to óAltimeterô. 

The theme of heroic public death depicted as triumph over death and the way 

to attain immortality reþects a common philosophical idea of this time, namely manôs 

triumph over nature. A brief comparison of óThe Triumph of Aviationô and Nikolai 

Zabolotskyôs óTorzhestvo zemledeliiaô (óThe Triumph of Agricultureô, 1929-1933) 

can serve as an illustration. Similarities which are obvious in the poemsô titles can 

also be found in the ideas presented in them. If Zabolotsky believes that the immortal-

ity of the soul occurs due to metamorphoses as ongoing eternal transformations in na-

ture and society, Zenkevich, a former Acmeist, views immortality as attained through 

an Icarian heroic public death as the ultimate point of the mission of the aviator-poet. 

At the same time, Zabolotskyôs Naturphilosophie displays a certain afýnity with the 

views of Zenkevich and Narbut as ónature-realistsô and óearthly onesô.36 However, in 

óAviation Posterô, written two years after óAltimeterô, the mission of the aviator be-

came more politicised.37 Once again, the inþuence of Mayakovskyôs poster-type 

verses is clear: 

 

ʊʦʚʘʨʠʱʠ! ʈʘʙʦʯʠʝ! ʂʨʝʩʪʴʷʥʝ! ɻʨʘʞʜʘʥʝ! 

ʇʦʜʜʝʨʞʠʪʝ ʙʝʩʢʨʳʣʦʛʦ ʣʝʪʯʠʢʘ-ʧʠʣʦʪʘ; 

ʉʦʙʝʨʠʪʝ ʧʦʩʠʣʴʥʳʝ ʜʘʥʠ 

ʅʘ ʩʢʦʨʝʡʰʝʝ ʩʦʟʜʘʥʠʝ 

ʂʨʘʩʥʦʛʦ ʚʦʟʜʫʰʥʦʛʦ ʬʣʦʪʘ! 

[...] ʇʫʩʪʴ, ʥʝ ʜʠʥʘʤʠʪ ʧʫʜʘʤʠ ʙʨʦʩʘʷ, 

ɿʦʣʦʪʦʢʨʳʣʳʝ ʭʠʱʥʠʢʠ, ʷʩʪʨʝʙʘ, 

ɸ ʪʶʢʘʤʠ ʛʘʟʝʪʳ ʠ ʧʦʯʪʫ ʩʝʷ, 

                                                 
36 See Narbutôs aforementioned letters to his friend. 

37 Published in Saratovskie izvestiia, 81, April 13, 1923, p. 1. 
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ʇʘʨʷʪ ʥʘʜ ʧʨʦʩʪʦʨʦʤ ʪʚʦʠʤ, ʈʦʩʩʠʷ, 

ʉʝʷʣʢʠ ʩʚʝʪʘ, ʪʴʤʳ ʠʩʪʨʝʙʠʪʝʣʠ! 

 

Comrades! Workers! Peasants! Citizens! / Support the wingless avia-

tor-pilot; Collect feasible tributes / For the earliest creation of / The 

Red Air Fleet! // [...] Let the golden-winged predators, hawks / Fly 

over thy vast spaces, Russia, / Not throwing tons of dynamite / But 

sowing newspapers and mail instead, / Like sowers of light, destroy-

ers38 of darkness! 

 

This new task of the aviator, who brings enlightenment to the rest of the popu-

lation in the new Russia (óRussiaô ï ósowersô ï ólightô), is described through the proc-

ess of planting grains of knowledge ï and propaganda ï from the skies. Newspaper 

news as a metaphor for ónutrientsô for the soul and tokens of enlightenment here sub-

stitute grains as nutrients for the body. He is also portrayed as the pilot of a military 

jet whose conventional bellicose mission has changed to a peaceful one (presumably, 

as a result of his belonging to the Red Air Fleet and not to that of an imperialistic 

country). In óThe Triumph of Aviationô, which would be written almost two decades 

later, this interpretation became dominant. Thus, Zenkevichôs exploration of the 

theme of airplanes, þight and a pilotôs destiny does not merely fall into a general pat-

tern of ófascination with modernity, speed, and rhythm characteristic of the post-

Symbolist search for synthesising aesthetic impulseô.39 More likely, it epitomises the 

mission of art and the artist while projecting it on to a socio-political background. 

                                                 
38 Both óistrebiteĺô (ódestroyerô) and óiastrebô, or óiastrebokô (óhawkô), are terms for a ójet ýghterô. 

39 See Tim Harteôs Fast Forward: The Aesthetics and Ideology of Speed in Russian Avant-Garde Culture, 1910-

1930, Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin Press, 2009. 
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After óAltimeterô was completed, Zenkevich read three parts of it before an 

audience consisting predominantly of students and other young people in the Hall of 

Workers of the Arts. It was received ówith interest and approvalô, and its lyrical parts, 

which the author considered the core of the poem, were especially welcomed by the 

audience.40 Almost simultaneously with óAltimeterô, he wrote an article óO novom 

stikheô (óOn the New Verseô, 1921?), in which he laid out an extensive theoretical 

background for both óAltimeterô and óThe Triumph of Aviationô.41 In this example of 

literary criticism, groundbreaking in its nature and its scope, Zenkevich deýnes the 

term óprose-verseô for the ýrst time. Tracing the development of the entire Russian 

prosodic system, he compares and contrasts prose-verse and syllabic-tonic verse, vers 

libre, symbolist, futurist, Acmeist, and avant-garde poetry. He draws parallels be-

tween prose-verse and folk poetry, pointing out the unique character of the former, 

and proving that precisely this type of versiýcation is to be used by the new genera-

tions of poets in order to overcome the burdensome heritage of earlier poetic schools 

and movements. He then follows the genesis of prose-verse from prose. Once again, 

the theme of aviation and the aviator is metaphorically used here to highlight the au-

thorôs theoretical investigations. 

                                                 
40 Years later, in the 1960s, Zenkevich regretted not publishing óAltimeterô at that time because it would have 

sounded ómuch brighter and strongerô and ówould have been preserved in print rather than just as a manuscriptô 

(ó[é] ʧʨʦʟʚʫʯʘʣ ʙ  rʧʦ-ʤʦʣʦʜʦʤʫ ʷʨʯʝ, ʩʠʣʴʥʝʡ ʠ ʩʦʭʨʘʥʠʣʩʷ ʙ  rʚ ʧʝʯʘʪʥʦʤ ʚʠʜʝ, ʘ ʥʝ ʚ ʨʫʢʦʧʠʩʥʦʤô). 

Zenkevich, M., óñAlËtimetrò. Publikatsiia, podgotovka teksta i predislovie S. E. Zenkevichaô, in V. Ia. Briusov i 

russkii modernizm, Moscow: IMLI RAN, 2004, p. 283. 

41 V. Ia. Briusov i russkii modernizm, Moscow: IMLI RAN, 2004, pp. 342-348. 
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According to Zenkevich, óProse-verse is free verse developed through to the 

very end.ô42 It does not have a monotonous rhythm; its musicality bases itself upon a 

certain unity of the undecided quantity of the rhythms with waves of different length, 

continuity and strength. To break prose-verse into small squares of metrical schemes 

is as difýcult and useless to do as with any abstract of a newspaper or colloquial prose. 

From the very beginning, classical verse raised an obstacle between itself and prose: 

ólike a balloon, it is inþamed with a much lighter gas, a rhythm which helps it to sepa-

rate itself from the earth and to begin þying into the sky of poetry, speaking 

ýguratively. In this sense, classical poetry means þying apparatuses which are lighter 

than air itself, the Zeppelins.ô43 To emphasise the advantage of prose-verse over clas-

sical verse, Zenkevich compares the former to airplanes which can þy although they 

are heavier than air. Prose-verse takes as its basis the heaviness, clumsiness and stag-

nancy of prose and only as a result of the motor of its lyrical inspiration does it force 

the latter óto separate from the earth and hang in the air like an airplaneô. No external 

rhythmical scheme prevents a poet from creatively taking off. The success of poetic 

þight depends on the skillfully used force of lyrical inspiration. In case of failure, 

prose-verse ófalls heavily to the ground and breaks into shards of prose ï something 

from which even the weakest poet of classical verse is insured (at least) externallyô. In 

it, the external rhythmical smoothness seems to the inexperienced public like a poem 

even in the most unsuccessful things, although, in its essence, it is prose which has 

been tastelessly converted into poetry: 

 

                                                 
42  óʇʨʦʟʦʩʪʠʭ ï ʨʘʟʚʠʚʰʠʡʩʷ ʜʦ ʢʦʥʮʘ ʩʚʦʙʦʜʥʳʡ ʩʪʠʭô, Zenkevich, M., óñAl ´timetrò. Publikatsiia, 

podgotovka teksta i predislovie S. E. Zenkevichaô, in V. Ia. Briusov i russkii modernizm, Moscow: IMLI RAN, 

2004, p. 344. 

43 ó... ʦʥ, ʢʘʢ ʚʦʟʜʫʰʥʳʡ ʰʘʨ, ʥʘʜʫʪ ʙʦʣʝʝ ʣʝʛʢʠʤ ʛʘʟʦʤ, ʨʠʪʤʦʤ, ʧʦʤʦʛʘʶʱʠʤ ʝʤʫ ʦʪʜʝʣʠʪʴʩʷ ʦʪ ʟʝʤʣʠ ʠ 

ʣʝʪʝʪʴ, ʚʳʨʘʞʘʷʩʴ ʬʠʛʫʨʘʣʴʥʦ, ʚ ʥʝʙʦ ʧʦʵʟʠʠô, ibid., p. 344. 
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[...] ɺʩʷʢʦʝ ʧʨʦʟʘʠʯʝʩʢʦʝ ʩʦʯʝʪʘʥʠʝ ʩʣʦʚ, ʚ ʦʙʳʯʥʦʡ ʞʠʟʥʠ 

ʢʘʞʫʱʝʝʩʷ ʩʦʚʝʨʰʝʥʥʦ ʥʝ ʨʠʪʤʠʯʝʩʢʠʤ, ʤʦʞʝʪ ʣʝʯʴ ʚ ʦʩʥʦʚʫ 

ʧʨʦʟʦʩʪʠʭʘ, ʩʪʘʪʴ ʦʜʥʠʤ ʠʟ ʵʣʝʤʝʥʪʦʚ ʝʛʦ ʨʠʪʤʘ; ʦʪ ʠʩʢʫʩʩʪʚʘ 

ʧʦʵʪʘ ʟʘʚʠʩʠʪ ʜʘʪʴ ʵʪʦʡ ʥʝʨʠʪʤʠʯʝʩʢʦʡ ʧʨʦʟʝ ʚʳʷʚʠʪʴ ʩʚʦʡ 

ʩʢʨʳʪʳʡ ʨʠʪʤ ʚ ʧʦʚʦʨʦʪʘʭ ʠ ʠʟʛʠʙʘʭ ʨʠʪʤʠʯʝʩʢʠʭ ʪʝʯʝʥʠʡ 

ʧʨʦʟʦʩʪʠʭʘ, ï ʧʨʝʚʨʘʪʠʪʴ ʧʦʪʝʥʮʠʘʣʴʥʦ ʩʧʷʱʠʡ ʨʠʪʤ ʤʘʪʝʨʠʠ, 

ʧʨʦʟʳ, ʚ ʘʢʪʠʚʥʳʡ ʦʜʫʭʦʪʚʦʨʝʥʥʳʡ ʨʠʪʤ ʧʦʵʟʠʠ. 

 

Any prosaic combination of words which in everyday life seems abso-

lutely non-rhythmical, may both create a basis of prose-verse and be-

come one of the elements of its rhythm; it depends on the poetôs skill 

how to allow this non-rhythmical process to reveal its internal rhythm 

within the turns and curves of rhythmical þows of prose-verse, ï to 

turn the potentially sleepy rhythm of the material of prose into the ac-

tive spiritual rhythm of poetry.44 

 

In addition, Zenkevich compares prose-verse to Russian folk poetry, stressing 

their similarities, based, for instance, on stress count within the line (for example, 

three or four) or on meaningful imagery (two to three per line), allowing for various 

deviations from this scheme. Folk verses were sung, and the voice of the singer ýlled 

in the gaps in this approximate scheme. Prose-verse developed further rhythmic varia-

tions which were presented in the past, ýrst in folk and then in classical verses, thus 

showing that it is deeply rooted in the Russian language. Furthermore, he character-

ises prose-verse as both individual and different when it is used by different poets (for 

example, by Mayakovsky, Khlebnikov, Pasternak, Narbut, the Imagists, et al.). He 

describes it as a phenomenon which gives the poet his greatest freedom, yet requiring 

                                                 
44 Ibid., p. 345. 
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from him, at the same time, the greatest responsibility. The opportunities provided by 

it are endless, including those to create its form, without any textbooks or theories, by 

using only the internal sense of rhythm. Finally, Zenkevich concludes that prose-verse 

has earned the right to exist only recently, and has not yet been revealed in its pure 

form. These are the verses of the future, which are taking the place of classical verses 

now. 

Among Zenkevichôs other signiýcant Saratov works remain an unpublished 

book of translations of the poetry and articles by André Chénier, Iamby i elegii (Iambs 

and Elegies). The idea of another collection of poetry, Porýbagr, a compilation of two 

books, Savage Purple and Under the Meat-Hued Burgundy, was also born in Sara-

tov.45 It was ready for publication, but was not destined to see the light of day. Neither 

did three other new books, In Brotherhood with Death, Lyrics, and Liricheskii dnevnik 

(Lyrical Diary). Zenkevich worked on these during his stay in Saratov and after his 

departure to Moscow.46 The non-publication of Porýbagr became one of his major 

artistic defeats. From that time on, his desperation as an author continued to grow, ag-

gravated by the lack of interest from publishers. Finally, Zenkevich began The Peas-

ant Sphinx in Saratov as well, but completed it in 1928, in Moscow. 

In The Peasant Sphinx, the leitmotif of sudden heroic death, so prominently 

displayed in Zenkevichôs poetry of this time, resounds with that of the abrupt and ir-

reversible end of the epoch of the Silver Age.47 óWhat an unrealistic truth this isô, ï 

                                                 
45 The book title ï Porýbagr ï is a combination of two parts of two different words: porýra ï óporphyryô, ópurpleô 

and bagrovyi ï óburgundyô, ópurple þush burgundyô or ómeat-hued burgundyô. 

46 These three collections ýrst appeared in Zenkevich, M., óñAl´timetrò. Publikatsiia, podgotovka teksta i 

predislovie S. E. Zenkevichaô, in V. Ia. Briusov i russkii modernizm, Moscow: IMLI RAN, 2004. 

47 After an unsuccessful attempt to publish his manuscript at the end of the 1920s, Zenkevich did not try again. 

The novel remained unpublished for almost sixty years by the authorôs own wish. It ýrst appeared in the journal 

Volga, 1991, 1-3, and as a part of the book collection, in Zenkevich, M., óñAl´timetrò. Publikatsiia, podgotovka 
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these words by Akhmatova describe the novelôs essence most accurately.48 Indeed, 

these óýctional memoirsô present a melange of realism and fantasy and, according to 

the sense embodied in the title, also contain a mystery in itself. It is more than just a 

continuation of the legacy of Gogolôs fantastic realism ï it is a precursor to Bulga-

kovôs artistry in The Master and Margarita. In the preface to The Peasant Sphinx, 

Zenkevich states that all this is óthe autobiographical truthô, but this truth is seen 

through the spectacles of phantasmagoria.49 

As described by the author himself, óthe novel is structured according to the 

principles of a long lyrical poem, with a stanza-like, abrupt sequence of chapters, epi-

sodes, and characters.ô50 The unnamed protagonist who narrates the story comes to 

Petersburg in search of his blue coat (an explicit allusion to Gogol) and ends up tour-

ing a mad house located in the centre of the new, Soviet, Moscow. This journey be-

comes one within historic events and on the waves of the protagonistôs memory.51 

                                                                                                                                            
teksta i predislovie S. E. Zenkevichaô, in V. Ia. Briusov i russkii modernizm, Moscow: IMLI RAN, 2004, pp. 412-

621. Also, a part of this novel was published as another separate book, El´ga (Moscow: Kor-inf, 1990). The latter 

was subsequently translated into German by Alexander Nitzberg (Michail Senkewitsch: Elga. Düsseldorf: 

Grupello Verlag, 1999). According to Sergei Zenkevich, The Peasant Sphinx has inþuenced several contemporary 

Russian authors, among them Vladimir Pelevin, Chapaev i pustota (Chapaev and the Void), Moscow: Eksmo, 

2004, and Andrei Lazarchuk, Mikhail Uspenskii, Posmotri v glaza chudovishch (Take a Look into the Monstersô 

Eyes), Moscow: Eksmo, 1997. 

48 Zenkevich, M., óñAl´timetrò. Publikatsiia, podgotovka teksta i predislovie S. E. Zenkevichaô, in V. Ia. Briusov i 

russkii modernizm, Moscow: IMLI RAN, 2004, p. 412. 

49 See Dolezel, Lubomir, óFictional Worlds: Density, Gaps, and Inferenceô, Style, 29/2, 1995, 201-214; óThe 

Visible and The Invisible Petersburgô, Russian Literature, VII/1979, 465-490. 

50 óʈʦʤʘʥ ʧʦʩʪʨʦʝʥ ʧʦ ʧʨʠʥʮʠʧʫ ʣʠʨʠʯʝʩʢʦʡ ʧʦʵʤʳ, ʩʦ ʩʪʨʦʬʠʯʝʩʢʠʤ, ʦʪʨʳʚʠʩʪʳʤ ʯʝʨʝʜʦʚʘʥʠʝʤ ʛʣʘʚ, 

ʵʧʠʟʦʜʦʚ ʠ ʜʝʡʩʪʚʫʶʱʠʭ ʣʠʮô, Zenkevich, M., óñAl´timetrò. Publikatsiia, podgotovka teksta i predislovie S. E. 

Zenkevichaô, in V. Ia. Briusov i russkii modernizm, Moscow: IMLI RAN, 2004, p. 657. 

51 Vladimir Nabokov would later use a similar device in his short story, óPoseshchenie muzeiaô (óThe Visit to the 

Museumô), 1938. 
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Two ýctional worlds ï the real and the fantastic ï come to be mixed, producing a 

unique artistic effect, which differentiates Zenkevichôs novel from any other contem-

porary work created within the canons of the realistic novel. On his way, the protago-

nist meets former acquaintances from Zenkevichôs own Petersburg life, including 

Gumilev, Akhmatova, and a mysterious El´ga (a personiýcation of Akhmatova) who 

emerge as semi-real, both as living and ghostly characters. The uneasy tone of the 

conversation, which takes place during the protagonistôs meeting with Gumilev, 

points to the old differences of the author with his Acmeist mentor which, as we know, 

existed in reality. This complicates the narration further, making the narrator-

protagonist identical to the author himself. Furthermore, the narrator observes certain 

well known historical events, such as the murder of Rasputin or his meeting with 

Nicholas II, and visits the place of Uritskyôs assassination. In Moscow he attends 

Leninôs mausoleum and takes a long walk near the OGPU headquarters. These last 

two events mark his return to present-day reality. 

Seemingly indifferent, he then documents the complaints of an unnamed peas-

ant about the catastrophic destruction of the ýsh population caused by the hydropower 

station óVolkhovstroiô which, in reality, was a symbolic representation of the Bolshe-

viksô economic and political successes. These tragic outcomes caused by the new en-

terprise, which was initiated and implemented for the good of the peasants, have, in 

fact, destroyed their lives, foretelling future major cataclysms. There is a meeting and 

a conversation with a worker at the óKrasnyi Putilovetsô metal production plant, an-

other symbol of Bolshevik power, whose atmosphere acutely reminds the narrator of 

the smithôs workshop in the authorôs own native village of Nikolaevskii Gorodok. It 

feels as if the narrator-protagonist-author returns home, at least in his thoughts, and 

this return raises an anticipation of the novelôs happy ending. However, neither the 

peasant nor the worker (nor even the narrator himself) seems happy at all; the trou-
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bling mystery which occupies their minds remains undisclosed. This aura of the un-

known as presented in these two portraits is metaphorically embodied and expressed 

in the sphinx, who in this novel becomes a ómuzhikô sphinx as a symbol of Russiaôs 

own unpredictable, enigmatic, and frightening future.52 

While in Saratov, Zenkevich remained active in other spheres as well. He 

taught theory and practice of poetry writing at Literaturnaia masterskaia (óThe Liter-

ary Workshopô), cooperated with the artistic organisations óPoekhmaô (óPoety, khu-

dozhniki, muzykanty, artistyô ï óPoets, Artists, Musicians, and Actorsô) and OKHNIS 

(óObshchestvo khudozhnikov novogo iskusstvaô ï óThe Society of Artists of the New 

Artô), delivered lectures at literary evenings devoted to Blok, Korolenko, Khlebnikov, 

Gumilev and Chénier, was involved in numerous public discussions about poetry, and 

headed the local section of ROSTA (óRossiiskoe telegrafnoe agentstvoô ï óThe Rus-

sian Telegraph Agencyô). Like Narbut, who welcomed the works of his former fel-

low-Acmeists as publisher of his own literary magazine, Serena, in Voronezh, Zenke-

vich did the same for his Acmeist friends in Saratov magazines and newspapers. Nor 

did cultural news from Moscow and Petrograd escape the poetôs attention. He visited 

both capitals on several occasions and met with Akhmatova and Mandelstam. Ap-

palled by both the destruction of the previously blossoming literary life of Petersburg 

and by the loss of many prominent literati who had either þed or been exiled abroad, 

he wrote in his article óO literaturnoi zhizni Moskvyô (óOn the Literary Life of Mos-

cowô): 

 

                                                 
52 The adjective muzhitskii (ópeasantô, from muzhik ï a peasant), used in the Russian title of the novel, carries a 

broader meaning than ópeasantô; it may equally be applied to a worker as a member of the lower classes. 

Historically, impoverished peasants who had þocked to the cities in search of jobs after the elimination of serfdom 

in 1861 became industrial workers. 
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ʄʦʩʢʚʘ, ʩʪʘʚʰʘʷ ʩ ʚʦʩʝʤʥʘʜʮʘʪʦʛʦ ʛʦʜʘ ʧʦʣʠʪʠʯʝʩʢʠʤ ʮʝʥʪʨʦʤ 

ʈʦʩʩʠʠ, ʧʦʥʝʤʥʦʛʫ ʩʪʘʥʦʚʠʪʩʷ ʠ ʮʝʥʪʨʦʤ ʣʠʪʝʨʘʪʫʨʥʳʤ ʚʤʝʩʪʦ 

ʇʝʪʝʨʙʫʨʛʘ. [...] ʇʝʪʝʨʙʫʨʛ ʩʪʘʥʦʚʠʪʩʷ ʧʨʦʚʠʥʮʠʝʡ. [...] ʃʠʪʝʨʘ-

ʪʫʨʥʘʷ ʞʠʟʥʴ ʄʦʩʢʚʳ ʧʝʨʝʞʠʚʘʝʪ ʟʘʪʷʞʥʦʡ ʢʨʠʟʠʩ. ɻʣʘʚʥʳʤ [,] 

ʧʦʯʪʠ ʤʦʥʦʧʦʣʴʥʳʤ ʠʟʜʘʪʝʣʝʤ ʷʚʣʷʝʪʩʷ ʛʦʩʫʜʘʨʩʪʚʦ [...].53 

 

Moscow, which since 1918 has been the political centre of Russia, is 

slowly becoming a literary centre as well, in place of Petersburg. [...] 

Petersburg is turning into a province. [...] The literary life of Moscow 

is experiencing a lengthy crisis. The state is the main and virtually ex-

clusive publisher [...]. 

 

Zenkevichôs brother, Boris Zenkevich (1888-1972), a painter and graphic artist, 

also played a prominent role in Saratovôs cultural life. From the beginning of 1918, he 

cooperated with well-known artists, such as Zinovii Grzhebin, Valentin Iustitsky, and 

Aleksei Kravchenko, in various venues and institutions, including the Saratov 

VKHUTEMAS (Vysshie khudozhestvenno-tekhnicheskie masterskie ï óHigher Art and 

Technical Studiosô), the Art Institute and the Art College. Like his brother, Boris also 

worked for various Saratov periodicals, including Saratovskie izvestiia and Gornilo, 

and was equally active in social organisations, such as Rabis (Professionalńyi soiuz 

rabotnikov iskusstv ï óProfessional Union of the Activists of the Artsô) and AKhRR 

(Assotsiatsiia khudozhnikov revoliutsionnoi Rossii ï óThe Association of Artists of 

Revolutionary Russiaô). Artistic cooperation between the two brothers spread into 

several spheres, including literature, visual art, and theatre. For instance, Boris de-

signed the front cover of óThe Plough Land for Tanksô. Both were fascinated with 

theatre and worked in different Saratov theatres in various occupations, Boris ï as a 

                                                 
53 Saratovskie izvestiia, 265, November 19, 1922, p. 2. 
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stage designer, and Mikhail, as we have seen, ï as a theatre critic and a dramatist. óAl-

timeterô illustrates clearly the close artistic ties of the two brothers, partially reþecting 

the avant-garde inþuences of their allies, Tatlin and Iustitsky, on both Mikhailôs writ-

ing and Borisôs graphic art. After Mikhailôs departure to Moscow, Boris stayed in 

Saratov for a while, and in 1925 created a local section of AKhRR here. In the late-

1920s he followed his brother to the capital where he became well known as a graphic 

artist during the 1930s. The two remained close until Borisôs death. In this connection 

a parallel with two other brothers ï Zenkevichôs close Acmeist friend, Vladimir Nar-

but, and his brother, Georgy (Egor), an artist, ï is noteworthy. For instance, Georgy 

also illustrated Vladimirôs works, including the front cover of Halleluiah. 

By 1923 Zenkevichôs life and creative work in Saratov were being increas-

ingly disrupted by a worsening of living conditions, the devastation of the city, and 

famine.54 The intelligentsia from both capitals, who had settled on the banks of the 

Volga River ýve years before, began to leave, this time for Moscow and abroad. Zen-

kevich, however, was hesitant about leaving Saratov. In March 1923 he ýnally left, 

but before his departure he paid his last tribute to the Saratov óepochô of his life. On 

December 22, 1922, eight years after the demise of Acmeism, in a city stricken by 

famine, he read poems from Savage Purple to a public audience at a literary evening 

at Saratov University. His readings were preceded by a lecture entitled óPoet ñDikoi 

porýryòô (óThe Poet of ñSavage Purpleòô) by his long-time friend and future renowned 

religious philosopher, Georgy Fedotov.55 Fedotovôs lecture shed light on Zenkevichôs 

óunfairly forgottenô role and his outstanding input in the Acmeist movement, and out-

lined the new perspectives in literature which lay before him. However, Zenkevichôs 

                                                 
54 A Russian Civil War Diary: Alexis V. Babine in Saratov, 1917-1922. Edited, annotated, and with an introduction 

by Donald J. Raleigh, Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1988. 

55 (Anonymous) óPoet ñDikoi Porýryòô, Novyi khudozhestvennyi Saratov, 2/1923, p. 7. 
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own thoughts about future artistic opportunities in the new capital were full of scepti-

cism and disbelief about any possibility of having the inspiration to create. 

 

ʗ ʞʠʚʫ ʤʳʩʣʴʶ ʦ ʧʝʨʝʝʟʜʝ, ʥʦ, ʚʝʨʦʷʪʥʦ, ʚʩʝ ʞʝ ʚ ʄʦʩʢʚʫ, ʘ ʥʝ ʚ 

ʇʝʪʝʨʙʫʨʛ, ʭʦʪʷ ʙʦʣʝʝ ʯʝʤ ʢʦʛʜʘ ʫʚʝʨʝʥ, ʯʪʦ ʙʝʟ ʝʛʦ ʛʨʘʥʠʪʥʦʡ 

ʩʪʨʦʛʦʩʪʠ ʠ ʜʠʩʮʠʧʣʠʥʳ ʠʟ ʚʩʝʭ ʤʦʩʢʦʚʩʢʠʭ ʜʝʨʟʘʥʠʡ ʠ 

ʙʝʩʧʦʨʷʜʦʯʥʳʭ ʥʦʚʰʝʩʪʚ ʤʘʣʦ ʧʦʣʫʯʠʪʩʷ óʚʝʯʥʦʛʦô. 

 

I live with the thought of moving, but, probably, to Moscow and not to 

Petersburg, although, I am more sure than ever, that without its granite 

strictness and discipline, a little of óthe eternalô will come from all my 

Moscow-type aspirations and jumbled innovations.56 

 

His premonitions turned out to be true ï not by his own will, but as a result of the 

times he lived in. 

Zenkevich spent the following ýfty years (1923-1973) in Moscow, more than 

half of his life. He began working as a secretary at the magazine óRabotnik prosve-

shcheniiaô, and then, between 1925-1935, as an editor of foreign literature at the coun-

tryôs second largest publishing company óZiFô (óZemlia i fabrikaô ï óLand and Fac-

toryô), headed by his old friend Narbut. In this capacity, he maintained connections 

with many prominent Russian literati and cultural activists, including Fedotov (who 

had left the country by that time), by acquiring their works for publication in óZiFô. 

Later on Zenkevich served as head of department in the prestigious Novyi mir (1934-

1936). His often uncompromising position as a critic and his frank reviews of the 

works of others were resented by many, leading to the exclusion of his name from the 

                                                 
56 Zenkevich, M., óñAl´timetrò. Publikatsiia, podgotovka teksta i predislovie S. E. Zenkevichaô, in V. Ia. Briusov i 

russkii modernizm, Moscow: IMLI RAN, 2004, p. 45. 
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ólistô of publishable authors. Gradually, translating and writing reviews of works from 

foreign literatures became Zenkevichôs main occupation. He translated poetry from a 

wide array of languages, including English, French, German, and various languages of 

the Soviet republics. Most importantly, however, he is known as the ýrst translator of 

several American poets into Russian, including Walt Whitman, Emily Dickinson, Mi-

chael Gold, Robert Frost, Edgar Allen Poe, Ezra Pound and Joe Hill, among many 

others, and for publishing three collections of his translations (the ýrst one together 

with Ivan Kashkin).57 He lived through the years of political repression cautiously and 

without fame. His mood during this time is well reþected in the poem óV bezvremenËe 

vremeni turbiny voliéô (óIn the obscurity of time, the turbines of willéô).58 His for-

mer association with the Acmeist movement, labelled as decadent and antagonistic to 

the ideological requirements of Socialist Realism, had much to do with the ongoing 

rejection of his earlier poetic works. Towards the end of his life, he was hailed as a 

patriarch of Russian poetry for helping to nurture a new generation of poets during the 

1950s-1970s, and for being one of the founders of a contemporary school of poetic 

translation.  

Nevertheless, in the early 1920s, the political atmosphere had allowed for 

some creative work to continue. Such work for Zenkevich was connected with the 

Saratov avant-garde and is brilliantly reþected in his poetic dramaturgy, prose, and 

                                                 
57 Poety Ameriki, XX vek. Antologiia. Sostavletnie i vstupitel´naia stat´ia: Mikh. Zenkevich, Ivan Kashkin (The 

Poets of America, the 20th Century. An Anthology.Compilation and Introductory Article by Mikh. Zenkevich and 

Ivan Kashkin), Moscow: Gosdarstvennoe izdatel´stvo óKhudozhestvennaia literaturaô, 1939; Iz amerikanskikh 

poetov (From the American Poets), Moscow: Gosudarstvennoe izdatel´stvo khudozhestvennoi literatury, 1946; 

Amerikanskie poety v perevodakh M. Zenkevicha (American Poets in Translations by M. Zenkevich), Moscow: 

Khudozhestvennaia literatura, 1969. 

58 Zenkevich, M., óñAl´timetrò. Publikatsiia, podgotovka teksta i predislovie S. E. Zenkevichaô, in V. Ia. Briusov i 

russkii modernizm, Moscow: IMLI RAN, 2004, p. 165. Also see Nadezhda Mandelstamôs critical reþections of 

Zenkevichôs survival, in Mandelstam, N., Vospominaniia, Moscow: Soglasie, 1999, p. 55, p. 56, p. 58, p. 429. 
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literary critical works of this period. In his many creative occupations, he was indeed 

an innovator, and an avant-gardist in the true sense of this word. His afýliation with 

Acmeism and the avant-garde during the 1910s-1920s, and his ability to embrace 

both of these two major artistic movements make Zenkevich a unique representative 

of the epoch. A growing interest in Zenkevichôs oeuvre can be seen in a number of 

critical publications, but a detailed study of his role in twentieth-century literature is 

yet to be produced. 
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óTHEREôS NON-PLACE LIKE HOME ô: DOMESTIC SPACE, IDENTITY AND (POST-)  

SOVIET RUSSIA IN ZVIAGINTSEVôS ELENA1 

 

ANDREW MCGREGOR AND ROBERT LAGERBERG 

 

This article analyses the role of domestic living space and its connection with 

identity in the Russian feature ýlm Elena (Andrei Zviagintsev, 2011), winner of the 

Grand Jury Prize at the 2011 Cannes Film Festival. The ýlm uses a spatially symmet-

rical structure based on two separate apartments frequented by the ýlmôs eponymous 

heroine, both of which represent distinct socio-economic and historical aspects of So-

viet and Post-Soviet life. The ýrst is Elenaôs husbandôs large, modern, upmarket and 

centrally located apartment that is as cold, tomb-like and indeed lifeless as it is chic. 

The second is her sonôs older, tiny, squalid relic of the Soviet past situated on the pe-

riphery, with its claustrophobic walls providing a sense of human contact and warmth, 

despite its toxic air of decadence, indolence and violence. As in the earlier Russian 

ýlm Little Vera (Vasili Pichul, 1988), it will be argued here that in Elena, identity is 

inextricably linked with physical living space in a speciýcally Russian context: indeed 

a striking frame shot of Elenaôs son almost literally framed by the apartment block 

behind him makes this graphically clear at one point. Elena is an ironic ode to the 

apartment, both Soviet and modern. Drawing on Marc Aug®ôs theory of the non-place, 

it will also be argued here that the universal aspiration to live in comfort, while human 

and understandable, is shown, in the post-Soviet landscape depicted by Zviagintsevôs 

powerful ýlm, to result in a form of living death. 

                                                 
1 An earlier version of this article was presented by Andrew McGregor at the Domestic Imaginaries: Homes in 

Film, Literature and Popular Culture conference held at The University of Nottingham on the 21st of January, 

2014. 
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The conceptual framework for our discussion of the ýlm is founded on the 

premise that Marc Aug®ôs theory of non-places, as developed in his seminal work 

Non-Places: An Introduction to Supermodernity (2008),2 may be as applicable to the 

domestic space as it is to the increasingly ubiquitous public spaces that are of primary 

concern to Augé; namely airports, hotels, shopping centres and other typical non-

places in this supermodern globalised world (Augé 2008). Primarily an anthropologi-

cal study, as its original French title suggests,3 Aug®ôs work is concerned with the in-

creasing omnipresence of spaces in the built environment that have little or no anthro-

pological value as óplacesô; that is, they are spaces created for transience rather than 

being, staying, or indeed meaning. They are spaces whose principal function is to 

move people towards some óplaceô else: a perpetual in-between space, or no manôs 

land, lacking in cultural speciýcity or local character, where óstayingô and the setting 

down of roots is most likely a criminal offence. Indeed, in the design of airports, hotel 

lobbies, shopping centres and other public spaces, every effort is made to cater to the 

tastes and expectations of everybody and nobody, for a pre-determined period of time.  

The living spaces in Elena, it will be argued here, take on the characteristics of 

the non-place, in so far as they constitute spaces of transcience in the form of aspira-

tional social movement. As the disturbing narrative of the ýlm unfolds, it also be-

comes apparent that the domestic non-place of Vladimirôs apartment is ultimately oc-

cupied by Elena and her family as a result of criminal behaviour; i.e. it is a domestic 

space that, as for all non-places, the occupants have no right to claim as their own. 

The blurring of boundaries in the ýlm between anthropological place and non-place, 

                                                 
2 Aug®ôs work was originally published in French in 1992 by Seuil under the title Non-Lieux: Introduction à une 

anthropologie de la surmodernité, which was subsequently translated into English and published in 1995 by Verso 

under the title Non-Places: An Introduction to Supermodernity. Reference in this article is made to the second ed-

ition of the English translation, which was published by Verso in 2008. 

3 See note 2 above. 
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particularly in the domestic space, resonates with the assertion by Augé that in the su-

permodern environment, ópeople are always, and never, at homeô (Augé 2008, 87). 

While the home may be deýned as private and personal, as opposed to public and im-

personal, it will be argued here that the domestic space, far from being a comforting 

and reassuring destination in itself, can be read as liminal (Thomassen 2006, 322), as 

a transitory space located, so to speak, between a departure from an apparently unde-

sirable past situation or location and a perceived ï and indeed illusory ï arrival at a 

point of socially aspirational self-realisation. 

Augé deýnes place as órelational, historical and concerned with identityô. 

Merriman (2010, 29) explains Aug®ôs concept of place as ólocalised, occupied, famil-

iar, organic, historical and meaningful to its occupants and visitorsô. He continues, 

óPlace, here, is associated with prolonged ýxities and practices of dwelling, echoing 

humanistic ideas and those associated with Martin Heidegger, as well as popular con-

structions of local place as always under threat from external global forces.ô It stands 

to reason, therefore, that Augé should deýne non-place as óa space which cannot be 

deýned as relational, or historical, or concerned with identityô (Augé 2008, 63). As 

Merriman (2010, 29) states, óIn non-lieu there is a denial of the event, of the space.ô 

Augé hastens to point out, however, that the distinction between place and non-place 

is not to be imagined as a mutually exclusive binary opposition: 

 

[The non-place] never exists in pure form; places reconstitute them-

selves in it; relations are restored and resumed in it [é]. Place and 

non-place are rather like opposed polarities: the ýrst is never com-

pletely erased, the second never totally completed; they are like pal-

impsests on which the scrambled game of identity and relations is 

ceaselessly written. (Augé 2008, 64) 
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Indeed, as it shall be argued in this article in relation to the domestic space: óThe pos-

sibility of non-place is never absent from any placeô (Aug® 2008, 86). 

Elena was met with generally good critical acclaim upon its screening at the 

2011 Cannes International Film Festival and also at the time of its commercial release 

later that year.4 While a taut screenplay, good acting, intelligent cinematography and 

the music of Philip Glass accounted for much of that positive appraisal, the ýlm also 

operates at a more complex level. Ostensibly a ýlm whose main storyline involves 

one familyôs upwardly-mobile move from a shabby, Soviet-era þat to a chic and spa-

cious city apartment through the deadly machinations of the central and eponymous 

protagonist, this rather óidealisticô surface plot is, as we shall argue, undermined by an 

implicit and subtle irony involving the two main living spaces of the ýlm. The focus 

of this article is on the evocation of what we shall argue are the non-places inhabited 

by the characters in both of these living spaces and, therefore, we attempt a reinterpre-

tation of the ýlm as a pessimistic, sombre appraisal of modern Russian life as well as 

its Soviet roots. At the heart of the argument is the fact that these non-places are cen-

tral to the identity of the characters. 

 

At the centre of the ýlmôs structure are the two living spaces (apartments) 

which bind Elena both physically and morally, and create a strikingly clear symmetry 

of both plot and location between past and future (with the present an apparently per-

petual liminal space of its own), old and new, Soviet and post-Soviet, a Bakhtinian 

ótime-space warpô juxtaposing the temporal with the physical. As Augé observes, óin-

dividual and collective identity is always constructed in relation to and in negotiation 

                                                 
4 See, for example, the review in óThe Guardianô newspaper: http://www.theguardian.com/ýlm/2012/oct/25/elena-

review (accessed 13/11/2014) or the ófour starô ratings on the ABCôs óAt the Moviesô television show: http://www. 

abc.net.au/atthemovies/txt/s3509335.htm (accessed 13/11/2014). 
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with othernessô (Augé 2008, ix). The ýlm opens (and closes ï this framing technique 

will be discussed below) with a striking and lengthy shot of Vladimirôs modern 

apartment as it awakens at dawn through the branches of a leaþess tree and the rather 

sinister cawing of a crow. The living space ï both this particular apartment as well as 

the motif of the living space ï thus appears as the central element from the very outset. 

The location for the setting is unknown. The apartment could be located in any city in 

Russia, and indeed the world. This universal quality to the apartment is also important. 

Its international appeal and amenity make it all the more characteristic of a non-place, 

and indeed we ýnd ourselves óin a world where there is no longer an elsewhereô 

(Augé 2008, xxii). We are not in some culturally speciýc Russian space in this apart-

ment, making it all the more appealing for Elenaôs family seeking to escape the 

conýnes of their cramped and typically Soviet apartment, and, at the same time, seek-

ing to escape their and the nationôs past. The force of this is to open up the age-old 

debate about Russiaôs identity, even with echoes of Chaadaevôs óPhilosophical Letterô 

of 1836 (Chaadaev 1836) in which he berated Russiaôs lack of national history and 

dignity, imbuing it with a new sense of post-colonial disconnectedness. As Clowes 

(2011, 11) puts it, óChaadaevôs words eerily anticipate Julia Kristevaôs image of the 

postcolonial condition when he asserted, ñwe Russiansò are ñstrangers to ourselvesòô. 

Although, of course, Russia was not literally colonised, the Soviet era represents a 

period of cultural colonisation, with the post-Soviet period its post-colonial equivalent. 

Both the atmosphere of the Soviet-era apartment and the displaced óuniversalityô of 

the modern apartment show two aspects of non-place respectively, non-place as 

physically alienating living-space and non-place as aesthetically alienating living-

space. The ýlm explores contemporary identity by using the embodiment of the past 

(the older apartment) within the present time-space. 
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As the camera moves from exterior to interior, the people who inhabit the 

apartment, Elena and her husband Vladimir, almost take second stage to the spacious 

apartment itself through which the camera is free to move and linger as it chooses. 

The series of long shots that serve to showcase the modern apartment, much like a 

feature article on the pages of Vogue Living magazine, resemble a still-life ï aestheti-

cally beautiful and yet seemingly impossible to live in. The way the apartment is shot 

reþects óthe spatial overabundance of the presentô (Augé 2008, 28), with the non-

places of Aug®ôs supermodern world characteristically large in scale, dwarýng the 

human subject, and ensuring that óthe dominant aesthetic is that of the cinematic long-

shotô (Aug® 2008, xiii). 

At the ýlmôs opening we see the early morning routine of Elena and her hus-

band Vladimir who, as we learn later, has been married before. Even without this 

knowledge, however, the strained, formal and artiýcial character of their marriage is 

apparent. All this is played out in the large, spacious, modern apartment that the 

wealthy Vladimir has acquired through his business interests. Elenaôs son Sergei, his 

wife Tatiana, their son Alexander and their newly born baby, meanwhile live in a 

shabby, Soviet-era apartment in a remote suburb to which Elena must travel at length 

on public transport. Sergei is desperate for Elena to get hold of a considerable sum of 

money to pay for his son to enter a private college, so that he can avoid military con-

scription. Subsequently, Elenaôs husband (in one of the few scenes not involved with 

one of the two apartments) has a heart attack in a swimming pool, recovers, and, 

while still in hospital, has a meeting with his estranged daughter Ekaterina (from his 

previous marriage), a world-weary and cynical young woman. After this meeting, 

Vladimir resolves to leave Ekaterina the lionôs share of his will and tells Elena of his 

intention. Before the will is formalised, Elena decides she must kill her husband as a 

way of gaining access to at least some of his money and thus giving her grandson the 
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chance to escape military service. After murdering Vladimir with an overdose of Via-

gra, a somewhat ironic end for a man wielding his power and virility with gusto late in 

life, Elena takes a large amount of money from the safe to her sonôs family. After an 

extremely violent gang brawl in which Alexander is badly beaten up, the ýlm ends 

with what can only be assumed to be the permanent arrival of Sergei and his family in 

the spacious apartment of the late Vladimir. 

 

After the initial longshot of Elenaôs (separate) bedroom, we are presented with 

a fragmented and fractured image of the protagonist looking at herself in the mirror, 

brushing her hair in a repetitive and despondent fashion. The image is reminiscent of 

Fran­ois Truffautôs Antoine Doinel in his motherôs bedroom in Les quatre cents 

coups/The 400 Blows (1959) ï another depiction of a protagonist who ýnds himself in 

a space in which he does not belong and who resorts to crime in order to escape his 

domestic and social predicament and ýnd his own identity. The space of the modern 

apartment may well be universal in its appeal, but just as apparent is Elenaôs isolation 

in it, both within and beyond the conýnes of her marriage. As Aug® puts it: óThe cur-

rent globality consists of networks that produce both homogenization and exclusionô 

(Augé 2008, ix). Elena is alone both in her marriage and in the modern world. Her 

physical appearance, middle-aged and thick-set with the requisite headscarf tied under 

her chin, suggests Soviet Russia, leaving Elena cutting a somewhat anachronistic 

ýgure in óa world thus surrendered to solitary individualityô (Augé 2008, 63). 

Elena moves slowly through the house, opening doors with a sound which in-

creasingly seems to suggest the heavy sound of a tomb being opened ï important later 

when the reverse sound, the door to Vladimirôs bedroom being closed, signals his 

imminent demise after he is poisoned and his apartment becomes his tomb. The irony 

is increased by the fact that Elena is his personal carer and a nurse by profession. 
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The wide space and lack of (human) movement which the apartment is able to 

give to the camera are utilised to the maximum: as Vladimir and Elena have breakfast 

together, the camera is able to take in with ease the entire length of the table at whose 

opposite ends they sit. The viewer is acutely aware of the magnitude of the space that 

separates the two characters. The composition of the shot places an empty chair in the 

centre of the frame, once again reminiscent of Truffautôs landmark ýlm (1959), except 

that in this instance the protagonist occupying the chair is not the young Antoine Do-

inel, but rather the óspatial overabundanceô (Augé 2008, 28) that characterises the 

non-place in which the couple lives. Indeed, the fact that the camera is able to rest and 

take in the scene without movement highlights even more acutely the tense and un-

natural tone of their dialogue and their slight movements and gestures. The intention 

of this opening scene is ironic: the modern, chic apartment, appearing at dawn from 

the city gloom as if the harbinger of a better future, is not a home to its two inhabi-

tants; rather, it represents a non-place for them as they live out their dysfunctional 

lives and marriage within it. The marriage is essentially a sham, a convenience for 

both Vladimir and Elena. The dysfunctional balance is only disturbed when Elena at-

tempts to extend the signiýcance of their union to her own family. Then it becomes 

apparent the extent to which her marriage is a fantasy, sustained by the apartment in 

which she appears to be more of a maid and a nurse than a wife, living in her own 

quarters and performing her housekeeping tasks diligently. What should be a trium-

phant movement up the social scale for her through the economic beneýts of her mar-

riage thus becomes like ó[c]ertain places [that] exist only through the words that evoke 

them, and in this sense they are non-places, or rather, imaginary places: banal utopias, 

clich®sô (Aug® 2008, 77). 

The rendering of Elenaôs domestic space as a non-place is further evidenced 

by the juxtaposition of the scene involving her pottering in the kitchen with the shot of 
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her standing immediately afterwards in the lift lobby outside the apartment. The décor 

is almost identical ï modern, aesthetically pleasing and yet lifeless. Likewise, once 

she ýnds herself downstairs in the street, the streetscape appears just as universal, 

soulless and artiýcial. This exterior scene is reminiscent of Jacques Tatiôs 1967 ýlm 

Playtime, for which Tati constructed an entire cityscape of homogenised modern 

buildings, architecturally designed and engineered for a promising future, and yet as-

suring a dehumanising and unsettling present. As Augé (2008, 70) states, óThe travel-

lerôs space may thus be the archetype of non-placeô, and, indeed, when Elena boards 

the tram and then the train to visit Sergei and his family, we are in an even more uni-

versal and familiar non-place, sitting in silence with our physically and emotionally 

isolated protagonist whose constant movement between her two worlds betrays her 

stagnation. 

In order to reach Sergeiôs Soviet-era þat, Elena must traverse what can only be 

described as a no manôs land þanked by forest on the one hand and the towering pres-

ence of Soviet-era nuclear power installations on the other. The distance between the 

two apartments is clearly more than geographical. The contrast with Vladimirôs 

apartment could not be greater: as Elena leaves Vladimirôs building, she is given a 

polite greeting from the concierge on the ground þoor, whereas upon arriving at Ser-

geiôs dilapidated, Soviet-era block of þats, she is greeted by a rather intimidating 

group of youths, the same youths who will later be involved in a gang ýght of shock-

ing violence with Sergeiôs son Alexander in their midst. Whereas in Vladimirôs 

apartment the camera has the space to roam freely and rest on objects uninhibited, in 

Sergeiôs apartment the camera cannot ýnd the space to rest on anything, conýned as it 

is by the cramped conditions and the people living there. In this regard, Elena resem-

bles another Russian ýlm, Malen ḱaia Vera/Little Vera (Pichul 1988), which, we have 
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argued previously (Lagerberg & McGregor 2011), also represents an ironic ode to the 

cramped and squalid (Soviet) apartment. As van Baak (2009, 383) states: 

 

Though architecture was seen to be extremely important for the mate-

rial expression of Socialist and Communist doctrine, the results were 

such that the basic domestic needs of the people in general, especially 

in terms of privacy and convenience, were never given a high priority. 

[...] The House, as an anthropological concept, implies a set of basic 

values that include privacy, personal security and individual freedom, 

and [...] the doctrinal dogmas that directed Soviet society led to the de-

liberate repression, or at least to the systematic and planned neglect, of 

these values. 

 

This, then, is the atmosphere immediately evoked by Elenaôs arrival at her sonôs 

apartment. 

Mention must also be made of surely one of the most striking images in the 

ýlm: as Elena approaches this apartment on foot, we are presented with a medium 

shot of Sergei himself as he stands perfectly centred in the middle balcony of the 

apartment block, an image where geometry and culture intersect ï humankind framed 

and deýned by its living spaces with the historical context (here Soviet) also present. 

Sergei is smoking, and lets fall from his lips a ball of spit which he watches fall to the 

ground some distance below. Just as the ýlmôs opening scene makes it clear that we 

are dealing ýrst and foremost with the theme of living spaces and their relation to hu-

man life, so here too we see the human race deýned and contained by its living space. 

The descent of the ball of spit is determined by gravity as much as the life of this par-

ticular man is conýned and deýned by the non-place he is forced to inhabit. As Augé 

observes: óWhat he is confronted with, ýnally, is an image of himself [é]. The space 
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of non-place creates neither singular identity nor relations; only solitude and simili-

tudeô (Aug® 2008, 83). Sergei is surrounded by other living spaces, yet, in this re-

markable image, his isolation perfectly illustrates the precise nature of the non-place. 

 In a curious way, the atmosphere in Sergeiôs conýned apartment is more 

lively than Vladimirôs apartment. Although Sergei and his son continue to play on the 

computer in spite of Elenaôs arrival and the pleading of Tatiana for them to join them 

in the kitchen, the overall impression is of a family with at least some degree of inter-

action, though of course the close physical living conditions enforce that to some de-

gree. Nevertheless, in Sergeiôs apartment, just as in Vladimirôs, we are within the 

realm of the non-place again: the thudding sounds of the computer game echoing 

through the other rooms of the apartment are akin to the almost lifeless sounds of the 

televisions in Vladimirôs apartment which are de rigeur switched on every waking 

hour of the day (and night). The squalor of Sergeiôs apartment block is clearly instru-

mental in moulding the identity of Sergeiôs son Alexander who, towards the end of the 

ýlm, is involved in a horriýc ýght with another gang living on the same estate for no 

apparent reason: domestic non-places lead to non-reason and to non-lives. 

Sergeiôs sonôs involvement with the gang is perhaps indicative of the struggle 

for identity experienced by all of Elenaôs family. Just as the young male seeks to have 

his identity bolstered by involvement with a group of equally lost and misguided de-

linquents, so too does Elenaôs familyôs rise ï through social aspiration at all costs ï 

seem to fall in line with Aug®ôs observation that: óThe temptation to narcissism is all 

the more seductive [é] in that it seems to express the common law: do as others do to 

be yourselfô (Augé 2008, 85). 

This brings us to the ýlmôs conclusion: after Elena has murdered Vladimir and 

taken the required amount of money to her son, the ýlm concludes with the óinvasionô 

of Elenaôs relatives (Sergei and his family) into the late Vladimirôs þat, ostensibly on 
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a permanent basis. One of the ýnal images is that of Sergei and Tatianaôs youngest 

child, the baby: while in the cramped conditions of their þat, the baby is never seen 

alone, but is constantly held by either mother or grandmother (i.e. Elena). With the 

move of Sergeiôs family to Vladimirôs spacious apartment we see the rather disturbing 

image of the baby placed alone in a bedroom, suggesting the overriding irony ï that 

while conditions here are vastly superior, there is also moral emptiness: the cuckoo 

has taken over the nest, but the nest determines lives and it will not bring to this in-

vader any more joy than it did to the rightful owner.  

Just as the ýlm opened to the lifeless awakening of Vladimir and Elena as their 

day begins, so at the ýlmôs end ï the closing of the frame ï the camera draws away 

after showing the vacuous scene of the new inhabitants making themselves comfort-

able and Sergei settling down to television and a bowl of snacks. From ónon-place 1ô 

to ónon-place 2ô, the migration appears complete; yet, for the viewer, it seems far from 

ýnal. The familyôs occupation of the post-Soviet living space seems in no way con-

vincing as a long-term proposition, and one wonders how long it will take for these 

illegitimate interlopers to be ófound outô. Indeed, late in his book, Aug® refers in one 

instance to the experience of non-place as being óout-of-placeô (Augé 2008, 91): a 

space in which one ótastes for a while [é] the passive joys of identity-loss, and the 

more active pleasure of role-playingô (Augé 2008, 83). 

The ýnal shot of the ýlm takes us back out of the domestic space that Elenaôs 

family has claimed for itself, perhaps yet another suggestion that this is simply an-

other further evolution in a transitory existence, and that ultimately it is the space it-

self that will most likely outlast and outlive its inhabitants as they pursue a universal 

goal of social aspiration through the acquisition of increasingly desirable living space: 

óA movement whose only end [is] itselfô (Augé 2008, 71), where people are as much 
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in transit in their domestic space as they are, increasingly, in the ever more prominent 

non-places of shopping malls, airports and hotels.  

In a discussion of Soviet culture and living spaces, Boym (1994, 7) discusses 

the iconography of a well known 1952 Socialist Realist painting, óThe New Apart-

mentô, which portrays the arrival of a family in their ónewô communal apartment:  

 

The painting is neither reþective nor self-reþective: people and objects 

hardly cast any shadows here, and there is no mirror hidden in the cor-

ner. The scene þaunts its perfect bright visibility and transparency of 

meaning. [é] It is the way the culture wishes to see itself and to be 

seen, without thinking about the act of seeing. This is a perfect Social-

ist Realist genre scene, not an accurate portrayal of a Soviet apartment.  

 

The ýnal scene in Elena in some ways represents an ironic inverse of this image: 

while the Soviet apartment in Elena lays bare the shortcomings of that eraôs living 

spaces and the culture and ideology that gave rise to them, the modern apartment 

takes us almost full circle to the brave new world of spacious and luxurious living in 

Russia. The ýnal scene of the modern apartment is, in a sense, a replica of that de-

scribed by Boym above mutatis mutandis and with a liberal serving of irony thrown in: 

here we see the arrival of the new family into their newly acquired apartment, appro-

priated, of course, through nefarious means. While the more squalid aspects of the 

Soviet apartment are now far removed (even Sergeiôs son now appears miraculously 

unscarred from his recent brawl), the more serious metaphysical questions posed by 

the ýlm seem to be answered by the promise of utter banality. In this way the ýlm as a 

whole can be seen as a commentary on the wider debate of Russiaôs national identity, 

going back to the nineteenth century and Chaadaevôs ýrst óPhilosophical Letterô of 

1836 (Chaadaev 1836) in which he berated Russiaôs backwardness vis-à-vis Western 
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Europe. The ýlmôs ostensible premise of linear progression and concomitant progress 

from Soviet to post-Soviet is, as it were, framed in this ýnal ófamilyô scene, but, at the 

same time, the sense of cultural and moral emptiness which is highlighted by the wide 

physical space of the new apartment, the lack of movement and banal dialogue (un-

derscored by Sergeiôs request to his wife to bring him snacks to be eaten in front of 

the television), only serves to undermine what is portrayed in this particular ópaintingô. 

Rather than portraying a progression from non-place to place, the ýlm offers a some-

what sombre appraisal of Russian national identity as a shift to just another instance 

of a non-national non-place characterised by the sense of universal displacement typi-

cal of supermodernity. 

 

In conclusion, Elena depicts modern Russia through the prism of two non-

places, the modern luxurious apartment and the more cramped and squalid Soviet-era 

þat. Identity is inextricably linked to physical space in the Russian context, and given 

that these living spaces represent non-places, the lives depicted in the ýlm can be read 

as non-lives. Though both living spaces scarcely possess any redeeming moral fea-

tures, each shows a different aspect of Russian life. While the Soviet-era apartment is 

ówarmerô in some ways, with more human life and contact, its indolence and deca-

dence are toxic, most evidently in Alexanderôs character. The modern apartment is, by 

contrast, cold and tomb-like, lifeless. The Soviet-era apartment resembles the one in 

Malen ḱaia Vera/Little Vera (Pichul 1988) with its lack of space and the camera 

forced to keep moving in order to view things in stark contrast with the static ówide-

screenô shots in the modern apartment, resembling a still-life. Elena is the bridge be-

tween these two apartments; she constantly opens and closes the doors and curtains of 

the ótombô, preparing the stage, as it were, for Vladimirôs demise and her familyôs 

somewhat dubious rise.  



NON-PLACES IN ELENA 

119 

 

The aspiration to live in comfort, while human and understandable, is shown 

to result in a form of living death. However, the Soviet apartment, while not entirely 

lifeless, is just as suffocating, squalid and traps its inhabitants in a life of sloth and 

even violence. Through an ironic depiction of the more up-market apartment, what 

should have been viewed as a ómove in the right directionô by Sergei and his family 

becomes, morally and culturally at least, little more than a move óout of the frying pan 

into the ýreô. As we have demonstrated, these dark images of Soviet and post-Soviet 

Russia provided by Zviagintsevôs powerful ýlm represent the home as a transitory 

liminal space, indeed as a non-place: an aspiration, a fantasy, a shifting mirage, a per-

petual transit lounge, regardless of cultural context, for the empty promise of social 

mobility in a supermodern world. 
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SETTING THE SOVIET PAST IN STONE: THE ICONOGRAPHY  

OF THE NEW MARTYRS OF THE RUSSIAN ORTHODOX CHURCH  

 

In recent years, one subgroup of the victims of Soviet state terror has been 

coming into ever-sharper focus: the so-called óRussian new martyrs and confessors of 

the twentieth-centuryô, comprised of the clergy and laity of the Russian Orthodox 

Church who suffered as a result of state repressions during the Soviet period. Nearly 

two thousand new martyrs have been canonised since 2000. The new martyrs have 

been the subject of intense research, and impressive progress has been made in recov-

ering their names and stories. These stories have in turn been at the centre of a cam-

paign to narrate and commemorate their lives and deaths through the production of 

saintsô lives, icons, churches and monuments; to put their graves in order; and gener-

ally to create what the director of one such memorial centre has called the óinfrastruc-

ture of memoryô (GarËkavyi 2013). This campaign represents a powerful bid to trans-

form Russiaôs memorial landscape, to place the victims of Russiaôs twentieth century 

ýrmly in a new context, and to change the way in which the Soviet past is imagined, 

understood and explained. 

Given the increasingly close relationship between the Russian Orthodox 

Church (Moscow Patriarchate) (henceforth ROC MP) and state structures, this new 

martyrdom discourse (on which see further Bogumiğ 2012, Kahla 2010 and Konstan-

tinova 2012) can be considered the closest thing that Russia has to an ofýcially 

authorised version of the history of Soviet state terror. In stark contrast to the continu-

ally stalling plans to create a central state museum commemorating the victims of Sta-

linist and Red terror, this memory project is rapidly being institutionalised and trans-
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lated into real actions and real buildings. This situation at least in part reþects the 

more convenient possibilities offered by the religious idiom of the new martyrdom 

discourse for making peace with the Soviet past while simultaneously avoiding 

difýcult questions about that past. 

In this article I explore some of the meaning-making practices surrounding the 

new martyrs through a discussion of the new symbolic language that is being 

developed in order to narrate and represent these events. My focus is on the 

iconography produced and endorsed by the ROC MP, and the sometimes paradoxical 

ways in which it is being used to undergird a model of the correct Orthodox Christian 

attitude of unquestioning loyalty towards the state. Symbolic representations of the 

new martyrs take a variety of forms, from church architecture, icon-painting, saintsô 

lives and hymns, through to the traditions and practices being invented and adapted 

around these, such as pilgrimages to martyrdom sites (Uchastniki 2013) and sacred 

springs (Kreshchenskaia vlaga 2011 and Kudriashov 2008), liturgical services, and 

Sunday school lessons (Artamonova n.d.). Increasingly, there have been attempts on 

the part of the ROC MP to centralise and homogenise these practices and forms, and 

as a result, it is now possible to make out the contours of a new canonical tradition 

when it comes to commemorating the history of Soviet state terror. 

The emergence of this discourse can be linked to a number of broader trends. 

These include the growing tendency for the ROC MP to take on a leading role in 

memory politics, such that new Great Patriotic War monuments, for example, are 

increasingly taking religious form (see Zhurzhenko 2012 and Wood 2011: 189), and 

the war itself is glossed by Patriarch Kirill as punishment for the collective national 

sin of Soviet atheism (Slovo 2009). A connection might also be drawn here to what 

Paul Williams (2007) has called the óglobal rush to commemorate atrocitiesô, which in 

turn is linked to the worldwide shift towards remembering World War Two in terms 
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of violence and victimhood rather than heroism and glory (see Conýno 2005; Bessel 

2010; Winter 2006). Russian war commemoration is undergoing a similar shift in 

inþection away from the triumphal and towards the traumatic, and it has even been 

suggested that the cult of the new martyrs may represent a kind of challenge mounted 

by the ROC MP to the primacy of the ofýcial secular cult of Victory in the Great 

Patriotic War (Ne stesniaiaś 2011). The growing tendency to emphasise victimhood 

over Victory is particularly marked when it comes to remembering Russiaôs twentieth 

century on the world stage. This would appear to be at least in part a matter of 

conscious policy aimed at generating symbolic capital (see Etkind et al. 2012: 144-46). 

As we shall see below, in some cases this process has involved appropriating iconic 

emblems of victimhood from World War Two, such as the Katyn massacres and the 

Holocaust, and using them to frame the new martyrs. 

My primary emphasis in this article is on the ways in which the ambiguities of 

Russiaôs transition and the hybrid nature of the post-Soviet Russian state are reþected 

and played out in the new symbolic language and forms being created to represent and 

remember the new martyrs. I want to suggest that the new martyrdom narrative of the 

Soviet past, with its key motifs of victimhood and blood sacriýce, can be read as an 

attempt to create a foundation myth legitimising the current regime. As Paul Conner-

ton has written, óAll beginnings contain an element of recollectionô (1989: 6). My ac-

count highlights the ways in which remembering the new martyrs has to do with de-

claring where Russian identity begins and ends. The new martyrdom discourse offers 

a master narrative of the Soviet past and the post-Soviet transition that smooths out 

ambiguities and draws clearcut lines of continuity and change. 

Writing in a very different context, the medievalist Caroline Walker Bynum 

has called the question of change, that is, óthe fundamental fact that something can 

become something elseô, óthe other side of the question of identityô. She writes,  
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If change is the replacement of one entity by another and the growth 

of an entity out of another entity in which it is implicit, we must be 

able to say how we know we have an entity in the ýrst place. What 

gives it its identity ï that is, makes its one thing?... change is the test, 

the limit of all denotations of the term óidentityô (Bynum 2001). 

 

In her study of medieval ideas about hybridity, metamorphosis and identity, Bynum 

raises important questions about the difýculties that are always involved in delineating 

the boundaries between past and present identities, between continuity and change. 

These difýculties are arguably especially fraught in the case of Russiaôs post-socialist 

transition. On the one hand, the recent transformations of Russian state and society 

have been dramatic, rapid and far-reaching, but on the other, they have been perme-

ated with ambiguities which are in some ways increasingly evident as time passes. 

Consequently we ýnd here an intense cultural preoccupation with change and identity, 

with the depth and authenticity of the post-socialist transformation. The intertwined 

histories of the state security apparatus and the ROC MP offer an emblematic case in 

point. The lyrics of the notorious Pussy Riot song performed at the Cathedral of Christ 

the Saviour in Moscow highlighted these entangled histories when they called upon 

the Mother of God to drive out the priests in óblack robes, gold shoulderboardsô and 

worshipping the KGB instead of God. In many ways the twin ýgures of the chekist 

disguised in a cassock on the one hand, and the ex-chekist turned candle-bearer on the 

other, stand as emblematic ýgures encapsulating the ambiguities and uncertainties sur-

rounding Russiaôs post-Soviet transition. 

The histories and memories of these two institutions are connected in deep and 

intimate ways. It was the Soviet secret police that took a lead role in eradicating the 

church from the outset. The executions of priests in particular seem to have weighed 

especially heavily on the chekist conscience; it was said to be precisely the ýgure of 
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the bloody priest that appeared to the chekist in his nightmares (Shteppa cited Korn-

ilov 2003). The two institutions might also be said to bear uncanny resemblances; 

they have often been rivals, pursuing similar aims and engaging in similar practices ï 

policing morality, taking confession, attempting to unlock the secrets of the heart and 

the conscience. They have often shared personnel, with the large-scale chekist 

inýltration of the church hierarchy in the late Soviet decades, to the point where, ac-

cording to one dissident Orthodox priest, it was no longer possible to tell where the 

church ended and the KGB began (Edel´shtein cited Luk´ianchenko 1991). In some 

ways we might almost think of the two institutions are conjoined twins, albeit with a 

very painful, bloody and conþict-ridden history. The current heads of state and church, 

a pair who have carried out a series of high-proýle performative acts of memory dur-

ing their joint pilgrimages to martyrdom sites ï Vladimir Putin, the ex-KGB ofýcer 

turned pious Orthodox president, and Patriarch Kirill, the apparent ex-KGB agent and 

descendant of a priest who served time in the gulag ï are a pair who embody the com-

plicated legacy of the entangled histories of these two institutions. 

The actual fabric of the churchôs memory is likewise inseparable from that of 

the security apparatus. The intertwining of the two institutionsô fates is manifested 

spatially. They share key sites of memory, arising out of the standard practice 

whereby the Soviet secret police took over church buildings such as monasteries and 

converted them into prisons, makeshift camps, execution and burial sites, but also 

residential accommodation and administrative ofýces, before eventually transferring 

them back to the church. Finally, it was the chekist interrogators who were the ýrst 

and most important historians of the new martyrs, since it is NKVD investigation ýles 

that constitute the main surviving source that can be used to write this history. Even 

the maps of the burial sites ï insofar as they exist ï have to be found in the present-

day FSB archives or pieced together via oral interviews with former chekists. At the 
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same time, it is the church that is proving to be the most useful helper in handling the 

difýcult history of the Soviet past on behalf of the present-day Putin government and 

its security apparatus.1 

 

Reconciliation and Closure 

One obvious feature of this discourse is the fact that it declares and enacts the 

achievement of reconciliation with the Soviet past. A key church directive issued on 

commemoration of the new martyrs in February 2011 opens by asserting that, after 

years of research, we have ýnally now acquired sufýcient knowledge about the Soviet 

past to be in a position to take stock of it fully: 

 

In recent years the Russian Orthodox Church has gathered numerous 

testimonies on Christians who suffered during the persecutions for 

faith in Christ in the 20th century. Extensive material has been accu-

mulated, enabling the objective evaluation of the situation of the time 

and its history to be summed up (O merakh 2011). 

 

The ópost-Sovietô phase of historical research aimed at recovering and restoring mem-

ory is thus declared to be complete. The facts have been established and are uncontro-

versial. 

This newly achieved óclosureô when it comes to the Soviet past is now to be 

proclaimed and embodied in the form of new church buildings. A quick web search 

turns up dozens of new churches dedicated to the new martyrs, built over the past 

decade in particular (see Milovidov 2013), especially in Moscow and the Moscow re-

                                                 
1 While these are beyond the scope of this article, it is important to note that there are also alternative voices 

calling for different approaches to the new martyrs, including from within the church itself; see for example 

Kochetkov 1993; Balakshina 2012; and My dolzhny 2012. 
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gion, where the martyrdom sites tend to be concentrated, but also as far þung as the 

Solovki, the Urals, and Chuvashia, to cite just a few examples, as well as in non-

Russian parts of the ROCôs ócanonical territoryô, such as Ukraine and Belarus. 

In Spring 2011, a second wave of post-Soviet Orthodox church building was 

announced with the launch of the controversial óProgramme-200ô, aimed at building 

200 new churches in Moscow alone. This proliferation of new churches is frequently 

said to be directly correlated with the recovery of the memory of the new martyrs, il-

lustrating the generative power of the martyr that Tertullian described in his famous 

proclamation that óthe blood of martyrs is the seed of Christianityô (see, for example, 

Filippov 2010). In turn, the óProgramme-200ô joint church-state initiative represents, 

according to one of the bishops involved, óa sign of our reconciliation with our own 

history. We have turned the terrible pages of the destruction of national cultureô 

(Novye prikhody 2012). 

The beginning of this process of reconciliation is often traced back to another 

landmark change in Russiaôs built landscape: the decision to restore Moscowôs Cathe-

dral of Christ the Saviour in the mid-1990s ð a move that symbolised, as Patriarch 

Aleksii II put it in 1995, óthe beginning transformation of Rus´, correction of her his-

torical paths, illumination of her countenanceô (cited Kesler n.d.). While the Cathedral 

of Christ the Saviour is not dedicated to the new martyrs, it is a central link in the new 

martyrdom discourse, and the most important visual symbol of the history of Soviet 

persecution of the church and post-Soviet resurrection of the church. The Cathedral 

itself is often anthropomorphised and described, on its ofýcial website, for example, 

as a ómartyrô (Stranitsy n.d.), in keeping with the medieval Russian understanding of 

churches as óbodies ï or more precisely, human faces with eyes, ears, and headsô 

(Emerson 2008: 60-61). óProgramme-200ô represents the concluding stage of the 

process initiated by the Cathedralôs restoration, and the mass canonisation of over one 



JULIE FEDOR 

128 

 

 

thousand new martyrs in 2000, the óProgramme-200ô website asserts, ódrew a line un-

der the terrible epoch of militant godlessnessô (Sobor n.d.).  

 

Puriýcation, Victimhood and Identity 

The construction of churches dedicated to the new martyrs is intended to effect 

a ritual symbolic cleansing of the site in question. As Igor´ Gar´kavyi, director of the 

Butovo Memorial Research-Education Centre put it, building a church on the site of a 

martyrôs death enabled óa place of mourning, a place of crime [to be] transformed into 

a place of repentance, of puriýcation (catharsis) and reconciliation via repentanceô 

(Gar ḱavyi n.d.). The puriýcation and sacralisation enabled by the new martyrdom 

discourse offers a way around the stumbling block that has prevented the construction 

of a post-Soviet Russian identity rooted in the memory of Russian victimhood and 

suffering during the Soviet era, along the lines of the national historical narratives that 

have been developed in many East European countries. The Russian Federationôs am-

biguous position as semi-successor state to the Soviet Union has made it difýcult to 

frame the Soviet past as a case of victimisation by an external force, and the predomi-

nance of former operatives of the Soviet state security apparatus within the Putin gov-

ernment has meant that any ofýcial pronouncement condemning Soviet state crimes 

would have to be far-reaching indeed in order to overcome this fact in the current re-

gimeôs biography and form the basis of an entirely new and separate identity. 

The cult of the new martyrs, with its key metaphor of puriýcation by blood 

sacriýce, might thus be viewed as a kind of substitute or surrogate for the lustration 

process that was never put in place in post-Soviet Russia. As Choi and David point 

out, the meanings of the Latin lustratio include óritual sacriýceô and ópuriýcation by 

sacriýceô. Lustration is a symbolic act that marks discontinuity with the past and the 

legitimacy of the new government (Choi and David 2012: 1178-9) ï both functions 
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which are also performed by the consecration of churches dedicated to the new mar-

tyrs. 

In fulýlling the role of custodian of the memory of Soviet state terror, the ROC 

MP is effectively acting as a proxy for the current state authorities, including the suc-

cessor agencies to the Soviet state security organs. The churches that now stand at the 

Butovo site, for example, where an established 20,765 victims of the 1937-38 terror 

are buried, 940 of them priests and laity of the ROC, were built on land that was 

gifted to the ROC by the FSB in the mid-1990s (Butovskii poligon 2007). In other 

cases, the local city authorities have made similar gestures; examples include the for-

mer óKommunarkaô burial site, and the Sviato-Yekaterininskii male monastery out-

side of Moscow, used as Sukhanovka prison in the Stalinist period, both of which 

were transferred to the ROC in the 1990s. At one level these property transfers were 

in accordance with the obligation taken on by the Russian government when it joined 

the Council of Europe (1996) to return property requisitioned from religious organisa-

tions during the Soviet period. At the same time, we can note that, by transferring 

these sites to the church, the state has also effectively handed over to the church the 

problem of dealing with the Soviet past. The ROC in turn has duly repeatedly de-

clared the historical reconciliation of victim and perpetrator, thereby bestowing his-

torical legitimacy upon the current regime. 

There are also other ways in which the memory of the new martyrs can also be 

turned to the advantage of the state. At ýrst glance, the new martyrdom narrative 

might look like a potentially dangerous story of heroic resistance in the face of state 

oppression. But on the ofýcial reading, the new martyrdom narrative becomes, on the 

contrary, a story about the virtues of docility and passivity with regard to the state. In 

2008 Justice Minister Aleksandr Konovalov spelled out this ideological message: the 
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new martyrs exempliýed the correct óChristian attitude to the stateô. The new martyrs 

had: 

prayed for the very state that persecuted them, because they believed 

that there would be more to the history of Russia than the period of 

unlawful power. They did not ýght against the authorities, but nor did 

they carry out anti-humane decisions and they sincerely believed that 

the godless regime in Russia was exhausting itself, and therefore they 

did not rush to declare their country lost. As we can see today, their 

faith was not in vain (Ministr iustitsii 2008). 

 

Appropriating Victimhood  

The most frequent points of comparison used to frame the new martyrs in this 

discourse are two emblematic, internationally recognised World War Two atrocities: 

the Holocaust and the Katyn massacres. Such comparisons be read as an attempt to 

appropriate the symbolic power of these quintessential icons of victimhood and suf-

fering. This entails a discursive move whereby the victims of Katyn and the Holocaust 

are acknowledged, but are simultaneously used as a foil enabling assertion of the pri-

macy of Russian victimhood. 

It is sometimes claimed that the Bolshevik persecution of the Orthodox 

Church constituted ógenocideô and that the term óHolocaustô is therefore applicable to 

this case. Archbishop (now metropolitan) Volokolamsky Ilarion claimed in a media 

interview in 2009, for example, that there was óno substantial difference between 

Butovsky poligon and Buchenwald, between the GULAG and Hitlerôs system of 

death campsô (cited Igumen Petr [Meshcherinov] 2011: 131). This aspect of the new 

martyrdom discourse is a controversial one, representing as it does a move to invert 

the longstanding ofýcial Russian position on the inadmissibility of comparing Hitler 

and Stalin. 



SETTING THE SOVIET PAST IN STONE 

131 

 

The appropriation of the site of Katyn Forest, internationally known as a place 

of Polish memory and mourning, is even more striking. In the summer of 2012, a 

billboard was erected on the road near Katyn, featuring an image of Patriarch Kirill 

and the text óTHE BLOOD OF THE NEW MARTYRS WAS SHED FOR GODôS 

TRUTHô (original emphasis ï JF) (Fotoaĺbom 2012). The billboard was part of the 

lead-up to the consecration of a new Orthodox church constructed in 2010-12 

immediately adjacent to the joint Russian-Polish memorial at Katyn, dedicated both to 

the siteôs most famous Polish victims, and also to the nameless Soviet victims of 

Stalinist terror buried here. The construction of the joint memorial in 2000 had 

seemed to represent a suitable solution to the problem of commemorating both the 

Polish and Soviet victims buried at the site, marking an end to the long history of 

falsiýcation and denial of the Katyn events (see further Etkind et al. 2012). But this 

latest transformation of the site represents a bid to change the story of Katyn yet again. 

The new Orthodox church at Katyn is forty metres high, and is designed to 

form the heart of a major pilgrimage complex to be housed at the site. In 2010, Putin 

laid the foundation stone for the church, announcing that, óWith the construction of a 

church, this place, which was linked with a tragedy and a crime, is transformed into a 

sacred placeô (cited Blagovestov 2012). Sponsored by Rosneft, this complex is to in-

clude a large conference hall, several class rooms, a museum, a refectory, a holy-

water well, a bell-tower, and accommodation to house the large numbers of pilgrims 

expected to be attracted by the site (Patriarkh Kirill 2012). 

According to Patriarch Kirill, none of the previous designs for a memorial at 

Katyn, including, presumably, the memorial eventually built there in 2000, óreþected 

the genuine tragedy of this placeô. During his time as local Metropolitan of Smolensk 

and Kaliningrad, many different designs for a Katyn memorial had been brought to 

him for consideration, but something prevented him from approving them (Slovo 
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2012). He has suggested that this instinctive antipathy, like the churchôs subsequent 

appearance at the site, was providential, a sign of Godôs will. 

The new Orthodox church overshadows and dominates the original memorial, 

and indeed dominates the surrounding landscape; it is visible from a long distance as 

you approach the site, as the major landmark on the skyline. As the Patriarch put it, 

the construction of the church meant that there was no need for any other signs telling 

people that this was a site of mass graves; the Orthodox church tower now effectively 

stands as the metonymic sign for Katyn, and the site itself has been re-cast as a site of 

óreconciliation of the Slavic peoplesô (Sviateishii Patriarkh 2010) (for a similar case of 

the Orthodox appropriation of a military grave at Ossów in Poland, see Nowak 2013). 

This spatial domination of the landscape sits somewhat uneasily alongside a 

new emphasis in the ofýcial and church rhetoric on the notion that all the victims bur-

ied at Katyn are equal and that ownership of the site is ósharedô. The Patriarch used 

the word ósharedô eight times in a single paragraph of his speech at the consecration 

ceremony in July 2012, describing Katyn as a óshared graveô, a place of óshared 

mourningô, óshared deep experiences [perezhivaniia]ô, óshared sufferingô, óshared 

tragedyô, and óshared victimhoodô (or ósacriýceô ï the Russian zhertva means both) 

(Slovo 2012). 

At one level, this emphasis on the sharing of this site and its history represents 

a delayed triumph of the late-Soviet ofýcial position on Katyn. When the idea of 

building a joint Polish-Soviet memorial at the site was ýrst raised, the Polish side 

came under pressure to agree to a joint memorial downplaying the national borders 

separating the different groups of victims buried at the site. This was ýercely resisted 

by the Polish negotiators, who insisted óthat this crime in particular [é] had a special 

signiýcance and symbolic dimension for us Polesô, and eventually succeeded in gain-
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ing the right to a Polish component within the memorial, set off from the rest of the 

site (Etkind et al. 2012: chapter 7). 

Many of the key Polish negotiators, including historian and head of the Polish 

Council for Protection of Struggle and Martyrdom Sites, Andrzej PrzewoŦnik, were 

killed in the Smolensk plane catastrophe of 10 April 2010. Before he died, Prze-

woŦnik expressed his intention to register a protest over the construction of the Ortho-

dox church at the site. He pointed out that this represented a violation of the 1994 

Russian-Polish bilateral agreement on maintaining and protecting extra-territorial bur-

ial sites and other memorial sites linked to wars and repressions, under which both 

sides had pledged not to change the spatial composition of such sites without ýrst in-

forming the other (Fotyga 2012). 

Meanwhile, one can make out a tendency in some of the Russian media cover-

age on Katyn towards downplaying and decreasing the number of Polish victims bur-

ied here and steadily increasing the number of Soviet victims. For example, a local 

Smolensk newspaper reported in May 2011 that Katyn was the burial site of ómany 

hundreds of Polish ofýcers [the actual ýgure is 4,421 ï JF], and many tens of thou-

sands of our fellow citizens, victims of Stalinismô (Novikov and Artemenko 2011). 

Here the Orthodox new martyrdom discourse dovetails with and bolsters the 

current government policy on the Soviet past, now increasingly based on the principle 

that Russia, rather than ýghting overt memory wars with its neighbours, which are 

costly in reputational terms, should adopt a different strategy. Rather than denying 

othersô claims to victimhood, Russia should embrace its position as the óbiggest vic-

timô of all, and should take regional leadership in devising memory policies on this 

issue, thereby gaining symbolic capital and boosting the countryôs international pres-

tige. Mikhail Fedotov, one of the architects of this policy, summed up this position in 

an interview in June 2011:  
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People, especially our journalist colleagues, sometimes ask: does this 

mean that Russia admits its guilt for the horrors of the totalitarian re-

gime? I answer like this: Russia is the biggest victim of the totalitarian 

regimeé laying the crimes of the totalitarian regime on to Russia is 

the same as trying to accuse the victim of a crime of being a criminal 

too (Fedotov 2011). 

 

Redemptive Narratives of Terror 

The memory of the new martyrs may be based on the notion of victimhood 

and suffering, then, but it draws upon the model of the memory of the early Christian 

martyrs in order to transform these events into a celebratory story. This offers a per-

spective whereby, in the words of Igumen Damaskin (Orlovsky), perhaps the most 

important hagiographer of the new martyrs and Secretary of the Holy Synodôs Can-

onisation Commission, for all the horror of 1937, óit must also be said that this year, 

which almost put an end to the physical existence of the Church in Russia, multiplied 

the number of her saintsô (Igumen Damaskin [Orlovsky] 2012). This suffering, then, 

was not in vain; it has borne ófruitô in the shape of the new martyrs (Yemel´ianov 

2010). 

The canonic traditions of icon-painting lend themselves to these features of the 

new martyrdom discourse in various ways. Traditionally, according to Ouspensky and 

Lossky, the ócentre of gravityô in Orthodox icons depicting martyrdom was ónot in the 

grievous character of [the saintsô] martyrdom, but in the joy and peace which are its 

fruitô (Ouspensky and Lossky 1982: 125). The newly produced icons depicting Soviet 

martyrdom likewise emphasise the joyous message of these events. For example, the 

fourth border scene of the icon produced in the lead-up to the mass canonisation of 

2000 for the Cathedral of Christ the Saviour, which depicts the killing of holy martyrs 
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Andronik and Yermogen during the Civil War, is described as simultaneously depict-

ing real historical events and conveying óhigh symbolic meaningô: óthe shining white-

ness of the walls and the gold of the cupolasô shown in the icon have been trans-

formed by the martyrsô feat and ólend a wondrous feeling of celebration [prazdnich-

nost́] to the whole depictioné thus different planes of existence merge into one in 

the icon imageô (Saltykov 2000.) 

As a form, the iconôs distinctive combination of the spiritual/eternal and the 

historical/secular/worldly also, of course, makes it an ideal medium for myth-making, 

deýned by Barthes as the transformation of history into nature, and the contingent into 

the eternal (Barthes 1993: 129). Art historian Mariia Netsvetaeva explains that in this 

scene, for example, the gold background symbolises óthe balance of the eternal and 

the temporalô. It indicates that the events depicted are located outside of time: óThe 

gold background creates a perfectly neutral space and shows that the action is taking 

place in Godôs gloryô (cited Pavliukevich 2013). According to the manual produced 

by the icon-painter Mariia Sokolova, óThe icon expresses a single truth, established 

once and forever, and not subject to changeô (Sokolova 1995). In this respect the icon 

makes an ideal form for setting out an ofýcial, monolithic historical narrative that 

would be less justiýable in other media or genres, such as school history textbooks. 

Church tradition and the connection drawn to the early Christian martyrs thus 

offer templates which make it possible to emplot the Soviet terror within a set of es-

tablished narrative conventions, thereby avoiding some of the difýcult decisions about 

how to depict and explain these events. The secular vocabulary of crime and historical 

responsibility is replaced by a religiously inþected language of sin, evil, sacriýce and 

forgiveness. This is arguably especially convenient when it comes to the sensitivie 

question of how to depict the perpetrators. 



JULIE FEDOR 

136 

 

 

This is a difýcult issue not only because of the prominent role played by 

former staff of the Soviet repressive organs in the contemporary Russian regime and 

the lack of any lustration process in post-Soviet Russia, but also for other historical 

and historiographical reasons. One characteristic of the history of Soviet state terror in 

Russia is the especially blurry boundaries between victim and perpetrator. As Etkind 

has described, unlike the Nazi terror that was based on a ócrystal-clear boundaryô be-

tween victims and perpetrators, the Soviet terror featured highly þuid boundaries 

separating victims and executioners, since óit was a rule rather than an exception that 

the perpetrators of one wave or terror became victims of the nextô (Etkind 2013: 7-8). 

In death, too, they cannot be separated. As the abbey of the monastery at the former 

óKommunarkaô mass burial site put it, óHere, both victims, and butchers, who also be-

came victims, lie side by sideô (Spetsob´´ekt óKommunarkaô 2005). 

The state of historical knowledge on the individuals who operated the Soviet 

repressive apparatus and carried out the killing is also much less well-developed in the 

Soviet than in the Nazi case. In the Soviet case, the majority of the historical research 

so far has focused overwhelmingly on recovering the stories of the victims. The óMe-

morialô Society has primarily focused on rescuing victims from oblivion and anonym-

ity (Predislovie 2007), as well as locating and cataloguing their graves (Memoriaĺ nye 

programmy n.d.). óMemorialô also runs a research programme on the history of the 

Soviet punitive organs, led by Nikita Petrov (who has been working since 1977 to 

piece together meticulously fragments of information on the perpetrators), but this is 

exceptional. For the most part, as Lynne Viola pointed out in 2013, óthe question of 

the perpetrator is largely uncharted territory in the history of the Soviet Unionô (Viola 

2013: 1). 

A solution to the issue of how to depict the perpetrators is offered in the most 

important example of the new iconography (Karimova 2001: 244), the ofýcially ap-
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proved icon of the new martyrs, housed in the Cathedral of Christ the Saviour in Mos-

cow and produced for the 2000 mass canonisation ceremony by a group of lecturers 

and icon painters from the Orthodox St Tikhon Theological Institute in Moscow 

(founded 1992; from 2004, the Orthodox St Tikhon University for the Humanities; 

henceforth PSTGU). Painted in the sixteenth-century Muscovite style, the icon depicts 

the perpetrators in a heavily stylised, abstract and standardised form. They are in-

variably depicted as Red Army soldiers, wearing greatcoats and budenovki stylised to 

resemble and chime with the pointed helmets worn by Roman soldiers in medieval 

icons (for a ýfteenth-century precedent see Privedenie n.d.). Thus, while the depiction 

of the martyrs on the icon often includes elements of individual portraiture painted, as 

we shall see below, from photographs, when it comes to the concrete historical perpe-

trators, the focus becomes fuzzy. No sense of human agency is conveyed here. The 

role of these soldiers as passive instruments of Satan is underlined symbolically in the 

icon in various ways. For example, they have deliberately been painted in less detail, 

especially their faces, so as to óemphasise the fact that the soldiers are a blind tool in 

the hands of demons ýghting against the Churchô, as one popular newspaper ex-

plained it (Ikona 2007). They feature as a kind of abstract óembodiment of evilô 

(Saltykov 2000). For one interpreter, what is depicted here should be viewed in na-

tional terms as representing óthe victory of the Russian spirit over the world forces of 

evilô (Inozemtseva 2010). 

This icon provided the prototype which has been used and adapted by icon-

painters in depicting the new martyrsô executioners elsewhere, for example, at Butovo 

(Sobor 2011), in Omsk (Yeremenko 2003), and in Grodno in Belarus (No-

vomucheniki n.d.). The latter Belarusian series of icons has been especially controver-

sial, partly because some people were offended to see the Red Army depicted as exe-

cutioners (Pavliukevich 2013), but also because of the politically inþammable nature 
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of images depicting Stalinist terror in the Belarusian context. There have been reports 

that the Belarusian KGB has attempted to have these icons removed from the cathe-

dral on the grounds that they were provocative and socially divisive (Richters 2013: 

140). The bishop refused to do so on the grounds that it was not in his power to re-

write history, and the abbot defended them as painted in accordance with church can-

ons established in Moscow and blessed by the Patriarch (Fagan 2008). In this case, 

then, the centralised and canonised new martyrdom discourse provides a pretext for 

displaying images of Soviet terror in public. This case illustrates the ways in which 

this memory ultimately cannot be controlled from above. The new martyrdom dis-

course may have unpredictable consequences, and potentially quite powerful mobili-

sational force. 

In the case of the martyrs depicted in the key Moscow icon described above, 

many of them were painted from the unique collection of several thousand photo-

graphs contained in the PSTGU database. This was in keeping with the intention of 

the databaseôs creator, Nikolai Yemel´ianov, who designed it to be not just a collec-

tion of information, but also a research tool, and a ósource for the creation of a new 

church iconographyô (Yemel´ianov 2010). Many victimsô families have been able to 

access these photographs of their ancestors for the ýrst time via the database, which 

went online in 1996. 

Many of these photographs consist of NKVD mug-shots, often taken shortly 

before execution (see Fotograýe 2013). The icon-painters commissioned with painting 

the Moscow icon were provided with around 1000 photographs from these icons, and 

these photographs were used to paint over 100 individual saints and in developing the 

border scenes depicting particular events (Vstupitel´naia stat́ia 2012). A special 

commission was formed to choose which photographs should be used for a model: for 

example, a camp one, with a tormented face, or, on the contrary, a ópeacetimeô family 



SETTING THE SOVIET PAST IN STONE 

139 

 

photograph. In each case this decision was made on an individual basis (Stepanova 

2013). 

There is a large body of NKVD so-called óprison photographyô available, but 

unlike Holocaust photography, this remains a source largely untapped and unexplored 

by scholars (exceptions include the work of Tomasz Kizny [Fotograýe 2013] and 

Morozov 2004). The NKVD pre-execution photographs are immensely powerful vis-

ual documents. The examples below are from the óZa Khrista postradavshieô database, 

and show in descending order Holy Martyrs Metropolitan Seraým (Chichagov) (1856-

1937); Deacon Elisei (Shtolôder) (1883-1937) and Tat íana Grimblit (1903-1937): 

 

 

 

As Tomasz Kizny argues, more than any other type of historical source, and 

against the intentions of the perpetrators who condemned the victims not just to death 
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but to oblivion, these photographs have the potential to summon up the memory of 

individual victims (cited Fotograýe 2013). Taken shortly before death, the photo-

graphs are extreme instances of the connection that Barthes (1981: 92) and Sontag 

(1973: 15) both famously drew between photography and death; they are quintessen-

tial cases of Barthesô punctum, of photographs that pierce the viewer, and pierce the 

fabric of time. These photographs are examples of what Frank van Vree, writing about 

Holocaust images, has called óindigestibleô images, that óresist any narrativisationé 

not letting themselves be absorbed by a story that takes the viewer awayô (van Vree in 

Tilmans et al. 2010: 278). 

For some commentators, these photographs are themselves equivalent to or 

even more powerful than icons. Yemel´ianov described the NKVD photographs as 

being often more spiritually óchargedô (zariazheny) than regular photographs, and 

stated that in this sense they surpassed icons (cited Khor´kova 2007). Much as God 

revealed himself through the icon, so the martyrs óreveal themselves to us: in archival 

ýles, in prison photographs, in reminiscencesô, Yemel´ianov wrote (Yemel´ianov 

2010). The 2012 introduction to Yemel´ianovôs database also describes these photo-

graphs as ideal modern icons: 

 

How beautiful the faces of the martyrs and confessors are! The prison 

photographs found in the archives, often taken in the ýnal days before 

execution, are like revealed [iavlennye] icons. Contemporary icons, as 

a rule, are unable to convey the spiritual power of the icon-like coun-

tenances [ikonopisnykh likov] of prison photographs (Vstupitel´naia 

stat ía 2012). 
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Icon-painter Yekaterina Sheko, head of the faculty of icon-painting at the 

PSTGU, and a participant in designing interior decorations for the re-built Cathedral 

of Church the Saviour in Moscow, notes that:
 

 
Painting icons of famous saints is simpler: one can take a famous 

model and copy it. But one must ógive birthô [órozhdatố] to the new 

martyrs, and this is difýcult. Just now I was painting an icon of new 

martyrs from execution photographs ï this is frightening. In the prison 

photographs they are all shaved, after torture and before impending 

execution. And from their faces you can see that together with a cam-

era, a pistol is being pointed at them. But you have to create the image 

of a saint, who is already beyond this reality (cited Piatnitskii 2010). 

 

For historian Inozemtseva (2010), the subjects in these photographs are gazing 

not into the NKVD camera, but into óthe face of eternityô. She sees these photographs 

themselves as óstriking in their calmness. There was something magniýcent in the 

countenance of the spiritual person before the face of eternityô. Thus, when viewed in 

the light of the new martyrdom discourse, these images serve to transform the story of 

these historical events, such that disturbing images of violence are sublimated and re-

constituted as part of a smooth, meaningful, reassuring narrative:2 

                                                 
2 Image sources in descending order respectively: 

i) Open Orthodox Encyclopedia Drevo: http://drevo-info.ru/articles/2920.html 

ii) Open Orthodox Encyclopedia Drevo: http://drevo-info.ru/articles/15678.html 

iii) Pravoslavie i mir: http://www.pravmir.ru/novomuchenica-tatyana-grimblit-za-pomoshh-zaklyuchennym-

rasstrel/ and http://www.pravmir.ru/odetsya-poskromnee-a-ostavshiesya-dengi-razdat-nishhim-muchenica-tatiana-

grimblit/ 

I should point out that I have not been able to ascertain deýnitively whether these icons were produced using the 

NKVD photographs shown here, but, given the high degree of similarity between the two sets of images, this 

seems to be very likely. 
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Conclusion 

The introduction to the óZa Khrista postradavshieô online database proclaims 

that:  

The church stands on the blood of martyrs. This ancient belief of 

Christians were conýrmed with special clarity in the twentieth century. 

The aim of the upheaval of the early century, inspired, without doubt, 

by satan, was destruction of the Orthodox Church... Despite colossal 

losses, our Church preserved Orthodox faith, preserved its organisa-

tion and its þock. The Church proved the only institution of old Russia 

which the new regime was unable to defeaté And of course, the 

Churchôs victory over the forces of evil was carried out ýrst and fore-

most thanks to the great sonm of Russian new martyrs and confes-

sorsé Through their prayers the persecutions have temporarily ceased 

and the Orthodox Church is now able to conduct its activities relative-

ly freely (Vstupitel´naia stat´ia 2012).
 

 

This passage exempliýes two key noteworthy features of the new martyrdom 

discourse. First, what we are seeing here is the emergence of a new founding myth 

based on the idea that religious faith was the singlemost central factor in Soviet state 

repressions ï this is being asserted frequently, including in ofýcial documents pro-

duced by the church leadership. This articulation of Soviet repression and Orthodox 

Christianity is encapsulated in the growing tendency to replace the old standard term 

used as shorthand for Stalinist terror, óthe repressionsô, with a new term, óthe persecu-

tionsô. This in turn is being used as a building block for a new narrative of the entire 

Soviet period as primarily the story of the churchôs victory over evil. In this story, the 

church survived not in spite of, but because of the mass killings of the Soviet period ï 
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a curious twist in the narrative which, potentially at least, leaves open the possibility 

of salvaging an honourable place for Stalin in this story. 

The new martyrdom discourse can be read as an attempt to domesticate the 

Soviet past, to smooth it over, and ultimately to declare it closed. This discourse oper-

ates by clothing this past in the heavily stylised medieval language and imagery of 

martyrdom and blood sacriýce, the overall drive and effect of which is to render the 

past abstract, distant, and ýxed ï to set it in stone, and to ýx its protagonists in frozen 

icons; to offer a version of the past which is ultimately unquestionable by virtue of its 

sacredness. 

The prospects, however, for the success of this attempt at creating a viable 

post-Soviet Russian identity, retrojected into a mythical, foundational history of the 

new martyrs, do not look promising. The massive scale of Russian suffering in the 

twentieth century makes victimhood narratives a potent resource for political mobili-

sation. However, it seems likely that the inherent instability of this version of the So-

viet past, shot through as it is with ambiguities, tensions and silences, will make it ul-

timately untenable either as a source of national regeneration or as a master narrative 

for Russia to operate with at home and abroad. Perhaps most importantly, it is difýcult 

to see how it is possible, as one church hierarch recently put it, to combine veneration 

for the victims and respect for the executioner (Metropolitan Volokolamsky Ilarion 

[Alfeev] cited Orlova 2011). This is a discourse that raises many more questions than 

it answers. As Katerina Clark (2000: 179) notes, óMartyrdom has always been a pri-

mary mode of vindication.ô In this case, exactly what is being vindicated remains un-

clear.  
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Vstupitel´naia stat´ia, 2012: óVstupiteĺ naia stat́ia 2012ô, Baza dannykh: no-

vomucheniki i ispovedniki Russkoi Pravoslavnoi Tserkvi XX veka. Moscow: 

PSTGU. Retrieved from http://213.171.53.29/bin/code.exe/frames/m/ind_oem. 

html/ charset/ ans?notextdecor 

Williams, P., 2007: Memorial Museums: The Global Rush to Commemorate Atrocities. 

Oxford and New York: Berg. 

Winter, J., 2006: Remembering War: The Great War between Memory and History in 

the Twentieth Century. New Haven: Yale University Press. 

Wood, E. A., 2011: óPerforming Memory: Vladimir Putin and the Celebration of 

World War II in Russiaô, The Soviet and Post-Soviet Review, 38: 172-200. 

Yemeĺ ianov, N., 2010: óZa Khrista postradavshie v XX veke: krov́ muchenikov - 

semia Tserkviô, 15 January. Retrieved from http://www.pravmir.ru/za-xrista-

postradavshie-v-xx-veke-krov-muchenikov-semya-cerkvi-2/ 

Yeremenko, T. V., 2003: óKhramovoi tsikl omskogo ikonopistsa Liudmily Yakovle-

voiô. Retrieved from website of M. A. Vrubeĺ  Omsk Regional Visual Arts Mu-
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BETWEEN EXCLUSION AND INCLUSION : ROMANIAN GERMANS IN  

POST-WAR ROMANIA  

 

Introduction: Status and Perceptions of German Minorities in Post-War Central 

and Eastern Europe 

The ýrst few years following the end of the Second World War brought sub-

stantial shifts in populations across Central and Eastern Europe. For both the Soviet 

leaders and other Allied powers, the answer to ensuring peace seemed to lie in the 

creation of homogeneous ethnic states. The presence of ethnic minorities especially 

within the re-emergent countries of Poland, Czechoslovakia and Yugoslavia (but 

across the whole of Central and Eastern Europe as well), represented a possible threat 

to the legitimacy of the nation-state boundaries. Tens of millions of transfers, ex-

changes and so-called repatriations occurred among Polish, Hungarian, Turkish, Ger-

man, Ukrainian, Macedonian and other minorities stretching from the new Polish 

lands in the west to the movements of populations from deep within the Soviet Un-

ion.
1

 The German minorities were perceived as a common enemy by the new govern-

ments of these countries and the ideal group on to which the new politicians could lay 

collective blame. Soviet Order 7161, passed prior to the warôs end in December 1944, 

encouraged this attitude by ordering the countries under Soviet occupation to expel all 

ethnic German civilians to Germany or deport them to the Soviet Union for forced 

                                                 
1

 Schechtman, Joseph B., Postwar Population Transfers in Europe 1945-1955, Philadelphia, PA: University of 

Pennsylvania Press, 1962, p. 363. Schechtman gives the ýgure of about twenty million who þed, were expelled, 

transferred, or exchanged between 1945 and 1955. Signiýcant movements of minorities were occurring prior to the 

warôs end, for example, in the disputed territories between Poland and the Ukraine. 
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labour.
2

 The uprooting of German communities was encouraged and legitimised fur-

ther by clause thirteen of the Potsdam Agreements of 1945, which provided for the 

ótransferô of German minorities to Germany. 

These expulsions or transfers were an important means by which the new post-

war governments gained favour in the eyes of the public, who were anxious to see jus-

tice and punishment meted out. This was particularly the case in Poland, Czechoslo-

vakia and Yugoslavia where Germany was an oppressive occupational force during 

the war.
3

 But in Romania, which was allied with Germany until August 1944, the Ro-

manian Germans did not face mass expulsion. Prime Minster Nicolae RŁdescu 

pleaded with General Sergei Vinogradov, the Soviet head of the Allied Control Com-

mission, not to enforce the deportation of the German minority from Romania. The 

Romanian Germans were presented as important to the economic stability of the 

country and an integral part of Romanian society. The Soviet leaders agreed to de-

crease the number of those to be deported in January 1945 to around 70,000 persons ï 

just under the number of ethnic Germans in Romania who had joined the Waffen SS 

during the war.
4

 

                                                 
2

 Institute for Research of Expelled Germans, óThe disappearance of the Transylvania Saxons and Swabians from 

Romania through mass emigration and planned deportationô, http://expelledgermans.org/transylvaniasaxons.htm 

(accessed 2 March 2014). 

3

 Fowkes, Ben, Eastern Europe 1945-1969: From Stalinism to Stagnation, Pearson Education Limited, 2000, p. 19. 

The Slovak government collaborated with the Nazi government, but Czechoslovak statesmen, in exile in the West 

during the war, along with the Polish representatives at Potsdam asked for the transfer to Germany of the German 

ethnic groups still in Czechoslovakia and in Poland. The Sudeten Germans were still viewed as threatening by the 

Czechoslovak government who sought to ensure the countryôs pre-war borders. Schechtman, Joseph B., Postwar 

Population Transfers in Europe 1945-1955, p. 55.  

4

 Schechtman, Postwar Population Transfers in Europe 1945-1955, pp. 93, 199, 267-268, 274. This ýgure of about 

70,000 German expellees from Romania is compared to almost three million Sudeten Germans expelled from 

Czechoslovakia, over one million from Poland, and 260,000 from Hungary by the end of 1946. 
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The Romanian Germans were signiýcantly affected by the deportations. Those 

who remained faced the struggle that came with the implementation of communist 

controlled governments, which were often quick to label the Germans as bourgeois or 

fascist elements.
5

 The Romanian German communities were among those hit hardest 

by the immediate post-war reforms in Romania. What exactly was the attitude of the 

post-war Romanian communist governments towards the German minority and why 

was this different from other countries in Central and Eastern Europe after 1945? To 

what extent did Prime Minister Petru Groza and Communist Party leaders, acting for 

the Romanian government, and Dr. Friedrich Müller, as a Romanian German Leader, 

attempt to re-integrate Romanian Germans? Facing the changing perceptions of Ger-

man identity and loss of material possessions, both Romanian German leaders and 

Romanian government ofýcials attempted to bring reconciliation and ensure, or in the 

governmentôs case at least present an image of, the continued inclusion of the German 

minority in Romanian society. 

The majority of Romanian Germans escaped the fate of other German popula-

tions in Central and Eastern Europe owing to the cooperation between the post-war 

Romanian governments and the German minority leaders. Analysing the actions of 

two players in particular, Petru Groza stands out as an important ýgure of the Roma-

nian government in early negotiations, and Bishop Dr. Friedrich Müller as a voice for 

the Romanian German community. However, despite continual attempts by Müller 

and others to reintegrate the Germans and portray them as loyal to the Romanian 

communist state, the marginalisation and increasingly difýcult life in communist Ro-

                                                 
5

 Baier, Hannelore, óDie Deutschen in Rumänien in den Jahren 1945 bis 1948ô, in: Hausleitner, Mariana (ed.), Vom 

Faschismus zum Stalinismus, Deutsche und andere Minderheiten in ostmittel- und Südosteuropa 1941-1953, 

München: IKGS Verlag, 2008, pp. 177-179; Schieder, Theodor, Documents on the Expulsion of the Germans from 

Eastern-Central-Europe, Vol. I/II The Expulsion of the German Population from Hungary and Rumania, Bonn: 

Federal Ministry for Expellees, Refugees and War Victims, 1961, p. 86.  
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mania for the majority of its citizens led to the emigration of a large part of the Ger-

man minority in later years.
6

 This article will examine the situation of the Romanian 

Germans as a result of Romaniaôs post-war minority policy and the Romanian Com-

munist Partyôs use of this policy to ýrst gain legitimacy. The relationship between 

Groza and Müller will be highlighted to reveal how the Romanian government 

changed tactics and encouraged (rather demanded) the German minority to take part 

in the óproletariat dictatorshipô as part of the new socialist society.  

 

The German Minority within the M inority Question 

In the post-war Soviet occupied countries there were two options in dealing 

with minorities: either to give them equal rights or to remove them through ótransferô 

abroad.
7

 The ofýcial position of the post-war Romanian government toward the Ger-

man minority seemed to avoid embracing either of the options. On 9 February 1945 

the Romanian government, under Prime Minister General Nicolae RŁdescu, issued a 

decree stating that the ofýcial term óminorityô was to be replaced with that of óco-

habiting nationalityô.
8

 Equality and freedom of language was proclaimed in admini-

stration, courts and education. However, this was passed only after the Soviet deporta-

tions of Romanian Germans in 1945. 

                                                 
6

 This is not to say that life was less difýcult for ethnic Romanians under communism. The early years of 

communist rule were perhaps more difýcult generally speaking for the Germans as an ethnic minority in Romania. 

By the 1980s almost everyone in Romania was feeling the effects of the economic strain. There may have been 

cases of discrimination towards Germans owing to envy after CeauἨescu agreed to deliver German families to the 

government of the Federal Republic of Germany for a price. The Germans could leave (though still with great 

difýculty), while the Romanians could not, creating tension in many communities. A ýctional account of this can 

be read in Nobel Prize winner Herta M¿llerôs novel The Passport, London: Serpentôs Tail Publishers, 2009. 

7

 Fowkes, Ben, Eastern Europe 1945-1969, p. 19.  

8

 Castellan, Georges, óThe Germans of Rumaniaô, Journal of Contemporary History, 6/1, 1971, p. 68.  
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As was previously mentioned, RŁdescu adamantly opposed the deportation of 

the German minority to forced labour in the Soviet Union and worked with Senator 

Hans Otto Roth, representative of the Transylvanian Saxons, and Dr. Franz Kräuter 

from the Banat to stop or delay the Soviet plans.
9

 The Saxon and Swabian minorities 

had played an important role in the social and economic developments in Transylva-

nia and in the Banat. In large cities, such as Timiĸoara, the German citizens built the 

ýrst hospital and theatre, while in the countryside of the western regions, a signiýcant 

minority of German farmers contributed to the agricultural output.
10

 To some Roma-

nian leaders the German minority was seen as an important economic asset. For most 

of the war the Romanian public saw the Germans as their allies and, although there 

were tensions, the Romanian Germans were considered an integral part of society in 

the areas where they lived. Demonising the Germans was perhaps more difýcult than 

in other countries, such as Poland and war-time Czech Republic where the ethnic ma-

jority was oppressed and national land was annexed to the Reich. The Romanian war-

time government of General Ion Antonescu along with the actions of the fascist group, 

the óLegion of the Archangel Michaelô, revealed the widespread anti-Semitism in 

Romania that led to Romaniaôs signiýcant role in perpetuating the Holocaust. Al-

though Romania temporarily lost the region of Transylvania because of Nazi interven-

tion during the war, the blame was unofýcially and conveniently placed on the Hun-

                                                 
9

 Schieder, Documents on the Expulsion of the Germans from Eastern-Central-Europe, p. 79. Roth had previously 

worked against the deployment of all Romanian German youth into the Waffen SS, to which his son was refused 

entry. Roth incurred the wrath of Andreas Schmidt, Volksgruppe leader, who excluded the senator from the group 

in 1943. Roth, Hans Otto, óEinreihung unserer Jugend in die Waffen-SSô, 23 February 1945, in: Roth, Florian, 

Presentation at House of the German East, Munich, 13 May 2009, p. 11. Dr. Franz Kräuter worked among 

Romanian German Catholics and sought to stop the encroachment of Nazi policies on parochial schools. Kräuter, 

Franz, Erinnerungen aus meiner christlich-demokratischen Dienstzeit, Freiburg: 1967. 

10

 Ilieĸiu, Nicolae, Timiĸoara: Monograýe Istorica [Timiĸoara: Historic Monograph], Timiĸoara: Editura 

Planetarium, 2003, pp. 47-51. 
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garian government, Romaniaôs long-time adversary. As a result of a history of strong 

ties with Germany ð politically, economically, and culturally ð and the recent war-

time collaboration between the two countries, the Germans seem to have been re-

spected and admired by a signiýcant portion of the population.
11

 

The inþuence, however, of the Soviet presence proved too great and deporta-

tions began in the Satu Mare/Sathmar district on 2 January 1945.
12

 German men be-

tween the ages of seventeen to forty-ýve and women between eighteen and thirty 

years of age were to be sent to participate in reconstruction work in the Soviet Union. 

Of the about 75,000 that were deported, 10,000 did not return to Romania when the 

repatriations that took place in 1949. The deportations destroyed families and ruptured 

the social dynamic of communities across the country, especially in the Banat and 

Transylvania.
13

 Although not on the same scale as in other countries, the deportations 

in January 1945 dealt a heavy blow to the Romanian German community.
14

 With in-

creasing pressure from the Soviet government to replace RŁdescu, King Mihai of Ro-

mania named Petru Groza, the leader of the communist-leaning Ploughmanôs Front, as 

                                                 
11

 Komjathy, Anthony, and Stockwell, Rebecca, German Minorities and the Third Reich, NY: Holmes & Meier 

Publishers, Inc., 1980, p. 103. Also Verdery, Katherine, óThe Unmaking of an Ethnic Collectivity: Transylvaniaôs 

Germansô, American Ethnologist, 12/1, 1985, pp. 65-66. Verderyôs interviews revealed an admiration among 

villagers of the German character as diligent, honest, punctual and intelligent.  

12

 Schieder, Documents on the Expulsion of the Germans from Eastern-Central-Europe, p. 80.  

13

 The majority of the 10,000 died as a result of the difýcult work and living conditions in the USSR. Baier, 

Hannelore, óDie Deutschen in Rumªnien in den Jahren 1945 bis 1948ô, pp. 174-175. Dietmar Plajer and other older 

sources set the number at closer to 70,000 for those mobilised for forced labour in the Soviet Union in Plajer, 

óBischof Friedrich Müllers Beziehungen zur Rumänishen Regierung (1945-1948)ô, Forschungen Zur Volks- und 

Landeskunde, 39/ 1/2, December 1996, p. 35. Baierôs ýgure of 75,000 expellees is more widely accepted. 

14

 With the loss of almost three million Sudeten Germans by 1947, the Czechoslovak government sought to 

replenish its decimated work force by repatriating Czech miners from France, Belgium, and Austria. Schechtman, 

Postwar Population Transfers, p. 95. 
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prime minister on 5 March 1945. Bishop Müller and other Romanian German leaders 

hoped for a change in the policy toward the German community. 

With Groza in power, communists began to ýll all government positions. The 

internationalist rhetoric of communism appealed at ýrst to ethnic minorities who suf-

fered marginalisation. The communist parties, before the war and during the ýrst post-

war years, provided a political home for members of minorities who feared the out-

pouring of nationalism.
15

 Yet among Romanian politicians there was still a great deal 

of uncertainty regarding the presence of ethnic minorities within post-war national 

borders. Grozaôs government attempted to appear more inclusive than the RŁdescu 

government in offering political integration to members of most minority communi-

ties.
16

 Groza, with the help of Gheorghe Gherorghiu-Dej as general secretary of the 

communist party, was able to create the image of the Partidul Comunist Român 

(PCR- Romanian Communist Party) and the coalition government as a political body 

incorporating all ethnicities. It was a non-nationalist party, which was slowly turning 

national without overtly revealing any discrimination towards minority groups. The 

Romanian Germans were the obvious exception. 

For the Hungarian minority, Groza supported the implementation of a state-

sponsored educational network in Transylvania and the opening of a Hungarian lan-

guage university. In 1951 the Hungarian Autonomous Province was also established 

within the country.
17

 Thirteen ethnic organisations were formed in 1945 under the con-

trol of the PCR as a way of integrating minorities. The Jewish community, as another 

                                                 
15

 Fowkes, Eastern Europe 1945-1969, p. 18. However, there were few Germans in Romania who were previously 

connected to, or who had joined, the Communist Party. 

16

 Bottoni, Stefano, óReassessing the Communist Takeover in Romania: Violence, Institutional Continuity, and 

Ethnic Conþict Managementô, East European Politics and Societies, 24/1, February 2010, p. 72. 

17

 Ibid., p. 77. Grozaôs role as a friend to the Hungarian minority is also discussed with interesting analysis in 

Szabó, Zolt§n Tibori, óPetru Groza- reappraisal of his historical roleô, The Analyst,1, 2006, pp. 151-159.  
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example, was strongly encouraged to join the Anti-Zionist Jewish Democratic Com-

mittee. As early as 1945 (when expulsions of Germans were being made into ofýcial 

policy elsewhere through the Potsdam agreements), there were attempts to integrate, 

though selectively, Romanian Germans through Anti-Fascist organisations.
18

 However, 

they were still regarded as second-class citizens, and in certain areas by October 1946 

Hungarians, along with Germans, were also denied the right to vote.
19

 The Germans 

were among those most affected by the land reform enacted in 1945, which expropri-

ated the land of those who had any connection with Nazi Germany. Despite Soviet 

rhetoric about the unity of the working class across ethnic lines, the German minori-

ties were treated as the common exception across Central and Eastern Europe until 

communist governments were securely established after 1948. 

 

PCR Seeking Legitimacy 

The Romanian governments under Petru Groza and Gheorghe Gheorghiu-Dej 

found themselves having to contend with conþicting loyalties. On the one hand there 

were the demands of Moscow and on the other the desires or needs of the people they 

governed. The legitimacy of the new government depended on keeping a balance 

while gaining the loyalty of all its citizens. The communist party in Romania prior to 

the warôs end was of relatively little signiýcance, consisting of only a few thousand 

members and activists.
20

 In 1933 the communists in Romania were considered mostly 

foreigners. Three fourths of the members were from the ethnic minorities in the coun-

                                                 
18

 Bottoni, Stefano, óReassessing the Communist Takeover in Romaniaô, pp. 59-61, 73. 

19

 Vultur, Smaranda, óThe Role of Ethnicity in the Collectivisation of Tomnatic/Triebswetter (Banat Region) 

(1949-1956)ô, in Iordachi, Constantin and Dobrincu, Dorin (eds.), Transforming Peasants, Property and Power: 

The Collectivisation of Agriculture in Romania, 1949-1962, Budapest: Central European University Press, 2009, p. 

149. 

20

 Fischer-Galati, Stephen, Twentieth Century Rumania, NY: Colombia University Press, 1991, pp. 75-78. 
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try: Hungarians, Jews, Bulgarians, Russians and Ukrainians, with only a small percent 

of ethnic Romanians.
21

 

The party needed to be infused and reorganised with Romanians for a commu-

nist-led government to be accepted as legitimate by the public, and the Soviet 

neighbours would accept no other form of government. There were few Romanian 

German communists, so repressive actions toward the Romanian German community 

in the purges of former fascist collaborators occurred also to take pressure away from 

other minority groups that were more inþuential in the communist movement. Col-

laboration of a large number of Saxons and other Germans with Hitlerôs government, 

either by joining the Waffen SS or by association with the work of VoMi among ethnic 

Germans, was easily used in accusations by the Romanian government. VoMi leaders 

such as Hermann Behrends used the Volksgruppe, the German Ethnic Group in Ro-

mania, as an instrument to further the foreign political aims of the Reich.
22

 In 1939, the 

Volksgruppe leader, Dr. W. Brückner, organised the Volksdeutsche (Romanian Ger-

man minority) into active squads, a type of defence organisation, and set up an intelli-

gence network in Romania to gain favour with Berlin.
23

 All this weighed heavily 

against the Romanian Germans at the end of the war. 

                                                 
21

 Bottoni, óReassessing the Communist Takeover in Romaniaô, p. 70. 

22

 Komjathy and Stockwell, German Minorities and the Third Reich, pp. 118-119. VoMi (Hauptamt Volksdeutsche 

Mittelstelle) was an arm of the Nazi Party created to manage the needs of ethnic Germans outside Nazi Germany. 
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For various reasons, such as the need to please the Soviets, to present the 

communist party as bringing justice to victims of the war, and to campaign against 

class enemies, control of the German minority by the Romanian government proved 

to be an important step in procuring legitimacy. However, Groza and his government 

did not want to alienate completely the Romanian Germans. 

The ýrst two points mentioned above (i.e. to please Stalin or the Soviet gov-

ernment and the need to present the Romanian communist controlled government as 

bringing justice) required direct association of the German minority with the crimes of 

the Second World War. The PCR leaders relied on a strong anti-fascist rhetoric to dis-

tance themselves from the crimes of the Antonescu government. Especially after 1946, 

when the PCR ówonô a national election, anti-fascist policies were used to suppress 

and eliminate members of other political parties óin the name of bringing collaborators 

with the Nazis and with the dictatorship to justiceô.
24

 

Gheorghe Gheorghiu-Dej as party secretary in 1945 aimed to convince the 

public that the communists would provide true democracy, stating that óthe liquidation 

of all of the fascist remains and the isolation of reactionary circles is a condition of a 

durable peaceé The establishment in each country of real democracy will be the best 

guarantee of peace.ô
25

 In his report at the PCR national conference he justiýed the vio-

lence and repressive measures taken by the government against the German commu-

nity as progressive: 

                                                                                                                                            
See also Szelényi, Balázs A., óFrom Minority to Übermensch: The Social Roots of Ethnic Conþict in the German 

Diaspora of Hungary, Romania and Slovakiaô, Past and Present, 196, 2007, pp. 236-238.  

24

 Adamson, Kevin, óDiscourses of Violence and the Ideological Strategies of the Romanian Communist Party, 

1944-1953ô, East European Politics and Societies, 21/4, 2007, p. 563. 
25

 Gheorghiu-Dej, Gheorghe, óRaportul Politic al Comitetului Central la ConferinŞa NaŞionalŁ a Partidului 

Comunist Rom©nô [Political report of the Central Committee at the Romanian Communist Party National 

Conference], Scânteia, 20 October 1945. 
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It is clear what the consequences may have been for our young popu-

lar democracy if we had not cut off the tentacles that the foreign secret 

services were spreading towards us, and if we had allowed the fascists 

to regroup and recruit.
26

  

  

The ofýcial discourse was at times easily identiýed with the German minority, who 

were seen as beneýciaries of the both the German and Romanian wartime govern-

ments.  

The burden of collective guilt placed on Romanian Germans, as on ethnic 

German minorities across central and eastern Europe, resulted in repressive measures 

concerning their rights and property. Article 8 of the Armistice Convention allowed 

the state to conýscate the land of those who left the country during the war and espe-

cially during the withdrawal of the Wehrmacht units in 1944. In 1945 the land of 

those who had been part of the Volksgruppe was expropriated, as well as the land of 

those in any way connected with the inþuence of Nazi Germany in Romania. This 

made all Romanian German landowners susceptible to losing their land, as most had 

gained by some form or another (either voluntarily or were coerced into accepting) 

membership into the group.
27

 The Department for the Administration and Supervision 

of Enemy Property organised the seizure and redistribution of the land to ethnic Ro-

manian peasants, an action used by the PCR to prove the partyôs loyalty to the state 

and its ócareô for the people.
28
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 Ibid. Quoted in Adamson, Kevin, óDiscourses of Violence and the Ideological Strategies of the Romanian 

Communist Party, 1944-1953ô, East European Politics and Societies, 21/4 (2007), 559-587 (p. 576). 
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As early as 23 March 1945 the Agrarian Reform Law was put into action. Ar-

ticle 3, paragraph 9 referred directly to the property of the German-speaking popula-

tion. Land, houses, livestock, and farm equipment were all expropriated.
29

 Vladimir 

TismŁneanu described the law as having a distinct discriminatory character towards 

the German minority.
30

 Georges Castellan provides a ýgure of 1,443,000 hectares of 

land seized from 143,000 German landowners who were previously part of the Volks-

gruppe. Forty-nine percent of this land was in Transylvania and the Banat ï the areas 

with the larger German populations. Despite the inþuence of the German minorities in 

the cities, particularly in western Romania, a 1948 census showed that about seventy-

four percent of the Romanian German population actually lived in rural areas.
31

 Most 

were previously wealthy landowners and the land reform of 1945 proved a heavy 

blow to the German minority as a whole. However, the fate of Germans affected by 

the land reform was similar to that of the Romanians and Hungarians, who also fell 

victims to the agrarian law.
32

 

                                                 
29

 Vultur, óThe Role of Ethnicity in the Collectivisation of Tomnatic/Triebswetter (Banat Region) (1949-1956)ô, p. 
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30
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(preĸedinte/president), óRaport Finalô [Final Report], Comisia PrezidenŞialŁ pentru analiza dictaturii comuniste 
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The inadequacy and inefýciency of the land reform was soon felt by the Groza 

government, and the tensions between former owners of all ethnicities and settlers 

remained high until internal deportations occurred in 1951 (when citizens living near 

the Yugoslav border were sent to the BŁrŁgan Plains). A report by the Ploughmanôs 

Front admitted the following in 1945: óBy divesting Swabians of their rights, we have 

jeopardised a most important productive resourceé Some settlers are destroying 

goods and squandering farm equipment.ô
33

 Challenges to individual or smaller group 

cases of conýscated land or other discrimination as a result of ethnicity could be posi-

tively resolved if the victims were persistent enough. Yet, despite the adverse affect 

on the economy and the aggravated social tensions, the discriminatory land reform 

was considered of vital political importance. The government continued to produce 

new means of marginalisation that varied between subtle and bold attempts to gain 

power for the communist leadership. 

On 6 August 1945 another law was passed (Law 629), which allowed citizens 

of Romania to choose freely their native language and their ethnic identiýcation. The 

law encouraged citizens of minority groups to claim Romanian ethnicity in the hope 

of avoiding future repressive measures. This in turn provided the communist govern-

ment with the facade of a more homogenous Romania and a more legitimate PCR to 

present to the rest of Europe.
34

 Despite continued marginalisation, Romanian Germans 

began to see the disappearance of outright anti-German policies as the PCR gained 

more political power. Senator Hans Otto Roth and Bishop Friedrich Müller continued 

to petition Prime Minister Groza and his government to allow Romanian Germans the 

freedom granted to ethnic Romanians and other minorities. 

                                                 
33

 Vultur, óThe Role of Ethnicity in the Collectivisation of Tomnatic/Triebswetterô, p. 147. 

34

 Ibid, pp. 144-145. By 20 September 1946 the choice of ethnic identiýcation could be expressed in writing with 

no evidence needed to substantiate the claim. 
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German-language newspapers were again published and an Anti-Fascist 

Committee was organised by Sibiu socialist Rudolf Meyer.
35

 Policies beneýting Ro-

manian Germans, interspersed with repressive measures, revealed the attempts of the 

Groza government to reintegrate the Romanian Germans into society. According to 

historian Georges Castellan, the ýnal balance sheet for the period 1945-1947 was not 

completely negative for the German minority. Those who returned from forced labour 

in the Soviet Union with the ýrst repatriation group in October 1946 were given back 

most of their lands and goods.
36

 However, the so called privileges of Romanian Ger-

mans were contingent upon how beneýcial such privileges were to the prestige and 

power of the PCR. 

 

Groza and the Appeal of Müller  

As prime minister from 1945 to 1952, Groza was known for his attempts to 

maintain friendly relations with the countryôs ethnic minorities. On 29 April 1945 

Friedrich Müller was chosen to be the new bishop of the Lutheran Church and within 

ýve weeks was already travelling to Bucharest to seek an audience with Prime Minis-

ter Groza. Müller was strongly encouraged by church curator and Senator Hans Otto 

Roth to foster good relations with the new government. 

The ýrst crucial visit occurred on 1 June 1945 when Groza was presented with 

the concerns of the Church regarding the marginalisation of Romanian Germans.
37

 The 

issues brought forth were the agrarian reform and the repatriation of the 1945 deport-

ees. Groza assured him that the land would eventually be returned and that the deport-

ees would most likely return in autumn. He advised them to be patient. Groza said he 

                                                 
35

 Schieder, Documents on the Expulsion of the Germans from Eastern-Central-Europe, pp. 86, 93-95. 

36

 Castellan, óThe Germans of Rumaniaô, p.70. 

37

 Plajer, óBischof Friedrich Müllers Beziehungen zur Rumänishen Regierung (1945-1948)ô, pp. 27-28. 
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was doing all he could at the moment, but that the Germans stood as the accused of 

the world for the atrocities committed by the Nazis. He also needed the acceptance of 

Stalin himself for the release of the forced labourers.
38

 On the issue of land reform, 

Groza said that he was trying to defend the Germans against a much more tragic situa-

tion.
39

 As in Hungary, the demand for expulsion came from outside Romania. Müller, 

therefore, sought to inþuence those sympathetic politicians who did not insist on 

German expulsion and provide them with stronger arguments to present to the Soviet 

government in favour of Romanian Germans. 

Soon Müller became the Romanian German leader with the most access to the 

new government. Senator Roth and other inþuential Romanian Germans were con-

demned as óbourgeois reactionariesô for their involvement in Romanian inter-war 

politics and the post-war RŁdescu government.
40

 In early 1946 Müller petitioned 

Groza to provide more rapid and humane repatriation of those forcibly deported to the 

Soviet Union. On returning home many were sent ýrst to overcrowded detention 

camps in Romania, such as the ones located in Oradea or Sighet, while some were in-

stead sent via East Germany. Groza agreed to dismiss the use of such camps to please 

Müller.
41

 Throughout their correspondence, Müller urged Groza to use his power to 

                                                 
38

 Ibid., pp. 36-40. Groza would later appeal to Moscow saying, óSunt cetŁἪenii mei Ἠi eu cer repatrierea lor, care 

acum nu mi se mai poate refuza.ô [They are my citizens and I ask for their repatriation, which now can no longer 

be refused.]  

39

 Ibid., p. 31: ócaut sŁ vŁ apŁr de o situaἪie Ἠi cu mult mai tragicŁ.ô Groza was referring to the expulsions and 

mentioned that unlike Poland, Czechoslovakia and Yugoslavia, he tried to help the German minority remain in 

Romania.  

40

 Schieder, Documents on the Expulsion of the Germans from Eastern-Central-Europe, p. 86. The inþuential 

politicians included Iuliu Maniu of the National Peasantôs Party and Gheorghe BrŁtianu of the National Liberal 

Party. 

41

 Plajer, óBischof Friedrich Müllers Beziehungen zur Rumänishen Regierungô, pp. 29, 41. Müller wrote to Groza 

in February 1946 regarding at least 200 Germans detained in the camp at Slobozia while documentation allowing 
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better the situation of Romanian Germans returning home and of those whose lands 

were conýscated. Müller realised the danger of extinction that hovered over the Ger-

man community in Romania and he tried all means possible to ensure its survival. Un-

fortunately, any inþuence he had slowly disappeared as Groza lost power and the 

Romanian Germans were incorporated into the new socialist society. 

 

Engaging in the Proletariat Dictatorship  

On 30 December 1947, King Mihai abdicated resulting in the formation of the 

Romanian Peopleôs Republic. With the PCR now ýrmly in political power, the Ger-

man minority was recognised as a co-habiting nationality in June of 1948. Romania 

was, therefore, the ýrst country to do so in the eastern bloc, and its members were re-

stored their civil rights, ofýcially if not in practice.
42

 At this time many of the Roma-

nian Germans were still out of the country owing to the 1945 deportations and some 

would not return for over a decade.
43

 After 1948 the repression due to war guilt less-

ened; the only danger was in the extremely low likelihood of Romanian Germansô 

ability to undermine Romanian communism. 

The third reason mentioned previously for the need to control the German mi-

nority ï the need to suppress the bourgeois and class enemies ï came into play largely 

                                                                                                                                            
for their entry into Romanian and their return home was processed. The difýculty of these processing points is also 

discussed in Baier, Hannelore, óSighet - Punctul de Frontiera prin care s-au Ċntors Primii DeportaἪi Etnici Germani 

din U.R.S.S.ô [Sighet - Frontier Point through which the ýrst ethnic German deportees returned from the USSR], 

Analele Sighet 2: Instaurarea comunismului- între rezistenѿŁ ѽi represiune [Sighet Annuls 2: Installation of 

Communism- between resistance and repression], FundaἪia Academia CivicŁ, 1995. 

42

 óRaport Finalô, p. 542. 

43

 From a Personal e-mail from Peter Siminescu (b. 1922), 10 January 2012. A resident of the town of Ferdinand 

(now OŞelu Roĸu) in 1945, Mr. Siminescu remembers seeing the Dipoldts, a German couple, deported to Russia. 

Mrs. Dipoldt returned ten years later and told of having worked in a coal mine, while Mr. Dipoldt came sometime 

later ï Mr. Siminescu could not recall the date. 



GERMANS IN POST-WAR ROMANIA  

171 

 

after 1948.
44

 Germans were not targeted because of their ethnicity, but because they 

were businessmen or wealthy landowners. However, there was an increasing possibil-

ity now for the Romanian Germans to avoid repression by adopting the new identity 

propagated by the PCR: that of citizens united in bringing about the dictatorship of the 

proletariat.
45

 The nationalisation of schools, banks, and factories was ofýcially pre-

sented as targeting no particular minority, but as a means of demobilising the capital-

ist exploiters.
46

 Minority communities of Hungarians, Ukrainians, Serbs and even 

Germans were used by Groza and the Romanian government in the class struggle. 

German peasants were strongly, if not forcibly, encouraged to engage with this 

new identity through the collectivisation of agriculture that occurred from 1949 to 

1953. Kevin Adamson writes that the communist party invoked óan image of a revolu-

tionary peasantry, engaging not in parliamentary politics, but in direct political action 

on the ground as a result of its solidarity with the partyô.
47

 This ofýcial portrait was in 

stark contrast to reality, as many peasants refused to join the Collective Agricultural 

Farms. Many of the chiaburi, or wealthy peasants, in Smaranda Vulturôs study of the 

collectivisation of Tomnatic were identiýed as German and strongly opposed joining 

the collectives.
48

 Collectivisation was seen as devaluing óhonest work, education, so-

                                                 
44

 To some extent the targeting of Germans as large landowners and businessmen occurred during the 1945 reforms 

as well, but at that time they became victims as a result of their ethnicity and the recent memory of the war. After 

1948 many Germans suffered because they fell into the category of class enemies, as the government denied 

targeting people because of their ethnic background.  

45

 Adamson, óDiscourses of Violence and the Ideological Strategies of the Romanian Communist Party, 1944-

1953ô, pp. 566-567, 573. 

46

 óThe expropriated had no nationality, only classô, in Bottoni, óReassessing the Communist Takeover in Romaniaô, 

p. 74. 

47

 Adamson, óDiscourses of Violence and the Ideological Strategies of the Romanian Communist Party, 1944-

1953ô, pp. 567, 582. 

48

 Chiaburi is the Romanian equivalent of the term kulaks. 
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cial competence, individual job performance, and individual capacity to transmit 

symbolic and material goods to heirsô.
49

 Fellow villagers of both Romanian and other 

ethnicities viewed their Romanian German neighbours as embodying the above ideals 

of a strong work ethic and admirable culture. Many of the 1945 German deportees had 

just returned in 1951 and were given their land back, only for it to be taken again. 

Towards the end of 1950 the government, now mostly under the control of 

Gheorghiu-Dej, began to develop plans for suppressing the opposition to collectivisa-

tion.
50

 In June 1951 more than 45,000 people, out of which about 10,000 were Roma-

nian Germans, from a ýfty-kilometre-wide zone on the border with Yugoslavia were 

forcibly relocated across the country to the BŁrŁgan plains.
51

 The deportees experi-

enced incredible difýculties, from being hurriedly forced to leave their homes to the 

abysmal conditions and hostile weather they encountered on arrival in the BŁrŁgan.
52

 

The deportations produced the desired effect of intimidating villagers to stop their op-

position and join the collective farms. These forced relocations were another blow to 

the German communities with their long history of social and economic roles in Ro-

mania. However, they were also distinctly class-related and included entire families of 

Romanian, Hungarian, Serbian, and German origin.
53

 The Romanian Germans were 
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 Vultur, óThe Role of Ethnicity in the Collectivisation of Tomnatic/Triebswetterô, pp. 157-158. 

50

 The growing of an opposition so close to the border with Yugoslavia proved an increasingly signiýcant security 

threat in the eyes of Gheorghiu-Dej, who feared interference from Tito, who had recently split with Moscow, or 

from Stalin if things got out of hand. 
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 Vultur, Smaranda, Deportarea in BŁrŁgan 1951-1956 [Deportation to BŁrŁgan 1951-1956], TimiἨoara: Editura 
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 Marineasa, Viorel and Vighi, Daniel, Rusalii ô51: Fragmente din Deportarea in BŁrŁgan [Pentecost ô51: 
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given the option of participating in the new Romanian order and those who refused 

were treated as dissident Romanian citizens, receiving the same punishment given to 

any opposition. The paradox, as Vultur points out, is that the deportations created 

solidarity among the deportees, bringing the victims, both Romanians and ethnic mi-

norities, to view the BŁrŁgan as a common tragedy inþicted on them by the commu-

nist government.
54

 Romanian ofýcials prevented mass deportations on the scale of Po-

landôs expulsions, but in turn demanded complete submission to the new social order, 

which included the suppression of their previous cultural, social and ethnic identities. 

There were sincere efforts made to maintain the integrity of the Romanian German 

communities despite attempts at integration through collectivisation as proposed by 

the government. This is evident in the discussions presented earlier between Petru 

Groza and Friedrich Müller. However, reintegration of the German minority into Ro-

manian society no longer meant the opening of ethnic German institutions and the 

þowering of local Romanian German traditions. Müller and others working alongside 

him were forced to accept a facade of freedom in exchange for being allowed to re-

main in the Romanian land they had always known as home.  

 

A Degree of Success 

In 1947 the Romanian government contemplated enacting a policy to deport 

the Saxon population to the eastern parts of Romania. Müller, one of the few who 

knew of the plan, is said to have made a dramatic appearance in Bucharest resulting in 

the withdrawal of the policy.
55

 As another forced removal appeared to be less of a 
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 Ibid., p. 148. A Romanian German deportee commented that óin BŁrŁgan we all went through the same tormentô. 
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 Philippi, Paul, óThe Lutheran Church in Romania in the Aftermath of Communismô, Religion, State, and Society, 
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threat, Müller changed his focus to maintaining the authority of the Lutheran Church 

within the German communities and protecting it against the repressive religious laws 

of the PCR.
56

 He was able to organise help for families of the deported and received 

permission to hold catechism on Saturdays and Sundays.
57

 Despite limited develop-

ment in the shadow of the Romanian Orthodox Church, the Lutheran Church under 

the leadership of Müller became involved in Protestant theological education at the 

university level in 1949. Since 1955 the Lutheran Theological Institute in Si-

biu/Hermannstadt has offered the schoolôs German language courses.
58

 Müller and 

other Romanian German leaders cooperated with the communist government and to 

an extent ensured a continued German presence in the Romanian Peopleôs Republic. 

The anti-fascist committee founded by Rudolf Meyer became the German 

Anti-Fascist Committee on 13 February 1949. The ýrst issue of the Committeeôs 

newspaper, Neuer Weg, was published on 13 March 1949. This organisation, along 

with the Consiliul Oamenilor Muncii de naѿionalitate germane (Workers Council of 

German Nationality), founded in November 1968, became tools by which the PCR, 

the Groza-led government, and subsequent governments attempted to conform the 

                                                                                                                                            
Germans should all be resettled in Russia then the Russians should come and take their place ï an unfavourable 

prospect for either the Romanian government or the Romanian people. The letter is mentioned in Plajer, óBischof 
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German minority to the principles of Romanian communism.
59

 Yet, along with com-

munist propaganda, German classics were also published in the German language. By 

1952 there were 285 German cultural centres, 287 German choir groups, 157 theatre 

troupes, 200 music societies, and 235 groups for the preservation of national costumes 

and dances. 40,000 students attended approximately 498 German medium schools 

across the country, of which all teachers were forced to attend instruction courses on 

communist ideology.
60

 

The 1952 constitution guaranteed nationalities ófree use of their mother tongue, 

complete school education in their mother tongueô as well as óthe publication of books 

and newspapers in their respective language, and their own theatreô. The German me-

dium theatre in Timiĸoara/ Temeschburg reopened in 1953, as had a German section 

of the State Theatre of Bucharest in Sibiu/Hermannstadt three years earlier.
61

 There 

was room for Romanian Germans to preserve certain aspects of their culture, and 

methods were available by which they could be reintegrated into society. All such 

paths were controlled by the PCR. Most often allowances of freedom for German and 

other ethnic minorities were used to further the agenda of the government. However, 

it is clear that the German minority in Romania continued to stay active in society af-

ter the 1950s. It did so with the help of its community leaders, despite Grozaôs loss of 

inþuence after 1948 (and subsequently that of Müller as well) and the oscillating 

measures of repression.
62
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Conclusion: Reintegration of the German Minority as Loyal Cit izens of Com-

munist Romania? 

It seemed that Groza appreciated the Bishop and admired his persistent advo-

cacy on behalf of the Romanian Germans, so much so that Groza described him as a 

Moses ýgure.
63

 He was unrelenting in his petitions before the leader of Romania, but 

unlike Moses before Pharaoh, Müller pleaded with Groza not to ólet his people goô ï 

but for freedom within óEgyptô. Müller, to a certain extent, found favour in the eyes of 

Groza, and he was able to ensure the existence of some cultural institutions while pre-

venting certain repressive measures. However, he was unable to stop either the depor-

tations that occurred in January 1945, or those of July 1951. Grozaôs inþuence in gov-

ernment decreased and Gheorgiu-Dej proved less welcoming. The PCR sought legiti-

macy by following Soviet orders while at the same time trying to win the loyalty of its 

citizens. 

The attitude of Groza and others toward Germans was inþuenced by the im-

portant historical and economic presence of the German communities, while from the 

opposite side there was a need to comply with the condemnation of Germans across 

Europe. The land reform in 1945 made the Romanians who received land look fa-

vourably on the new order and the law portrayed the Groza government as bringing a 

just punishment to the German minority for its association with Nazi crimes. However, 

there was no mass expulsion of Germans, apart from the large number that were de-

ported in January 1945. Groza and the PCR preferred to encourage the existence of 
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German cultural institutions within the control of the party and so present a deceptive 

image of a democratic communist Romania. 

The repressive measures of the ýrst six post-war years nevertheless took their 

toll on the German minority. Life became increasingly difýcult for all people in Ro-

mania and Nicolae CeauἨescuôs policies of assimilation or Romanisation, along with 

economic decline, inþuenced Romanian Germans to seek emigration. In the 1980s 

CeauἨescu sought to pay off the countryôs debt ahead of schedule and allowed the 

Federal Republic of Germany to pay for the emigration of German families.
64

 The lar-

ger cities in the Banat and in Transylvania continue to have small active German 

communities. They have, however, suffered greatly from the mass emigration at the 

end of the twentieth century. Attempts at German reintegration had some success but 

in the long run they proved mostly superýcial. The Romanian Germans preferred to 

leave the country they considered home and take their chances in the land of their an-

cestors.
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FORMS AND PATTERNS OF ADDRESS IN RUSSIAN: RECENT RESEARCH AND FUTURE 

DIRECTIONS  

 

1. INTRODUCTION  

 

This article will give an overview of recent research into forms of address in 

Russian, with an emphasis on the choice between ʪ  r(ty) and ʚʳ (vy), also taking into 

account the other members of the Slavonic languages as and when appropriate. The 

Slavonic languages, including, of course, Russian, share with the languages of Europe 

a well established system of informal and formal address in both pronouns and titles. 

With regard to second-person (óyouô) pronouns, Russian uses the singular pronoun 

ʪ  r (French tu) for singular, familiar address, while the plural pronoun ʚ  r (French 

vous) is used obligatorily for addressing more than one person as óyouô, but also for 

formal address to one person.
1

 Taking as its point of departure Stoneôs article (Stone 

1977) which gave an overview of the entire area of address in the Slavonic languages, 

we shall attempt to put into context the key research done on Russian during this ap-

proximately forty-year period in those areas identiýed by Stone as needing more work, 

as well as highlighting possible future avenues of inquiry into an area rich in linguistic 

and pragmatic complexity. Areas of interest discussed by Stone will be traced forward 

through subsequent research and include the following:  

(a) the treatment of address forms in descriptive grammars (2.1),  

(b) semantic agreement (2.2),  

                                                 
1

 Henceforth we use the standard T/V terminology (T = tu, V = vous) to refer to ʪ /rʚ  r usage respectively in 

Russian. 
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(c) the social functions of address forms and the decline of non-reciprocal us-

age in Russian (2.3),  

(d) the use of ʪ  rand ʚ rin conjunction with the use of ýrst name and patro-

nymic (ʠʤʷ-ʦʪʯʝʩʪʚʦ) (2.4), and,  

(e) switching between ʪ  rand ʚ r(2.5).  

Finally, although not discussed by Stone in this earlier article, research into the 

early origins of polite plural address in Russian is included (2.6) as it reveals some 

important discrepancies between scholars and is central to understanding the syn-

chronic status of address forms in Russian. It should also be said that only scholarly 

works are treated here; a brief survey of non-scholarly works dealing with more sub-

jective arguments with regard to the maintenance of proper modes of etiquette is 

given in Buchenau (1997, 13-14). It is interesting to note Buchenauôs comment (ibid., 

15) that, in general, i.e. even in scholarly works, the question of etiquette and/or ethics 

was the main focus of Soviet research into this area of Russian, while in the West the 

sociolinguistic aspects of address forms were at the forefront. 

 

2.1 DESCRIPTIVE GRAMMARS  

 

When Stone wrote his account, the state of research into forms of address in 

the Slavonic languages, as he makes clear, was fundamentally lacking in even the 

most basic study (Stone 1977, 492): 

 

The social semantics of pronominal usage in the Slavonic languages has 

received insufýcient attention. Particularly striking is the fact that de-

scriptive grammars often ignore altogether the question of criteria for 

making pronominal choices. Sometimes they do not even provide the ba-

sic linguistic information necessary to form second person sentences. [é] 
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[T]he research necessary to provide descriptions of contemporary address 

systems in terms of Brown and Gilmanôs conceptual framework has, so 

far as the Slavonic languages are concerned, yet to be undertaken.
2 
 

 

Although Stone (ibid.) states that ó[T]he purely linguistic problems alone are 

often considerable. This arises largely from the use of the second-person plural pro-

noun é to address one personô, the actual rules concerning the usage of T/V address 

forms in Russian are not complex, especially in comparison to some other Slavonic 

languages, and, certainly, these are generally given in the main standard descriptive 

grammars of Russian. Indeed, a (slightly abridged) quotation from Wade (2011, 137-

138) can be taken both as a good example of a non-technical discussion of the use of 

the second-person pronouns, as well as an exposition of the rules of pronominal ad-

dress in Russian themselves: 

 

ʊ  r

ʊ  róyouô (familiar) takes second-person singular forms of the present 

and future tenses of a verb... Like ʷ, ʪʳ is of common gender. 

ʊ  ris used in addressing a relation, a friend, a colleague of similar age 

and status, a child, God, nature, oneself, an animal etc. While ʪ ris 

generally acknowledged as the ófamiliarô form, older people are likely 

to restrict its use to a circle of close friends and colleagues, whereas 

young people are usually quicker to address members of their own age 

group as ʪʳ. 

ʊ  rmay also be used in conveying generalised information or instruc-

tion (cf. English óyouô). 

                                                 
2

 With óconceptual frameworkô, Stone is apparently referring to Brown and Gilmanôs (1960) seminal model of two 

parameters of power and solidarity in binary pairs of address pronouns.  
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ɺ  r

ɺ  ris used to address any group of more than one person, or an adult 

who is not a relation, friend or colleague of similar age and status. 

When writing to someone, ɺʳ is usually spelt with a capital letter. 

ɺ  r combines with plural forms of the verb, whether the pronoun 

represents an individual or a group: ʚʳ ʯʠʪʘʝʪʝ, ʚ  rʯʠʪʘʣʠ. When 

reference is to one person, the pronoun combines with the singular 

forms of long adjectives (ɺʳ ʪʘʢʦʡ ʜʦʙʨʳʡ (to a male), ɺ  rʪʘʢʘʷ 

ʜʦʙʨʘʷ (to a female)) ... but with the plural forms of short adjectives 

and participles: ɺʳ ʧʨʘʚʳ. 

 

ʊ  ror ʚ  r

Usage may depend on social status, age difference, education and con-

text of situation (e.g. teachers may address each other as ʚ  r in the 

presence of pupils of students, but as ʪʳ in their absence). Any transi-

tion from ʚ  rto ʪ ris normally initiated by the senior in age or rank. 

ɺ  ris used as a mark of respect to adult strangers, and by academic 

staff to students and (desirably, though many school teachers prefer to 

use ʪʳ) to senior pupils. Subordinates have traditionally used the for-

mal ʚ  rto their superiors, but have been addressed by them with the 

familiar ʪ.r This practice is still widespread, despite condemnation in 

ofýcial circles of its perpetuation in, for example, the armed forces, 

the health service and industry. 

 

Wadeôs description of the rules and usage of T/V address in Russian is rather typical 

and is essentially repeated (usually in somewhat less detail) in the other main descrip-

tive grammars of Russian, e.g. Offordôs Using Russian (1996, 180-181) and Cubber-
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leyôs handbook (2002, 354-358). Standard textbooks of Russian (e.g., Baker (1994), 

Nummikoski (2012)) typically offer similar basic practical rules (on occasion with 

accompanying exercises) of usage for students of Russian as in the ýrst two para-

graphs quoted above from Wade, while, of course, more detailed discussion of ongo-

ing tendencies is absent or, at least, minimal and highly generalised. 

What is omitted in descriptive grammars such as Wade (2011) for the most 

part, however, as can be seen in the above quotation, is any discussion of the more 

subtle complexities and tendencies currently occurring in the use of Russian forms of 

address. The account by Wade given above also displays two features which are char-

acteristic of such accounts of the usage of forms of address in Russian: ýrstly, they are 

characterised by the inability to give hard and fast rules, and a prevalence of general-

ising words (ómayô, ógenerallyô, ówidespreadô, ótraditionallyô); secondly, and con-

nected with the former point, is, of course, the general lack of empirical data and the 

reliance on individual instances of usage from text or dialogue, anecdotal evidence 

and/or the subjective judgement of the scholars themselves or their informants. 

Although there is a curious and conspicuous absence of any discussion of the 

topic of pronominal address in Russian in both the Russian Academy Grammar of 

1980 (AG 1980) (associated, as mentioned above, with the fact that Soviet linguists 

generally viewed address as belonging more to etiquette, than to grammar as such) 

and Ryazanova-Clarke and Wade (1999), two survey works which give accounts of it 

are Comrie, Stone and Polinsky (1996, 249-258) and Sussex and Cubberley (2006, 

565-571). The latter is, in fact, a discussion in relation to the Slavonic languages in 

general, though it is less comprehensive than the former work and all its points vis-à-

vis Russian are subsumed by the former work. Even Comrie, Stone and Polinsky 

(1996), however, fail to develop substantially any of the points outlined by (the same) 

Stone in his earlier article, other than to point out that singular V address began in the 
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ýfteenth century. Curiously, they omit to mention Popov (1985) in connection with 

this observation, citing only a rather less substantial paper by Chernykh (1948) (see 

below for further discussion of the origins of singular V address in Russian). There 

are good discussions on the use of address forms in the army and academic institu-

tions, as well as a section on Russian names (which will be discussed below), but, on 

the whole, the works cited are generally pre-1977 and the survey, therefore, makes 

few advances on the article by Stone from 1977. Gladrow (2008) offers a generalised 

description of how address forms operate in the modern language with comparisons to 

German usage made throughout.  

 

2.2 SEMANTIC AGREEMENT  

 

 For Stone (1977, 494), the issue of semantic agreement in Russian is as fol-

lows: 

 

In Russian, even in non-standard varieties, the possibility of semantic 

agreement in the case of verbs is extremely remote. [é] The type 

ʂʫʜʘ ʚʳ ʧʦʰʣʘ?
3

 is described as ónon-literaryô and is probably rare 

even in dialects. 

 

The question of agreement is connected primarily with the pronoun ʚ  rand re-

sults from the fact that it is a morphologically plural form (as French vous), but is be-

ing used as a singular pronoun semantically (i.e. to address one person, male or fe-

male). The fact is, however, that in modern standard Russian, the rules of agreement 

                                                 
3

 óWhere have you (V) gone?ô (verb in fem. sg.!) [First authorôs translation here and in subsequent quotations from 

Stone ï R.L.] 
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with T/V (verbal, adjectival and nominal) are not complex and very stable (see the 

description of ʪ  rand ʚ  rabove by Wade (2011)), though this has developed from a 

previously less stable situation in which even nouns could be plural in the comple-

ment: Stone (ibid., 495), gives an example from Griboedov in which the masculine 

plural noun form ʧʦʣʢʦʚʥʠʢʠ is used as the complement of ʚ  r to one person (i.e. 

óYou are colonelsô for the meaning óYou are a colonelô). Russian, therefore, forms 

something of an exception in terms of Stoneôs general assessment of agreement in 

Slavonic languages (ibid.): 

 

Uncertainty as to whether V demands semantic or grammatical 

agreement is endemic in the Slavonic languages. Even where one type 

or the other has been established as the only form acceptable as stan-

dard, another type, as we have seen, is usually know to exist in non-

standard varieties. 

 

Even in a language as closely related to Russian as Ukrainian, this variation is particu-

larly prevalent even in the standard language, as Stone notes (ibid.). 

As a result of this lack of variation in standard Russian, recent studies of 

agreement in address (e.g. Corbett 2006, 230-232) have concentrated on linguistic 

theory, and, in particular, on the difference between short and long adjectives in Rus-

sian. Indeed, if there is one area remaining in the standard language where there is 

some amount of possible variation, then it is in adjectival use. The rules of agreement 

with short and long adjectives have been outlined above by Wade (2011) with exam-

ples: V combines with a short adjective in the plural form only, but with a long adjec-

tive in its singular form (masculine or feminine as appropriate). Thus, with a short 

form we ýnd - óɺʳ ʧʨʘʚʳô (óYou (to a male or female) are correctô), and with a long 

form - óɺʳ ʪʘʢʦʡ ʜʦʙʨʳʡ/ʪʘʢʘʷ ʜʦʙʨʘʷô (óYou (to a male/to a female) are so kindô). 
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Although Corbett (2006, 232) ýnds that there is a small amount of variation between 

the forms used in short and long adjectives with V singular address, essentially the 

problem is one of linguistic categorisation. Following from Comrieôs article of 1975 

on the concept of predicate hierarchy (Comrie 1975), Corbett (2006, 230-232) con-

ýrms the validity of Comrieôs predicate hierarchy and includes it in his broader 

agreement hierarchy as a sub-hierarchy. The predicate hierarchy can be thought of as 

a linear, left-to-right progression from verbal to nominal represented as óverb > parti-

ciple > adjective > nounô. As Corbett himself puts it (ibid., 231), óé as we move 

rightwards along the Predicate Hierarchy, the likelihood of agreement with greater 

semantic justiýcation will increase monotonically (that is, with no intervening de-

crease).ô The interesting aspect of Russian is that (ibid., 232), óthis split within the ad-

jectives highlights the gradient nature of the Predicate Hierarchyô. Long forms, there-

fore, are to be viewed as more nominal than short forms which are closer to verbal 

forms. Clearly, however, as indicated by the small amount of variance found by Cor-

bett between singular and plural agreement in short and long adjectives, this is an area 

that still requires more detailed research, including its diachronic development. 

 

2.3 SOCIAL FUNCTIONS 

 

The social, synchronic functions of pronominal address (the functions of 

nominal address will be discussed below) have to a large extent been the main focus 

of Western research into this area on Russian over the past ýfty years or so, i.e. both 

since the appearance of Stoneôs article in 1977 and prior to it. Examples of it are pro-

vided by Jachnow (1974), Nakhimovsky (1976), Kirk (1979), Schubert (1984), but all 

are in a sense subsumed by Buchenau (1997), a major work on the functions of formal, 

or, as he terms it, ódistanceô address, in Russian, Polish and German.  
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The questions to be addressed in this particular area according to Stone (1977, 

500-502) are as follows: 

 

Turning to the matter of the social functions of pronominal address, it 

is immediately obvious that the question as to which forms are appro-

priate to which speakers in which contexts has not achieved much 

prominence in Slavonic linguistic studiesé Often the nearest thing we 

have to a description is scattered here and there in the pages of popular 

guides to etiquette, but, valuable as they are, such sources usually pro-

vide only a very rough guide to social acceptability. [é] In at least 

some of the Slavonic languages recent trends appear to have been 

similar to those noted by Brown and Gilman.
4

  

 

Stone (ibid., 501) bemoans the fact that much of the evidence here is anecdotal or ob-

tained from respondents as question/answer type data, and thus its reliability is always 

subjective. He also notes that óUkrainians are generally aware of the fact that they use 

mutual T less than Russians, and that for them similarity of age is a particularly im-

portant criterion for its suitabilityô. He states (ibid., 501-502) that: 

 

In Russian there has been a marked decline in non-reciprocal usage in 

all kinds of power relationships. [é] The replacement of T by V to 

address subordinates began at the end of the nineteenth century, but it 

was at that time still a matter for commenté 

 

                                                 
4

 That is to say that there has been a shift away from Brown and Gilmanôs (1960) non-reciprocal power semantic 

where T is given and V received. 
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 ï quoting a passage from Chekhov about the authorôs feelings of awkwardness in us-

ing V to servants. Stone continues (ibid., 502): óBy the early twentieth century the re-

alisation that non-reciprocal usage was an aspect of social degradation had begun to 

dawn among industrial workers.ô Stone points out that Russia is one of the few coun-

tries in which address forms have been the focus of political ideology with a top-down 

attempt to establish more democratic usage in the army and industrial workplace un-

der the Soviet regime, established after the Russian Revolution of 1917. In the army, 

for example, V was to be used for all ranks, though, as Stone makes clear, in practice 

this was and is probably abused. Indeed, as he concludes, óé the non-reciprocal T of 

power is probably more alive in Russia than in some other Slavonic countriesô. 

The question for Stone, therefore, is the extent to which the use of non-

reciprocal T/V address in Russian has become and is becoming less common. 

Buchenauôs (1997, 79-89) account of the social functions of address in Rus-

sian is an attempt at empirical research, but is also comparative, since it seeks to com-

pare and contrast address in Russian, Polish and German. Similar in this regard, 

though less analytical, is Gladrowôs (2008) account of address forms in Russian with 

comparison/translation of German usage. Regarding the empirical aspect of his work, 

it needs to be stressed that address forms are highly resistant to such methods of data 

collection, and Buchenau, therefore, cannot rectify what Stone perceives to be a 

weakness in scholarship of this kind. As Buchenau himself makes clear (ibid., 39): 

 

Die unbedenklichste Art, zu verläßlichen Daten über das Funk-

tionieren von Anredeformen in der mündlichen Kommunikation zu 

kommen, besteht ohne Zweifel in der Beobachtung spontanen Sprach-

gebrauchs durch Muttersprachler. Im Falle der vorliegenden Arbeit 

war es allerdings unmöglich, hauptsächlich diesen Weg bei der 

Sammlung eigenen Materials zu beschreiben, da hierzu ständiger Kon-
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takt mit Deutschen, Russen und Polen in möglichst vielen ver-

schiedenen Situationen notwendig ist. 

 

Dismissing the non-oral nature of correspondence favoured by Berger (1995), 

he accepts the inevitable value of literary texts (of both the nineteenth and ýrst half 

the twentieth century), as well as including 30-45 minute interviews with some 12 re-

spondents who gave responses based both on their own (essentially subjective) under-

standing of how they would address others and expect to be addressed themselves. 

The signiýcant problems of obtaining anything approximating objective data are thus 

highlighted by Buchenauôs attempts to give such an account, and, perhaps, not sur-

prisingly, the account he gives of Russian reads in many instances more like an anec-

dotal account rather than a strictly statistical exercise. 

Nevertheless, Buchenau outlines the following key areas in which the social 

functions of Russian differ strongly from Polish and German (and, in most cases, 

other European languages (both Slavonic and non-Slavonic)). In so doing he under-

lines how Russia differs culturally from so much of Europe. Firstly, V singular ad-

dress is only a part of the standard language (ʣʠʪʝʨʘʪʫʨʥʳʡ ʷʟʳʢ): it is entirely ab-

sent from ʧʨʦʩʪʦʨʝʯʠʝ (ópopular languageô, though a rather pejorative term) and 

Russian dialects, a feature illustrated by the experiences reported by Buchenau of a 

doctor working in a settlement not far from Moscow where the local inhabitants regu-

larly addressed him and each other (even even if they were adults and unacquainted 

with each other) by T. Secondly, according to Buchenau (1997, 80-82), the regular 

use of T and V between the same two people is less stable in Russian than in German 

and Polish. This feature will be analysed in more detail below under óSwitching be-

tween T and Vô. While Buchenau does not disagree with the basic premises of Brown 

and Gilmanôs (1960) three T and V dyads and their concomitant power relationships 

(T-T, V-V and T-V) for European languages, he considers their applicability for Rus-
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sian to be inappropriate. He also distinguishes the general move towards mutual T ad-

dress (which has been observed to be taking place in west European languages) from 

tendencies in Russian which result from the languageôs different historical precedents 

with respect to address forms (ibid., 81). Buchenau traces the history of pronominal 

address in Russia from the nineteenth century to the Soviet top-down attempt to 

broaden the scope of reciprocal V; in particular, he discusses T/V address in the Red 

Army which even released a written declaration in 1917 advocating the rights of all 

soldiers to be addressed in the proper formal way rather than with T singular, and also 

within the more educated classes (the so called ʠʥʪʝʣʣʠʛʝʥʪʥʦʝ «ʚ »r). Notwith-

standing the efforts of the Soviet government, Buchenau (1997, 84-86) makes it clear 

that non-reciprocal T/V address between interlocutors based on the power paradigm 

was widespread in the Soviet Union, not only between older and younger speakers, 

but particularly in the workplace, largely as a result of the familiarity of those in posi-

tions of power with the pre-revolutionary use of T to workers and other people of 

lower social standing (of which they were once representatives). The continued use of 

non-reciprocal T/V, in a sense, then, offers a linguistic perspective into the failure of 

the Soviet Union to establish true equality in all sections of society ï in many ways, as 

shown by this practice, the Revolution gave licence to maintain such pre-

revolutionary practices, albeit with different protagonists. Since perestroika in the lat-

ter half of the 1980s and the subsequent break-up of the Soviet Union in 1991, Rus-

sian has indeed been following the trends of other European languages, namely a shift 

towards reciprocal T (also observable with nominal address (see below)) (see, for ex-

ample, Zemskaia 1997). Finally, Buchenau (1997, 86-89) discusses (but leaves open) 

the question of the extent to which T is indeed a disrespectful or demeaning form of 

address when used by one adult to another, ýnding evidence from some informants 

that V-singular address can sound too ofýcial and distant, and, therefore, at least in 
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some situations, negative and less preferable than T. The rather old ófolkô Russian na-

ture of T address can also be seen in addressing Orthodox priests, at least from parish-

ioners, a practice which can be seen as being related to the normal mode of addressing 

God (i.e. T). At the same time, Buchenau stresses that V address to priests, bishops 

and the like is also possible, making this area of address in Russian uniquely free and 

subject to personal preference. 

While Buchenauôs account of pronominal address forms certainly fulýls 

Stoneôs requirements, with the exception of providing an entirely empirical account, it 

seems that an analysis of address in modern Russian using a hierarchy of factors has 

yet to be developed, and this is to the detriment of the area and certainly a task for fu-

ture research. An example of this type of study is provided by Polovina (1984) who 

sets up a 10-way system of factors which affect address use in Serbo-Croat. Weissen-

böck (2006) sets up a similar system for modern (western) Ukrainian, distinguishing 

between óKey Factorsô, viz personôs age, upbringing, value system, gender and politi-

cal convictions, and óFactors of Interactionô, viz relative age (of the interlocutors), 

relative status, setting, level of social distance and kinship. Of these factors Weissen-

böck identiýes a personôs age and upbringing as the most important and the relative 

age and status of interlocutors the most important relative factors. While there are, of 

course, differences between Ukrainian and Russian in this area (most typically, 

Ukrainian makes more use of V singular address than Russian, as previously noted, 

making it sound more formal to Russian ears), reason suggests that the same would or 

certainly could hold true for Russian and that further research along these lines is re-

quired. It should be mentioned that Friedrich (1972) sets up ten factors which deter-

mine the use of T or V in Russian society, but limits his analysis to the nineteenth 

century. His factors, in descending order, are starkly different from Weissenbºckôs 
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given above, viz topic of discourse, content, age, generation, sex, kinship, dialect, 

group membership, relative authority and emotional solidarity. 

 

2.4 NOMINAL ADDRESS 

 

For Stone, problems of nominal address in Russian are mainly concerned with 

the different combinations of particular names and titles with either T or V, or, at least, 

the likelihood of either T or V to be used with a particular name or title. Stone (1977, 

503-504) states: 

 

[I]t is immediately obvious that the use of personal names and titles 

has social correlates which are similar to those of pronominal forms. 

Nominal and pronominal forms of address often co-occur, but there 

are many discrepancies too. [é] In Russian é the use of the fore-

name, including hypocoristics, with V is quite common, though fore-

name with T is even commoner. [é] There are few, if any, combina-

tions of nominal and pronominal address forms which can be regarded 

as totally impossible. [é] Among the rarer types of co-occurrence in 

Russian are T with forename + patronymic é and V with patronymic 

alone. 

 

 Concluding his rather brief survey of this aspect of address, Stone (ibid., 504) 

makes the following points: 

 

In connection with the social changes affecting the Slavonic languages 

in the twentieth century several types of nominal address have been 

replaced or have simply disappeared. Aristocratic and administrative 
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titles, such as those in the Russian Table of Ranks, have lost their tra-

ditional function, though they are remembered and may be used ironi-

cally. At the same time new titles such as Russian ʪʦʚʘʨʠʱ (ócom-

radeô), ʛʨʘʞʜʘʥʠʥ (ócitizenô (masc.)), ʛʨʘʞʜʘʥʢʘ (ócitizenô (fem.)) ... 

have come to the fore, though there has been a general movement 

away from the use of titles and the innovations are less numerous than 

those that have fallen out of circulation. 

 

While Sussex and Cubberley (2006, 568-571) offer a succinct overview of this 

area in Slavonic languages, and Berger (2002) gives a diachronic perspective with an 

analysis of the use of titles in Russian in the nineteenth century, these are to a large 

extent subsumed by Buchenauôs (1997, 135-176) more holistic treatment. Russian, of 

course, is in many ways the most marked of all the Slavonic languages in this respect 

through its widespread use of name and patronymic (ʠʤʷ-ʦʪʯʝʩʪʚʦ) as the standard 

means of expressing distance, particularly in the ofýcial sphere, while title + name 

plays a relatively minor role in the language.
5

 Nevertheless, as Nikolaeva (1999) and 

Krongauz (2004, 182) note, ʠʤʷ-ʦʪʯʝʩʪʚʦ is showing signs of receding, especially, 

as Krongauz (ibid.) explains, in business circles, where addressing people by ýrst 

name only is now preferred. Business cards too generally exclude the patronymic and 

have only the ýrst and last name. It is also worth pointing out that the use of ʠʤʷ-

ʦʪʯʝʩʪʚʦ to express distance extended during the Soviet period to Ukrainian, so that 

in modern Ukrainian two models, a Western Ukrainian model (using pan/pani + last 

                                                 
5

 The patronymic in Russian (ʦʪʯʝʩʪʚʦ) is formed from the fatherôs name by means of the sufýx -ʦʚʠʯ/-ʝʚʠʯ for 

males and ïʦʚʥʘ/-ʝʚʥʘ for females (thus, the fatherôs name ʇʸʪʨ gives the masc. and fem. patronymics 

respectfully ʇʝʪʨʦʚʠʯ and ʇʝʪʨʦʚʥʘ). Standard V address to adults uses the ýrst name (ʠʤʷ) and patronymic 

(thus, ʠʤʷ-ʦʪʯʝʩʪʚʦ): «ʃʝʦʥʠʜ ʇʝʪʨʦʚʠʯ, ʚ  rʧʦʣʫʯʠʣʠ ʤʦʸ ʧʠʩʴʤʦ?» (óLeonid Petrovich, have you received 

my letter?ô). 
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name) (Weissenböck 2006, 20.3-20.4) and a óRussianô model (using ýrst name + pat-

ronymic), are possible, though culturally at odds with each other. 

Buchenau uses Schubertôs (1986, 54 ff.) distinction between bound and free 

forms of address, the former essentially represented by pronouns, the latter by titles: 

as Buchenau (1997, 33) states: 

 

Schubert é unterscheidet zwischen gebundenen und freien Anrede-

formen, also zwischen syntaktisch in den Satz integrierten Formen, die 

die Funktion eines Subjekts, Objekts oder Attributs ausfüllen, und 

Vokativen, die syntaktisch und prosodisch aus dem Satz ausgegliedert 

sind. 

 

Following this basic distinction, Buchenau modiýes (since it only refers to German 

and Polish, not Russian) Tomiczekôs (1983) classiýcation of six basic types of form 

within the free forms of address: 1) Mr/Mrs words, e.g. Russian ʛʦʩʧʦʜʠʥ (óMrô), 

ʛʦʩʧʦʞʘ (óMrs/Missô); 2) collegial titles, e.g. ʪʦʚʘʨʠʱ (ócomradeô), 

ʛʨʘʞʜʘʥʠʥ/ʛʨʘʞʜʘʥʢʘ (ócitizenô (masc./fem.)); 3) professional and functional titles, 

e.g. ʧʨʦʬʝʩʩʦʨ (óprofessorô), ʜʠʨʝʢʪʦʨ (ódirector, principalô); 4) symbolic titles, e.g. 

ʚʘʰʝ ʩʚʷʪʝʡʰʝʩʪʚʦ (óYour Holinessô); 5) designations of (family) relationships, e.g. 

ʧʘʧʘ (ódadô), ʤʘʤʘ (ómumô), but also pseudo-family terms, e.g. ʦʪʝʮ (ófatherô) to a 

priest; 6) occasional titles, e.g. ʋʚʘʞʘʝʤʳʝ ʯʠʪʘʪʝʣʠ! (óDear (Esteemed) readers!).
6

 

Buchenau (1977, 135) sees in the spread of the use of ýrst name and patro-

nymic (ʠʤʷ-ʦʪʯʝʩʪʚʦ) from the time of the middle ages, when originally only the 

boyars were entitled to have the full patronymic (-ʦʚʠʯ/-ʝʚʠʯ as opposed to only -ʦʚ/  

                                                 
6

 Berger (1995, 25) as well as Brehmer (2005, 12-14) base their classiýcations on syntactic criteria, similar to 

Buchenau and Schubert, but different from Tomiczekôs semantic criteria. 
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-ʝʚ) after their ýrst name, the equivalent process of emancipation in Russia which led 

to Herr/Frau and pan/pani in German and Polish respectively. Eventually name + 

patronymic became the normal form of address for any adult in the appropriate situa-

tion. The fact that ʛʦʩʧʦʜʠʥ (óMrô) and ʩʫʜʘʨʴ (óSirô) (and their feminine equivalents, 

ʛʦʩʧʦʞʘ (óMrs/Missô) and ʩʫʜʘʨʳʥʷ (óMadamô)) never made the inroads that their 

equivalents did in, say, German and Polish, is counterbalanced by the rise of ʠʤʷ-

ʦʪʯʝʩʪʚʦ address in Russian and in no way diminishes the role of social emancipa-

tion from feudal custom in Russian. At the same time, it needs to be stressed that this 

development was a gradual process reaching before and after the nineteenth century, 

and the ability to use the -ʦʚʠʯ/-ʦʚʥʘ sufýx was essentially a privilege that could be 

both granted and revoked. Buchenau (ibid., 137) also stresses the fundamental differ-

ence between languages with separate Mr/Mrs words and Russian, in which the mark 

of Mr/Mrs is sufýxal (i.e. the patronymic itself, e.g. ʇʝʪʨʦʚʠʯ/ʇʝʪʨʦʚʥʘ) and there-

fore always dependent on the actual name of the person. Thus, respectful address be-

comes an integral part of the personôs name, once granted. The marginal importance 

of the surname (ʬʘʤʠʣʠʷ) in Russian formal address is also important to note in con-

trast to its primary importance in the majority of west European languages. Another 

valuable point made by Buchenau (ibid., 141-142) is that use of ʠʤʷ-ʦʪʯʝʩʪʚʦ is not 

merely a naming device, but implies a sense of both closeness and respect with regard 

to the person being addressed, something borne out by the fact that while most ónativeô 

cultural ýgures are referred to in this way (e.g. ɸʣʝʢʩʘʥʜʨ ʉʝʨʛʝʝʚʠʯ, i.e. ʇʫʰʢʠʥ), 

cultural ýgures who have lived and worked abroad for signiýcant periods are gener-

ally referred to only by ýrst name and surname (ʉʝʨʛʝʡ ʈʘʭʤʘʥʠʥʦʚ, ʄʘʨʠʥʘ 

ʎʚʝʪʘʝʚʘ). 

Although Buchenauôs (1997) analysis is again essentially anecdotal, though 

carried out with informants, a clear attempt is made to deýne the developmental ten-
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dencies of nominal address. While there is not enough space here to discuss all as-

pects of Buchenauôs analysis of this kind of address, the following points will high-

light the main areas of research following from Stoneôs comments regarding nominal 

address. In particular, Buchenau (ibid., 143) identiýes that in the years after the Sec-

ond World War in the USSR there was a clear move away from ʠʤʷ-ʦʪʯʝʩʪʚʦ, es-

pecially among óequalsô, and a move towards V, occasionally T, address with the use 

of the ýrst name only, something, arguably, inþuenced by west European models. 

Russian, of course, also has the additional possibility of multiple derivations of most 

ýrst names ï short forms, or hypocoristics ï another area of considerable complexity, 

in fact (see, for example, Offord 1996, 230-233; Krongauz (2004, 172) notes that 

there are more than twenty-ýve variant forms of the name ɸʣʝʢʩʘʥʜʨ, and more than 

forty for ʄʘʨʠʷ). As Buchenau explains, there is a crucial difference between using a 

full name (e.g. ɹʦʨʠʩ) + V as opposed to a short form of the name (e.g. ɹʦʨʷ) + V: 

the former became extremely rare during the Soviet period (though was common in 

nineteenth-century literature), but has undergone something of a revival in the years 

after perestroika, primarily in the media and between business-people. The latter is 

limited essentially to use in academic circles (mainly as non-reciprocal address be-

tween staff and students, with students using ʠʤʷ-ʦʪʯʝʩʪʚʦ and V) (see also Gla-

drow 2008, 44). Buchenau (1997, 145-146) also discusses the possibility of a com-

promise form of address ï the use of ʠʤʷ-ʦʪʯʝʩʪʚʦ with T address, and characterises 

it as a way of combining closeness with respect, as perhaps between neighbours or 

between schoolteachers in the presence of pupils. The exact circumstances of its use, 

however, remain opaque. The reverse of this ócompromiseô is V address with the use 

of the ýrst name only, mentioned directly above. 

Buchenau (1997, 149 ff.) works through a discussion of pseudo-family terms, 

such as ʙʘʪʶʰʢʘ (ófatherô), concentrating on the Orthodox Church and the Table of 
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Ranks, established by Peter the Great in 1722, to govern hierarchy and roles of mili-

tary personnel, civil service and nobility. Of particular interest, however, is his discus-

sion of the development of titles such as ʪʦʚʘʨʠʱ, ʛʨʘʞʜʘʥʠʥ/ʛʨʘʞʜʘʥʢʘ, 

ʛʦʩʧʦʜʠʥ/ʛʦʩʧʦʞʘ, ʩʫʜʘʨʴ/ʩʫʜʘʨʳʥʷ, as well as address forms to strangers. Not-

withstanding the importance of ʪʦʚʘʨʠʱ in Russian, this section makes clear the par-

ticular social and political conditions which have had such a large effect on Russian 

nominal address, as well the importance of ʠʤʷ-ʦʪʯʝʩʪʚʦ, which, as mentioned 

above, has had such a dominant role in Russian and largely ousted other nominal 

forms of address. Although, of course, ʪʦʚʘʨʠʱ (ócomradeô) made a lot of headway 

during the Soviet period (Buchenau refers to Formanovskaja (1989) in relation to this), 

since the mid 1980s it has been in decline again in line with the political situation in 

the country and its clear associations with socialism. As Buchenau points out (1977, 

155), however, it is also unusual as a nominal address form, in so far as it has no 

feminine form (ʪʦʚʘʨʢʘ is generally deemed to be ʧʨʦʩʪʦʨʝʯʠʝ). Indeed, this 

speciýc factor may have prevented it from becoming the norm in everyday situations, 

in addition to the well established practice (even by 1917) of using ʠʤʷ-ʦʪʯʝʩʪʚʦ. 

This meant that ʪʦʚʘʨʠʱ was essentially restricted to ofýcial use or addressing 

strangers. In recent years plural address in ofýcial contexts has tended towards 

óɻʦʩʧʦʜʘ!ô (óGentlemen!ô), or óɼʘʤʳ ʠ ʛʦʩʧʦʜʘ!ô (óLadies and gentlemen!ô). 

Regarding the other most common types of nominal address in Russian, 

Buchenau discusses ʛʨʘʞʜʘʥʠʥ/ʛʨʘʞʜʘʥʢʘ (ibid., 160-163) which reached its peak 

during the NEP period (New Economic Policy, 1921-28), but which became some-

what stigmatised during the 1930s and therefore lost ground to ʪʦʚʘʨʠʱ. Like the 

latter word, however, ʛʨʘʞʜʘʥʠʥ has not disappeared entirely, though its use is es-

sentially restricted to use for strangers (with a rather ofýcial tenor to it), in combina-

tion with an occasional title (e.g. on signs, ɻʨʘʞʜʘʥʝ ʧʝʰʝʭʦʜʳ, é !) (óCitizen pe-




