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Abstract
This study seeks to show how the literary legacy of Mikhail Zoshchenko (1894-1958)
can productively be understood as a sustained textual engagement with the writer's
own melancholia. Drawing equally on present-day critical approaches which
increasingly emphasize the unity of life and art in the works of Zoshchenko, and on a
psychoanalytically-influenced model of textual melancholia, this study posits and
analyzes a melancholy component of the broader comic aesthetic that typified
Zoshchenko's early work and on which, to a large degree, Zoshchenko's reputation
still rests today. The study then proceeds to trace the development of this textual
melancholia beyond its aesthetic representation in earlier works to show an
increasingly direct discursive elaboration of the condition in works written after 1927.
This evolution in the textual refraction of the writer's melancholia is shown to extend
into the writer's later 'medical' works where they acquire a more or less explicit
therapeutic function and become a kind of culturally nuanced Soviet language of
melancholia. This development is contextualised by reference to Soviet conceptions
of mental illness and a Soviet medical establislunent characterized by an unusually
dominant physiological understanding of the mind. Throughout, the study aims to
demonstrate how a reading of the Zoshchenko oeuvre in terms of melancholia can
deepen and broaden critical understandings of this enigmatic writer, opening up a
hitherto neglected ideational component of Zoshchenko's art.

1

For those who are racked by melancholia, writing about
it would have meaning only if writing sprang out of that
very melancholia.
Julia Kristeva, Black Sun (1987)

I write of melancholy,
melancholy.

by being

busie

to avoid

Robert Burton, The Anatomy of Melancholy (1621)
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Note on Transliteration
All transliterations from Cyrillic are performed in accordance to the Library of
Congress system with the following exceptions. Where the names of Russian writers
have become established in general English usage under different transliterations, I
have tended to use those established transliterations in the general discussion: thus
Dostoevsky, not Dostoevskii; Tolstoy, not Tolstoi; Gogol, not Gogol'. A further
exception is made for the names of scholars where the discussion references work
published both in English and in Russian; in this instance, for the sake of consistency,
I have opted to use the established English version in the discussion, but observe the
proper transliteration for source citation. This is particularly an issue with the emigre
scholar Alexander Zholkovsky whose work on Zoshchenko is published across the
two languages.
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Introduction
Mikhail Zoshchenko is a writer still best known for his comic short stories, works
which have become both literary classics in their own right as well as touchstones for
generations of subsequent Russian humorists. However, behind the laughter and the
literary stardom, throughout his life Zoshchenko was locked in a relentless struggle
with a debilitating melancholy which was to torment him periodically to the end of his
days. This personal struggle forms the motivation and subject matter for his ill-fated
part-autobiographical work Before Sunrise (Pered voskhodom solntsa, 1943). Part
memoir, part treatise, part auto-therapeutic testimonial, this deeply complex and
unconventional work does not in itself constitute the whole melancholic aspect of
Zoshchenko's works; rather it opens a view onto, and stands at the pinnacle of, a
melancholic aesthetic which stretches across the varied gamut of Zoshchenko' s
substantial creative output. As the present study will endeavour to demonstrate, the
roots of this melancholic aesthetic run deep in Zoshchenko' s writings and their textual
significance goes far beyond the rather vague notion of the 'melancholic comic'; in
fact, the melancholy Zoshchenko turns out to be a writer of rare skill crafting
innovative linguistic expressions of a condition and affect whose miseries defy the
consoling grasp of language.
Lying at the apex of his melancholic aesthetic, Before Sunrise forms the
foundation of all critical readings of melancholia in Zoshchenko. Komei Chukovskii,
Zoshchenko's one time literary mentor and long-standing friend, wrote an important
memoir of the writer which appeared as part of his collection Contemporaries
(Sovremenniki) in 1965. His reminiscence, which relies heavily on, and quotes
liberally from, Before Sunrise at a time when the book was still officially unavailable,

made much of the comic writer's "savage" ("svirepaia") melancholy.'
"Depression

stifled him [Zoshchenko]

sole antidote for his hypochondria,
Zoshchenko's
Chukovsii's

debilitating

He noted that:

from earliest childhood, and laughter was the

his sole salvation from it.,,2 By suggesting that

depression

found relief in laughter, the second part of

assertion clearly implicates Zoshchenko's

melancholy in the formation of

his distinctive humorous style. This interesting approach is developed further to the
point where Chukovskii asserts:

He constantly careered like this between these two extremes:
between 'gloominess' and laughter. He tossed and turned both in
life and in art. And, of course, laughter did not always prevail.
Gloominess frequently did not want to yield, and then stories arose
for Zoshchenko
where
laughter
co-existed
with anguish.
Cheerfulness
in combination
with sadness - the best of
Zoshchenko's
works were coloured by this complex sensation,
which is also, in essence, called humour.,,3
This perceptive reading of Zoshchenko' s comic fiction fuses life and art in a creative
embrace that casts the writer's melancholy as intrinsic to his art. Yet later on this bold
fusion of life and art is blunted somewhat when Chukovskii moves on to the thirties.

Depression was indeed the curse of his whole life. By now, the
middle of the thirties, he finally became firmly convinced of the fact
that it also disrupted him, the writer, from depicting life in all its
splendour and that, by strength of will, he must overcome this
disease. Only then he would have the right to artistic creation."

I K I Chukovskii, Sovremenniki in Sobranie sochinenii v shesti tomakh (Moscow: Khudozhestvennaia
literatura, 1964-1969), vol. 2, p. 539.
2 «Xaanpa .Il)'WHJla ero C caaoro paaaero .neTCTBa, H cuex 6blJl e.nHHCTBeHHblM nporasosnaea ero
HIlOXOH.!q)HH,e.nHHCTBeHHblM ero cnaceaaea OT aee.» Ibid, p. 494.
3 «Tu Me)K.Il)' 3THMH .llB)'MJI kpaAHOCTHMH OH nOCTOgHHOMeTaJJCgMelK.ll)' 'yrpIOMCTBOM' H CMeXOM.
MeTaJlcJI H B )KH3HH H B TBop'IeCTBe. H, KOHe'lHO, caex n06eqaJI
He scerna. YrplOMCTBO saxacryio
He xoreno cnasarsca, H rorna Y 30111eHKOB03HHKaJIH paCCKa3b1, rae CMex COCYllleCTBYeT C TOCKOft
Becenocrs B CO'leTaHHI'I C rpYCTbIO - 3THM CnO)KHblM qyBCTBOM, xoropoe, B CYlllHOCTH, H Ha3b1BaeTCJI
~MOPOM, okpameHbl nysume npOH3Be.neHIDI 30111eHKo.» Ibid, p.495.
«Xaanpa .neACTBHTenbHO 6b1na npoKJUlTHeM Bcei:l ero )KH3HH. Teneps, K cepenaae TPH.IluaTbIX ronos,
OH OKOH'laTenbHO yrsepnanca B ToR MblcnH, 'ITO OHa-TO H MewaeT esry, nacaremo, H306pRlKaTb )KH3Hb
BO BeeM ee 6necKe H 'ITO YCHnHeM sona OH .non)KeH npeononers 3TY XBOpb. Tonsxo rorna Y Hero
6y.neT npaao Ha TBOp'leCTBo.» Ibid, p.539.

What is interesting here is that Chukovskii stresses the way in which Zoshchenko" s
melancholy had now become an obstacle to his literary endeavours, whereas earlier it
seemed to be part of the very wellspring of creative outpouring that had determined
Zoshchenko's early literary success. This line of argument is reinforced later in
Chukovskii's reminiscence when he insists that Zoshchenko' s unrelenting attempts in
the thirties to conquer his depression arose:

[... ] not only because it [depression] caused him so much torment,
but because for the most part he considered it dangerous and
harmful to his literary creativity, to his future books.i
Here Zoshchenko's melancholic sufferings appear to be something very definitely
opposed to literary creation. That it disrupts literary endeavours carries the
implication that it is something separate from literature, something that should be
without textual trace or effect in a literary work proper.
Thus, by the close of Chukovskii' s reminiscences of Zoshchenko, there is a
lingering tension as to the literary relevance of the writer's melancholy; on the one
hand it points intriguingly to a melancholic aspect in Zoshchenko' s aesthetic that
would demand closer study, while on the other hand limiting that melancholy to a
purely

biographical

significance,

which,

if anything,

obscures

his

literary

achievement. Although this tension remains ultimately unresolved, it is interesting to
note that the last two citations above, in opposition to the preceding one which
affirmed the inseparability of life and art, are cast in reported speech, as if recounting
Zoshchenko's opinion from memory. They are thus distanced from Chukovskii' s own
voice, leaving the reader with the impression that the denial of any textual relevance
to Zoshchenko's melancholy was an opinion held by the now dead author, while the

5 «He TOJIbKO nOTOMY, 'ITO OHa npH'lHHJIJla

C'IHTaJI

ee onacaoa H Bpe.llHOA

,ll.JUI

eM)' CTOJIbKO M)"IeHmt,

csoero raopxecrsa,

a nOTOM)' rJIaBHhIM 06pa30M,

,ll.JUI CBOHX 6y.IlYUlHX

KHHr.» Ibid, p.543.

'ITO

opinions of Chukovskii would seem to lean, albeit guardedly, in the direction of a
unity of life and art.
This frustrating ambiguity is in part a refection of the high value Chukovskii
placed on Zoshchenko's

talents as an ironist: he had a marked preference for the

comic Zoshchenko and in the same memoir admits his sad dissatisfaction with the
more serious turn Zoshchenko's work took after the thirties.f However, it perhaps also
needs to be considered in the wake of Zoshchenko's

official disgrace following the

critical opprobrium heaped on Before Sunrise in 1943, and his later savage treatment
at the hands of a phalange of hostile critics led by Stalin's cultural commissar Andrei
Zhdanov in 1946. These attacks were marked by their intense focus on Zoshchenko as
a person. Their most stinging admonitions were directed at Zoshchenko' s alleged
personal failings, such as the erroneous accusation that he had sought refuge from the
war in Alma Ata while his comrades fought and starved in Leningrad. The tenor of
this campaign and its focus on the writer's person is obvious in the following
statement from the time which has been attributed to Stalin: "It's not for society to
reform itself according to Zoshchenko, but for him to reform, and if he doesn't, then
he can go to hell."

7

Against the background of this very personal campaign of

vilification, Chukovskii and other Soviet critics trying to posthumously rehabilitate
the Zoshchenko oeuvre would have been understandably anxious about allowing the
ideologically-defamed

person

of the writer

to intrude

too

much

into their

consideration of the work.
This pre-glasnost, specifically Soviet, reticence about bringing the texts too
close to the person of the writer was further compounded by a more general dearth of
Ibid, pp. 538-551.
...
.
.
,
.
.
Statement attributed to Stalin at a meetmg WIth the Presidium of the Wnters Union m B Samov and
E Chukovskaia, 'Sluchai Zoshchenko', Iunost', 8 (1988), p.70. Quoted in G Carleton, The Politics of
Reception: Cultural Constructions of Mikhail Zoshchenko (Evanston IL: Northwestern University
Press, 1998), p.4. Translation is Carleton '5.
6

7

4

extra-textual, biographical information then available. Until the appearance of a
wealth of memoir material from the early 1980s onwards and Iurii Tomashevskii's
diligent work of biographical synthesis which appeared in 1994, critics were mostly
forced to rely for insight into the life of the writer on the sparse, playful and
frequently contradictory autobiographical statements that Zoshchenko himself left
behind.8 To this must be added Zoshchenko's frequent preference for narrative forms
which complicated and distanced the authorial function, such as skaz and other types
of authorial mask. In the history of Zoshchenko criticism, much more effort has been
expended in understanding the formal nature and meaning of these fascinating
narrative obfuscations in the context of Zoshchenko's political and cultural place in a
developing Soviet reality than in re-inscribing the writer back into his works. Thus,
much of the substantial field of Zoshchenko criticism to date, by largely leaving the
person of the writer out of its frame of reference, has made practically no direct
comment on the place of melancholia in the Zoshchenko oeuvre. As a result of this,
until quite recently, there has existed something of a divide between a critical
literature that shied away from extra-textual approaches to the works, and a wealth of
biographical detail contained in a substantial memoir literature. This memoir literature
is full of references to Zoshchenko's mental ill-health, but, in line with the form of the
literary reminiscence, his melancholia is noted primarily as biographical fact and
seldom, if ever, traced into concrete textual refraction," This latter feat is dependent
on re-inscribing the author back into his works and more properly understanding the
relationship between the writer's life and art; only on this basis can Zoshchenko's

Iu Tomashevskii, 'Khronologicheskaia kanva zhizni i tvorchestva Mikhaila Zoshchenko' in lu
Tomashevskii (ed) Litso i maska Mikhaila Zoshcheako (Moscow: Olimp, 1994), pp. 340-365.
9 See for instance the reminiscences of Georgii Munblit, Leonid Utesov and Vladimir Poliakov. All are
in A Smolian and N lurgeneva (eds), Mikhail Zoshchenko v vospominaniiakh sovermennikov (Moscow:
Sovetskii pisatel', 1981): G Munblit, 'Slezy skvoz' smekh', pp. 181-199; L Utesov, 'Bol'shoi
chelovek', pp.228-231; V Poliakov, 'Zoshchenko zamenit' nel'zia', pp. 145-152.

8

melancholic aesthetic and the development of his Soviet language of melancholy
become visible and open to proper interpretation.
More recent scholarship has begun re-inscribing the writer into his textual
corpus; unsurprisingly, this has tended to concentrate on the later, more explicitly
autobiographical works. Some of the earliest attempts to re-introduce the writer into
the texts can be found amongst critics concerning themselves with Zoshchenko's
psychological interests. In a 1967 article, Vera von Wiren-Garczynski pioneered
psychological approaches to Zoshchenko's work by discussing the influence of Stefan
Zweig's Die Heilung durch den Geist (Healing Through the Mind) on Zoshchenko's
psychological interests." She traces the development of this psychological orientation
from the 1933 story 'Healing and the Psyche' ('Vrachevanie i psikhika'), whose title
is borrowed from the Russian translation of Zweig's book, through the 1934 novella
Youth Restored (Vozvrashchennaia molodost'y to Before Sunrise. She explicitly
linked this interest to Zoshchenko's struggle with his neurasthenia and suggested
Zoshchenko's debt to Freud. Irene Masing-Delic, also stresses the importance of the
fact that the narrator of Before Sunrise "suffers from melancholy". II Yet she sees this
as an aspect of a broader fear of death and casts Zoshchenko' s struggle with
melancholy in terms of a "conflict between the 'old' and 'new' men in Soviet
literature", with "the pronounced biological flavour of the old" contrasted with "the
ascetism, purity and self-control of the new Soviet man".12 In discussing the fears
which Zoshchenko analyses in Before Sunrise, Masing-Delic perceptively notes their
intertextual connections with works by Pushkin and Belyi, yet she does not accord the

10

V von Wiren-Garczynski,

'Zoshchenko's

Psychological

Interests',

Slavic and East European

Journal, 11 (1967), 1, pp.3-22.
II

I Masing-Delic,

'Biology, Reason and Literature in Zo~~enko's Pered voschodom so/nca' in Russian

Literature, ]980,8, pp.77-]Ol.
121bid, p.77.

6

concept of melancholia sufficient prominence to justify a critical reading on its own
terms.
Thomas Hodge continues the psychological approach to Zoshchenko in his
article exploring the Freudian elements in Before Sunrise. He sets the psychological
discussions in this work against the background of Zoshchenko' s long personal
struggle with depression, observing that: "Zoshchenko was no dilettante: his
psychological interests were, quite literally, a matter of life and death.?" However, in
exploring the Freudian aspects of the book he ignores the important Freudian concept
of melancholia, a term Zoshchenko uses frequently in Before Sunrise and which has a
direct and definite theoretical purchase in Freudian psychoanalysis. In the process
Hodge ends up according too little significance to the meaning and nature of
melancholia m Before Sunrise and under-appreciating

the degree to which

Zoshchenko's use of the term indicates both a Freudian influence and a rejection of
psychoanalysis. The Freudian theme in Zoshchenko is also touched on in a brief but
insightful discussion of the writer in Alexander Etkind's history of Russian
psychoanalysis. Noting that Zoshchenko's artistic outlook "reflected a peculiar blend
of psychoanalytic vision and common sense", Etkind plainly finds this reflected in the
stories, the heroes of which "entertained simple worries about things the Bolsheviks
had nearly forgotten: health and well-being most of all.,,14 Unlike Hodge, he also
notes the importance of melancholia in Before SunriseY However, most importantly,
he bases these insights in the context of a study of the history of Zoshchenko' s mental
illness through medical reports and papers contained in the writer's archive."

13 T P Hodge, 'Freudian Elements in Zoshchenko's Pered voskhodom solntsa (1943)" Slavonic and
East European Review, 67 (1989), I: 1-28.
14 A Etkind, Eros of the Impossible: The History of Psychoanalysis in Russia, trans. N and M Rubins
(Boulder CO: Westview, 1997), p.341.
IS Ibid, p.344.
16 Ibid. pp. 342-344.
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However, because of the wide scope of Etkind's historical survey, his productive
insights into the connection between Zoshchenko' s history of mental illness and his
work can, by necessity, only receive the most cursory textual analysis.
Krista Hanson's autobiographical approach also furthers the re-introduction of
the writer into the texts, again with a dominant focus on the more overtly
autobiographical later texts, particularly Before Sunrisei'

Moreover, she also

emphasizes the auto therapeutic intentions of Before Sunrise in terms of the writer's
own sufferings. However, there is perhaps a danger in her approach of reducing the
texts to only their autobiographical content. This is something that shows particularly
in the rather orthodox oedipal reading she performs on Before Sunrise, again ignoring
the term melancholia in the work and downplaying that work's sincere polemic with
psychoanalysis. Linda Scatton also makes much of Zoshchenko' s autobiographical
concerns and confronts the notion of melancholia in the later work.I8 However, she
maintains an ambiguous stance in relation to the melancholic aspect of Zoshchenko' s
works and is unable, in the final count, to envisage melancholia as much more than a
biographical fact or textual start point. In a biographical survey she discusses the
"neurasthenia which gripped him [Zoshchenko] in the twenties"!" and mentions how
"he also suffered from acute depression and anxiety".2o Moreover, when noting that
"there is more than a casual connection between the art and lives" of Gogol and
Zoshchenko she cites "similar pathologies, depressive tendencies and untimely and

17 See her 'Kto vinovat? Guilt and Rebellion in Zoshchenko's Accounts of Childhood' in D RancourLaferriere (ed) Russian Literature and Psychoanalysis (Amsterdam and Philadelphia PA: John
Benjamins, 1989), pp. 285-302. See also her 'Autobiography and Conversion: Zoshchenko's Before
Sunrise' in J G Harris (ed) Autobiographical Statements in Twentieth-Century Russian Literature
~rnnceton NJ: P~c~ton University Press, 1991), pp. 133-153.
L Scatton, Mikhail Zoshchenko: Evolution of a Writer (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1993), pp. 107-127.
19 Ibid, p.5t.
20 Ibid, p.50.

8

unnatural deaths" as factors linking them.i' However, when it comes to her readings
of Zoshchenko' s works there is little attempt to identify or critically appraise
Zoshchenko's melancholic aesthetic, even in works such as the 1924 tale 'Wisdom'
('Mudrost") where the theme of melancholy is remarkably explicit and, in fact,
intrinsic to the plot. Scatton also notes that Zoshchenko's struggle to cure his
melancholy "found its reflection in the new, more positive hero of Youth Restored.,,22
However, again there is no deeper analysis of the implications of this assertion. With
Before Sunrise the theme of melancholy is impossible to ignore, for as Scatton notes,
it is the "raison d'etre" of the work.23 Yet even here, there is little analysis of exactly
how this motivating factor of the work is realised textually or any attempt to read the
work on what are, by her admission, the book's own terms. Scatton no doubt sees the
melancholic in Zoshchenko as peripheral to her principal project of analysing the
formal and thematic continuities that link the Zoshchenko oeuvre. However, as the
present work will try to show, this laudable project can only be amplified and
extended by a more detailed reading of Zoshchenko's melancholic aesthetic, which
could be held to function as a unifying theme spanning his whole literary career.
An extremely productive turn in Zoshchenko scholarship was marked by the
appearance of Andrei Siniavskii's article 'The Myths of Mikhail Zoshchenko' in
1989.24 Siniavskii emphasized the connection between the work and the melancholia
clearer than ever before:

Ibid, p.52.
221bid, p.255.
23 Ibid, p.5t.

21

A S~iavs~ii. 'Mify Mikhaila Zoshchenko', Voprosy literatury, 1989,5. Repinted in Iu Tomashevskii
(ed.), Litso I maska, pp. 238-253. All references will be to this edition.

24

9

For his whole life, Mikhail Zoshchenko attempted to free himself
from a melancholic yearning that had consumed his soul. His
creative work is particularly devoted to these attempts."
Significantly, he also suggested that this auto-therapeutic

engagement

with

melancholia extended beyond the obvious mature texts like Before Sunrise and Youth
Restored (Vozvrashchennaia

molodost',

1933); he implicitly extends this same auto-

therapeutic intention into the comic fiction, suggesting that "like Gogol, Zoshchenko
tried to cure himself through laughter.,,26 The unifying auto-therapeutic intention that
Siniavskii sees embracing the whole oeuvre leads him to his greatest insight: the
neurotic complex that Zoshchenko analysed in Before Sunrise in fact contains "many
keys to [Zoshchenko's] subjects and the secrets of his literary work".27
The major drawback to Siniavskii' s analysis is its brevity, which means that it
cannot adequately demonstrate the extent of its claims: it concentrates almost
exclusively on Before Sunrise and some of the stories from Sentimental
(Sentimental'nye

povesti,

Tales

1927-1930). The critically rigorous development of

Siniavskii's idea comes with the ground-breaking work of Alexander Zholkovsky.
Like Siniavskii, Zholkovsky finds in Before Sunrise a guide to the authorial vision
underpinning the earlier comic fiction; whereas Siniavskii spoke of Before Sunrise as
offering "many keys" to the earlier fiction, Zholkovsky takes this claim even further
to characterize the work as an authorial "coda" which "offers explicit critical insights
that are usually the scholar's business to uncover'v"

Zholkovsky sees Before Sunrise

as offering an accessible introduction to basic psychological and existential concerns

«Bcio lKHlHh MHX. 30w.eHKO CTapanCJI OCB060.D.HTbCJIOT CHe.D.aBweA ero JIYWY TOCKH. 3T8M
CTaP8.HHJIM, B qaCTHOCTH, OT,IlaHO ero raopsecrso.» Ibid, p.246.
~~ «nO.D.06HO Foromo, 30w.eHKo npoOOBaJI JIeqHTbCJI CMeXOM.» Ibid, p.246.
«3Ta KHHra CO,IleplKHT MHorHe KJIJOqH K ero ClOlKeTaM H TaAHaM JIHTepa1)'PHoro raopsecraa»; Ibid,
ff·246-247.

25

A K Zholkovsky, '''What is the Author Trying to Say with his Artistic Work?" Rereading
Zoshchenko's

Oeuvre',

Slavic and East European Journal, 40 (1996),3,

10

p.459.

which Zoshchenko rehearsed equally, if more obliquely, in his earlier comic works.
He thus points to a unifying vision that stretches across all Zoshchenko's works.

Even in his most funny pieces Zoshchenko appears as a gloomy
philosopher of life, and his 'philistine' masks as defensive, comic
variations on the theme of those very phobias, with which the
narrator-hero of Before Sunrise seriously torments himself, and
which are also found in memoirs of the real author_29
It is important to note that this underlying unity of authorial vision correlates with

extra-textual, biographical resources: it is thus a confessional vision, a vision of
psychological expressionism. In fact it is a variant of Zholkovsky's own structuralist
critical model of authorial expressionism

which he termed "a Poetics of

Expressiveness'Y'' Thus, Zholkovsky offers precisely that breadth of critical vision,
capable of uniting writer and text, which is needed to reveal the extent of
Zoshchenko's textual engagement with melancholia.

It is noteworthy that the unifying authorial presence that Zholkovsky finds
beneath the textual surface of the oeuvre turns out to be "a gloomy philosopher of
life". Although he does not specifically refer to the notion of melancholia, there is a
strikingly melancholic aspect to the unchanging authorial vision of perpetual
instability that Zholkovsky finds in Zoshchenko. For Zholkovsky, the writer's
worldview "is characterized by 'fear of the instability of life', 'a thirst for peace and
order' and 'distrustful searches for protection from danger' .,,31 Zholkovsky also finds
in Zoshchenko a consistent yearning for order, often represented by the paraphernalia
of Soviet power, frequently married to dissatisfaction with the troubling disorder that
29

«.l1.a)l(e B CaMblX CMeWHbIX CBOHXsemax 30meHKo npencraer

Mpa'lHOBaTbIM 4>HJIOCOCPOM
)KH3HH, a
ero ((MeDUlHCKHe» MaCKH - 38UlHTHh1MH KOMH'leCKHMH BapHauIDIMH Ha TeMbI TeX )l(e 4>o6HA,
KOTOPblMH scepsea M)"laeTCJI repoa-noeecraoearem,
nBC, )'3HaBaeMblA TaK)I(e B MeMyapax 0
peansaox asrope.» A K Zholkovskii,
Mikhail Zoshchenko: Poetika nedoveriia (Moscow: Shkola
"Iazyki russkoi kul'tury", 1999), p.308.
30 S
ee A K Zholkovsky, Themes and Texts: Towards a Poetics of Expressiveness (Ithaca NY: Cornell
University Press, 1984).
31
,
«... xapaKTePH3yeTCJI CTpaxOM nepen HenpOQHOCTbIO )l(83HH', ')I(a>K.noA nOKOJI H nopsnxa' H
'He,noBep'lHBblMH nOHCKaMH3aIQHTbI OT onacaocrea'.» Poetika nedoveriia, p.60.
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this brings;32 this sense of self-destructive desire repeated ad infinitum has a
profoundly

melancholic

ring. More particularly,

Zholkovsky

notes how in

Zoshchenko blame is always located in the subject; the site of guilt is never to be
found in the public realm." In the theoretical discussion in the next chapter, the
significance and centrality of subjective guilt within the Freudian notion of
melancholia is discussed at some length. Zholkovsky also points to food being a
particularly potent and recurrent phobia for all of Zoshchenko's heroes, serving
ultimately as a symbol of life and death/" The pathological relation to food and the
ultimate refusal to eat are relatively common depressive symptoms, ones which
Zoshchenko experienced personally.
By exposing the deep thematic unities that stretch across the Zoshchenko
oeuvre and showing what can be gained from re-reading the stories in the light of
Before Sunrise Zholkovsky opens up wide, new avenues for Zoshchenko scholarship.
However, there are limitations to Zholkovsky's approach. His concentration on the
structural consistency of authorial vision occasionally runs the risk of flattening the
very real differences across the oeuvre. While both are participants in a recognizably
similar worldview, there is a great deal of formal, stylistic and discursive difference
between the comic stories of the twenties and Before Sunrise. In particular, using the
latter work only as an authorial "coda" for revealing a vision already articulated in the
twenties does not do adequate justice to the substantial evolution in both form and
content represented by Before Sunrise. Moreover, this view also leaves unexplored
precisely what is gained by revealing the substantial autobiographical content of the
earlier stories, what Zoshchenko thus seems to be implying about the literary process
and what he may have gained personally from the kind of reading of himself implied
32
33

34

Ibid, pp. 164-170.
Ibid, p.33.
Ibid, pp. 234-238.
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in this process. The melancholy reading of Zoshchenko in the Soviet context proposed
in the current study will address all of these areas and in the process will serve to
advance Zholkovsky's three-fold interpretative project of: firstly, "uncovering the
deep unity of the usually opposed aspects of his work";" secondly, "liberating the
writer to a certain extent from the deterministic embraces of the epoch" to stand
among the classics of world literature;" and finally, "the establishment of the deep
points of convergence of Zoshchenko [... ] with Russian (and particularly official
Soviet) cultural tradition.,,37
In her 2003 monograph, Lesley Milne began to extend the discussion of
melancholia beyond the previous critical focus on works of the thirties and forties
such as Before Sunrise and Youth Restored. Milne emphasised the fact that
Zoshchenko's melancholic sufferings "had reached a peak in 1926" and that they
coincided with the author's struggle against vituperative attacks by critics from the
Russian Association of Proletarian Writers (RAPP).38 Indeed, she suggests that "the
RAPP critics may have appeared to him [Zoshchenko] less terrifying than his own
attacks of psycho-neurosis",

and suggests that Zoshchenko's

creation of the

melancholic narrator figure of Kolenkorov in Sentimental Tales served as "a comic
defensive shield" allowing him to simultaneously mock his critics and his
melancholy." The importance of the year 1926 for Zoshchenko's struggle with
melancholia, the melancholic aspects of Kolenkorov and the way that the writer's
struggle with melancholia became increasingly entwined with broader issues of
«BbUIBJIeHHe rJIy6HHHoro e.llHHCTBa 06b1'1HO npOTHBOnOCTaBJIReMblXnpyr npyry acnexros ero
TBoplJecTBa»; Ibid, p.308.
36«Ha onpeneneaayio creneas OC806o)l(.lJ.eHHRnacarens H'3 .llerepMHHHCTCKHX06"bRTHA 3nOXH»; Ibid,
35

r·308«KOHCTaTallHH[Rl
.

7
rny6HHHhlX TO'leK CXO)I(.IJ.eHHR30meHKo [ ... ] C pyccxoa (8 'IaCTHOCTH,
~84>HUH~bHOACOBeTCKoA)K)'nbT)'pHOA TpaMUHeA.» Ibid, p.308.
L MIlne, Zoshchenko and the Ilf-Petrov Partnership: How They Laughed (Birmingham: Birmingham
~lavonic Monographs, 2003), p.44.

Ibid, pp. 43-44.
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ideological conformity and conviction are all themes that will be developed further in
the present study. Milne also makes the perceptive observation that Youth Restored
can be read, at least in part, as a kind of self-help book. Seeing Youth Restored as a
work exhibiting a strong kinship with Zoshchenko' s earlier documentary work Letters

to the Writer (Pis'ma k pisateliu, 1929), Milne suggests that both works cast the writer
in the role of "'agony

uncle'",

a position that he was "elected" to by his sizeable

readership.t" Milne stresses the fact that Zoshchenko was constantly bombarded with
requests for advice from readers and she sees Youth Restored as a book "which would
make his advice generally available and also track the thought-process
himself had arrived at these conclusions.v"
intentions

in these works as therapeutic

This understanding

writings as auto-therapy.

of Zoshchenkos

in a broad sense represents

insight over and above the more usual interpretation

by which he

an important

of Zoshchenko' s medical

Moreover, the positing of Zoshchenko's

loyal readership as

a sort of therapeutic community is extremely important; as shall be argued later in this
study, communities of readers and acts of reading assume an enormous importance in
Zoshchenko's

writings after 1926.

The confluence of melancholia
Liver's understanding
exploration

of Zoshchenkos

of cultural representations

only with the 'Stalin-era'

and ideological demand also appears in Keith
mature works in the second chapter of his
of the Stalinist body. His study is concerned

fiction of the thirties and forties, and adopts an approach

heavily influenced by Zholkovsky; however, he seeks to correct a perceived deficit of
cultural

contextualisation

situating the writer's
Echoing Masing-Delic

40
41

in Zholkovsky's

reading

mature fiction in a broader

of the later Zoshchenko

Stalinist narrative

to a certain degree, Livers convincingly

Ibid. p. 70.
Ibid. p.70.
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by

of re-forging.

depicts this cultural

dynamic as a rejection of the feminine, fleshy reality of embodied existence in favour
of a rationalized, masculinised and discursive model of selfhood, in short: "the violent
separation of the self from its biological point of origin.',42 Noting that many of
Zoshchenko's works from this period "are nothing if not allegories of the progressive
rationalization of the author's body and soul", he reads Zoshchenko's auto-therapeutic
theme as, before all else, a desperate personal quest for ideological conformity.f
Thus, in reference to Zholkovsky's suggestion of Zoshchenkos deep-rooted search
for order, as represented in the author's neurotic mythology by the punishing hand,
Livers observes "the almost uncanny merging of the author's private myths with the
ideology of Stalinism - which is to say, in the fusing of the authoritarian and the
authorial hands. ,,44 This is an important contribution, for it is one of the tragic
peculiarities of Stalinist civilisation that the very melancholic struggle to inscribe a
pre-linguistic selfhood into the discursive realm can be politicized to such a degree.
However, Livers goes beyond this insight to argue that Zoshchenko's autotherapy ultimately comes to constitute an act of such "brutal self-censorship" that it
becomes a piece of "Stalinist myth-making"

and tantamount personally for

Zoshchenko to an "artistic lobotomy"." This conclusion is based on a reading of
Before Sunrise as simple confessionalism and outright didacticism. Livers admits
ambiguities in other works of the thirties (particularly Youth Restored), and even that
"almost no rehabilitation in Zoshchenko's oeuvre is ever complete.T'" For Livers,
however, the one that is complete is Before Sunrise, where, by the end, the author's
hand is "guided by none other than Stalinist ideology" and "chaos is definitively

K Livers, Constructing the Stalinist Body: Fictional Representations of Corporeality in the Stalinist
1930s (Lanham MD: Lexington Books, 2004), p. lOO.
43 Ibid, p. 100.

42

44
45
46

Ibid, p.1 08.
Ibid,
J
p.136.
Ibid, p.126 and p.l28.
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exorcised from Zoshchenko's world.,,47The problem with this reading is that it rests
on an exaggeration of the degree of resolution in Before Sunrise. This exaggeration
results from reading the work primarily through a political lens rather than as the
personal struggle with melancholia that it declares itself to be. To be sure there is
politics in Before Sunrise and Livers is entirely correct to argue for its consideration
in ideological context, but that consideration should never distract the reader from the
work's primary melancholic argument. If the theme of melancholia is given sufficient
prominence in the reading, as this study proposes to do, then Before Sunrise loses that
appearance of unambiguous, surgical conformity with Stalinist utopianism and
acquires a more pragmatic character in which those redemptive ambiguities from
earlier in the thirties remain stubbornly present and create a more temperate urge
towards considered personal accommodation to the regime. Moreover, as will be
suggested later, by ignoring the melancholia in the work one misses a necessarily
oblique note of genuine resistance at the close of the work.
The tendency to read Before Sunrise as closed, didactic and conformist is
actually quite widespread among contemporary critics. An extreme example of this is
Jeremy Hicks, for whom all the later works are characterised by "the use of a
standardised, reliable form of narration instead of skaz": a development he describes
..
ten dency." 48 B'.(;
. represents th e apogee 0 f thoIS ten dency:
as a " perrucious
ejore Sunrtse
Hicks sees it as characterized by "a rigidly determinist vision"; it is "economic,
authoritative and monolithic"; and it stands out primarily for its artistic "mediocrity"
and "humourless piety". 49 In order to support a critical approach which finds the
greatest literary value in Zoshchenko's ambivalent skaz narratives, Jeremy Hicks
rejects most of Zoshchenko's works of the thirties and forties. He argues that these
47

Ibid, p.13l.

48

J Hicks, Mikhail Zoshchenko and the Poetics of Skaz, (Nottingham: Astra Press, 2000), p. 167.
Ibid, pp. 167-168.

49
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works represent the abandonment of the ambivalent world-view which he values in
the comic fiction of the twenties in favour of fixed, didactic narratives free from
Irony.

The enduring quality of Zoshchenko [... ] does not lie in his
neuroses, or some world-view separable from his narrative manner.
Rather, it consists in the ambivalent humour created through his
very use of the skaz form. 50
He similarly rejects any attempt, Zoshchenko's or otherwise, which seeks "to reduce
the formal discrepancies of the stories to a purported psychological content".51 This
hostility to psychological readings and the rejection of those works where
Zoshchenko's concern with his melancholia is most obvious would seem, then, to
exclude any consideration of Zoshchenko's melancholy. One might object that Hicks
overestimates the supposed straight-forwardness of Zoshchenko's works of the
thirties and forties: these are daring works which display as much formal
inventiveness and narrative complexity as anything he wrote in the twenties. While
Hicks values the "epistemological uncertainty that lies at the heart of the Zoshchenko
short story", he ignores evidence of that same metaphysical reticence in later works. 52
Hicks also overestimates the extent to which a psychological reading of the text closes
off its meaning. It can be argued that the epistemological uncertainty and ambivalent
world-view that Hicks fears losing in a psychological reading derive precisely from
the melancholic aesthetic that the present study seeks to understand. Hicks seems to
suggest this himself when he argues in his conclusion that:

The tendency towards the fragment and the unstable status of
narrative authority in skaz were extended to their utmost [... ] by an
ideal exponent, a man racked by self-doubt. 53
SO
SI

Ibid, p.17.
Ibid, p.7.

s2lbid, p.163.
53 Ibid, p.169.
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The implication here is clear: the distinctiveness of Zoshchenko' s skaz form finds a
fascinating correlate in the writer's mental torments. Yet Hicks, no doubt due to his
stated aversion to psychological readings, does not probe this correlation any further.
This is a pity, for a clearer understanding of the melancholic theme in Zoshchenko's
work would amplify existing readings, open potential new ones and close off none.
Gregory Carleton, while more temperate in his criticism of the later works,
nonetheless sees them as a flawed and lamentable attempt by the writer to impose
hermeneutic closure on the radical indeterminacy of his earlier work. 54 Carleton,
although acknowledging the origins of Youth Restored in the writer's own history of
mental ill-health, similarly tends to downplay the melancholic theme in Zoshchenko's
work as a whole. 55 In a perceptive reading of the Zoshchenko oeuvre which is heavily
influenced by post-structuralist theory, Carleton's primary concern is tracing the fate
of a style of writing characterized by an ambiguous textuality that defies any
definitive meaning; Carleton finds this style in abundance in the early work, but
suggests that it is increasingly curtailed by the author throughout the thirties and
forties. He thus sees Zoshchenko as a writer primarily engaged in a struggle to assert
meaning over his own writing rather than as one engaged in a struggle to assert
meaning over his melancholia. In this regard, he claims of Before Sunrise:

Its subject is not Zoshchenko's neuroses or his past but, ultimately,
Zoshchenko himself. It demonstrates his anxiety over and attempted
resolution of the polyvalency inherent in all discourse. Just as there
is only one answer to his psychological trauma, a text must have
only one authoritative reading. 56
However, what Carleton fails to countenance is that perhaps the two struggles are
mutually implicated, that the struggle against the radical polyvalency of textual
34

G Carleton, The Politics of Reception, pp. 111-160.

ss Ibid, p.8S.
56

Ibid, p.159.
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meamng might have its roots in melancholia, a condition in which the sufferer
confronts, among other things, a catastrophic inability to articulate and believe in
fixed meanings. When Carleton does address Zoshchenko' s melancholic sufferings it
is always relegated to the biographical background. For instance, when forced to
confront the explicitly melancholic inflection of the narrator of Sentimental Tales,
Carleton notes in passing how this "neurasthenia speaks to Zoshchenko' s own
troubled disposition (his depressions and melancholy were already in full swing)"; to
a certain degree, the parentheses are particularly revealing in this line and evidence a
broader sense in which the writer's life is kept at definite remove from the texts
themselves. 57 This remove is particularly evident when Carleton broaches the serious
depressive relapse that struck Zoshchenko in the wake of his critical pillorying in
1946:

It seems that nearly all the psychological and physical ills that he
had explored, mocked and feared in his writing - self-doubt,
depression, the debilitating effects of age, chronic fatigue, frail
nerves, a weak heart and hypochondria - converged after 1946 to
incapacitate him.58
Although seemingly struck by the irony of this fact, Carleton seems reluctant to
pursue this to its logical conclusion. The connection between Zoshchenko's writing
and his melancholic sufferings in this instance seems at least clear enough to demand
further analysis. By ignoring the melancholic aspects of Zoshchenko's writings,
Carleton has perhaps missed a deeper dimension to his own understanding of
Zoshchenko's work.
Another scholar who has adopted a critical approach that consciously
downplays, or even denies, the melancholic theme in Zoshchenko' s writing is Rachel

~7

Ibid, pp.71-72.

~81b'd
1 • pp. 6-7.

19

May, who relegates it to a parenthetical, purely biographical significance. In a
provocative and original reading of Before Sunrise, she argues against the scholarly
consensus which sees the work as serious in intent. Rather, she argues that the work
constitutes an elaborate, ironic play on themes of consciousness and censorship. In
this reading, considerations of melancholy are downgraded in the work to the point
where she claims that:

Upon an alternative, contextualised reading, Before Sunrise appears
not to be about melancholy or even about self-understanding, but
about consciousness and repression on many levels: personal, social,
artistic and political. 59
May is one of the few critics to challenge the simple confessionalism of Before
Sunrise and in this performs a valuable service. As shall become clear later on, this
study will propose a reading in which the acknowledgement of a degree of narrative
distance is indispensible to a proper understanding of the work. However, May goes
too far in this direction: a degree of narrative distance is not the same as ironic
parody. Thus, in spite of the daring of her analysis, her claim does not ultimately
convince as it is dependent on the acceptance of her ironic reading of Before Sunrise
and her rejection of the work's melancholic concerns. The work is really too long and
ponderous to be convincingly read as playful irony. No matter how much cultural
contextualisation one indulges in, at the final count Before Sunrise just is not funny.
Zoshchenko, as a consummate master of well-paced comic prose, knew how to craft
playful irony, and it is hard to believe, if irony was his intent, that he could have got it
so drastically wrong. Such a reading is also belied by an abundance of extra-textual
evidence to support the seriousness of intent that informed Zoshchenko' s work on the

~9 R May, 'Superego as literary Subtext: Story and Structure in Mikhail Zoshchenko's Before Sunrise',
Slavic Review, 55 (1996), 1, p.106.
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book, not least his explicit rejection of irony in the 1930s.6o As for the rejection of the
melancholic theme, this study will try to show that it is a consistent concern across
Zoshchenko's oeuvre; this consistency surely subverts the attempt to depict it as an
ironic stand-in employed in a free standing polemic against censorship.
The present study, in opposition to the approaches of Hicks, Carleton and
May, proceeds from the supposition that the theme of melancholia in Zoshchenko
would reward serious critical attention in its own right. Previous scholarship has
furnished many suggestive insights into the nature of Zoshchenko's

textual

engagement with melancholy, yet this has always been incidental to their primary
critical focus, with the result that the melancholy theme in Zoshchenko has never
received the systematic and theoretically informed critical treatment it deserves.
Moreover, in its growing tendency to stress the mutual implication of life and art in
Zoshchenko's work, current criticism (especially in the approaches pioneered by
Zholkovsky and Siniavskii) also furnishes many of the appropriate critical tools for
just such a study. It is this gap in the current scholarship that the present study aims to
address by reading and analysing the textual contours of Zoshchenko' s melancholy in
historical context; in this way it will reveal a melancholy that is both an aesthetic
phenomenon and an innovative attempt to forge a language adequate to the
disjuncture between self and discursive meaning which lies at the heart of the
melancholic condition.
In the first instance, the study will seek to establish some of the terminological
and theoretical parameters of the discussion that follows. It will describe a
psychoanalytic understanding of melancholia (referencing Freud, Klein and Kristeva)
for purposes of comparative theoretical elucidation of Zoshchenko' s emerging

60

See for example K Chukovskii, Sovremenniki, pp. 538-539.
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understanding of the condition. The choice of theoretical paradigm is a reflection of
Zoshchenko's own sustained engagement with psychoanalytic thought and the
particular suitability of psychoanalytic thought to textual analysis. It is important to
note that what is proposed here is not a straightforward psychoanalytic reading of the
Zoshchenko oeuvre. Rather, the aim is to articulate a more or less free-standing
theoretical paradigm which will be kept substantially separate from the exposition of
Zoshchenko's textual melancholia. The intention is to establish a parallelism with
sufficient ideational proximity for the theory and the textual exegesis to resonate
productively, allowing the often oblique melancholia in Zoshchenko's works to come
to the surface un-coerced. The reason for this approach is to facilitate, as far as
possible, the emergence of Zoshchenko' s textual melancholia on its own terms, and
thus to remain alert to the subtleties and developmental dynamic of Zoshchenko' s
thinking about melancholia.
This, of course, in no way detracts from the validity of more orthodox
psychoanalytic readings of the Zoshchenko oeuvre in terms of Freudian clinical
categories; indeed, as the foregoing discussion made clear, several important studies
have adopted precisely this approach." Neither does this suggest that the critical
potential of more orthodox approaches has been exhausted; there remains much of
value to be learned from reading the Zoshchenko oeuvre in this way. Indeed, an
attempt to understand the typical Zoshchenko hero in terms of the classic obsessivecompulsive mechanism would make for an illuminating study of the role of anxiety,
and especially depressive anxiety, in a totalitarian society which would have a definite
relevance to the theme of melancholia proposed here.62 However, in the context of the

See the discussion of the work of Hodge and Hanson above.
The obsessive-compulsive mechanism is described in the case study better known as the 'Rat Man',
See S Freud, 'Notes upon a Case of Obsessional Neurosis' in The Standard Edition of the Complete
Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, ed. J Strachey (London: Vintage, 2001), Vol. 10, pp. 151-249.

61
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present study's primary aim of reading Zoshchenko's melancholia on its own terms,
this kind of approach would run the distinct risk of reading Freud through
Zoshchenko. Moreover, as will be argued later, it is precisely the clinical vagueness of
the term 'melancholia' that Zoshchenko values in his use of it. It is for these reasons
that this study will avoid trying to understand Zoshchenko or his work in terms of
Freudian diagnostic categories.
Having established the comparative theoretical framework against which the
exposition of Zoshchenko's textual melancholia can be performed, the first chapter
will then conclude by providing a necessarily brief indication of the intertextual
resources in Russian literature and culture that will come to inform Zoshchenko' s
textual engagement with his own melancholia. This engagement will then be read,
more or less in chronological order, in the following chapters.
Chapters two and three will concentrate on elucidating an oblique melancholic
aesthetic underlying much of Zoshchenko' s famous comic fiction from the twenties.
Chapter two will seek to locate a melancholia residing in the textual absences and
occlusions that fill Zoshchenko's stories. Chapter three will, using Zholkovsky's
understanding of a canon unified by a poetics of authorial expression, attempt to
locate a melancholia in a model of thwarted authorial effacement readily identifiable
in much of the early fiction. The discussion in chapter two will be based on close
readings alone as it endeavours to argue for the existence of a melancholia that can be
read on its own basis. Chapter three, however, will embellish this textual exegesis
with appeal to a variety of extra-textual resources; as will become clear, it is in the
nature of the melancholia discussed in this chapter that it requires extra-textual
elucidation. Together, these two chapters will depict a melancholia that is
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appropriately hidden from discursive VIew, but whose textual presence remams
central to the particularities of the Zoshchenko style.
The next four chapters will posit a definite change in this textual engagement
with melancholia which coincides with the important depressive relapse that shook
Zoshchenko's health in 1926 and 1927; they will posit the progression from an
aesthetic representation of melancholia to an increasingly direct discursive elaboration
of it. This period of course coincides with a widely observed change in the style, form
and narrative voice of Zoshchenko' s work in general and these chapters will argue for
the primarily melancholic basis of these obvious textual developments. Chapters four
and five will concentrate on explaining this textual evolution in terms of the
emergence of a parodically inflected, but increasingly non-comedic, authorial
presence, and the emergence of this new authorial model out of sustained acts of
authorial reading and re-reading. Chapters six and seven will map these textual
developments into the explicitly therapeutic works Youth Restored and Before
Sunrise; they will further try to locate the therapeutic discussion conducted in these
works within the context of Soviet understandings of mental illness and a medical
establishment characterized by an oppressive physiological bias.
The value of such a study is threefold. Firstly, it will enhance critical
understanding of Zoshchenko by revealing extra dimensions to his humour, his
literary language and his perpetual preference for unusual and fragmentary literary
forms. It will also further the post-Soviet rehabilitation of the person of Zoshchenko
back into his works, in the process taking forward the valuable critical project of
unifying Zoshchenko' s comic work of the twenties with his later more serious works
of the thirties and forties. The study of melancholia undertaken here will also reveal
an underappreciated ideational component to Zoshchenko's art. Secondly, by reading
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an attempt to articulate a language of melancholy in Zoshchenko" s works, the current
study contributes to the scholarly appreciation of an understudied area of Soviet
culture. This work will try to show that melancholia presented very particular
difficulties in a Soviet context which left very little room for inexplicable pathologies
of the self. But more than this, when expanded into an allegorical cultural category, as
Zoshchenko seems to imply in Before Sunrise, then his notion of melancholia can be
argued to cut to the bone of the totalitarian experience in the Soviet Union. Thus it
could be argued to have some relevance from a broader area-studies and historical
perspective. Finally, this study will argue that Zoshchenko's language of melancholy,
relying as it does on carefully poised parody, represents a genuinely innovative
attempt to grapple with a perennial concern of humanity. His writings on melancholy
deserve to be considered alongside other melancholic reflections in world literature;
like these other meditations on melancholia, his insights have value for all humanity,
whether afflicted by pathological sadness or not.

25

Chapter 1
"The Pallor of Words"
In the course of Zoshchenko's tale 'The Lilacs are Blooming' ('Siren' tsvetet', 1930)
the narrator tries in vain to compose a suitably lyrical, literary evocation of young
love blossoming under a canopy of lilac bloom. In frustration, he rues his lack of
poetic sensibility, explaining that:

The pallor of words and the uncertainty of thoughts did not allow
the author to become too absorbed in the virgin jungle of Russian
• •
1
artistic prose.
Articulated almost as an aside, this strange sentence is as vexing as it is fascinating.
Moreover, its importance in the tale is underscored by the fact that it is part of the
only reference to the eponymous lilac blossom in the whole story. Such prominence
focuses attention on this vexatious sentence, and impels an attempt to ponder its
meaning further. Leaving aside the suggestive "virgin jungle of Russian artistic prose"
for the moment, one is confronted with this troubling notion of "the pallor of words".
Posited as the subject of the sentence, it suggests, if only by implication, an alienation
not just from the literary language, but also from and in language in a more general
sense. It speaks of a bloodless, devitalized vocabulary whose symbolic meaning
seems distant, somehow unable to convince even the speaker. What is more, it is
presented as something in itself, rather than a symptom or effect. Indeed the
provenance of this abdicated meaning is not even hinted at.
A clue to the meaning of this important sentence is offered by the metaliterary nature of this intrusion of narrative voice which must therefore belong to the
1 «IineJlHOCTb enos H HepeWHTenbHOCTb MblcneA He Jl03BOJIJUlHasropy
cnHWKoM yrny6nJITbcli B
JleBCTBeHHbJeJle6pH PYCCKOi\XYJlOlKeCTBeHHOAnpossr.» M M Zoshchenko, Sentimental'nye povesti in
Sobranie sochinenii v trekh tomalch (Leningrad: Khudozhestvennaia
literature, 1986-87), vol. 2, p.158.
This collection will furnish the majority of source material for this study; for the purpose of brevity,
future references to it will be indicated by volume and page only.
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author-figure from the tale's introduction. Here the narrator informed the reader of "a
surfeit of melancholy" C'izlishek meiankholii'v which had distorted his outlook in the
past? This opens the possibility of understanding this "pallor of words" in terms of
melancholia, something which becomes even clearer when it is remembered that
'Lilacs

are Blooming'

was

appended

to

Zoshchenko's

Sentimental

Tales

(Sentimental 'nye povesti) in editions of the collection published after 1930.3 As such
this and other 'authorial' utterances became attributable to I V Kolenkorov, the
fictional author-figure of the collection whose biography and outlook are elucidated in
a series of authorial prefaces which were expanded through subsequent editions of the
cycle. These prefaces, amongst other things, reveal Kolenkorov to be someone given
to bouts of "neurasthenia,

ideological

wavering,

serious contradictions

and

melancholia"." In this context, by bemoaning "the pallor of words", the narrator
appears to be alluding, at least in part, to the atrophied subjective investment in
language that characterises the melancholic condition, in which, as Julia Kristeva has
argued in her meditation on depression and melancholia, sufferers are marked by "the
dead language they speak".5
A particularly noteworthy

aspect of the citations from Zoshchenko' s

Sentimental Tales above, is the recurrent use of the archaic sounding word
'melancholia' (melankholiia). Although Zoshchenko describes depressive suffering in
his works in a variety of ways, the recurrence of the fusty, poetic melankholiia with
its foreign-sounding etymology is striking nonetheless, not least because it appears

22:145.
3 Iu V Tomashevskii, 'Primechaniia'
in M M Zoshchenko, Sobranie sochinenii v trekh tomakh
(Leningrad: Khudozhestvennaia literatura, 1986-87) 2:468.
4
'
«Hespacreaaa, aneonorasecsoe WaTaHHe,xpyrnnae npOTHBOpe'lIDI H MenaHXOmUI»; 2:10. The
genesis and contents of the Sentimental Tales, and the development and function of the fictional
narrator of these tales are discussed in more detail in Chapter 4 of the present study.
S J Kristeva, Black Sun: Depression and Melancholia (New York: Columbia University Press, 1989),

p.53.
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with varymg frequency across both the cormc and senous parts of the oeuvre."
Needless to say, the melancholia in Zoshchenko is not restricted to his use of the term;
however, in view of the writer's consistent recourse to the word melankholiia this
study proposes to articulate this aspect of Zoshchenko' s work under the term
melancholia, as the closest English equivalent. It should be noted, however, that the
terms are not perfectly synonymous: Russian does not seem to observe as strictly that
tendency that Jennifer Radden observes in post-renaissance

English to use

'melancholia' in more clinical contexts and 'melancholy' in more affective ones.'
While melankholiia frequently occurs in connection with abnormal psychology, it is
by no means restricted to that usage and can just as easily be translated as
'melancholy'. This aspect of usage is important to note, for Zoshchenko often plays
heavily on the way that the term can cut across both medical and literary discourse.
In fact, Zoshchenko' s use of the word melancholia is much more than a simple
matter of semantics; appropriately enough in a condition marked by alienation in
language, terminology is often a vexed issue in writing about depressive suffering.
William Styron, in his memoir of depression, gives an insight into the personal stakes
involved in putting a name to one's private demon. While rebelling against the
imposition of the bloodless, technocratic term 'depression', which he sees as unequal
to the task of making sense of his condition, he suggests that:

'Melancholia' would still appear to be a far more apt and evocative
word for the blacker forms of the disorder, but it was usurped by a
noun with a bland tonality and lacking any magisterial presence,

The following examples of this usage are merely illustrative of this tendency and do not purport to be
a definitive list: see 'Damskoe gore', 1: 335-336; 'Kuznitsa zdorov'ia', 1:349-350; Sentimental'nye
povesti, 2: 10, 125, 142, 145; Vozvrashennaia molodost', 3:6, 10, 26; Pered voskhodom solntsa, 3:454,
455,460.
7 J Radden (ed), The Nature of Melancholy: from Aristotle to Kristeva (New York: Oxford University
Press, 2000), pp. 47-49. See also her Moody Minds Distempered: Essays on Melancholy and
Depression (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), pp. 58.72.
6
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used indifferently to describe an economic decline or a rut in the
ground, a true wimp of a word for such a major illness.8
Styron here yearns for the evocative, poetic potential of the term melancholia, as if its
more "magisterial presence" might better equate to the magnitude of his grief, or
perhaps even rescue his sufferings from the levelling embrace of a dispassionate
medical typology.
Zoshchenko's preference for the term, however, is of a significantly different
order to Styron's. A clue to what he might have valued in the term can be gleaned by
reference to the Encyclopaedic Dictionary of F A Brokgauz and I A Efron
(Entsiklopedicheskii slovar' F A Brokgauza i I A Efrona). This late flowering of
Imperial-era scholarship is a source with which Zoshchenko would almost certainly
have been familiar. However, even if he never consulted the relevant article, it is at
least indicative of early twentieth-century Russian understandings of melancholy. The
entry for 'Melankholiia' begins by stressing the Greek etymology of the term, which
originally referred to the black bile (~Aas - black, and lCOAoS - bile), which was
believed to cause the condition." This Greek provenance is important, for it
underscores both the archaic nature of the term as well as its foreignness. As Ilya
Vinitsky has argued, the word 'melankholiia' was an eighteenth-century import into
Russia; before this period ''there was no melancholy in Russia" in the sense that
"there was no cultural tradition of rationalization and representation of man's mental,
bodily, or emotional life that stood behind the word"." But more than this, the term is
etymologically inseparable from Greek humoristic medicine. The black bile, from
which the word melancholia derives, was one of the four bodily humours, the relative
W Styron, Darkness Visible: A Memoir of Madness (London: Vintage, 2004), p.36.
I E Andreevskii et al (eds), Emsiklopedicheskii slovar' F A Brokgauza i J A Efrona (Saint Petersburg:
Brokgauz-Efron, 1890-1907), sv "Melankholiia",
10 I Vinitsky, 'A Cheerful Empress and her Gloomy Critics: Catherine the Great and the EighteenthCentury Melancholy Controversy' in A Brintlinger and I Vinitsky (eds), Madness and the Mad in
Russian Culture (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2007), p26.
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balance or preponderance

of which Greek thought

generally,

and Hippocrates

in

particular, believed to determine either sickness or health. Each of the humours was
believed to derive from and correspond to one of the four elements and was equated
with one of the four seasons: "cold and dry melancholy,

which had affinities with

earth, was especially prevalent in autumn or winter.t"! Later humouristic thought saw
the four humours as constituent elements of blood which were ingested into the body
with food. Black bile was seen as "the incompletely

digested portion of the blood, the

sediment and the dregs" and, being cold and dry, was held to have "affinities with old
age and death".12 It was believed that the spleen kept black bile within manageable
limits. This was important for, in addition to depressive

suffering, the melancholy

humour was held to cause numerous other diseases from epilepsy to tumours. Over
time this humouristic

basis became overlaid with other symbolic associations;

melancholy humour coming to be seen as "sympathetic

the

to the nighttime, to the colour

black and to the slowest of the planets, Saturn.,,13
Humoristic
explanatory

medicine,

power,

however,

from a scientific

is a long defunct medical paradigm

whose

point of view, was unable to survive the

discovery of the circulation

of the blood and the rigors of modern anatomy. This

means that by Zoshchenkos

time, released from its monologic,

the term was, to a large degree, left semantically
tantalizing metaphorical

suggestive

ambiguity

adrift, and is thus endowed with a

resonance and poetic suggestiveness.

noted in the course of her work on melancholy

scientific meaning,

As Bridget Lyons has

in the English renaissance,

makes for great literary potential."

this

But, more than this, it

II B G Lyons, Voices of Melancholy: Studies in Literary Treatments of Melancholy in Renaissance
England (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1971), p.2.
12 Ibid, p.2.
13 M Ferber, A Dictionary of Literary Symbols (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), sv
"Melancholy" .
14 B G Lyons, Voices of Melancholy, p. xv and p.l.
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allows the term an elasticity capable of capturing the surplus of subjective meaning,
which, although important to the individual melancholic, must, by necessity, always
remain beyond the ken of the scientific method. It would thus seem to offer a
promising linguistic vehicle for making subjective sense out of apparently senseless
suffering.
Moving beyond etymology to discuss the condition itself, the Brokgauz-Efron
entry for

=Melankholiia'

("mrachnoe pomeshatel'stvo"),

characterises

the condition

as "gloomy

madness"

arguing that:

The essence of the mental changes during m[elancholia] consist in
the fact that the subject finds himself in a sad, depressed mood,
unjustified, or inadequately justified, by external circumstances, and
that his mental activity is generally accompanied by unpleasant,
morbid
1 torments. 15
This sense of grief in excess of ostensible cause, axiomatic to most definitions of
melancholy and depression, is extended to convey the sense in which melancholia
functions to belie external reality when "absurd, delirious ideas and tricks of the
senses arise on the soil of this oppressed condition of the psyche.l'"

The

understanding of melancholia adumbrated in the Brokgauz-Efron embraces all the
varied symptomatology that is often associated with melancholic suffering (such as
all-encompassing, oppressive sadness, pessimism, guilt, self-loathing, insomnia,
lethargy and refusal of food), but it consistently and forcefully stresses these in the
context of "fantasy" ("jantaziia"), "delirious ideas" ("bredovye idei") or "delusions"
("obmany chuvstva,,).17 Thus, in its portrayal of the condition, the Brokgauz-Efron

IS

«C ymHOCTb nCHXlf'leCKHX H3MeHeHHR npa M. 3aKJlJO'IaeTCRB TOM, 'ITO cy6'beKT HaXO.llHTCJIB

neaansnox, nonaaneaaoa HacTPoeHHH, HeMoTHBHpoBaHHoM MH He.llOCTaTOqHOMOTHBHpoBaHHoM
BHeWHHMH 06cTORTenbCTBaMH, H 'ITO nCHXlf'leCKM nearensaocrs
era aoooiue conpoeoxaaerca
~6enpHflHblMH, 60Jle3HeHHblMH My'IeHHJlMH.» Slovar' FA Brokgauza i J A Efrona, sv"Melankholiia".
«Ha nO'IBe sroro yraeraeaoro COCTORHHJInyxa B03HHKllIOT nenenue 6pe.llOBbie HneH H o6MaHbl
~cTBa.» Ibid, sv"Melankholiia".
I Ibid, sv "Melankholiia".
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underlines the extent to which melancholia is a self-imposed abstraction from reality
which encloses the sufferer in a stifling solipsism.
All this perhaps offers some clue as to Zoshchenko's preference for the term
'melankholiia', As this study progresses, this sense of something originating in the
past, best approached by suggestion and metaphor, and ultimately characterised by
obsessive private delusions which distance the sufferer from reality, will appear
increasingly germane to Zoshchenko's understanding of melancholy. But more than
this, the entry reveals the limits, alluded to earlier, of a strictly objective scientific
understanding of the condition. For all its scholarly rigour, the encyclopaedic
approach of the Brokgauz-Efron

is unable to provide any indication of the

psychological or biological mechanics that underlie the symptoms it lists. Despite a
detailed dissection of melancholia in purely symptomatic terms, no insight,
physiological or psychological, scientific or speculative, is offered into the aetiology
of the condition. This means that, despite a reasonably lengthy entry, the work offers
remarkably little guidance to sufferers in making sense of their condition. The
definition of melancholia offered here seems to be poised between a form of innate
"feeble-mindedness" C"slaboumie"), and a kind of obsessive delusion that would not
look out of place in one of Gogol's Petersburg tales." Moreover the vague insistence
that "a cure is best of all attained in specialised institutions" seems both unsatisfactory
and evasive, especially as the encyclopaedic curiosity of the author of the entry does
not extend to relating what these specialised cures might entail. 19

Sigmund Freud (1859-1939)

181bid, sv "Melankholiia".
19 «Jlexeaae JI)"lwe scero

npOH3BO.1l.HTCI
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In addition to the above, Zoshchenko' s understanding of melancholia could not fail to
have been influenced by a body of thought which, in the early twentieth century,
made the term its own: namely Freudian psychoanalysis. The widespread interest in,
and prevalence of, Freudian ideas in Russia in the twenties is attested to and examined
in detail by Alexander Etkind, who also shows how far the influence of
psychoanalysis extended beyond academic and clinical circles, noting in particular
how "concepts

borrowed

from psychoanalysis

began

appearing

in literary

discourse.v'" Moreover, Zoshchenko's own interest in Freud has been documented by
Thomas Hodge in an article which, in the process of analysing the Freudian aspects of
Before Sunrise, offers detailed evidence of Zoshchenko's interest in, and access to,
Freudian works in Russian translation, both in editions published before and after the
revolution.i' In view of this it will now be gainful to examine Freudian melancholia in
some depth.
Although the term 'melancholia' has a long history in psycho-analytic thought
that stretches back to the fin-de-steele origins of the movement, its first systematic
treatment came in an important essay entitled 'Mourning and Melancholia' ('Trauer
und Melancholie'), written by Freud in 1915 but not published until two years later_22
This delay was due to the fact that the essay was originally conceived as part of a
planned volume entitled Preliminaries to a Metapsychology (Zur Vorbereitung einer
Metapsychologie) which was intended "to provide a stable theoretical foundation for
psycho-analysis.t'P That the planned metapsychological volume was never completed
is less significant for the interests of this study than the fact that it reveals Freudian

A Etkind, Eros of the Impossible, p.180.
T P Hodge, 'Freudian Elements', pp. 9-10.
22 See Editor's Note to 'Mourning and Melancholia' in S Freud, The Standard Edition of the Complete
~sycholo~ical Works of Sigmund Freud (London: Vintage, 2001), Vol. 14. pp. 239-240.
See Editor's Note to 'Papers on Metapsychology' in S Freud, The Standard Edition of the Complete
Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud (London: Vintage. 2001), Vol. 14, p, 105.
20
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melancholia to be less of a clinical category per se, than a means to a theoretical end.
For, to a large degree,

Freud used the very semantic

ambiguity

and scientific

inexactitude of the term, suggested earlier in this discussion, as a background against
which to articulate his own subject-centered
of his paper,

Freud

symtomatology

entailed by use of the term melancholia, "whose definition fluctuates

even in descriptive

acknowledges

theory of the psyche. Thus, at the outset

psychiatry",

the terminological

inexactitude

and varying

and which "takes on various clinical

forms the

grouping together of which into a single unity does not seem to be established with
certainty.

,,24

However, he finds a way out of this symptomalogical

confusion by comparing

melancholia with the affect of mourning. After listing the typical mental features of
melancholia,

he notes the symptomatological

similarities

between melancholia

and

mourning, finding that with the exception of "the disturbance in self-regard", which is
particular to melancholia,
understanding

mourning,

well. Mourning
overcome

"the same traits are met with in mourning. ,,25 Thus by
Freud suggests that sense can be made of melancholia

is conceived

of as the psychological

object loss. In psychoanalytic

terms, objects

work required

as

in order to

(both things and people)

assume importance for the subject as a result of libidinal cathexes, or investments of
psychical energy which are explicitly conceived
Once such a libidinal object-relation

of as sexual in the Freudian sense.

becomes vitiated as a result of externally-driven

change or loss, Freud suggests that the subject's libidinal investment in the lost object
is withdrawn:

24

S Freud, 'Mourning and Melancholia' in The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works

of Sigmund Freud, ed. J Strachey (London: Vintage, 2001), Vol. 14, p. 243.
25

Ibid, p. 244.
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Each single one of the memories and expectations in which the
libido is bound to the object is brought up and hypercathected, and
detachment of the libido is accomplished in respect of it.26
Freud sees the magnitude of this task as accounting for the long period of inhibition
that characterizes mourning, during the course of which "the lost object is
psychologically prolonged" in the mind of the subject until the work of mourning is
completed and the subject "becomes free and uninhibited again", ready to seek new
psychological relations in the world outside?7 Mourning thus serves as a
psychological mechanism allowing the psyche to maintain some sort of synchronicity
with a dynamic external reality and remain rooted, albeit tenuously, in the world of
the here and now.
Having established its similarity to mournmg, Freud then begins to
conceptualize melancholia in terms of object loss as well. However, as it rapidly
becomes clear, melancholia frequently entails a different kind of loss to that
encountered in mourning, for it is not always obvious what has been lost in the case of
melancholia. Freud notes that sometimes it can appear that the loss is "of a more ideal
kind", or else that the motivating loss is clear "only in the sense that [the sufferer]
knows whom he has lost, but not what he has lost in him.,,28This suggestively-cryptic
phrase becomes a little less opaque when it is remembered that the symptom that
distinguishes melancholia from mourning is the dramatic erosion of self-regard. In
psychoanalytic theory the seat of the conscious self is termed the ego, something more
obvious in the original German - das Ich, literally ..'the I". Thus Freud interprets the
diminution in self-regard characteristic of melancholia as pointing as much to a loss in
relation to the self (the ego) as to a direct loss in respect of a loved object: ....
In

261bid, p. 245.
27 Ibid, p. 245.
28 Ibid, p. 245.
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mourning it is the world which has become poor and empty; in melancholia it is the
ego itself.,,29
In order to understand exactly what is meant by this notion of ego-loss it is
necessary to delve deeper into the Freudian understanding of object relations, and in
particular to turn to Freud's earlier essay 'On Narcissism: An Introduction' ('Zur
Eirfuhrung des Narzissmus', 1914). In trying to understand what motivates and
characterizes object choices, Freud postulated two possible libidinal alternatives: "a
person may love" either "according to the narcissistic type" or "according to the
anaclitic (attachment) type".30 In this latter type, the subject seeks libidinal
satisfaction in objects that resemble his carers in infancy, namely "the woman who
feeds him" and ''the man who protects him".31 In the narcissistic scenario the subject
chooses objects motivated by their resemblance to himself; or, more accurately, "what
he himself is (Le. himself), what he himself was, what he himself would like to be,
[or] someone who was once part of himself." 32Importantly, neither the anaclitic not
the narcissistic scenarios represent exclusive options, much less human character
types, but are deployed in combinations in relation to particular objects and libidinal
drives: "we assume [... ] that both kinds of object-choice are open to each individual,
though he may ~how a preference for one or the other.,,33In a sense, this is a theory of
love which is founded on the two-fold nature of that emotion; a nature which is most
often expressed in everyday wisdom as: 'in order to love, one must first love oneself.
Indeed, in Freud's schema one must first love oneself, for Freud postulates a stage of

Ibid. p. 246.
S Freud, 'On Narcissism: An Introduction' in S Freud, The Standard Edition of the Complete
ftsychological Works of Sigmund Freud (London: Vintage, 2001), Vol. 14, p. 90.
Ibid, p. 90.
32 Ibid, p. 90.
33 Ibid, p. 88.
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"primary narcissism" in the infant, on which all subsequent object relations,
narcissistic or otherwise, are constructed."
This infant narcissism, which corresponds to Freud's oral stage, is a period of
all-embracing solipsism that precedes the proper formation of the ego, a period when
the subject has not yet developed a sense of the self as a distinct entity separable from
the world of objects. In accordance with the infant's need for oral satisfactions, it is a
period characterized by the desire to introject, to incorporate, the object into itself.
However, this desire to merge with the object is unsustainable and ultimately the
subject must break out into a more complex relation with the world of objects. Just as
in the original myth where Narcissus's total absorption with his own reflection led to
his withering away, so the infant that wants to survive in a dynamic world that
exceeds itself must break out of this stifling self-absorption. Thus, the subject must
come to seek satisfaction beyond his original libidinal cathexis of the self by
acquiring love objects, on both a narcissistic and anac1ytic basis, in the world beyond
the self. Freud illustrates this process with a biological simile, in which he sees the
extension of libido from this primary cathexis of the self onto external objects as
analogous to the temporary protoplasmic protrusions of unicellular organisms:

Thus we form the idea of there being an original libidinal cathexis
of the ego, from which some is later given off to objects, but which
fundamentally persists and is related to the object-cathexes much as
the body of an amoeba is related to the pseudopodia which it puts
out.35
What is important here is that even with the onset of object love, self-love cannot be
entirely overcome, because for Freud's cytological metaphor to hold true, no matter
how much libido is directed towards external objects, there must always remain a
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Ibid, p. 88.
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p. 75.
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reservoir of libido directed towards the ego. Moreover, in accordance with Freud's
metaphor above, the relation of libido directed outwards towards objects (objectlibido) to that directed at the ego itself (ego-libido) is underpinned by an economic
logic:

We also see, broadly speaking, an antithesis between ego-libido and
object-libido. The more of the one is employed, the more the other
becomes depleted."
What is also clear from this metaphor is the provisional nature of object-libido. Just as
pseudopodia are temporary cellular extensions, so libido is extended out into the
world of objects from the ego on a temporary basis and can then be withdrawn when
those objects are lost, to be re-directed either to other objects through the process of
mourning, or to a secondary narcissistic cathexis of the ego.
It is this secondary narcissistic cathexis of the ego that is the pathological
agent in Freudian melancholia. When an "object choice has been effected on a
narcissistic basis" and this object-cathexis becomes vitiated by external change or
loss, it can "regress to narcissism." 37 In this case, libido is "not displaced on to
another object" as it is in mourning, but serves "to establish an identification of the
ego with the abandoned object.,,38 In this way, the loss of a loved object in the
external world is internalized and the object relation is preserved in the ego beyond its
existence in reality.

The narcissistic identification with the object then becomes a
substitute for the erotic cathexis, the result of which is that in spite
of the conflict with the loved person the love-relation need not be
given up.39

Ibid, p. 76.
'Mourning and Melancholia', p. 249.
38 Ibid, p. 249; italics in the original.
391bid, p. 249.
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In this scenario, a loss in the outside world has thus been transformed, in a very real
sense, into a loss of self, or as Freud described it, with just a touch of gothic
foreboding: "Thus the shadow of the object fell upon the ego.,,40This sense of gothic
is perhaps appropriate for, in a significant sense, the dead object, now divorced from
reality, is entombed in the mind, where it is idealized by the process of identification.
Importantly, this regression to narcissism represents a retreat from engagement with
the external world because, in terms of the economic relationship between ego-libido
and object-libido established above, the increased libidinal interest in the self
represented by this secondary narcissistic cathexis of the ego can only be achieved at
the expense of object love. According to Freud, melancholia results when the subject
resorts excessively to this kind of regression to narcissism as a strategy for coping
with object-loss. Thus, he suggests that "melancholia [... ] borrows some of its
features from mourning, and the others from the process of regression from
narcissistic object-choice to [a secondary] narcissism.t'"
At this point, the question arises as to exactly what form this secondary
narcissism takes, or more particularly how the ego-libido withdrawn from objectcathexes is actually deployed. In the case of secondary narcissism, Freud sees the
identificatory mechanisms of primary infant narcissism transferred onto an "ideal
ego" which becomes for the subject "the substitute for the lost narcissism of his
childhood in which he was his own ideal.,,42This ego ideal is an ideal self against
which the actual self is relentlessly compared and found wanting. Its origins lie in
''the critical influence" of the subject's parents and, later on, that of "those who
trained and taught him and the innumerable and unidentifiable host of all the other

p. 249.
p. 250.
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'On Narcissism',
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people in his environment - his fellow men - and public opinion." 43 It is the ego-ideal
which, in Freud's view, underlies the ethical urge in man and it is experienced by the
subject as the voice of conscience.44 Thus, "the institution of conscience" comes to be
conceived as "an embodiment, first of parental criticism, and subsequently of that of
society"." For Freud, the ethical imperative in a given individual does not originate in
"a merely intellectual knowledge" of ethical ideals, rather there is a psychological
logic which forces the subject to recognize such ideals "as a standard for himself' and
to submit "to the claims they make on him.?" This voice of conscience is, for Freud,
a narcissistic construct which results when "large amounts of libido [... ] are drawn
into the formation of the narcissistic ego ideal and find outlet and satisfaction in
maintaining it."

47

This provocative equating of conscience with self-love is of great

importance for Freudian melancholia. As has been seen above, in melancholia the
withdrawal of object-libido results in a surfeit of ego-libido which finds an outlet in
the narcissistic identification with the lost object. This identification forms part of the
sedimentary identifications which comprise the ego-ideal. The propensity of the
melancholic to resort to this kind of narcissistic internalization of object-loss leads to
a disproportionately large narcissistic investment in the ego-ideal with the result that
the sufferer also subjects himself to the relentlessly idealistic, and hugely unrealistic,
demands of conscience. It is the inevitable failure before these demands, which are by
definition divorced from reality, that accounts for the acute guilt and diminution in
self-regard which are the distinguishing traits of melancholia for Freud.

Ibid, p. 96.
44 The ego-ideal as articulated in 'Mourning and Melancholia' would be developed by Freud into his
concept of the super-ego in his 1923 work 'The Ego and the Id'. S Freud, The Ego and the id in The
Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud (London: Vintage, 2001),
Vol. 19, pp. 28-39.
45 'On Narcissism', p. 96.
46lbid, p. 93.
47 Ibid, p. 96.
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Psychological investment in the ego-ideal has to represent a retreat from
external reality because libidinal cathexis of the ego, according to Freud, comes at the
expense of object-libido. Thus Esther Sanchez-Pardo has suggested that Freudian
melancholia represents "the misrecognition by the subject of the boundary between
psychic and external reality.,,48The importance of this aspect of Freudian melancholia
for understanding Zoshchenko' s melancholic aesthetic is something that will become
increasingly apparent as this study progresses. Freudian melancholia thus lies in the
disjuncture between a self which is conceived statically and idealistically and the
transience of the external world. Lying in the disputed liminal space between
subjectivity and the external world, melancholia constitutes an inability to accept the
transience of the world beyond the subject. Melancholic suffering results when the
subject attempts to overcome this transience by internalizing the external world in a
timeless, idealized sense of self. Yet the self is never large enough to absorb the
complexity of the world and the result can only be a splitting of that ideal self along
the fault line formed by its foundational ideal. It is this rooting of melancholic
suffering in the idealization that results from the secondary narcissistic cathexes of the
ego that is particularly interesting in all this. In the Freudian understanding,
melancholia becomes, to a large degree, suffering at the hands of unattainable selfmade ideals which can never be reconciled with reality. That these ideals are selfmade is surely one of the most important insights that Freud offers into melancholic
suffering, for the source of idealism, in its Freudian understanding, turns out to be
neither nature, reason nor God, but a sedimentary, internalized accumulation of
abstracted past realities, prototypically based on parental censure, that are reified out
of their historical context and pitted, almost ridiculously, against the dynamic
E Sanchez-Pardo, Cultures of the Death Drive: Melanie Klein and Modernist Melancholia (Durham
Ne: Duke University Press, 2003), p. 44.
48
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complexity of material reality. The importance of this for Zoshchenko" s own
developing understanding of melancholia is something that this study will try to
demonstrate throughout.

Melanie Klein (1882-1960)
If Zoshchenko's understanding of melancholia bears obvious traces of his debt to
Freud, the same cannot be said in regard to subsequent developments

in

psychoanalytic understandings of melancholic suffering. Alexander Etkind has noted
the way in which the fortunes of psychoanalysis in the Soviet Union waxed and
waned in close relation to the career of its highest placed enthusiast: Lev Trotsky. The
height of psychoanalytic influence in the Soviet Union during the early twenties
coincided closely with the high-point of Trotsky's career in government and party.
Likewise, its stagnation and eventual demise date from around 1926 or 1927, by
which time Trotsky's United Opposition had been defeated and he had lost his place
on the Central Committee of the Party. The final vestiges of psychoanalytic theory
and practice were forced to the margins of Soviet life by the late twenties and early
thirties, just as Trotsky was expelled from the Soviet Union and his supporters were
purged en masse." In this way, psychoanalysts in the Soviet Union remained largely
isolated from developments in psychoanalytic theory and practice that occurred after
this point. With this in mind, it must be considered highly unlikely that Zoshchenko
ever encountered Melanie Klein's

development

of the Freudian concept of

melancholia. However, although Klein's re-writing of Freudian melancholia offers no
direct insight into Zoshchenko' s use of the term, as a European contemporary of
Zoshchenko her work in this area represents an interesting historical counterpoint.
Furthermore, it can provide a valuable, comparative theoretical perspective from

49
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which to illuminate Zoshchenkos

own psychoanalytically-influenced writings on

melancholia.
Melanie

Klein

reached

a

revised

and

controversial

psychoanalytic

understanding of melancholia through a life-long interest in child analysis. Her
elaboration, and substantial re-thinking, of the Freudian concept of melancholia came
to fruition in two papers: 'A Contribution to the Psychogenesis of Manic-Depressive
States' from 1934 and 'Mourning and its Relation to Manic-Depressive States' from
1938.50 It is interesting to note how closely these dates coincide with the period in
which Zoshchenko was undertaking his most systematic and explicit treatment of the
theme of melancholy in the works Youth Restored, published in 1933, and Before
51

Sunrise, which was worked on from 1934 and published in part in 1943.

Yet the

similarities between their respective interests in melancholia go beyond simple
chronological correlation. Like Zoshchenko, Klein also wrote against the background
of a personal history of melancholic affliction; she was prey to a great deal of
depressive suffering in the course of a life that was marred by an unhappy marriage
and traumatic bereavement. Her student and biographer Hanna Segal has noted "the
lasting streak of depression which was part of Melanie's personality.,,52 It was during
analysis for her depression, first by Sandor Ferenczi in Budapest and later by Karl
Abraham in Berlin, that Klein first became seriously drawn to the practice of
psychoanalysis. Moreover, her first systematic theoretical contribution to the
psychoanalytic understanding of melancholia, the paper 'A Contribution to the
Psychogenesis of Manic-Depressive States', first saw light of day in August 1934, a
The dates above relate to the first presentation of the papers rather than their first appearance in print.
'A Contribution to the Psychogenesis of Manic-Depressive States' was presented to the International
Congress of Psycho-Analysis at Lucerne in August 1934, and was published in 1935. 'Mourning and
its Relation to Manic-Depressive States was presented to the British Psycho-Analytical Society in
October 1938, before appearing in print in 1940.
51 Iu V Tomashevskii, 'Khronologicheskaia kanva', pp. 352-359.
S2 H Segal, Klein (London: Karnac, 2002), p. 30.
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mere four months after the early death of her eldest son Hans in a climbing accident.
The depth of her suffering in the wake of this traumatic event and the way in which it
reawakened painful memories of past losses found explicit reflection in the account of
a bereaved mother that she included in her 1938 paper; an account which was hugely
informed by, and largely derived from, her own experience of losing a child. 53 But,
perhaps more strikingly, both Zoshchenko's and Klein's attempts to systematically
think through their melancholy took place against the background of increasingly
militant totalitarianisms which threatened to destroy the cultural milieux of their
formative years. Although Klein lived in London from 1926, her work on the
depressive position from 1934 to 1940 must be read against the growing tide of Nazi
repression that would ultimately come to obliterate the Central-European, Jewish
intellectual world of her youth and early adulthood. Zoshchenko's

systematic

engagement with melancholia can be seen in similar terms, for at broadly the same
time the Soviet Union was subject to radical social change and feeling the bite of
growing political repression whose ultimate onslaught would irrevocably change, if
not totally destroy, the remnants

of the pre-revolutionary

intelligentsia

of

Zoshchenko's formative years.
Following Freud, Klein located melancholia in the disputed liminal space
between self and world, seeing melancholic suffering as a result of the psychic
internalization of external object-loss, or, more particularly, "the real loss of a real
object, or some similar situation having the same significance, [which] results in the
object becoming installed within the ego."S4 However, she questioned whether the
simple fact of introjection was sufficient in itself to explain melancholia, and in the
process came to complicate the largely monocausal Freudian account of the condition:
53

Ibid, p. 74.

M Klein, 'A Contribution to the Psychogenesis of Manic-Depressive States' in Love. Guilt and
Reparation and Other Works 1921-/945 (New York: The Free Press, 1975), p. 263.
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Now, why is it that the process of introjection is so specific for
melancholia? I believe that the main difference between
incorporation in paranoia and in melancholia is connected with
changes in the relation of the subject to the object, though it is also a
question of a change in the constitution of the introjecting ego.55
What is distinctive here is the significance that Klein places on two aspects of the
melancholic condition: firstly, the nature of the cognitive relation of the subject to the
lost object and secondly, the fact that this relation is determined as a result of changes
in the ego in the course of psychic development. These two linked observations lead
her to develop her notion of the depressive position which she comes to see as a
cognitive stage which, although underlying all melancholic suffering, represents
psychological challenges that must be engaged with and resolved by the developing
ego of any psychological subject. Importantly, this is not another one of the stages
that structure the infantile development of the classic Freudian subject, which are
encountered and overcome in sequence and at specific ages. Rather it represents the
specific psychological challenges that the subject must face as his developing ego
places him in a particular relation to the world of objects. Although Klein places the
onset of this stage during the second quarter of the life of the infant, in an important
sense the specific anxieties that derive from it are never conclusively overcome and it
remains as a potential psychological scenario that can be, and frequently is,
reactivated depending on circumstances and particular object relations throughout the
life of the subject. It is for this reason that Klein prefers the term position to phase. 56
In opposition to the Freudian account, Klein does not demand that the infant
pass through a monadic primary narcissism.

Rather the infant ego, whose

development is "governed by the mechanisms of introjection and projection", must

ss Ibid, p. 263.
56

Ibid, pp. 275-276.
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define itself through engagement with the world of objects from the moment of
birth.57 Objects are introjected, taken inside and incorporated into the personality of
the subject. There they are deemed to be 'good' in so far as they provide satisfaction,
while objects which frustrate are deemed 'bad' and are subjected to the "aggression"
and "sadistic impulses" of the infant which are projected out of the self onto these bad
objects making them appear persecutory. 58 These mechanisms, which Klein sees as
strategies for managing the violently entropic impulses that Freud termed the death
drive, give rise to both 'good' and 'bad' objects, "for both of which the mother's
breast is the prototype'V" The breast is the prototypical internal object because it is
the first object that the infant encounters after birth and thus forms the pattern on
which all subsequent objects are incorporated. These good and bad breasts, and the
other good and bad objects that are later subject to similar mental processing, become
"a phantastically distorted picture of the real objects upon which they are based".6o
Importantly, they are part-objects: whereas the breast is an organic unity, Klein argues
that in the infantile psyche its satisfying and frustrating aspects are kept separate "as
excessively good and excessively bad figures'v'"

These primal psychic processes

fashion similar constructions out of other objective unities resulting in idealised
'good' and 'bad' objects.
Ibid, p. 262.
Ibid, p. 262.
S9 Ibid, p. 262. There is an interesting point of cross-over here with Zoshchenko' s analysis of his own
melancholia. As shall become clear in the last chapter of the present study, the "breast" (rpyns)
assumes great importance in Zoshchenko's own understanding of his neurotic complex, especially
when it is connected with the "hand" (pyxa), leading him to locate his neurosis in a traumatic weaning
(See Pered voskhodom solntsa, 3:608-611). Interestingly, Klein also locates the onset of the depressive
position during weaning (See "Psychogenesis of Manic-Depressive States', p. 287). Although Freud
stressed the importance of the breast in anaclytic object choice (see 'On Narcissism', p. 88), he places
neither the same emphasis on it as either Zoshchenko and Klein appear to, nor accords it a significant
role in his concept of melancholia, for which, it will be recalled, narcisstic object choice is the
motivating factor.
60 'Psychogenesis of Manic-Depressive States', p. 262. Melanie Klein adheres to the common British
psychoanalytic convention of spelling fantasy with a 'ph' as a means of distancing her intended usage
from the additional connotations of day-dream or harmless reverie which adhere to the usual English
term: phantasy in Klein's usage is a purely unconscious activity.
61 Ibid, p. 286.
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All this takes place during the developmental phase that Freud insisted was
dominated by oral satisfactions. Thus the primal processes of introjection and
projection are, not coincidentally, psychological correlates of the alimentary processes
of ingestion and excretion. When objects are introjected they are taken into the body
in the fullest, psychological sense; they are installed in the developing ego, becoming
embedded in the developing personality where they are felt "to be live people" which
constitute a whole "inner world".62 Meanwhile, the developing ego also projects
qualities out onto external objects as a means of venting the inexhaustible reserves of
aggression that Klein sees lurking in the depths of the infant psyche. The effect of
these processes is the creation of two planes of object-relation in the very young child,
whereby "there exist, side by side with its relations to real objects - but on a different
plane, as it were - relations to its unreal imagos".63 Klein holds that these inner and
outer worlds, although largely shrouded from consciousness, persist throughout the
life of the subject, demanding the subject perform a delicate psychological balancing
act in order to maintain a proper alignment between them.
Yet these two planes of object-relation should not be understood as completely
separate either, rather they "intermingle and colour each other to an ever-increasing
degree in the course of development."

64

In fact, it is precisely this ego development

which leads to the onset of the depressive position, for with increasing development
of the ego "the internalised imagos will correspond more closely to reality. ,,65 In other
words, the subject begins to perceive "more and more the whole person of the
mother", a mother that unites both the 'good' and 'bad' breasts." Gradually "this

M Klein, 'Mourning and its Relation to Manic-Depressive States' in Love. Guilt and Reparation and
Other Works 1921-1945 (New York: The Free Press, 1975), p. 345.
63 'Psychogenesis
of Manic-Depressive States', p. 286.
64 Ibid, p. 286.
65 Ibid, p. 264.
66lbid, p. 285.
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more realistic perception moves to the world beyond the mother" to begin to unite the
other phantastically distorted part-objects which the infant mind has hitherto kept
separate.V

However, this important perceptual step, undoubtedly an advance in

aligning the subject with external reality, also incurs the specific anxiety complex that
Klein terms the depressive position. The bad objects, which have hitherto been the
focus of sadistic aggression and functioned as a seemingly harmless outlet for the
infant's inexhaustible capacity for blind aggression, now tum out to be inseparable
from the good objects which endow the infant with a sense of security and on which
his growing erotic attachment to the world is based. When these opposite qualities are
united in perception of the whole object, the infant's loved object suddenly dissolves
in a despairing ambivalence. The collapse of the loved object immediately jeopardises
the infant's engagement with the external world of objects. It is for this reason that:

The loss of the loved object [and thus the onset of the depressive
position] takes place during that phase of development in which the
ego makes the transition from partial to total incorporation of the
object.68
In addition to this debilitating ambivalence, with the incorporation of the
whole object comes the infant's realisation "of the state of disintegration to which it
has reduced and is continuing to reduce its loved object" through sadistic aggression
directed at the bad aspects of it. 69 More than just threatened by ambivalence, the loved
object has actually been subjected to the sustained sadistic torments of the infant who
believed he was persecuting an ideally bad object, rather than the 'bad' aspect of a
loved object.

The ego then finds itself confronted with the psychic reality that its
loved objects are in a state of dissolution - in bits - and the despair,
671bid, p. 285.
68 Ibid, p. 267.
69 Ibid, p. 269.
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remorse and anxiety deriving from this recognition are at the bottom
of numerous anxiety-situations.i''
This realisation of the broken, tattered nature of the internal loved objects, of the
psychic rubble within, finds reflection, for Klein, in the clinical observation that
depressed patients frequently experience "the dread of harbouring dying or dead
objects" within and are prone to "an identification of the ego with objects in this
condition.,,7) The psychological importance of this becomes even clearer when it is
remembered that the subject's inner objects are experienced as living people within.
But more than this, in an important sense, the infant becomes psychically aware of his
own culpability in the dissolution of his good objects. This "remorse" derives from
the infant's implication, albeit inadvertent, in the destruction of its own good
objects; 72 the "despair" represents what Klein characterised as a "pining" for the loss
of the ideally-good loved object.73 This accounts for the melancholic aspect of the
depressive position, which Klein later characterised as "melancholia in statu
nascendi in reflection of her belief that melancholic suffering in adults represented a
re-activation of, or prolonged failure to resolve, the depressive position.i"
The unresolved depressive position represents a dangerous state of affairs
from a psychological viewpoint. Klein notes that "the sorrow, feelings of guilt and the
despair which underlie grief' in the depressive position also signify "the ego's
unconscious knowledge that the hate is indeed there, as well as the love"; for there is
a persecuting hatred at the heart of the individual psyche that is always threatening "to

Ibid, p. 269.
Ibid, p. 266.
72 This sense of guilt before an internal object of identification has obvious similarities with Freud's
notion of the ego-ideal related above, except that, in a major revision of Freud, Klein introduces this
infant super-ego before the onset of the Oedipus conflict.
73 'Mourning and Manic-Depressive States', p. 348.
74 Ibid, p. 345.
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get the upper hand".75 The full importance of this fact is only apparent when it is
remembered that "the hate" derives from the inexhaustible destructive resources of
the death drive. Thus, melancholia forces the sufferer to confront the fact of their own
death drive. Meanwhile the destruction and loss of the good, loved objects deprives
the infant of his most important defence against the onslaughts of this same death
drive, leaving him exposed to the uninhibited destructive force of his own aggression,
which, through the primal processes of introjection and projection, creates a terrifying
pantheon of external and internal persecutors:

The dread of persecution which was at first felt on the ego's
account, now relates to the good object as well and from now on
preservation of the good object is regarded as synonymous with the
survival of the egc."
Helpless before his own merciless death drive, the infant is now faced with the
terrifying prospect of the dissolution of his ego, the unravelling of his very sense of
self.
In order to move beyond the depressive position and thus to re-stabilise the
psyche, the maturing ego has to rebuild the lost loved objects inside, it has to
somehow overcome the ambivalence and fear which characterise the depressive
position and, by an enormous effort of libidinal investment, come "to secure his good
internalized object, i.e. to possess himself of it".77 In this undertaking, Klein stresses
the way in which the subject works through the remorse that accompanies the
depressive position through acts of reparation to the damaged loved object:

The pining for the lost loved object also implies dependence on it,
but dependence of a kind which becomes an incentive to reparation
and preservation of the object."
'Psychogenesis of Manic-Depressive States', pp. 270-271.
761bid, p. 264.
77 Ibid, p. 267; italics as per the original.
78 'Mourning and Manic-Depressive States', p. 360.
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By reparation, Klein means the sublimation of psychological repair into creative acts
in the external world. This important Kleinian notion predates her work on the
depressive position, deriving from her reading of an article by Karin Michaelis
contained in the 1929 paper 'Infantile Anxiety-Situations Reflected in a Work of Art
and in the Collective Impulse'

.79

This work sought to explain the story of a woman

who relieved her depressive symptoms by painting pictures of her relatives, without
any prior knowledge of the art of portraiture. Klein interpreted the spontaneous urge
to paint as growing out of "the desire to make reparation, to make good the injury
psychologically done to the mother'v'" With her delineation ofthe depressive position
this insight took on greater meaning, as Klein came to suggest that, in the words of
her biographer Julia Kristeva, "the work of art" as a means of reparation "provides a
way to re-create the harmony of the inner world and to maintain tolerable relations
with the outside".81 Noting that for the subject in the depressive position "it is a
'perfect' [internalized] object which is in pieces", Klein suggests that "perfection"
pursued through artistic endeavour is a sublimation of the desire to restore internal
order:

It appears that the desire for perfection is rooted in the depressive
anxiety of disintegration, which is thus of great importance in all
.
82
subl'imations.
As Kristeva has noted, this notion of the reparative nature of "artistic creation"
elevates it to being "more than just a diagnostic tool", and something which "can also
serve as an initial - and perhaps even an optimal - way of caring for other people",

79 M Klein, 'Infantile Anxiety-Situations Reflected in a Work of Art and in the Creative Impulse' in
Love, Guilt and Reparation and Other Works 1921-1945 (New York: The Free Press, 1975), pp. 213-

218.
so 'Infantile Anxiety-Situations', p. 218.
al J Kristeva, Melanie Klein, trans. R Guberman (New York: Columbia University Press, 2001), p. 188.
a2 'Psychogenesis of Manic-Depressive States', p. 270.
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arguing that Klein' s notion of the "the work of art" as reparation allows it to function
"as an autoanalytic activity".83 This insight, which Kristeva was to develop further in
her own writings on melancholia, is of great importance in understanding the
autoanalytic claims that Zoshchenko made of his own works.
The sense in which reparative phantasies implicitly link actions in the external
world with inner realities finds reflection in the other strategy that Klein proposes for
overcoming the depressive position: the process of mourning. Following Freud, Klein
emphasises mourning as a process characterised by "the testing of reality" which
strives to synchronise the subject with the external world.t" Yet Klein's notion of
mourning is not concerned solely with the displacement of erotic cathexis in response
to object-loss and does not exist in opposition to internalised inner objects as it does
in the Freudian schema. Rather its workings are intimately connected with
synchronizing and integrating the two planes of perception analyzed above: the inner
and outer worlds of the subject.
As has been shown above, Klein sees the inner and outer mental worlds as
being interrelated.

In the baby's mind, the 'internal' mother is bound up with the
'external' one, of whom she is a 'double', though one which at once
undergoes alterations in his mind through the very process of
internalization.85
These alterations represent the influence of "phantasies", "internal stimuli and internal
experiences of all kinds". 86 Being the prototypical object, what holds true for the
mother likewise holds true for all the other objects which are subject to the same
psychological processes. What is important here is the way in which the world of
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J Kristeva, Melanie Klein, pp. 187-188.

'Mourning and Manic-Depressive States', p. 344.
Ibid, p. 346.
Ibid, p. 346.
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internal objects is derived from the world of external objects. The internalised objects
form a kind of double, shadow world deep in the psyche, a world characterized by
attenuated

reflections

of external

objects

that

Sanchez-Pardo

describes

as

"simulacra".87 However, the world of internal objects is felt beyond the reach of
conscious thought, is "inaccessible to the child's accurate observation and judgement,
and cannot be verified by the means of perception which are available in connection
with the tangible and palpable object-world'V" Yet, as they are ultimately derived
from the external world of objects which are amenable to perceptual verification and
rational reflection, the subject is afforded some insight into, and influence over, his
inner phantastic world by turning to the external world of objects. Thus the "doubts,
uncertainties and anxieties" arising from the depressive position:

[..] act as a continuous incentive to the young child to observe and
make sure about the external object-world, from which this inner
world springs, and by these means to understand the internal one
better."
This "continuous incentive" to seek insight into and proof of the goodness of
the loved object in the external world should lead to a concerted effort towards the
integration of external and internal objects through engaging with the external world.
In the case of the infant attempting to resolve the depressive position:

All the enjoyments which the baby lives through in relation to his
mother are so many proofs to him that the loved object inside as
well as outside is not injured, is not turned into a vengeful person.
The increase of love and trust, and the diminishing of fears through
happy experiences, help the baby step by step to overcome his
depression and feeling of loss (mourning). They enable him to test
his inner reality by means of outer reality. Through being loved and
through the enjoyment and comfort he has in relation to people his
confidence in his own as well as well as in other people's goodness
becomes strengthened, his hope that his own 'good' objects and his
87
II
89
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own ego can be saved and preserved increases, at the same time as
his ambivalence and acute fear of internal destruction diminish.9o
Here, the love and attentiveness of the 'external' mother provide a means of proving
the goodness of the 'internal' mother and thus of saving and re-building the loved
internal object. In this illustration of the Kleinian process of infant mourning, which
forms the basis of mourning throughout the life of the subject, what is important is the
extent of reliance on the observable goodness of others, particularly the mother. For,
just as a 'good' mother can disprove the persecutory phantasies of the infant
depressive position, so a 'bad' mother can "increase ambivalence, diminish trust and
hope and confirm anxieties about inner annihilation and external persecution"."
In all of this, it must be remembered that the depressive position underlies all
melancholic suffering, both in the infant and in the adult. Thus, just as "the child's
relation to his mother, her actual presence, is of the greatest help" in overcoming the
depressive position through the integrative process of mourning, so if the adult
mourner "has people whom he loves and who share his grief, and if he can accept
their sympathy, the restoration of the harmony in his inner world is promoted, and his
fears and distress are more quickly reduced.,,92 The insight here is clear: the way out
of melancholic suffering lies not in retreat into the destructive cross-currents of the
self, but in forcing engagement with the world and particularly in the understanding
and kindness of others. Thus Klein asserts that:

The extent to which external reality is able to disprove anxieties and
sorrow relating to the internal reality varies with each individual,
but could be taken as one of the criteria for normality. 93
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It is important to note, however, that the drive for integration that leads the subject

beyond the depressive position is never finally achieved. The kind of integration
achieved through mourning in the Kleinian model is really much more of a bricolage
than the neater Freudian account of the process. In a sense, where Freud emphasises
the outcome of the process of mourning, Klein always emphasises the process itself;
more particularly, she emphasises its ongoing provisional nature. Thus Sanchez-Pardo
has characterised "the Kleinian psychic system" as something "always in flux and
unsettled, always in a precarious, contingent, and transitory unfinished state.?" As
will become clear later in this study, Klein's messy, provisional theory of subjectivity
provides one of the most fertile points of comparison with the theory of melancholia
that emerges in the course of reading Zoshchenko' s works, and so it is worth
understanding in some detail.
The gradual overcoming of the idealised part-objects that constitutes the
integration of the ego contradictorily sees each integrative step being followed by a
"renewed splitting of the imagos" into 'good' and 'bad', internal and external."
However, this apparently retrograde step is coupled with integrative advance:

As the adaptation to the external world increases, this splitting is
carried out on planes which gradually become increasingly nearer
and nearer to reality. This goes on until love for the real and the
internalized objects and trust in them are well established."
This 'two steps forward, one step back' process really constitutes a dialectical
relationship between inner and outer realities. Outer reality is refracted through the
cognitive lens of inner psychic patterns, whilst simultaneously pushing that inner
psychic reality into greater integration with external reality. Thus:

E Sanchez-Pardo, Cultures of the Death Drive, p. 131.
'Psychogenesis of Manic-Depressive States', p. 288.
96 Ibid, p. 288.
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In the process of acqumng knowledge, every new piece of
experience has to be fitted into the patterns provided by the psychic
reality which prevails at the time; whilst the psychic reality of the
child is gradually influenced by every step in his progressive
knowledge of external reality.97
The synthetic outcome of this dialectical interaction is the production of
meaning, a meaning rooted in both external and internal realities. Thus the aim of
mourning and integration are not simply the effacement of the internalized objects by
external ones, but rather the attainment of a deeper and reinvigorated attachment to
primal inner realities through the external world of the here and now.

It seems that every advance in the process of mourning results in a

deepening in the individual's relation to his inner objects, in the
happiness of regaining them after they were felt to be lost [... ], in an
increased trust in them and love for them because they proved to be
good and helpful after all.,,98
The important thing here is that integration and engagement in external reality must,
in effect, carry the internal, psychic reality of the perceiver with it. In other words,
meaning must possess purchase in both the external world and in the inner world of
the subject. When the subject fails to find sufficient support in external reality for his
inner psychic world, or when this support is lost, then the depressive position is
reactivated. Beyond this objectively identifiable object-loss, "the poignancy of the
actual loss of a loved person [... ] is greatly increased by the mourner's unconscious
phantasies of having lost his internal 'good' objects as well."

99

Thus there is a kind of

shadow mourning behind the mourning for an identifiable loss of a loved object
which, being rooted in the unconscious is somehow beyond reasoned causality.
Kleinian melancholia lies in this shadow mourning, in this reactivation of the infantile
depressive position. Importantly, this makes melancholia into an aspect of human
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subjectivity in the broadest sense; it becomes something that all endure as infants and
which periodically re-visits each of us as the supplementary suffering beyond that
attributable to loss in the here and now: "in mourning the subject goes through a
modified and transitory manic-depressive state".lOOThe pathological aspect to it
consists in the prolonged

failure to secure the internalized good objects through

integration of the self in the external world.
Just as with the Freudian account, melancholia in the Kleinian model comes to
reside in the gulf between the psychic world and external reality. However, whereas
the Freudian account of the condition stresses a kind of innateness, Klein re-casts the
condition in terms of subject and world. Freud's lonely melancholic driven into
submission to his ego-ideal as a result of an apparently innate proclivity for
narcissistic love seems cursed by fate into an irrevocable alienation from external
reality. Klein's depressive position, however, stresses the immanence of the condition,
casting it as a universal aspect of the endless saga of human subjectivity. Moreover,
she always leaves open the potential of becoming, for "the Kleinian depressive
position" in many ways reveals human subjectivity to be "open and provisional", in
reality "a system that avoids fixity and closure."

101

The Kleinian subject is always

locked in a relentless struggle to ground his inner world in the shifting sands of a
dynamic, external reality, and thus to shore it up against the destructive pull of the
depressive position which promises only an unending melancholia. In an important
sense the psychological crisis of the depressive position is never completely resolved.
Thus Sanchez-Pardo suggests:

Reparation and integration are only partial outcomes, never fully
achieved, which bring about various ways of living with the
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damage. The subject is founded upon the reproduction of a failure
and the repetition of defensive strategies involving many kinds of
splitting and idealization, countered by efforts toward integration
and reparation under the stimulus of what is yet to come.I02
As this study progresses the notions of "living with the damage" and a "subject
founded on the reproduction of a failure" whose struggle for existence is framed by
"the stimulus of what is yet to come" will find repeated reflection in Zoshchenko's
writings from across the whole of his literary career.

Julia Kristeva (1941-)
Its Lacanian foundation notwithstanding, the work of Julia Kristeva, the Bulgarianborn, French psychoanalyst and academic linguistician, betrays the marked influence
of Melanie Klein. The Kleinian influence is acknowledged to some extent in
Kristeva's writing of the intellectual biography of Klein which was cited earlier in this
chapter; the extent of the acknowledgement is implied by the fact that this work forms
part of a biographical trilogy explicitly devoted to the exploration of "feminine
genius".103Given the importance of the theme for Klein, it is perhaps unsurprising
that the Kleinian influence is particularly obvious in Kristeva's theoretical meditations
on melancholia and depression in the work Black Sun: Depression and Melancholia
(Solei! Noir: Depression

et melancolie,

1987). In particular,

the Kleinian

understanding of mourning, reparation, the place of melancholia in the psychological
genesis of the subject and the figure of the mother in the psychological dynamics of
melancholia hugely inform Kristeva's theorization of the condition. Thus, the place of
Kristeva's work on melancholia in the present study is as an extension of the
comparative theoretical perspective on Zoshchenko' s melancholia that was started by
the preceding discussion of Melanie Klein. The particular importance of Kristeva in
p. 133.
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this respect is the fact that, in line with the Lacanian marriage of psychoanalysis and
linguistics, she is able to translate the psychological dynamics of melancholia into
concrete textual tenns. In view of the current study's ambition to read the textual
contours of melancholia in Zoshchenkos

literary oeuvre, Kristeva's work on

melancholia acquires a special relevance.
For Kristeva, melancholia is a phenomenon negatively, but deeply, inscribed
in language; it is primarily "a noncommunicable grief', one which causes the sufferer
to "lose all interest in words, actions and even life itself."I04 Time and again she
draws attention to the contours of melancholic speech:

Let us keep in mind the speech of the depressed - repetitive and
monotonous. Faced with the impossibility of concatenating, they
utter sentences that are interrupted, exhausted, come to a standstill.
Even phrases they cannot formulate. A repetitive rhythm, a
monotonous melody emerge and dominate the broken logical
sequences, changing them into recurring, obsessive litanies. Finally,
when that frugal musicality becomes exhausted in its turn, or simply
does not succeed in becoming established on account of the pressure
of silence, the melancholy person appears to stop cognizing as well
as uttering, sinking into the blankness of asymbolia or the excess of
an unorderable cognitive chaos. lOS
For Kristeva, melancholic speech is devitalized at a fundamental level. Language
loses its grip on the melancholic subject who ceases to either believe in it or identify
with it; speech is deprived of its capacity for "making sense for the subject".I06 This
linguistic lifelessness is less obvious in the denotative aspects of signification than in
the material, rhythmic and pulsional components of language; it tells in interruption,
logical inconsistency, absence and finally silence. In many ways Kristevan
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melancholia manifests itself as a profound subjective failure in language, ultimately
even a death in language.
The origins of this subjective failure in language lie, Kristeva suggests, at the
point at which the subject attains linguistic competence, in a particular and
foundational moment of mourning. It will be recalled that Klein developed the
concept of mourning beyond Freud's mechanistic understanding, turning it into an
open-ended process for the integration of psychic and external realties, lying at the
heart of all ego development. Kristeva in turn borrows much from this broader, less
mechanistic Kleinian notion of mourning, but she also changes it in significant ways.
Firstly, while acknowledging the existence of objectival depression in the Kleinian
mould, she posits the simultaneous existence of a more "precocious", narcissistic, preobjectival mourning that has no parallel in Klein.107 Secondly, she infuses the process
of mourning with a particular linguistic significance that is absent in both Klein and
Freud. In fact, for Kristeva, the successful completion of a particular type of mourning
becomes the sine qua non condition of entry into the realm of language and symbol.
Thus, she suggests that "the possibility of concatenating signifiers (words or actions)
appears to depend upon going through mourning for an archaic and indispensable
object", a protracted and painful "[mjourning for the Thing".108
The Thing, for Kristeva, is "the real that does not lend itself to signification,
the centre of attraction and repulsion, seat of the sexuality from which the object of
desire will become separated."I09 Disinterred from the abstruse Lacanian terminology,
what this passage really suggests is that the Thing has strong affinities with what
Lacan terms the Real: that totality of psychic meaning which, being irreducible to
symbolic language, must ultimately remain meaningless in its totality, but which must
107
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also appear as the alluring end of language, powering the desire that, in the last count,
anchors the subject in the realm of signs and signification. For Kristeva, it is the
failure to adequately locate desire in the metonymic satisfactions of language which
accounts for that melancholic withdrawal from the wider symbolic order noted earlier.
In Kristeva's account of the birth of the speaking subject, the discovery of the seat of
desire in language demands the rejection of the pre-linguistic, mother-child
symbiosis: "Matricide is our vital necessity, the sine-qua-non condition of our
individuation'Y'" In order to find the mother in language (literally, to find the word
'mother'), the child has to accept, or more precisely to mourn the loss of a more
profoundly felt pre-linguistic, maternal immanence. This translates child language
acquisition into something of a necessary, but traumic separation: the "intrepid
wanderer", by necessity "leaves the crib to meet the mother in the realm of
representations"; but without agreeing "to lose mother", he can "neither imagine nor
name her."JJJ It is precisely the failure to mourn the loss of this pre-objectival, presymbolic maternal immanence in exchange for entry into the infinite metonymy of
desire afforded by Being in language that results in the melancholic withdrawal from
a pallid symbolic realm: the melancholic simply cannot accept the symbolic
gratifications of language in exchange for the wordless certainties of biological
immanence with the mother.
The biological basis of this pre-symbolic space is important to note because it
accounts for the pallor and de-vitalization that Kristeva sees as characteristic of
melancholic speech. To understand how this is so, one needs to turn to Kristeva's
earlier exposition of the birth of the speaking subject contained in her Revolution in
Poetic Language (La revolution du langage poetique,
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1974). In this work she

suggested that the entry into the realm of language and symbol was preceded by, and
predicated upon, a pre-symbolic

infantile space of need prior to desire: a

"nonexpressive totality formed by the drives and their stases in a motility that is as
full of movement as it is regulated.,,112 This psychic space, based in the material of
unconscious Freudian drive economy, she terms the semiotic chora. The protracted
entry of the subject into the realm of symbol and language is marked by the gradual
and partial ordering of these drives into symbolic cathexes in line with the demands
and grammar of symbolic discourse; thus they are not overcome by entry into the
symbolic realm but are rather entwined into language, anchoring the psychological
subject into the socio-linguistic system that Lacan termed the Other.113 In this way,
the biological self is effectively inscribed into language and discourse. In the case of
melancholic withdrawal, it is precisely these biological bindings of the embodied self
into discourse that begin to loosen, literally detaching the flesh and blood self from
the cold expanses of a now distant symbolic realm.l"

It is for this reason that

melancholic speech becomes bloodless, "like an alien skin"; this is why "melancholy
persons are foreigners in their maternal tongue." n s
However, the melancholic satisfactions promised by this withdrawal into
wordless communion with "the Thing" are essentially chimerical: "That total and
unsignifiable Thing is insignificant - it is a mere Nothing, their Nothing, Death.,,116
Thus, the only real escape for the melancholic is the psychic re-inscription of their
semiotic selves into the symbolic realm. Kristeva finds the models for such reinscription in various aspects of art and religious practice, but particularly in writing:

J Kristeva, Revolution in Poetic Language, trans. M Waller (New York: Columbia University Press,
1984), p. 25.
113 Ibid, pp. 43-51.
114 J Kristeva, Black Sun, p.46.
lIS Ibid, p.53.
116 Ibid, p.51.
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[A]esthetic and particularly literary creation, and also religious
discourse in its imaginary, fictional essence, set forth a device
whose prosodic economy, interaction with characters, and implicit
symbolism constitute a very faithful semiological representation of
the subject's battle with symbolic collapse.l "
For Kristeva, this "literary

representation",

constituting

symbolic abdication at the heart of the melancholic
"catharsis";

as such "it is a therapeutic

a mimetic

staging of the

condition, functions as a sort of

device used in all societies throughout

the

ages.?!"
Perhaps understandably

for a professional

psychoanalyst,

Kristeva seeks to

place some limits on the therapeutic potential of art, religion and literature. She argues
that they fall short of what she calls "elaboration":
the inter- and intra-psychic
"strengthening
psychoanalytic

causes of moral suffering.v'!?

the subject's cognitive possibilities"
approach

"the sense of becoming aware of
This concentration

on

is what Kristeva believes sets the

apart from artistic engagements

with melancholia.V" She

characterizes this elaborative step as an attempt to "endow discourse with a modifying
power over the fluctuations of primary processes and even bioenergetic

transmissions,

by favouring a better integration of semiotic agitation within the symbolic fabric.,,121
Yet, this neat distinction between the therapeutic

effectiveness

literature,

a broad

while

undoubtedly

illustrative

of

of psychoanalysis

tendency,

and

is ultimately

unpersuasive in the totality of its claim. Kristeva definitely overstates the exclusivity
of the elaborative gesture to psychoanalysis

or linked psychotherapeutic

fact, her distinction

on the basis of upholding

culturally-ingrained
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discourses. In
a particular,
applicable in

all literary contexts. Indeed, it shall be argued in the last two chapters of this study
that in the Soviet context, where psychotherapeutic discourses were extremely
limited, and where literature historically assumed a more generalized civic function,
Soviet literature was not only able to assume this elaborative function, but, in the form
of Zoshchenko's explicitly therapeutic works, it actually began to do precisely that.
Kristeva herself seems to imply that literature can aspire to more than just
catharsis. In a later discussion of artistic sublimations she links literature with the selfreinvention of the melancholic sufferer:

[T]he work of art that insures the rebirth of its author and its reader
or viewer is one that succeeds in integrating the artificial language it
puts forward (new style, new composition, surprising imagination)
and the unnamed agitations of an omnipotent self that ordinary
social and linguistic usage always leave somewhat orphaned or
plunged into mourning. Hence such a fiction, if it isn't an
antidepressant, is at least a survival, a resurrection.Fi
This is already a long way from catharsis. Moreover in the mutual implication of artist
and reader it would seem already to be gesturing towards a more transferential space
in literature. This is important to note, for, as shall be argued later in this study, this
sense of fiction as self reinvention is precisely what comes to characterize
Zoshchenko's later textual engagement with his own melancholia. In fact, with its
reference to formal and stylistic innovation and rebirth of both reader and writer, this
passage could almost stand as an epigraph to that attempt. The reference to survival is
particularly arresting: in a later section where she describes some of her case histories,
one of Kristeva's patients describes her attempts to escape melancholia as a "poetics
of survival,,;123as this study shall argue, Zoshchenko's attempts to write the truth of
his own melancholia might well be described in the same way.
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Kristeva's distinction between literary and psychoanalytic therapies is eroded
even further by her urging of clinicians to "enrich their practice by paying greater
attention to these sublimatory [artistic] solutions to our crises, in order to be lucid
counter depressants

·.
rat her th an neutra 1izmg
annidepressants. ,,124

Am ong

th ese

therapeutic solutions for re-inscribing the semiotic self back into language she
particularly focuses on three: "prosody", "polysemy" and "the psychic organization of
forgiveness". In prosody she finds a "language beyond language" capable of
inscribing "the rhythm and alliterations of semiotic processes" into language. By
"polysemy" she means the way in which literature "unsettles naming and, by building
up a plurality of connotations around the sign" reveals "the non-meaning, or the true
meaning, of the Thing." With "the psychic organization of forgiveness" she
emphasizes, in Kleinian fashion, art's potential for reinforcing a "kindly ideal, capable
of removing the guilt" that characterizes the melancholic condition.125 The example of
this par excellence, must surely be the infinite mercy and redeeming grace found in
Dostoevsky's ethic of Christian sacrifice.
Returning to the passage from 'Lilacs are Blooming' that opened this chapter,
the melancholic subtext of that "pallor of words" and "uncertainty of thoughts" should
seem a great deal clearer. However that still leaves that baffling impenetrability of the
"virgin jungle" of Russian literature. While the melancholic alienation from language
in general is now clear, what of the specific alienation from the great canon of
Russian literature? A clue perhaps lies in Kristeva's understanding of intertextuality.
While she no doubt subsumes it into her rather expansive notion of "polysemy", it
might be argued that intertextuality deserves special mention in this regard. Kristeva
in fact coined the term 'intertextuality', but in response to a perceived flattening of its
1241bid, pp. 24-25.
m Ibid, p.97.
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critical specificity which followed the term's widespread adoption in critical circles
she later re-branded her term "transposition't.V" This she defines as "the passage from
one sign system to another", with the most important aspect of this process being the
fact it "demands a new articulation [... ] of enuciative and denotative positionality": in
other words it demands a new articulation of the subjective position of the speaker.127
The particular importance of this is that Kristeva also uses the term "transposition" to
refer to that foundational act of mourning which, by "transposing" the loss of semiotic
immanence into linguistic desire, underpins the subject's entry into the symbolic
realm.128 This foundational transposition

then enables that infinite chain of

transpositions within the symbolic realm that might perhaps be better understood in
terms of Kristeva's original 'intertextuality'.

In view of this, there is surely a

particularly melancholic resonance to the deliberate enactment of this intertextual
gesture in melancholic literature. It re-enacts in text a more primal failure to embed
oneself in the otherness of language; nothing makes that fundamental otherness more
explicit than deliberately invoking the words of others. This is frequently the effect of
Zoshchenko's complex, and at times contorted, intertextual invocations which often
twist the canon of Russian literature to yield profoundly melancholic subtexts. As
shall be seen below, while it is not always immediately obvious, Russian literature
does have a long and varied history of literary melancholia.

Melancholia in Russian Literature and Culture
The word melancholia itself occurs fairly infrequently outside writing of the
Sentimental era, but when it is conceived, as above, to be mental pain arising in the
imperfect compatibility of self and world, then melancholia is revealed as something

J Kristeva, Revolution in Poetic Language, pp. 59-60.
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of a perennial concern of Russian literature and a commensurately vast theme. It will
be necessary, in order to illuminate Zoshchenko's specific melancholic reading of
Russian literature later in this study, to conceive of melancholia in this broader,
conceptual sense; however, by necessity, the following discussion will have to be
brief and highly selective. While still striving to adumbrate the general contours of the
melancholy theme in Russian literature, its primary emphasis will have to fall on
highlighting the melancholic references that find later intertextual reflection in
Zoshchenko's own work. This will invariably result in an outline that is more
suggestive than systematic, and will have to leave many frustrating lacunae to await
future elucidation by an appropriately rigorous study of this theme on its own terms.
If 'melancholia' was an eighteenth-century import from Europe, then it is
perhaps unsurprising that the word itself is most deeply embedded in the literature and
culture of that century, in particular in the age of Catherine II. Vinitsky shows how
during Catherine's reign melancholia quickly became the politicized obverse of the
self-styled cheerful rationality of the empress' enlightened despotism; in her own
satires Catherine appropriated the word 'melancholia' to deride critics of her regime
and associate them with the paranoia, cruelty and madness of her predecessor on the
throne.129 However, as her reign progressed and opposition steadily grew, especially
among the secular gentry that she herself had freed from state obligations, her charges
of melancholia were "eagerly accepted and reinterpreted by Catherine's defiant
opponents" such as Nikolai Novikov and Aleksandr

Radishchev.P" It was a short

step for these now self-consciously melancholic critics of Romanov absolutism to
fashion something of a cult of melancholia, "a philosophy of sadness": "indeed,
melancholy was chosen by Russian moral and social thinkers as a spiritual banner for

129
130

I Vinitsky, 'A Cheerful Empress and her Gloomy Critics', pp. 32-39.
Ibid, p.40.

67

the new 'philosophy of faith and feeling' they propagated.t'l " Thus, by painting her
critics with melancholy hues, Vinitsky notes, "the empress shaped the image of the
Russian intelligent in her writings long before this image appeared in Russian
literature.,,132Fuelled by verse translations of the English sepulchral melancholy of
Edward Young and Thomas Gray (by the mystical melancholic Aleksei Kutuzov and
the equally atrabilious Vasilii Zhukovskii respectively), melancholia became the mark
133
This

of intellectual reflection, moral seriousness and a rejection of worldly vanities.

sense of the intellectual sweetness and moral profundity of melancholy reflection
persisted beyond the Catherinian era and into the nineteenth century where it became
embedded in that pastoral world of gentry sentimentalism which proved to be such a
fertile seed bed for much sentimental and romantic literature, and the elegy of which
was so mournfully sung by Ivan Turgenev.l "
This sentimental notion of the sweetness of melancholy is detectable in several
works from this period. In Nikolai Kararnzin's poem 'Melancholia: an Imitation of
Delille' ('Melankholiia: Podrazhanie Deliliu', 1800) for instance, the melancholic
humour is described as: "The happiness of the unhappy and the sweetness of the
distressed! I 0 Melancholia! To them you are dearer than all the other] Artificial
amusements and vapid pleasures.,,135 A similar humour also pervades the selfindulgent sadness of love departed in Pushkin's poem 'Melancholy'

('Unynie',

1816).136However, as Vinitsky notes, the melancholic poet par excellence of this
period was Vasilii Zhukovskii, who boasted the strongest contemporary reputation as

Ibid, p.40.
Ibid, p.37.
133 Ibid, pAl.
:~: A B Wachtel and I Vinitsky, Russian Literature (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2009), pp. 61-63.
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a "singer of melancholy" ("'pevets melankholii'Y

and a purveyor of "a philosophy of

sadness" {"filososiia grusti,,).137 Much of his melancholic writing took the form of
verse translations of European melancholic poems, such as Gray's elegy noted earlier,
however, his technique of poetic translation always remained loose enough to allow
the finished works to be infused with his own sense of philosophical sadness.l "
Indeed, Vinitsky notes that in his verse translation of Milton's 'L'Allegro' in 1833
one can see a new note of bitterness which can be connected to the poet's own
contemporaneous

"struggle

with

black

melancholia"

("bor'ba

s

chernoi

. ..,'). 139
me lan kh 0l tet

In fact, what Zhukovskii reveals is really a fundamental duality that
characterized the literary treatment of melancholia throughout the sentimental and
romantic eras: on the one hand it could be the enchanting sadness of the thoughtful
man; on the other hand it could very quickly become the pathological gloominess of
clinically depressed.l'" This same duality is equally observable across the writings of
other poets of the era. As noted earlier, Pushkin could indulge in dreamy sadness for
his poem 'Melancholy'; however, he could equally stage the darker aspects of the
humour. For instance, a blacker note of melancholic alienation attaches to the mortal
body of the poet in Pushkin's famous poem 'The Prophet' (,Prorok', 1826). Thus,
before being transfigured by a divinely ordained poetic calling, the poet is laid in
bodily prostration: "Tormented by a spiritual thirst I Through a gloomy desert I
dragged my way".141Later the note repeats: "Like a corpse in the desert I lay".142The
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literatura, 1967-1970), vol. 2, p.

poetic contrast between the poet's deathly flesh and a transfiguring

word violently

thrust deep within his chest by a divine other has a powerful melancholic inflection in
terms of the understanding

of the condition

adumbrated

inhering in this image is surely further confirmed

above. The melancholia

by the fact that, as Zholkovsky

observes, Zoshchenko drew on it to describe his own melancholic prostration on the
143

eve of his purported cure in Before Sunrise.

A comparable sense of melancholy attaching to distance from the poetic voice
is detectable
Ludmila',

in Pushkin's

early narrative

poem 'Ruslan

and Ludmila'

('Ruslan

i

1817-1820); or rather, it is detectable in the later addition of an epilogue,

written in 1820, but not appended to the poem until the second edition of 1828. The
original published
precocious

poem was in fact something

of a demonstration

piece for a

poetic talent eager to make his name. It is infused with a youthful

optimism that tells in the lightness and ironic inflection of the narrative voice which
largely cushions the reader from the darker aspects of the folktale on which it is
based. However, the epilogue, written in exile, is of an altogether different nature:
looking back on a poetic self now seemingly

distant in time, it voices both a

melancholic yearning for an absent muse, and an equally melancholic

despair for the

blinkered naivety of youth. The more chastened voice of the epilogue looks back on
the naive, youthful versifier of the preceding poem and opines:

I sang, all the while forgetting
The hurts of blind fortune and foes,
Deceit by a vapid Dorida,
And the noisy tattle of fools.l'"
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While clearly inflected by the bitterness of political exile, this passage combines
amorous, societal and political inconstancy in a peculiarly melancholic unity.
Moreover, because Russian uses the word 'schast'e' to mean both happiness and good
fortune, those "hurts of blind fortune" can equally be read as "hurts of blind
happiness": the first evokes an indifferent fate; the second is a more melancholic
intimation of the delusions of joy. This melancholic chord continues to play as the
poet mourns his absconding lyric against the backdrop of the rugged landscape of his
southern exile:
I'm nourished by feelings unvoiced,
The wonder and charm of landscapes
Untamed and gloomy, still unwrought;
My soul is, each hour, as before
Filled up with the tedium of thought But poetry's flame is no more.145

As in 'The Prophet', there is a melancholy residing in the extinguishing of poetic
voice which tells particularly in those "feelings unvoiced", in a soul full of "the
tedium of thought" and in a nature "untamed and gloomy". However, more interesting
still from the point of view of this study is a melancholy that takes shape in an act of
authorial self-reading. As will become evident later in this study, Zoshchenko's
textual melancholia acquires much of its shape and voice through comparable acts of
self-reading across time.
Although the word 'melancholia'

occurs less frequently outside of the

Sentimental era, this same dualistic, melancholic theme thrived in the literature of the
so-called 'Golden Age'. The later nostalgic adoration of the age notwithstanding,
Vinitsky suggests that "contemporaries themselves not infrequently called the happy
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(as it seems to us now) Golden Age the age ofmeiancholia.,,146 For instance, there is
frequently a profound melancholic alienation in the romantic theme of the
'superfluous man' (lishnii chelovek) of Russian literature: the educated man whose
moral seriousness and European values alienate him equally from state service and the
common people. Thus, it is no coincidence that Evgenii Onegin, the hero ofPushkin's
verse novel of that name (1823-1831), is no stranger to melancholic suffering:

An illness, the search for whose reason
Already should long have been made,
So much like the spleen of the English,
Sadness of a more Russian shade
Took hold of him little by little;
God be thanked, that he never did once
Try to put his gun to his head
But grew instead as cold to life as the dead.147
A more morbidly melancholic treatment of the 'superfluous man' theme is perhaps
found in the character of Pechorin from Lermontov's novel Hero of Our Time (Geroi
nashego vremeni, 1840). Pechorin finds himself trapped within the confines of his
own self-conscious romanticism and chafes against a romantic psychology that
ironically restricts his own self-realisation. This sense of a self curtailed within a
symbolic other not of one's making adds a melancholic note to accompany the exotic
tragedy that the novel stages.
Again, while the word itself is seldom, if ever, used, there remains a
substantial melancholic aspect to that other standard of nineteenth-century literature:
the theme of the 'little man' imalen'kii chelovek). This is especially apparent in the
work of Gogol, the writer who made this theme his own in the first half of the
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nineteenth-century. The 'little man', typically a low-ranking member of the Imperial
civil service, struggles tragicomically to withstand the indifferent demands and harsh
rebuffs of a social order distant and unmoved by his fate. This struggle for identity,
recognition and the pursuit of individual desire within a recalcitrant social Other has a
melancholic relevance that is obvious in the light of the theoretical discussions above.
What is interesting is the way in which Gogol articulates this melancholy in terms of
his own particular comic aesthetic; he famously described this technique in his novel
Dead Souls (Mertvye dushi, 1842) as a means "to survey the whole vastness of life as
it's carried along, to survey it through laughter visible to the world, and through
hidden tears unknown to it."148This comic aesthetic, marked by a surface laughter
which is tempered by a submerged melancholy, is a feature of a great deal of Russian
comic writing; as shall be suggested in the next chapter it is also a tradition that
Zoshchenko deployed, punctuating his laughter with telling melancholic absences and
occlusions.
What is interesting about Gogol' s melancholic comedy is that he articulates it
alongside a vision of profound authorial isolation. Suggesting that his authorial vision
jars with popular literary expectations and astutely predicting the misunderstanding of
his work, he suggests, in the same third person autobiographical interlude in Dead
Souls, that his authorial path will be arduous: "Harsh is his profession, and bitterly he
will he feel his solitude.,,149 The implication that the melancholy underlying the
laughter in his technique is at least partially his own 'bitter solitude' felt amidst the
widespread misapprehension of his artistic vision by his contemporaries finds definite
parallels in Gogol's life. Throughout the 1840s Gogol was increasingly absorbed by a
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search for the spiritual "perfection" which he believed would translate into a purity of
authorial word that would resist the dilution of his prophetic vision by the
misapprehension of the reading public and the critical establishment. Iso This
unwillingness to accept the way in which words, being fundamentally other, casually
shake off authorial intentions betrays an intensely melancholic alienation from the
profound otherness of the symbolic realm.
This phenomenon is actually treated fictionally, with a degree of knowing
irony largely absent from the later Gogol, in the course of his most famous tale of a
lowly clerk: 'The Overcoat' ('Shinel",

1842). The hero of this tale, Akakii

Akakievich, is pointedly made a diligent copy-clerk who finds in the exact replication
of written matter "some kind of varied and pleasant world of his own." 151That this is
a confusion of self and other is confirmed by his tendency to see in everything his
own handwriting and to frequently not notice whether "he is in the middle of a line, or
rather in the middle of the street.,,152In this he is contrasted with the tailor he employs
to make his new overcoat: Petrovich delights in the "gulf that separates tailors who
only put in linings and make repairs from those who stitch from scratch.,,153Thus
Petrovich's creativity is posited in opposition to Akakievich's solemn transcription.
Importantly, while the inflexibility of Akakievich' s transcriptive personality cannot
accept the loss of the coat and even chooses death in its place, Petrovich is able to
watch with satisfaction as the coat he has made walks off down the street.154If this
opposition between an inflexible transcription of self into the Other and a willingness

.
'1ntro ducnon
. ,. m Gago I fr om t he Twentieth-Century: Eleven Essays (Princeton NJ:
R Magutre,
Princeton University Press, 1974), pp. 27-28.
lSI «[ ...] KaKoA-TOCBoApa3Hoo6pa3HblA H npWlTHbiA MHp.» N V Gogol, 'Shine)"
in Polnoe sobranie
sochinenii v odnom tome (Moscow: Alfa-Kniga, 2009), p.349.
IS2 «[ ] Ha cepenase CTPOKH,a cxopee Ha cepenaae
YJlHUbl.» Ibid, p.350.
IS3 [
] 6e3.llH)', pa3.lleJUDOlIl)'JOnOpTHbIX, xoropue
nO.llCTaBJUnOTTOJlbKOnonxnanxa H nepenpaanmor,
OTrex, xoropue WblOT 3aHOBO.» Ibid, p.356.
154 Ibid, p.356.
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to accept that created objects acquire a life of their own is translated into creativity in
language (as the copy-clerk theme surely invites one to do) then one is left with a
playful meditation on precisely the same dilemma that Gogol faced in his writing
career. As shall become clear in chapter three, the melancholic theory of authorship
staged in this subplot of 'The Overcoat' will assume a great importance in
Zoshchenko's comic fiction of the 1920s.
Dostoevsky's literary career started as an outgrowth of this same Gogolian
fascination with the 'little man', but it was brutally interrupted by his detention and
exile on charges of political subversion. It is primarily in the works that grow out of
his Siberian exile that the melancholy theme resounds most clearly. In fact, describing
the writer's account of Siberian exile contained in Notes from the House of the Dead
(Zapiski iz mertvogo doma, 1861), Dostoevsky's biographer Joseph Frank notes "the
melancholy conclusions" that followed this reflection on his past.155 Kristeva devotes
a chapter of her meditation on melancholia to Dostoevsky, where she concentrates on
reading her conception of a melancholic poetics of forgiveness in his post-Siberian
oeuvre.i'" However, in adopting this focus she perhaps misses another important
aspect of the melancholic theme, one that was certainly more important in
Zoshchenko's invocation of Dostoevsky's melancholia in Before Sunrise: that of the
underground man. This exercise in alienated selthood combines ego, desire, guilt,
shame, pride and illness to illustrate the perverting effects of a mind unable to locate
itself in the social Other; in this regard, the private torments of the nameless clerk at
the centre of the story represent the extremity of the 'little man' theme. As Richard
Peace notes, the retreat of the hero further and further into his own perverted
rationality is a reflection of a greater human tendency to live in the abstract, at a
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J Frank, Dostoevsky: A Writer in His Time (Princeton NJ, Princeton University Press, 2010), p. 203.
J Kristeva, Black Sun, pp. 173-217.
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157

distance from the realities of embodied existence.
to live creatively

in the symbolic

This desperate plea for the need

realm is reflected

in the underground

man's

paradoxical melancholic references to "the living life" ("zhivaia zhizn'") and "those
born dead" ("mertvo-rozhdennye,,).158
Taken together, Tolstoy'S Anna Karenina (1877) and A Confession (Ispoved',
1882) are similarly amenable to interpretation
established

above.

interconnected

As Andrew

Wachtel

in terms of the melancholic

argues,

the

is established by Tolstoy's unostentatious

novel in A Confession; Wachtel thus convincingly

fact the two

theme

works

are

self-citation from the earlier

argues that the two works invite

reading in tandem.159 A Confession relates the details of Tolstoy'S spiritual crisis and
resultant

mental breakdown

with autobiographical

clarity.

explicitly conceive of his crisis in terms of melancholia,
Tolstoy's

mental prostration

psychologist

Although

the relevance of the term to

and suicidal urges is confirmed

and pragmatist philosopher

he does not

by the fact that the

William James used precisely this term to

characterize the breakdown Tolstoy describes.l'"

If one accepts, as James does, that

Tolstoy's spiritual crisis as described in A Confession can be understood in terms of
melancholia, then one of the effects of reading it in parallel with Anna Karenina, as
Wachtel suggests, is surely to bring out the melancholia

in this latter work as well.

Indeed, the sadness is not hard to find; it forms half of one of the most famous
opening lines in world literature: "All happy families resemble

1~7 R

one another; each

Peace, Dostoevsky's "Notes from Underground" (London: Gerald Duckworth. 1993), pp. 64-65.
F M Dostoevskii, Zapiski iz podpol'ia in Sobrante sochinenii v desiati tomakh (Moscow:
Khudozhestvannaia literatura, 1956-58), vol. 4, pp. 243-244.
159 A Wachtel, 'History and Autobiography in Tolstoy' in D T Orwin (ed), The Cambridge Companion
to Tolstoy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), pp.182-18S.
160 W James, The Varieties of Religious Experience: A Study in Human Nature (London: Routledge.
2008 [1902]), pp. 108-114.
1~8

76

unhappy family is unhappy in its own way.,,161Reading in this way, one is suddenly
struck by the number of mental and spiritual crises one encounters in Anna Karenina.
In fact, most of the major characters go through some form of black mood in the
course ofthe novel; the causes are all different (infidelity, death of a relative, rejection
of courtship, financial crisis, sense of social superfluity) and they are all ultimately
overcome by re-inscribing individual desire into social realities (marriage, childbearing, social activism, military adventure). All that is except one: Anna Karenina
herself, who caught between two socially irreconcilable desires (marriage to Vronskii
and custody of her son), is unable to anchor her desire in social reality and thus finds
nothing between her and madness, and eventually death. In A Confession, Tolstoy
finds that society and social activity only offer a delusory and unsatisfactory basis for
subjective happiness, which would mean that, if the parallel reading is to be upheld,
the happiness of all the surviving characters in Anna Karenina is likewise
insubstantial. In the end, Tolstoy finds nothing holding him back from madness and
death except religious faith. While Tolstoy's faith is conceived of as a religion, in
more general terms it might be argued that it is a broader act of faith that keeps the
subject anchored in the symbolic realm and a failure of this faith that plunges the
i me 1anc h 01·
subiect
ject into
ia, 162
The melancholy in Chekhov is of a different nature entirely to Tolstoy'S. It is
intimately connected with his early career as a medical practitioner and a part-time
writer of comic fiction and feuilletons. As Vera Gottlieb makes clear, Chekhov's
comedy always remained based in his conviction that laughter was more often than

161 «Bce csacrnaaue
ceMbH noxoxa .llPyr Ha npyra, K8)I(,n1UlHeCqacTnHBIUI CeMbJl HeCqaCTnHBa noCBoeMY.» L N Tolstoi, Anna Karenina in Sobranie sochinenii v chetyrnadtsati tomakh (Moscow:

Khudozhestvennaia literatura, 1951-53), vol. 8, p. 5.
162 See J Kristeva, Black Sun, pp. 13-14.
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not the best medicine.l'"

Yet, like Gogol before him, there always remained a

melancholic element to his curative laughter, something evident in one of the early
pseudonyms he used when writing for the comic press: 'The Man without a Spleen'
('Chelovek bez selezenki').l64 It will be recalled that according to humoristic medicine

the spleen was the organ responsible for controlling the preponderance of black bile,
which would make Chekhov's comic mask particularly melancholic. This ironic
reference to melancholia perhaps reveals a more general preference for irony when
approaching black moods and pathological sadness: Masha in Chekhov's play Three
Sisters (Tri sestry,

1900), a character always perched on the edge of hysterical

sadness, insists in Act One that "Today I'm 'rnerlancholeric',

I don't feel very

cheerful, don't listen to me"; this is accompanied by the stage direction "laughing
through tears".165 The Gogolian stage direction and the comically knowing
mispronunciation of melancholia suffuse the whole concept with irony. The reason for
this is perhaps that melancholia is the very real suffering that lies beyond the various
vain attempts of Chekhovian characters to search for some definitive epistemological
certainty in life. For Vladimir Kataev, this doomed but vital search for a personal
epistemology adequate to life underlies all Chekhov's works from the comic fiction to
the longer tales and finally to the plays.166The depressive torpor that results when this
search is abandoned is most obviously demonstrated in Ivanov (1887), perhaps
Chekhov's bleakest work. The eponymous hero is a kind of Levin (from Anna
Karenina)

turned sour: a landowner whose idealism has evaporated and whose

marriage for love has turned into bitter resentment; he has given up on rational
163 V Gottlieb, 'Chekhov's
Comedy' in V Gottlieb and P Allain (eds) The Cambridge Companion to
Chekhov (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), pp. 228-238.
164 R Bartlett, Chekhov: Scenes from a Life (London: The Free Press, 2004), pp. 133-134.
16<~ «C erOJlIUJ SIB MepnexmoH.llHH, aeseceno MHe, H TbI He cnyuran
MelUJ. (CMeSiCb CKB03b cnesu.)» A
P Chekhov, Tri sestry.Act 1. Masha makes this statement in her first speech in the play.
166 V B Kataev, If Only We Could Know! An Interpretation ofChekhov, trans. H Pitcher (Chicago: Ivan
Dee, 2002), passim.
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farming methods and has surrendered himself to an all-engulfing pessimism. Yet it is
less his melancholic pessimism per se which fascinates, rather it is the effect of it on
others that matters, or rather it is the way it undermines all the other characters'
attempts to make sense of him. Bradley Lewis, who approaches the play from a
psychiatric perspective, has noted precisely the way in which Ivanov enacts the varied
attempts of other characters to reach narrative

conclusions about Ivanov's

melancholic prostration and uses this to articulate a broader narrative paradigm of
treatment for clinical depression.167 Ivanov's melancholic torpor thus becomes
existence beyond knowing, existence in the absence of the flawed but necessary ideals
which keep humanity orientated towards life. That this position is unsustainable is
demonstrated by Ivanov's suicide at the end.
By the end of the nineteenth-century,

Russian literature witnessed a

spectacular re-birth of the romantic outlook in the form of the so-called Silver Age of
Russian literature. Amongst its varied pantheon of predecessors, writers of the era
consciously looked back to earlier romantic forebears such as Tiutchev and, as
Vinitsky shows, Zhukovskii.168 The recalling of the melancholic poet par excellence
was particularly apposite, for the melancholia of the Silver Age was in many ways the
equal of that of the earlier Golden Age. Reacting against the positivism and scientism
of the last decades of the nineteenth century, Silver Age literature, especially in its
Symbolist incarnation, consciously rejected the rationalism of previous generations
and their belief in progress:

The categorical demand for the impossible, the readiness to
exchange sanity for joy, the conviction that the cause of our sorrow

167 B Lewis, 'Listening to Chekhov: Narrative Approaches to Depression', The Bulletin of the North
American Chekhov Society, XV: I (Fa112007), pp. 7-25.
168 I Vinitskii, Utekhi melankholii, p.l 09.

79

is beyond understanding - all these are the sentiments
.. m revo Itt azai
generation
against causa litty an d common sense. 169
In its place, Symbolists

looked to metaphysical

of a

verities beyond the bounds of the

everyday world of sensation; they found poetic themes in the "pleasures of death" and
"the superior wisdom of despair". 170
Symbolist writing thus aimed to move beyond the bounds of formal language;
as Avril Pyman shows, the Symbolists

borrowed a line from Tiutchev which they

elevated into a "slogan" for their poetic tendency: "The thought once spoken is a lie"
("Mysl' izrechennaia
deployed

"symbols",

est' lozh",).171 Symbolism was "a poetry of suggestion"
"correspondences"

and "associative

thinking"

which

which aimed

primarily at the creation of "mood". 172Its adherents "sought not so much to illustrate
a thought

as to communicate

a succession

subject.,,)73 It was thus dependent

of moods

unified

by the sentient

on an extreme artistic subjectivity

in which the

artist becomes "the whole and only source of his own creativity.,,174
The melancholic resonance of this turning inward towards the extra-linguistic
creativity of the self is quite clear. The associative
states in particular evoke a cult of melancholy

thinking and creation of mood-

more radically subjective than in any

previous period of Russian literature. The problem, as with the melancholic
Age, was that the symbolist
philosophical

method

notion of melancholia

coexisted

as a kind of extra-linguistic,

with the more pathological

condition, giving rise to the same duality of melancholia
Zhukovskii.

This duality was something

particularly

Blok, a poet who, alongside his melancholy

170

80

understanding

characteristic

of the

of the age of

clear in the case of Aleksandr

symbolist

A Pyman, A History of Russian Symbolism (Cambridge:
Ibid, p.80.
171 Ibid, p.10.
J72 Ibid, p.70.
173 Ibid, p.73.
174 Ibid, p.79.
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Golden

Cambridge

aesthetic,
University

also exhibited "a
Press, 1994). p.60.

strong tendency to clinical depression",
actually thought of as premature
Age melancholia

something "which he wrote of and probably

senility."m

As Mark Steinberg has shown, Silver

chimed with a more general mood of despondency

and foreboding

as the Romanov regime limped towards its end in the early twentieth century: "the
melancholy
aesthetic

malady of the sensitive

pleasures,

was reborn

suggests that melancholia

intellectual,

which had not been without its

as a dangerous

popular

epidernic.Y'?

became something of a social phenomenon

Steinberg

in these years,

dominating social and journalistic

discourses and imbuing them with a vocabulary of

emotional suffering. Increasingly,

the fate of the whole Russian empire came to be

seen in the same melancholic hues that characterized

Silver Age literature. As will be

seen in the following chapters, it is against this background of melancholic excess that
Zoshchenko's

rejection of inwardness should ultimately be understood.

Ibid, p.215.
M D Steinberg, 'Melancholy and Modernity: Emotions and Social Life in Russia Between the
Revolutions', Journal of Social History, 41:4 (2008), p.814.
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Chapter 2
Textual Truancies
In approaching Zoshchenko's comic fiction in terms of melancholia, one would
perhaps not ordinarily expect to find a wealth of obvious material. His famously short,
intricately constructed, comic stories of the twenties not only tend to avoid the word
melancholia itself, but also largely steer clear of explicit depictions of melancholic
suffering. Moreover, these stories, both in their brevity and in the comically-limited
narrator-heroes that tell them, seem to be discursively under-equipped for any kind of
systematic exploration of psychological and existential themes. In fact, the abundant
humour for which these stories are justly renowned seems, at first glance, to owe
much more to the multifaceted play of socio-cultural incongruity so characteristic of
the NEP era in which they were written.' However, the melancholy in these stories
does not really inhere at the level of explicit theme, or even at the level of direct
discourse. Appropriately enough for a misery of wordlessness, the melancholy in the
stories lies beyond the discursive in a realm of suggestive absence. Indeed, for all its
sociological detail and cultural inflection Zoshchenko' s wry and inscrutable laughter
always echoes over a void. There is an underlying desperation in Zoshchenko' s
humour, a dark core which makes the laughter both more brittle and, paradoxically
enough, more human. Importantly, this comic shadow remains both unspoken and
unspeaking, a wordless absence against which the laughter shines, unsettling,
uncertain and defiant. Eluding linguistic and narrative grasp, this asyrnbolic silence is
an essential aspect of the comic aesthetic that Zoshchenko achieves in these works,
but it is also profoundly melancholic.

1 This is mirrored in the dominance of socio-cultural approaches that Alexander Zholkovsky has noted
in twentieth-century Zoshchenko criticism, irrespective of whether from pro- or anti-Soviet
perspectives. A K Zholkovskii, Poetika nedoveriia, p. 307.

It was precisely this kind of absence lying at the heart of the text which
marked Zoshchenko's

stories out for no less a reader than Osip Mandelstam.

In

Fourth Prose (Chetvertaia proza, 1930), his eloquently devastating critique of the
Soviet literary establishment,

Mandelstam

argued that absence was central to any

genuine literary endeavour: "Genuine work is really Brussels lace; the chief thing in it
is that by which the design is supported:

air, perforations,

absences.Y

Mandelstam

thus envisions textuality defined as much by space as by word, as much by silence as
by noise; indeed elsewhere in Fourth Prose he suggests that the only literature worthy
of the name is really a kind of "stolen air" ("vorovannyi
in this airy embroidery,
attributed to Zoshchenko,

vozdukh").' Accomplishment

this art of absence, was something
of whom he claimed:

Mandelstam

"Now there's

explicitly

a man for whom

absences breathe; now there's a man in whose work Brussels lace lives!"4
Of course, Mandelstam

does not refer to Zoshchenko' s textual truancies as

melancholia; his interest in this aspect of Zoshchenko' s work is primarily informed by
his concern with the nature of poetic craft and calling. Indeed, it is with this in mind
that Mandelstam refers to Zoshchenko's

stories as "a bible of work" ("bibliia truda").'

In terms of the pun which opens this section of Fourth Prose, the word trud here
refers to both work (as in productive labour) and the work (as in the literary work)."
Thus,

for Mandelstam,

Zoshchenko' s "bible

of work"

functions

both

as an

«HaCTOJllUHi:irpya - sro 6plOCCeJIbCKOe JCPY)l(eBo. B HeM rnasnoe TO, Ha '1eM .lleplKHTCJIysop:
B03.ll)'X, npOKOJIbl, nporynu.» 0 Mandel'shtam, Chetvertaia proza in Sochineniia: Stikhotvoreniia.
Proza. Esse (Moscow: AST, 2008), p. 501. The date given above refers to the completion of the work
rather than its appearance in print; appearing first in the West, Fourth Prose was not published in the
Soviet Union until 1989.
3 Ibid, p. 490.
4 ((BOTY xoro nporynu
nsnnar, BOTy KOfO6plOCCeJIbCKOexpyxeao )l(HBeT!» Ibid, p. 50 I.
S Ibid, p. 501.
6 The pun, which only partially translates
into English, is defined in the first two sentences of section
16 of Fourth Prose and opens a continuing play involving cognates of the word trud for the rest of the
section. The opening sentences of the section are as follows: «CKOJIbKO6bl " HMrpynancs, eCJIH 6 "
HOCHnHa cnaae JIoWMeR, eCJIM6 JI KpYTHn MeJIbHlf'lbM )l(epHoBa, - see pasno HHKOf.lla JI He CTaHY
TpY.IUlWHMCJl.MoR TpY.ll, B '1eM 6bI OH HM BblPa>K8JlCJI, BocnpHHHMaeTC" KaK 030PCTBO, KaK
6e33aKoHMe, KaKcnytlaitHocTb.» Ibid, p. 500.
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authoritative source of existential wisdom for survival within the production ethos of
the time, and additionally as a guide to the process of textual production and the craft
of writing.
Nonetheless,

there

remams

something

strikingly,

if

unintentionally,

melancholic about Mandelstam's vision of the text (and particularly the Zoshchenko
text) as a fabric woven from both meaning and non-meaning, a site where the
presence of absence outweighs the presence of words. It is interesting that he talks of
Zoshchenko's textual gaps as places where "absences breathe" and where "Brussels
lace lives". The attribution of biological characteristics to these vacant spaces nudges
them closer to that living absence, that "insistence without presence" which Kristeva
senses in the pre-symbolic non-object of melancholia.' Tellingly, Mandelstam likens
the absence that structures the literary text to the hole in a bagel, and values it more
than the surrounding dough because "the bagel can be gobbled up, but the hole will
remain:,g This implicit understanding of the word as the fragile and transitory
enclosure of a radical, recalcitrant and infinite wordlessness resonates closely with
that "pallor of words" that defines the linguistic melancholia analysed in the first
chapter of this study.

Textual Melancholy
A more explicit, if not exactly unproblematic,

suggestion of melancholia in

Zoshchenko's fiction of the twenties can be found in a letter sent to the writer in 1928
by an enthusiastic group of Moscow workers eager to share their perceptive
appreciation of his fiction. In this letter, which was subsequently published in
Zoshchenko's Letters to the Writer (Pis'ma k pisateliu, 1929), the authors begin by

7

J Kristeva, Black Sun, p.13.

8

«Dy6nHx

MO)l(HO

cnonars, a Jlhlpxa

OCTaHeTCSI.»

Chetvertaia proza, p. 500.

stressing their own critical seriousness, begging the addressee not to dismiss their
letter as "the usual letter of some admirer or other"," Instead, they insist that they are:

[... ] ordinary working people (not in the sense of 'We Workers!'),
who are interested in your stories as stories of a quite different type
from the humorous stories of other authors."
Seeing the particularity of Zoshchenko' s comic technique directly reflected in
his wide appeal, the authors of the letter start with the diversity of his readership in
their ambition to understand what sets Zoshchenko' s stories apart from other writers
of comic fiction. Interestingly, it is in outlining the breadth of Zoshchenko's literary
appeal through a series of rhetorical questions that they hint strongly at an aspect of
Zoshchenko's humour with explicit appeal to the melancholic character:

Why is your name known to everyone, even at the less cultured
level, not to mention the more advanced workers and intelligentsia?
Why does even a melancholic come alive at the mention of the
name Zoshchenko? Why is someone who hasn't heard of you
regarded with sympathy? II
Although the passage is coloured by an obvious rhetorical inflection, these amateur
critics nonetheless clearly suggest that Zoshchenko' s stories exercise an appeal that
not only engages the melancholic temperament, but even constitutes something of an
antidote. Indeed, there is an insightful and doubtless unintended felicity in their
phraseology: the implicit opposition of melancholia and life chimes significantly with
the association of melancholia and death identified earlier in this study. 12 The word

«[n1pocHM He CMOTpeTb Ha Hero [nHCbMo1 KaK Ha 06bl'lHOe nHCbMO KaKorO-HH6Y.l(b nOKJIOHHHKa».
M M Zoshchenko, Pis'ma k pisateliu in Sobranie sochinenii, ed. I Sukhikh, (8 volumes, Moscow:
Vremia, 2008), volume entitled Sentimental 'nye povesti, p. 354.
10 «[ ...] npocrue
pa60'lHe mona (He B CMblcne «Mbl, pa60'lHe»),
aarepecyioinaecs
BaWHMH
paCCKalaMH, KaK paccxasaaa
COBceM npyroro
pona, 'IeM IOMOpHCTH'leCKHe paccsaau npyrax
aaropos.» Ibid, p.354.
II « nosexy same HMJI 3HaKOMOscea, .na>KeB cpene C HH3KHM KYnbTYPHblM yposaea,
He rOBOpJl yxce
npo 60nee pa3BHTbIX pa60'lHX H HHTeMHreHlUOO? nO'IeMY .na>Ke MenaHXOnH'leCKHIt '1enOBeK, npa
ynoMHHaHHH HMeHH 3om.eHKo, OlKHBJUleTCJI?nO'IeMY Ha senosexa, He cnauiastuero 0 aac, CMOTpJITC
CO>KaneHHeM?»Ibid, p. 355.
12 See in particular the discussion of Kleinian
melancholia in chapter 1.
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choice is, if anything, more telling for being parenthetic in relation to the over-riding
rhetorical concerns of the authors of the letter, but would, in any case, seem to suggest
there is something more in this reference than a bland evocation of the upbeat nature
of the stories.
If these lay critics, however rhetorically, however parenthetically, discern a
melancholic resonance in the general appeal of Zoshchenko' s comic fiction then it is
important to understand how they explain this appeal in terms of technique. In striving
to answer the questions posed above, the authors of the letter suggest that:

This is explained by the simple style, the accessibility, and in
general by that which contemporary authors of humorous stories try
in vain to achieve. Indeed, sometimes reading a story of yours, you
laugh not at all the story as a whole, but at one well-chosen word or
phrase. And precisely in this lies the strength of your stories,
precisely this makes one read them in the most attentive way,
following every word."
That their answer offers more by way of suggestion than rigorous critical analysis is
perhaps unsurprising in view of the fact that it was originally made in the form of a
private letter to the writer by readers whose enthusiasm doubtless exceeded their
formal training in literary criticism. Nonetheless, when these lay critics suggest that
the humour in Zoshchenko often does not constitute the sum total of a given work, but
rather resides in certain linguistic or literary devices, they make a hugely significant
observation. By locating the humour in particular devices they implicitly open a noncomic space within these same comic stories. It might reasonably be assumed that
whatever they find in Zoshchenko's technique which particularly appeals to the
melancholic temperament would reside alongside the laughter in precisely these non-

13 «06'i>JlCHJleTCI
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IOMOpHCTH'leCKHX

uenoa

paCCKaJOB.

a O,llHOM)' Y.lla'lHO

H CHJla, sro-ro M JaCTaBnJleT BHHMaTenbHe~mHM
paccxaau.» Pis 'ma k pisateliu, p. 37.
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comic spaces.i" Of course, one might object that their understanding of Zoshchenko' s
humour in purely linguistic terms is too narrow, and, for instance, ignores the not
insubstantial physical aspects of Zoshchenko's laughter, but in claiming a nonhumorous space in Zoshchenko they surely take a huge step closer to realising their
goal of understanding what is particular about Zoshchenko' s comic aesthetic."
Unfortunately, the nature of the non-comic space that the authors of the letter
imply is not really described in any detail; the closest that they come to defining it is
by reference to "that which contemporary authors of humorous stories try in vain to
achieve." In view of this apparent evasion, it is perhaps tempting to dismiss their
insight out of hand as being insufficiently rigorous and far too vague to deserve
serious critical attention. However, the most compelling reason for resisting this
temptation and trying to develop their suggestive insight further is the obvious joy
that Zoshchenko himself took, first in reading, and later in publishing their critical
endeavours in Letters to the Writer. With barely concealed delight, Zoshchenko says
of the letter he received from these enthusiastic readers: ""Iread it several times and
could only marvel at the appearance of such observant critics.t'" He thus endorses
both their critical ambition and the insights that these amateur critics propose,
describing the letter as "sensible criticism" (""de/'naia kritika");

importantly, the

Russian adjective del'nyi carries the implication of rootedness in practice, perhaps the

14 Interestingly, this suggestion that the humour in the stories resides in particular, linguistic devices
dimly foreshadows (in spirit at least) the much more systematic formalist analysis of Zoshchenko's
humour undertaken by Mikhail Kreps. Kreps located basic units of humour which he termed the
"humoreme" ("iumorema") and devised a typology of twenty-three such humoremes which he saw at
work in z?shche~o's comic fiction. Importantly, Kreps' analysis, like all attempts to locate humour in
self-contamed units less than the sum of the total text, invariably leave open the space for nonhumorous elements. See M Kreps, Tekhnika komicheskogo u Zoshchenko (Benson VT: Chalidze
publications, 1986), p.6.
15 In terms of physical humour in Zoshchenko, one might mention the flapping tickets or the proffered
string in 'The Bathhouse' ('Bania', 1925) to name but two examples from a well-known story See
'Bania', 1:278 and 279.
.
16 cOl HeCKOJIhKO paa 'IHTIUJ ero H TOJIhKO .!lHBy .llaBMCl
- orxyna
83JU1HCb TaKHe Ha6mo.llaTenbHble
KPJfTHKH.» Pis 'ma k pisateliu, p. 357.
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cardinal virtue in Zoshchenko' s artistic credo.17 This authorial imprimatur surely
obliges one to look again at these non-comic spaces and their particular appeal to the
melancholic temperament, and to develop the suggestive vagaries of these "sensible"
critics into more critically rigorous conclusions.
It is helpful at this juncture to recall those textual truancies in Zoshchenko's
work that so beguiled Mandelstam. It will be remembered that these enclosed textual
absences, by definition non-comic in and of themselves, chimed closely with the
melancholic "pallor of words" that characterises Zoshchenko's textual melancholia. It
is thus but a small step to combine the intuitive insights of the authorially-endorsed
"del'naia kritikd" and the more concretely-textual ones of Mandelstam to suggest that

the absences holding up the design of Zoshchenko's "Brussels lace" can function as
an appropriately wordless expression of the melancholia underpinning Zoshchenko's
comic aesthetic. An important advantage of this approach is that it maintains a
melancholic space in the text that can be read on its own basis, without reference to
extra-textual resources. This is something implicit in the example of Zoshchenko' s
"sensible" critics: their insights into the way Zoshchenko' s stories speak to the
melancholic temperament are based on close reading alone. They neither appeal to the
biographical fact of Zoshchenko's own melancholic sufferings, something which they
may well not have known about; nor do they retrospectively read the stories in the

17 Ibid, p.354. The depth of this and the previous
compliment only become obvious when it is
nd
remembered that the letter, dated 2 January 1928, arrived less than a month after the publication of
the second edition of Of What the Nightingale Sang. This edition of the work appeared in the wake of,
and to some extent responded to the storm of criticism that had accompanied the publication of the first
edition in March 1927. These vituperative attacks, founded largely on over-simplistic readings of this
complex cycle of tales, culminated in a lengthy, hostile review by M. Ol'shevets appearing in lzvestiia
on the 14th August 1927. In this review Zoshchenko was simplistically equated with the sentimental,
but fictional, narrator of the tales, 01'shevets declaring the author revealed in the cycle to be "the
'sentimental'
Zoshchenko"
[«CeHTHMeHT8JIbHhIA30IUeHKO»; M O/'shevets, 'Obyvatel'skii
nabat',
reprinted in Iu Tomashevskii (ed) Litso i maska, p. 148]. This critical episode and the personal and
literary stakes involved for Zoshchenko are described in detail by Lesley Milne [Zoshchenko and the
Ilf-Petrov Partnership, pp. 41-44]. The publication dates are as they appear in lurii Tomashevskii's
'Khronologicheskaia
kanva', p. 347.

light of Zoshchenko' s more explicit melancholic concerns of the thirties and forties,
something that would have been impossible at the time the letter was written. With
this in mind, the current chapter will, in the first instance, seek to read some of the
melancholic resonances that can be heard in Zoshchenko' s textual truancies on their
own basis, only making recourse to extra-textual resources for the purpose of
amplification or explanation.
The story 'Lady's Grief ('Damskoe gore', 1926) offers a useful starting point
for this exercise as melancholia is central to making sense of it. In addition to being
one of the few works from this period that makes direct reference to melancholia as
such, it is also, as shall become clear, almost entirely resistant to interpretation on a
purely socio-cultural basis. It thus offers clear pointers for reading the melancholic
aspects of those works where the reference to melancholia is more oblique and
difficult to discern. The story begins in a boisterous queue at a creamery (slivochnaia)
where the jostled narrator is waiting patiently to buy butter in order to break his
Lenten fast." At this juncture a youngish woman in mourning attire enters the shop,
elbows her way to the counter and says something to the assistant which "cannot be
heard above the hubbub".19 It transpires that the woman is seeking to be excused from
waiting in the queue on account of her husband's suicide the previous week. Their
curiosity piqued, the queue readily accedes to the request and immediately produces a

18 In fact the story does not explicitly mention the Lenten fast. suggesting only that the narrator is
waiting "to break the fast" (<<paroBeTbCI»;
see M M Zoshchenko, 'Darnskoe gore'. I :335). In Orthodox
belief there are several major periods of fasting, however, the Lenten echoes in this story can be
deduced in the first instance from the original publication date. It first appeared in 1926 in the
seventeenth number of the weekly Leningrad satirical magazine Begemot (see lu Tomashevskii,
'Primechaniia', 1:547). This would date its publication to the last week of April 1926. Palm Sunday,
the last day of the great Lenten fas~ fell on the 25th April in 1926, according to the secular Gregorian
calendar, with Easter Sunday falhng a week later on the 2nd May (see the 'Orthodox Paschal
Calculator' at http://www.noeticspace.comipaschaiionJwhichwasaccessedonthe6thMay2010).This
topicality strongly suggests the reference here is to the Lenten fast.
19 «3a IDyMOM He cmaxars.» 1:335.
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barrage of questions.t'' Thus while the widow's eggs and soured cream are being
measured out, she begins to tell her tale: it turns out that the husband's suicide
resulted from his being "a melancholic" ("melankholik"), that "it was forty days ago
last week" ("na proshloi needle sorok dnei bylo") and that the shot which killed him
came "from a revolver" ("iz revol'veru'tj.t' Her dairy products wrapped and her story
told, the widow then begins to leave the shop. However, before she reaches the door a
figure in the queue interjects: "So her husband shot himself, but why such a hurry,
and why eggs without queuing? It's not right!,,22 Bemused, "the lady glanced back
scornfully at the figure and left.,,23
The moral of this story is shrouded in ambiguity. At first glance, the timing of
the original publication to coincide with the onset of Holy Week and the story's
setting in a queue of "housewives" ("domashnie khoziaiki") who, like the narrator,
have presumably observed the Lenten fast would seem to suggest a satirical focus on
the persistence of religious fervour in the face of enthusiastic official hostility and
repression. This kind of satirical targeting of pre-revolutionary hangovers was very
much stock-in-trade of NEP-era journalistic satire. In this regard it is worth noting
that the narrator is particularly struck by the number of shoppers, describing "heaps of
folks" standing inside the shop.24Thus the queue, swelled by the faithful. is described
as sizeable even in a culture in which long queues were very much the norm.
However, this theme is really only a part of the story. In fact, with the appearance of
the widow and the revelation of the suicide it recedes almost completely, making it

20 «11 see c mo60IlbITCTBOM

CTaJlH paCCMaTpHBaTb

1:335-336.
22 «Hy HXHHA cynpyr aacrpenaamacs. A noseay

31)'

rpaxnaaxy.» 1:335.

21

1:336.
23 «.llaMa npeapxrensao
24

ornaaynacs

TaKIUI

cnemxa H IAua 6e3 osepena? Henpaeansao!»

Ha cllHrypy H ssnana.» 1:336.

«Haponmny yAMa»; 1:335.
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seem to be more of a jumping-off point for the consideration

of other concerns which

are never very clearly articulated.
In fact the melancholic

suicide changes the tone of the story completely,

from the moment it is introduced

it hangs awkwardly

and

over the whole work. To a

degree, it is associated with the theme of the Lenten satire through the reference to the
"forty days" of mourning traditional

in Orthodox belief, yet it comes ultimately to

eclipse the original theme. To a certain extent, its importance is underlined visually,
for the reader learns of the suicide's

melancholic

suffering

at almost the exact

typographical centre of the story_25The line in question is: "'Melancholic;

that's what

he was' said the citizen." C'"'Melankholik on u menia byl' skazala grazhdanka.t'Y"
What is important here is the way in which the sentence structure adds emphasis by
placing the word "melankholik"

at the beginning.

Moreover,

being cast as direct

speech in which the introductory verb follows the speech, the word will always come
at the start of a line regardless of typographical
Thus the word "melankholik"
remains
proportion

in excess

variation from one edition to another.

has a visual prominence

of its relative

discursive

to the relative visual emphasis

which, while not absolute,

importance.

Moreover,

in inverse

afforded this line, it is simultaneously

subjected to several levels of narrative distancing. Firstly, it is attributed to a character
whose death preceded the start of the story. Then, it is made to stand at a kind of
double remove from any putative authorial voice by being cast initially as the direct
speech of the widow, before being made more distant still by the refraction

of the

whole tale through the voice of the fictional skaz narrator.

The word "melankholik" occurs at line thirty out of fifty-seven in the edition of the text used for this
study making it almost central in typographic terms. In terms of word-count, it appears at word 172 out
of 367. The obviousness of this physical centrality does, of course, vary according to typographical
layout; it is much more obvious when the story occupies a single page as it does in the original
publication in Begemot than when it is spread over two or more as in most collected editions or
anthologies.

25

26

1:335.
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This paradox of relative visual prominence allied to narrative distance is of the
greatest importance, and indeed is even reflected in the narrative substance of the tale
itself. The widow declares that the aspect of her husband's suicide that causes her the
most distress is the fact that she had to see the episode herself:

The main thing was that everything happened before my eyes. I was
sitting in the next room. I wanted, I don't remember, to do
something or other, and I wasn't thinking anything at all, suddenly
there was a terrible sound: in a word, a shot. I ran there: smoke, a
ringing in my ears .. , and everything before my eyesi'
The repetition of "before my eyes", which frames the widow's otherwise disjointed
barrage of sense impressions, quickly becomes something of a tag-line, being
repeated a total of four times by the end of the story. Her husband's melancholy is, for
her, all too visual a phenomenon: when someone in the queue tries to suggest that
suicides happen, the widow can only reassert the overwhelming visibility of her
experience "with a certain hurt in her voice".28 Yet tragically, the widow ultimately
fails to translate this visual poignancy into narrative effect. Her trauma remains
personal and the crowd in the queue remain ultimately unconvinced; they let her tell
her tale, but in the final count her difficult situation is deemed insufficient to translate
into social advantage. This is something with which even the most empathetic reader
must surely concur; no matter how sympathetically disposed to her position, one
cannot really see how it translates into "eggs without queuing".
This disjuncture between the poignancy of the felt experience and the pallor of
narrative possibility is really the nub of the story. In its evocation of the painful
distance between personal, emotional meaning and socially-compelling discourse it

27 «Fnaeaoe, Bee Ha MOHX rnasax npoasomno . .H CIDKy 8 cocensea KOMHa-re. XO'lY, He nOMHlO, 'ITO-TO
TaKoe c.nenaTb H aoofiuie HB'lerOWeHbKH He npennonaraio,
snpyr Y)l(acHblA 3ByK npOHCXO.l1HT.
Bblc-rpen, O.nHHMcnOBOM. Eery ryna - .llbIM, B ywax 380H ... H Bee Ha MOHX rnasax.» 1:336 (my italics:
ellipsis in the original).
21 «C HeKoTOpoA 06H.I1oA B ronoce»; 1:336.
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also constitutes the primary melancholic content of the piece, far more immediate and
affecting than the bland and distanced reference to the concept at the discursive level.
Importantly, the story remains ultimately inaccessible to a purely social reading; it is
only when the melancholic disjuncture between perception and word is taken on
board that the story's moral opens up before the reader. This disjuncture tells in the
duration of the widow's mourning: if the suicide took place forty days ago the
previous week, then the traditional Orthodox period of public mourning is over and
the widow's continuing pain should now become a private penance. Yet this is
something she is clearly unwilling to accept as indicated by her request for
preferential treatment in the queue. However, no matter how arbitrary this mourning
convention may be, and no matter how inadequate to the personal magnitude of her
pain it evidently is, for the faithful that surround her in the shop the period of public
mourning is over and her claim for special treatment do not compel at the level of
social discourse.
Thus the widow is faced with a stark choice between acceptance of a pallid
social discourse which is inadequate to the pain she feels or private cultivation of
personal grief outside of the social realm. That the story urges the former course of
action becomes clearer when observing the narrator's changing relation to the widow
in the course of the tale. Interestingly, the way the widow is described by the narrator
changes as the story unfolds. At the beginning, when her private woes "cannot be
heard above the hubbub", she is described as "little lady" ("damochka,,).29 However,
as soon as she tells of her grief, first to the shop assistant, and then the queue as a
whole she is described by all as "citizen" C'grazhdenka''j." This new mode of address
stresses how, for the period in which she is trying to communicate her sorrow she is

29
30

1:335.
] :335-336.
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part of the social collective (and part of the post-revolutionary here and now). Thus it
comes as no surprise that once her tale is told and she once again disengages from the
collective, when she "sadly nodded her head and moved towards the exit", the
narrator describes her once more as a "lady" ("dama,,).31 Thus, the moral begins to
emerge: the story urges the necessity of grafting one's felt experience into available
discursive possibilities as the only alternative to melancholia. Thus, the widow's
failure to translate the raw impressionistic basis of her experience into words, her
failure to vivify a pallid language, leaves her excluded and marginalised, standing
outside the crowd and glancing back "scornfully" from a space that echoes the
melancholic isolation of her dead husband. In an echo of the Lenten theme that
opened the tale, she is still trapped in her self-imposed desert exile, while all around
her 'come alive' in public celebration of the Resurrection.
The melancholia that is so crucial to the interpretation of this story thus resides
not in words, but in the textual gap between the felt experience of selfhood and extant
social discourse. This was something very close to Zoshchenko' s heart at this time,
for the composition of 'Lady's Grief dates from a period in Zoshchenkos life when
his mental health was at an extremely low ebb.32The sense in which the impossibility
of naming his pain loomed large in Zoshchenko' s life at this time can be gauged from
a letter he wrote from his sanatorium outside Leningrad to his fellow Serapion
Mikhail Slonimskii. In this letter he formally offers his apologies for not attending a
Serapion reunion in February 1926, blaming his absence from this event, as well as
his cancellation of readings at Kharkov, Odessa and Moscow, on heart trouble.
However, the letter suddenly becomes more intense as Zoshchenko bluntly changes
tack, confessing that: "l...] to tell the truth, my heart is not actually that bad, it's quite
31«.llaMa nesansao KHBH)'JI8 roJIOBoA H nomna K ssrxozry». 1:336.
See lu Tomashevskii, 'Khronologicheskaia kanva', p. 346.
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well even, but I so terribly didn't and don't want to appear. You, I hope, understand
me.,,33We know from the biographical record that Zoshchenko's stay at Detskoe was
connected with his mental ill health, and the circuitous appeal to Slonimskii relies
upon his fellow Serapion being able to guess this fact. However, what is fascinating
here is that, despite the frank and affecting confession and the aborted excuse,
Zoshchenko still cannot find the words to explain his situation. In fact, rather than rewriting the letter, he leaves it visibly unsaid, his melancholia inhering in the
discursive gap created by his aborted excuse; he trusts the wordless translation of his
emotional pain to friendship, suggestion and context.
As will be argued in chapter four, this period in the mental life of the writer
led to, and in part occasioned, an increasing directness in Zoshchenko' s approach to
the theme of melancholia, a change in which his naming of the affliction played a not
insubstantial part. As the foregoing analysis suggested, 'Lady's Grief combines the
first stirrings of this new directness with a preference for the wordless expression of
melancholic themes through gaps and textual absences. This duality makes 'Lady's
Grief

something of a transitional piece; it was written in a style typical of

Zoshchenko's work of the twenties, but contained the first, tentative indications of a
franker approach to the theme of melancholia. It is precisely this duality that makes
the story so important for the current study: by treating the theme of melancholia with
simultaneous prominence and distance it serves to guide the reader in finding the
more oblique and muted textual sources of melancholia in other works from this
period. It thus serves as a gateway to understanding that melancholic space that
Zoshchenko's "sensible" critics seemed to find in his works.

«[ ... J ecna rOBOpHTb npasna, TO cepnue Y MeHJI He TaK Y)l(e nnoxoe, ,ZlalKexopowee, HO npOCTO
XOTenOCb H He xO'leTCJI sucrynars.
TbI, aaaeiocs, MeHJI nOHHMaeWb.» Letter from M M
Zoshchenko to M L Slonimskii dated 06.02.1926 in E Lemming (ed) "Serapionovy brat'ia" v
zerkalakh perepiski (Moscow: Agraf, 2004), p.399.
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Intoxicating Words
It will be remembered that in 'Lady's Grief the melancholic theme initially appeared

from behind, before ultimately eclipsing, an apparently unconnected satirical concern
with persisting religious belief. While the thematic predominance of melancholia at
the expense of the ostensible satirical focus makes 'Lady's Grief highly unusual
among Zoshchenko' s comic works of this period, the thematic intertwining of
melancholia with satirical polemic as such is actually far from unique. In many stories
the theme of melancholia remains, to a greater or lesser extent, an unnamed, shadowy
presence haunting the narrative and frequently disrupting the satirical thrust of the
work with a troubling ambivalence. This is something readily observable in the story
'The Living Corpse (A True Story)' ['Zhivoi trup (istinnoe proisshestvie)" 1924], in
which just such thematic ambivalence is elevated to a position of structural centrality.
This story, purportedly a satire on drunkenness, is remarkably simple in terms of plot
structure: having finished work for the day, a Leningrad worker called Fedia Zhukov
goes on a drinking spree with friends in the course of which he falls into
unconsciousness and is taken to hospital, ultimately coming round to find himself
lying naked in the hospital morgue. The comic potential in this straightforward,
almost anecdotal plot is obvious, but it is complicated by a layered narrative structure
that sounds something of an unsettling counterpoint to the humour.
In narrative terms, the story divides naturally into two parts: it is introduced by
a sort of editorial preface written in a mock-journalistic style before, in the second
part, the narrative voice passes to the hero himself, who is allowed to narrate his own
experiences largely without mediation.

Importantly, the editorial introduction

articulates the story's satirical concern with drunkenness before the reader even
reaches the hero's own account:

A strange story took place involving a certain worker. So strange is
this story that, on learning it, no doubt half of our subscribers will
give up drinking. But don't fret, dear subscriber! Giving up drink is
not so frightening. The author, for example, having drunk
everything except paraffin at one time or another, has also dropped
this harmful habit. It's nothing; you get by.34
With the commencement of the account narrated by the hero himself a subtle
divergence emerges from the 'editorially' -imposed temperance moral articulated in
the first part of the story. Indeed, the narrator-hero begins his account with the
declaration: "Now I don't touch beer".35 What is immediately noticeable is the
contraction of satirical focus from the condemnation of alcoholism in the widest sense
(the abuse of "everything except paraffin") to the much more particular repudiation of
beer alone. Moreover, Fedia then justifies his shying away from beer in the very next
sentence with the curious suggestion that: "my soul can't take it".36This odd phrasing
creates a comic effect of incongruity, but also introduces a personal note into the
broad-brush satirical purpose proposed in the introduction.
As the story itself unfolds, these cracks in the hermeneutic integration of the
two parts of the story are worked still wider, becoming increasingly obvious in the
description of the obscure mental and physical collapse that looms so large in this
"strange story". At the onset of the collapse, the hero recalls that "we were drinking
and drinking, then suddenly, after the fifth bottle, I got blind drunk and sat there on
the chair, pale and miserable.,,37 Arguably, there is a discrepancy between the amount
of beer drunk and the seriousness of the collapse: five bottles of beer, although a

«CTpaHHWI HCTOPIUInp0H30WJIa C O.nHUMpa60'lUM . .Ao Toro CTpaHHWI 3Ta HCTOPHJI,'ITO, YlHaBWH
ee, nOJlOBHHa HawHX no.nIlHC'IHKOB, aaaepaoe, 6poCHT nHTh. Ho He po6elt, noporoa nonnacaax!
I>POCHTbrnrn, - 3TO He TaK CTpaWHO. ABTOP, aanpaxep, nHBwHIt B ceoe BpeMJI ace, KpOMe KepOCHHa,
roxe 6poCHJl 31)' spenayio npHBbllflC)'. H HHlfero. )l{HTb MO)l(HO.» 'Zhivoi trup (istinnoe proisshestvie)"

34

1:259.
<01 naaa reneps He nuo»; 1:259.
36 «,Aywa He npHHUMaeT.» 1:259.
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«nMH,

nHJlH. TOJlbKO anpyr, nocne IDITol%, JI )'lKaCHO OKOCeJlH CIOK)' Ha cryne 6eJlblit, cxysaso.»
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considerable quantity, nonetheless seems an insufficient explanation for the sort of
collapse that rendered Fedia "just like a corpse.t" Moreover, beer seems an unlikely
intoxicant in this kind of plot: anecdotal tales of alcoholic oblivion are hardly
uncommon in the annals of Russian humour, but the intoxicating agent is usually
much stronger.
Looking beyond the drink, Fedia's own description of his experience offers
further grounds for doubting its being simply an instance of drunkenness. It is
interesting that the hero describes his drunken state using the colloquial locution
okoset', only imperfectly rendered here by the English idiom "blind drunk". This verb
literally means to go cross-eyed or blind in one eye, and is only figuratively used to
mean getting drunk. In the context of the drinking spree (and, importantly, that of the
pre-established moral) the reader naturally assumes a figurative reference to
drunkenness. However, the literal meaning of sensory impairment still lingers at the
edge of the reader's mind, implying, nonetheless, that the hero's symptoms might
derive as much from a generalised misperception of reality as from drunkenness in
particular. The semantic inexactitude here derives from a reliance on figurative
description that is more suggestive than definitive. A similar ambiguity results from
the alienated boredom rather thinly translated here as "miserable". The Russian verb
skuchat' is one of those semantically expansive Russian words which are largely
irreducible to single English equivalents; it can embrace aspects of boredom, pining,
weariness, disinterest, even melancholy. The point here is not that any of these
descriptions necessarily contradicts the predetermined moral of the story, rather that
their semantic imprecision, and the diffuse suggestive potential that results, eludes
simple reduction to alcoholic intoxication as proposed at the outset of the tale.

38 «[ ...

]

Bee PaBHO KIlK nOKoAHHK.»

1:259.
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The explanatory potential of the satirical moral proposed in the first part of the
story is further eroded by the conduct of the hero's friends following the collapse.
Interestingly, as they carry the lifeless Fedia home they do not beg their friend be
excused for public drunkenness, as one might expect if excessive drinking were the
obvious cause of his behaviour, but rather they apologize on Fedia's behalf for "the
weakness of the organism".39 This unusual phrase with its distinctly physiological
ring seems to suggest a more generalised bodily failure than a simple reaction to
excessive drinking. Once home, and with no more alcoholic consumption, the
condition inexplicably worsens, and the hero declares: "I lost consciousness and lay
like a statue.,,40 Fedia's terrified wife calls the community doctor (kommunal'nyi
vrach), who echoes the friends' suggestion of physiological dysfunction:

"Something, he said, has got into his organism from the beer. One
intestine, perhaps, has strayed onto another. Cart him off to hospital.
They'll figure it out there.'.4)
Despite being a thinly veiled admission of professional bafflement, the doctor's
comically garbled diagnosis nonetheless points more to non-specific toxicity than
intoxication, more to impaired organ function than alcoholic impairment.
The hero's description of his friends' attempts to rouse him casts further doubt
on the alcoholic aetiology of Fedia's collapse. Faced with his pallid impassivity, his
friends repeatedly call his name, "but their Fedia opened his mouth wide and didn't
respond.,,42This open mouth, poised for disclosure but only capable of silence, seems
symbolically appropriate to the sense of puzzlement that the hero's account generates.
What is more confusing still is the way that this line, purportedly narrated by Fedia

39 «H3BHHHJlHCb
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himself, makes reference to himself in the third person. In a post factum account such
as this, placing the historical narrated self in the third person separates it from the
narrating voice, creating the effect of a past self now alien to the telling self. This is
not just a temporal distance; it is a difference of existential perspective and it bespeaks
a radical fracture in the experienced continuity of selfhood. This broken sense of
subjectivity no doubt owes much to the failure of memory that Fedia later admits to
experiencing once he reaches hospital, something he describes as akin to "an iron
wall" being "lowered before" him.43The effect of this rupture in the coherence of the
narrating self is to posit the narrator as his own spectator in a way that surely owes
less to alcohol abuse than to some undefined malady of the self.
If the temperance moral suggested in the first part of the story seems to grow
increasingly problematic as the tale progresses, then it is important to note that the
reader is offered very little by way of concrete hermeneutic alternative: the
psychological and physiological suggestions above only ever remain muted and
oblique. The reader, thus, takes huge interest in the hero's own desperate attempts to
make sense of his position once he has regained consciousness in the hospital morgue.
Importantly, Fedia "only woke up from cold and hunger.?" Disorientated by the gap
in his memory and by the fact that "all around it was dark", the hero tries valiantly to
find his bearings in his starkly biological surroundings."

Completely naked, the

hero's desperate attempts to locate himself flash comic against the forbidding
darkness that envelopes him:

«A .llaJIbWe JI HH'lerO He nOMHJO.KaK CTeHa )l{ene3HaJI onycranacs
JI OT XOJIO.Zla H ronona,» 1:260.
45 «Kpyrou TeMHO.» 1:260.
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44 «TOJIbKO npocunaiocs

nepeno MHOA.» 1:260.

I wanted to light a match, to get my bearings. I slapped at my
pocket; there's no pocket - just a naked leg. I slapped at the tunic - a
naked belly."
Denuded of all external help, human or material, the hero has nothing to pit against
this unyielding darkness but his insistent inner voice and its plaintive yearning for any
kind of meaning:

'Why', I thought, 'is it dark? What kind of dark is this? Why', I
thought, 'such nonsense? Where am I exactly?' I sat up and took a
look: I'm naked, sitting on boards; on my foot is a ticket with 17 on
it; all around are either heaps of sick people, or heaven knows what,
or corpses. I went faint I was so scared! I thought, 'Where am I
exactly?,47
This voice in the darkness tries desperately to insert the hero's displaced self
into a framework of meaning; it searches wildly for narrative hand-holds

to make

sense of a cold, biological reality and the disturbing proximity of death. He gradually
feels his way to the conclusion that: "I fainted from the beer and was taken for a
corpse.,,48 Significantly,

reaching this conclusion

which break his painfully hermetic ruminations.
janitor who is understandably

terrified

heralds the approach of footsteps
The footsteps turn out to belong to a

at noise and movement

coming from the

morgue. Fedia calls to him and gives comic chase, running naked through the hospital
with his ticket flapping wildly, all the while plaintively

declaring his resurrection

to

the fleeing doubter: "It's me, Fedia Zhukov! Alive .. .'.49 Crucially, it is this point of
social interaction that marks the end of Fedia's ordeal. He is eventually given a bed,
receives visitors and is even offered a drink. However, he turns the offer of a drink

«Xosy CIlH'IK)' qHpKaH)'Tb, OCMo-rpeTbCSI.Xnonc sa KapMaH. A KapMaHa aery - onaa sora rOJlaJI.
Xnorrc sa rHMHaCTepKY - )l(UBOT ronun.» 1:260.
47 «Ilosevy,
ll)'MaJO, TeMHO? 3a KaKOe caaoe 3TO TeMHO? 4TO, .lzyMaJO, sa nyCTJlKH? Fne )I( 3TO SI

46

T8Koe?

Cen.

CMO-rpJO: C~

Ha .DOCK8Xronua,

a Ha aore

HOMepoK

17. A xpyroa

He TO 60JlbHbIe

CB8JleHbl, He TO He nof;\Mewb qTO, He TO nOKof;\HHKH. ]].0 sero JI COMJleJl,.DOsero acnyrancst
SI,ll)'MaJO?» 1:260.
4B «[JI] OT naaa B 06MopoK CBaJJHJ1CJI,
a MeHJI sa nOKof;\HHKa npHHJlJ1H.» 1 :260.
49
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down with all the self-conscious zeal of the newly converted: ""No,' 1 said, 'I won't. 1
don't drink, won't even touch the stuff. ", He even makes his abstinence sound
categorical by insisting: "That's how I gave up the drink."sO
Thus by the end of the piece the hero seemingly comes to embrace the
'editorial' interpretation of his story as a parable about the dangers of alcohol abuse.
However, those earlier ambivalent notes have not really been adequately suppressed,
and in case the impatient reader tries to ignore them for the sake of hermeneutic
neatness, they are bluntly re-iterated in the very next line. On learning that the janitor
who discovered Fedia in the morgue has taken to visiting him, we are told: "We've
even become friends and shared a couple of bottles of

stout."SI

Thus the hero

effectively contradicts his own moral almost as soon as it is articulated and leaves the
reader faced not only with the unresolved narrative ambiguities suggested above, but
also with a comic display of bad faith on the part of the hero.
Leaving aside the hero's apparent bad faith for the moment and concentrating
on the unresolved ambiguities, it is clear from the foregoing analysis that they derive
in the first instance from the cumulative effect of all the hermeneutic discordances
that emerge during the telling of Fedia's tale. However, it is also important to note
how they find their place in the story through the comic hyperbole that colours the
whole piece. Despite the assertion of the story's veracity in the subtitle, the central
conceit is clearly a comic device, for even in the most debilitating alcoholic stupor
one would not expect complete cessation of vital signs. The real truth of this comic
exaggeration is the allegorical account it offers of an experience of apathy and
prostration akin to a living death, one that may just as much be conceived of as
melancholic as alcoholic. Certainly there would

be plenty of grounds for

so « _ Hery rOBOplO, 6y~eT. He m.1O H B pOT XMeJIbHOrO He 6epy. TaK H 6pOCHJI mrrs.»
SI

n"
«~)I(e

MbI C HHM no~py)l(HJIHCb H BbInHJIH no 6YTbIJlO'lKe noprepa.»
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1:261.

1:261.

understanding Fedia's prostration

In

tenus of melancholia: the disruption in the

experience of coherent seltbood, the retreat from reality, the associations with death
and the failure to find words adequate to the experience all chime readily with the
narcissism and linguistic alienation described earlier in this study as "the pallor of
words". Yet, crucially, it is not categorically expressed as such; melancholia remains
only one hermeneutic possibility among others. This is of the greatest importance for
understanding Zoshchenko's

artistic practice of this period: whereas a later

Zoshchenko might use the word melancholia, this is emphatically not what the story
invites the reader to do. What the Zoshchenko of this story challenges the reader to do
is to accept the hermeneutic disjuncture between the twice-articulated moral of the
story and the ambivalent nature of the story itself, and to live with the ambiguity
created by this textual truancy.
The reasons for embracing this ambiguity are implied in the very fact of the
companionship and care that Fedia finds at the close of the story. Fedia's case can be
helpfully compared here with that of the widow in 'Lady's

Grief.

It will be

remembered that the widow in this story was effectively given the floor and an
attentive audience from the moment she entered the shop, but then, by stubbornly
insisting on the particularity of her experience, failed to translate it into a shareable
discourse and thus alienated herself from the collective. The trajectory of her story
thus leads from unimpeded social and linguistic interaction at the beginning to
wordless alienation at the close. Fedia's tale is the perfect inverse of this.
Interestingly, there are no words directly attributed to him prior to his waking up in
the morgue: his collapse and admission to hospital are narrated by him ex post facto,
with his reported speech only appearing after he regained consciousness. In fact the
abiding impression of him before this is the open-mouthed wordlessness with which
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he greeted his friends' anxious entreaties. By the close, however, Fedia, is born again
in speech and, by inscribing himself into an extant social discourse in the form of the
Soviet anti-alcohol campaign, he ends the story re-integrated into the body social.
Thus, explaining subjective experience by adopting a readily available discourse with
substantial cultural purchase seems infinitely preferable to the uncertain project of
forging new words adequate to this experience but almost certainly without any
cultural currency.
In view of all this, the reader might even be inclined to find some good in
Fedia's comic bad faith. In fact there is a particular sense in which his repudiation of
intoxication is perfectly authentic: the grafting of a personal experience onto an extant
social discourse and the acceptance of the hermeneutic discordances that result is, in
some sense, eschewing the intoxicating power of words. Fedia's experience, in
contradistinction to that of the widow in 'Lady's Grief, does not depend on the word
being perfectly adequate to every register of selfhood. There remains an absence at
the heart of his account which, while it renders the words pallid, distanced and
provisional, nonetheless makes them both practical and non-intoxicating. His tale is,
therefore, not just a denigration of alcoholic intoxication as a social evil, but also a
repudiation of the disruptive effect of intoxication in the widest sense on the sobriety
of the soul. It is thus, without contradicting the satirical moral advanced by the
'editor', nevertheless of a substantially different order. By re-integrating him into
cultural and symbolic participation,

Fedia's

appropriation

of the anti-alcohol

campaign to make sense of his experience has yielded a profound truth, but,
importantly, it is fundamentally a subjective truth. It is this that accounts for the
disjuncture that remains between the two parts of the story: the 'editorial' introduction

with its satirical moral and the account of the narrator-hero with its adumbration of a
personal truth.
The disjuncture between the two parts of the story perhaps becomes clearer
when it is realised that the bifurcated nature of the story is an inventive structural
parody of the Soviet Jeuilleton. The feuilleton, a standard form of Soviet satirical
journalism in the twenties, involved the journalistic re-working of letters from readers
or reports from rural and urban correspondents so that the reported incidents were
located in the context of "larger social and political questions."s2 This process of
generalisation, as described by Leonid Ershov, sought to coax out the social and
political significance inhering in particular real-life events:

In the journalistic feuilleton the essence of the real-life phenomenon
is revealed not through the form inherent in this phenomenon as it is
in a story, but through analogy, comparison, by means of allegory.
By being worked into a feuilleton, the real-life fact is directly
elevated to the typical, by-passing the stage of its embodiment in
artistic forms. As a result of its being opened up by the feuilleton,
the minor concern of the individual incident becomes major; the
private fact acquires a social resonance. 53
This forging of a connection between "the individual incident" and its "social
resonance" is clearly reflected in the two parts of 'The Living Corpse'. However,
where the feuilleton strives to reveal the general in the particular and the objective in
the subjective, Zoshchenko' s story provocatively does the reverse. It takes an extant,
'floating' social moral and reveals its private resonance for a particular Soviet citizen;
this is reflected in the fact that the social moral comes first, before Fedia's account.
S2

J Hicks, Mikhail Zoshchenko and the Poetics of Skaz (Nottingham: Astra Press, 2000), p. 117. See
116-117 for an analysis of the Soviet feuilleton and its ambivalent place in Zoshchenko' s fiction.
«B ny6J1HUHCTH'leCKOMcl>eJlbeTOHecymaocrs )l(H3HeHHOro JlBJleHIDI pacxpusaerca He xepes ",OPMY,

pr-

npHCYmyJO 3TOMY JlBJleHHJO,KaK B paccxase, a sepea aHanOrHJO, CpaBHeHHe, nocpe.D.CTBOManeropaa.
)i(H3HeHHbI1i "'alIT npa nOMOIlJ.H cl>eJlbeTOHHoA 06pa6oTKH aenocpencrseaao,
MHHyli CTa.D.HlO
BOJ1]JOmeHHIIero B xY.D.O)l(eCTBeHHble06pa3b1, B03BOJJ.HTCJIK mnH'JeCKoMY. Manu TeMa OT.D.eJlbHOrO
CJJ)"IM nepexomrr B pesynsrare paaaepraaaaas tPeJlbeTOHa B 60Jlblll)'lO, qacTHbiR "'alIT npHo6peTaeT
couaansaoe ssyaaaae.» L F Ershov, Sovetskaia satiricheskaia proza 20kh godov (Moscow-Leningrad:
Akademiia nauk SSSR, 1960), p.146. The same source contains a comprehensive history of the Soviet
feuilleton in the twenties, see pp. 98-156.
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Interestingly, in accordance with its epistemological
technique

Zoshchenko's

"allegory"

that Ershov sees as instrumental

story also deploys the same "analogy,

suggested above, the drunkenness
experience

that could

alternatively
story

melancholia.

It should be emphasised

can be thought

melancholia.

biographical

Thus, the theme

of as metaphorically

analogous

of
to

at this juncture that at no point in any of the

by his contemporaries

is there any suggestion that he

had an alcohol problem; moreover, in the autobiographical
the author-figure

and

in the art the feuilleton. As has been

be called

in the

of Zoshchenko

comparison"

that the hero repudiates offers a description of an

drunkenness

reminiscences

inversion of the feuilleton

notes his need for abstinence

section of Before Sunrise

to control a heart problem.i" These

facts surely reinforce the proposition

that drunkenness

metaphor in his works. In fact as a metaphor for melancholia,

functions as a

alcoholism has much to

recommend itself, not least of which is a suitably august classical lineage: Aristotle's
in his Problemata invoked the comparison

musings on melancholia

wine and thus set a classical precedent for just such comparative
are, of course, more immediate
allegorical means of describing

reasons

for the appropriateness

melancholia:

with drinking

suggestion.

55

There

of alcohol as an

alcohol is a depressant;

it skews the

perception of reality; it weakens conscious control; in excess it often leads to a retreat
into the self; frequent indulgence
therefore unsurprising
metaphoric
alcoholic

that alcoholism

discussion

of melancholia.

in Zoshchenko

reference to melancholia
degrees of obliqueness

of it becomes a habit that is hard to shake. It is
in Zoshchenko

can often facilitate a parallel,

Of course,

this is not to say that every

is a melancholic;

nor is it to say that the metaphoric

is either predominant,

or even obligatory;

but, to varying

it is there to be read. It is present, for instance, in the story

Pered voskhodom solntsa; 3 :486.
" Aristotle, Problemata, XXX, in J Radden (ed), The Nature of Melancholy: from Aristotle to Kristeva
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), p. 59.
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'The Earthquake' ('Zemletriasenie', 1929) which is analysed in some depth in chapter
four of this study. It is also to be observed in a more oblique manifestation in the wellknown story 'Lemonade' ('Limonad', 1926).
This latter story, although written in a much lighter comic key, is thematically
connected with 'The Living Corpse' through the common depiction of failed attempts
to give up alcohol. The narrator of the tale is also prone to the same comic selfcontradiction as Fedia Zhukov from 'The Living Corpse', something that becomes
obvious from the opening lines of the story:

I, of course, am a non-drinker. If I do ever drink, then it's just a
snifter, for the sake good manners or to keep pleasant company. I
don't consume more than two bottles at once no matter what. My
health won't allow it. Once, I remember, on my former Saint's day I
knocked back a good few quarts. But that was in my young, strong
years, when my heart beat desperately in my chest and varied
thoughts flitted through my head. But now I'm getting old. 56
As the hero stumbles into confessing a greater and greater alcohol intake, the
progressive contradiction of his opening pretence to abstinence literally builds
sentence by sentence to evoke the hero's failing willpower with a lightly comic touch.
This cheerfully unknowing self-contradiction is reminiscent of Fedia Zhukov from
'The Living Corpse', a comparison that is deepened by the way both heroes'
ambivalent resolution to give up alcohol originates in failing health and ridiculous
medical intervention. For the hero of 'Lemonade',

it is the drastic suggestion of

multiple missing organs and a comic diagnosis of "complete devaluation" ("polnaia
deval'vatsiia")

from a "veterinary

assistant"

("'vetinarnyi fel'dsher")

of his

56 dl, KOHe'lHO, 'IenOBeK HenblOUlmt. ElKemt llPyro~p83 It BbinblO, TO Mano - TaK, npHnH'lIUl pana MH
cnaBHYJO KOMnaHHIO noaaepxars.
Bonsme KaK llBe 6yn.uJKH MHe Bp83 HHnO'IeM He yncrpefiars.
3.1l0POBbeHe .Il03BOJIJleT.O.llItH p83, nOMHIO, B .Ilem. caoero 6b1Bwero aarena, JI seraepr» BblK)'wan. Ho
3TO 6b1Jlo B MOnO.llble, xpenxne rozna, xorna cepnue 01'laJIHHO B rpyna 6HJ1OCbIt B ronoae MenbKaJUI
p83Hb1e MblCnlt. A reneps crapeio.» 'Limonad', 1:362.
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acquaintance which prompts the hero to take his health more seriously. 57 Later a
proper doctor, presumably more versed in specifically human anatomy, provides a
more satisfactory appraisal of the hero's generally rude health, suggesting only that he
might give up alcohol, "otherwise death might occur."S8
Thus, as in 'The Living Corpse', death makes an appearance, albeit a far less
threatening and far more bathetic one. Nonetheless, it has an appropriately powerful
effect on the hero:
And, of course, I'm not keen on dying. I love living. I'm still a
young man. I only just hit forty-three at the start of NEP. You could
say I'm in the full bloom of strength and health. 59
The extent to which the intimation of proximate death acts on the hero is implicit in
his comic assertion of youth so soon after his earlier assertion of senescence.
Moreover, his risible "only just hit forty-three at the start of NEP" (which would
make him forty-eight at the time the story was published) bespeaks a tragicomic
willed rejuvenation.f"

This perhaps resonates with the sense of rebirth that

accompanied Fedia's waking-up in the morgue in 'The Living Corpse', and provides
a fascinating foreshadowing of the more sustained interrogation of aging and
rejuvenation in the later work Youth Restored. Either way, the fear of death, no matter
how comically refracted, steels the hero's determination to give up alcohol: "So I
.
lik
th
gave up Just
1 eat.

,,61

1:362.
«[H)Ha'ie O'leHb npocro cMepTb MOlKeTnpHKJIIO'IHTbCJI.»1:362.
S9 «A noxapars,
KOHe'lHO, MHe HeOXOTIl.jI lKHTb JIJo6J11O. jI '1enOBeK euie MonolloA. MHe ronsxoTOnbKO B aasane H:ma COPOK 1pH rolla cryxayno. MOlKHO CKa3aTb, B non HOM pacuaere CM H
3110POBbJl.»1:362.
60 The New Economic
Policy was inaugurated after the X Party Congress in March 1921; 'Lemonade'
was published in 1926 in the forty-seventh number of the weekly satirical journal Begemot (see Ju
Tomashevskii, 'Primechaniia'. 1:548), dating its publication to the last week in November 1926. Thus
it is over five years since NEP was conceived and the narrator must therefore be forty-eight.
61 «B3M H 6pocM.» 1:362.
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This resolution immediately sets the cormc clock ticking on the hero's
crumbling resolve: "I'm not drinking; still not drinking; not drinking for an hour; not
drinking for twO.,,62As the tension builds, the reader waits for it all to go wrong. It is
not a long wait for temptation strikes unexpectedly when the hero goes to the canteen
for his meal and orders a drink. It all begins promisingly enough with the hero
virtuously eschewing alcohol and opting for something "a bit softer" ("pomiagche")
like lemonade. This duly arrives "in a decanter" perched comically "on a cultured
tray".63However, pouring himself some, the hero senses something strange:

I felt something: seems to be vodka. I poured some more; good God,
vodka! What the devil! I poured the rest: absolutely genuine vodka.
'Bring some more!' I cried.64
It is interesting that he 'feels' the alcohol first, before then comically iterating the

sensation to an apparently doubting conscious self. This repetition, of course, affords
the reader ample chance to laugh at the way the hero's mental confirmation of his first
impressions quickly degenerates into alcoholic craving. However, it simultaneously, if
more subtly, distances feeling from thought, and sensation from word, thereby
locating the hero's weakness for alcohol in an unconscious realm separate from
language.
Having completely satisfied himself as to the alcoholic nature of the drink
(and having thus satisfied his alcoholic craving) the hero pays the bill and mentions
the fortuitous substitution to the staff of the canteen.6S To this he receives the candid
reply:
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That's what we've always called lemonade: an entirely legitimate
word, even in times gone by ... As for real lemonade, I'm sorry, we
don't stock it - there's no demand."
What is interesting here is the implied opposition between the "legitimate word"
("zakonnoe slovo") and the "real" ("natural'nyi") object. The former seems defined by
convention: "what we've always called" it; the latter is defined more by nature: the
literal meaning of natural'nyi is 'natural'. Importantly, this is also 'natural' in the
sense of unmediated sensation; the word natural'nyi is repeated here after previously
being used a few lines earlier to express the hero's/elt confirmation that the lemonade
was actually vodka: "the real thing" ("samaia natural'naia'Y'"

This disjuncture

between the social word and experienced reality builds on that subtle distancing of
word from sensation noted in the previous paragraph; moreover, it will be recalled
that this theme is also echoed in both the 'The Living Corpse' and 'Lady's Grief
which, in their different ways, played on the melancholic aporia lying between
subjective experience and objective discourse. However, the hero accepts with
cheerfully comic indifference the gap between 'natural' object and 'legitimate' word,
instantly abandoning his attempt at temperance: 'Bring me,' I said, 'one for the
,68

road .

This is an extremely funny story, and it is also a very clever social satire. The
satirical rationale becomes clearer when it is realised that the elusive lemonade which
the hero seeks is partly a cultural reference to the Bolshevik experiment with
prohibition which finally carne to an end in 1925, the year before the story was
written. Stephen White has noted that in practice this official ban was porous at best,
and that throughout the period in which the sale of alcohol was outlawed it was
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usually attainable by asking for "lemonade" with a knowing "wink".69 This explains
why the canteen staff insisted on calling vodka 'lemonade', and thus provides the
cultural context for the comic substitution that the story relies on. Importantly, by
1926 the state vodka monopoly had been restored and, although alcohol consumption
continued to be officially discouraged, alcoholic drinks could be legally purchased.
Thus the prohibition-era subterfuge that the story depends on is also a comic
anachronism; this is implied in the waiter's suggestion that the "legitimate" use of the
word lemonade for vodka happened "even in times gone by". Thus the satire
functions to show that however the legal framework may change, social conventions
and individual behaviours remain completely unreformed. The satirical point, then, is
that the fight against alcoholism is won or lost at the level of culture, and not at the
level of policy-making.
This satirical interpretation, rooted in contemporary social concerns, is
completely self-sufficient in the sense that the story can be read and enjoyed on this
basis alone. However, the lemonade of the title also opens up another, supplementary
interpretation of the story which is important for understanding melancholia in
Zoshchenko's works of the twenties. The hero's failure to find lemonade in an
environment that offers only alcohol is a perfect inversion of Chekhov's metaphoric
suggestion of the absence of alcohol in the 'lemonade' literature of his time. This
famous metaphor appears in a letter written to Alexei Suvorin on 25th November 1892
and the stimulus for it seems to have been Suvorin's reaction to Chekhov's
melancholy tale 'Ward No.6' ('Palata No.6', l892). The missing literary intoxicant
which Chekhov notes, that "certain something" whose absence he senses all around

S White, Russia Goes Dry: Alcohol, State and Society (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1995), p.17. The same source contains a useful historical overview of the various Soviet anti-alcohol
campaigns and the culture of alcohol consumption in this period (see pp.15-25).
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him, is neither talent nor technique, but belief.7o In reading works by writers of
'alcoholic' literature, Chekhov suggests that "you feel not with your mind, but with
your whole being, that they have some kind of purpose.t'!

It is this sense of

conviction that he sees as missing in his literary generation: "'We have neither
immediate nor distant goals, our souls are empty spaces."n Finding something akin to
pathology in this dearth of belief, Chekhov argues that it is calamitous for art:

He who wants nothing, hopes for nothing and is afraid of nothing
cannot be an artist. Whether an illness or not - the point is not in the
name - one must admit that our situation is extremely difficult. 73
Chekhov's metaphoric coupling of alcohol with belief, and conversely lemonade with
lack of it, is essentially discursive; it is about faith and unbelief in art, and particularly
in literature. Thus, the intertextual effect of Zoshchenko's allusion to Chekhov's
metaphor is precisely to mandate reflection on the alcoholic surfeit in 'Lemonade' in
discursive, as well as in purely literal terms. Thus, Zoshchenko' s hero not only fails in
his struggle to free himself from dependence on intoxicating liquor, he also fails to
break free from intoxicating words. Once this connection has been made, certain
details of the story suddenly flash in a new, more melancholy way. The comic gap
between the "real" C"'natura['nyi") object and the "legitimate" ("zakonnoe") word
suddenly acquires a more melancholic cast when its existential breadth is widened by
the Chekhovian allusion. A cheerful alcoholic stoically failing to give up the drink
when unable to find a non-alcoholic alternative on sale is funny because the reader

70 «Y Hac HeT "'IerO-TO"»; A P Chekhov, Letter to A S Suvorin of 25.11.1892 in A P Chekhov, Polnoe
sobranie sochinenii i pisem v tridtsati tomakh: pis'ma v dvenadtsati tomakh (Moscow: Nauka, 19741983), Pis'rna, vol. 5, p. 132.
71 «Bu 'I)'BcTByeTe He YMOM, a BeeM CBORMcymecrsoa, 'ITO Y HHX ecrs KaKaJI-TOuens». Ibid, pp. 132133.
72 «Y Hac HeT HH 6nIDKaRwHX, RH OT.ZlaneHHhIXuenea, H B HaweR nywe XOTb uiapoa nOKaTH.» Ibid,
ff·132-133.

«KTO HH'lerO He XO'leT, HH Ha 'ITO He aaaeercs H HH'lero He ooHTeJl, TOT He MO)J(eT 6blTb
XY.ZlO)J(HHKOM.
Bonesas 3TO HnH HeT -- neno He B HalBaHHH, HO C03HaTbCJIHMO, xro nonoxeaae sauie
x)'lKe ry6epHaTopcKoro.» Ibid, p. 133.
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knows he was ultimately defeated by his own lack of willpower; however, there is at
once something much less funny about someone unable to find a non-intoxicating,
agnostic space in language, because language is central to the human condition: it is
thus not a case of willpower, for the only alternative to language is the wordlessness
of melancholia.
It is important to note that 'Lemonade' is not an obviously melancholy story:
laughter predominates and the narrator's indefatigable optimism and robust passion
for life keep sadness at bay, at least at the first reading. If there is a latent melancholy
note, it is in the hero's summing up of the experience at the close of the story:

So I didn't give up. The desire was strong; only circumstances
prevented me. As they say: life dictates its own rules; you have to
. 74
sub mit.
This stoical acceptance of thwarted desire in the face of life's "rules" ("zakony")
partakes in the aporetic play between the socially "legitimate word" ("zakonnoe
slovo") and the experience of the "real" ("nalural'nyi") object already noted above.
However, it only really crystallizes into a simulacrum of melancholic prostration
when read in terms of the appropriated Chekhovian metaphor. The melancholia in this
story is thus akin to a noonday shadow: it is invisible until you lift your feet, and
although it disappears when your foot is replaced, you now know it is there. This is
perhaps more typical of the melancholia in Zoshchenko's

comic fiction of the

twenties.

The Spectacle of Seltbood
The appropriation of Chekhov's lemonade metaphor in the last story suggested a
dimension of melancholic alienation comprehendible in terms of faith and unbelief.
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Belief, in the widest (not simply religious) sense, is perhaps the hardest faculty for the
melancholic to master, something implicit in Kristeva's depiction of the melancholic
as "a radical, sullen atheist".75 Yet, as the story 'Lemonade' seems to imply, the early
Soviet-era was an age in which belief was an increasingly pervasive phenomenon; it
was also a time in which agnostic discourses, increasingly laced with the alcohol of
conviction, were becoming as elusive as the eponymous soft drink in Zoshchenko' s
story. With this in mind, it is hardly surprising that themes of faith and unbelief are
addressed in other Zoshchenko works from this period. The story 'A Confession'
('Ispoved', 1924) is a case in point. It explores this theme in the form of an antireligious satire which interrogates notions of faith and reason with a breadth of
philosophical ambition that exceeds its immediate satirical focus and in the process
posits a melancholia residing in exclusion from a community founded on belief. The
story opens with an intense, if not exactly solemn, scene of personal devotion in
which the heroine Fekla carefully places her twenty-kopek votive candle in front of
the image of a saint, before making Easter confession:

For a long time, Fekla painstakingly manoeuvred the candle closer
to the image. When her adjustments were complete, she took several
steps away, and, admiring her handiwork, began to pray and beg for
all the concessions and mercies her twenty kopeks could buy. Fekla
prayed a long time, mumbling all her small requests to herself; then,
having pressed her forehead against the dirty stone floor, she went
to confession sighing and groaning.i"

Black Sun, p.5. In common with much poststructuralist theory, Kristeva uses theological terms such
as "atheist" to refer more broadly to any metaphysical conviction, sacred or profane. This is of course
in part a polemical strategy to distance her thought from what is perceived as a bankrupt Western
metaphysical tradition, but it also usefully emphasizes the often unacknowledged faith that underpins
~articipation in all social and ideological discourses, not the least of which is language itself.
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Fekla's devotions continue as she waits in the queue outside the confessional where
"again she began to hurriedly cross herself and mumble.,,77 Despite her pious fervour,
however, Fekla cannot help but notice the speed with which people are passing
through the confessional: "The confessors were going in there and after a minute they
would come out sighing, quietly clearing their throats and bowing to the saints.,,78
The reasons for this brisk penitential turn-around soon become obvious as
Fekla herself enters the confessional. Asking the nature of her sin, the priest, without
waiting for Fekla's answer, prompts her by suggesting some likely sins, chief among
which are doubt and unbelief. Fekla anxiously affirms her own belief but lets slip an
admission of her son's atheism. The priest roundly turns on this, challenging the
notion of a godless world with all the anger of the righteous:

And where does all this around us come from; whence the planets,
stars and moon if there is no God? Your son said nothing of this;
where does all this come from? Chemistry I suppose?"
The priest's defence is robust enough to reduce Fekla to a desperately blinking
affirmation, but it is in fact quite telling in itself. It rehearses the age-old theological
argument for the existence of God as an un-caused cause and yet it also contains in
itself the seeds of scientific doubt, a doubt that is very quickly confirmed:

"But maybe it is just chemistry," the priest said pensively. "Of
course mother, maybe there is no God and it is all chemistry ... "so
Thus in a sparkling comic reversal, the priest finds himself confessing to his
shocked parishioner in his own confessional; the sins he tried to prompt in the formal
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penitent tum out to be his precisely his own. This role reversal, which is reinforced by
the erstwhile spiritual father referring to his erstwhile penitent as "mother", plays on
the fact that, like the English 'confessor', the Russian' 'ispovednik' can refer to both
priest and penitent. Crucially though, the reversed roles and the priest's desperate
absence of faith have minimal effect on the unfolding ritual. As she leaves the
confessional:
Fekla glanced in fear once more at the priest and left, sighing and
coughing meekly. Then she went up to the image of her saint,
looked at the candle, straightened the burnt-out wick and left the
church.81
Fekla tends the symbol of her faith unshaken by the recent revelation of priestly
unbelief. Moreover, in her "sighing and coughing" (pokashlivaia)

she echoes the

"sighing" and "clearing of throats" (otkashlivaias's of the confessors ahead of her in
the queue. When the similarity of the penitents' behaviour on leaving the confessional
is taken together with Fekla's earlier observation of the fast-moving queue, the reader
begins to realize that the priest was probably stumbling into confessions of personal
doubt with every previous penitent, and is no doubt set do the same with subsequent
ones as well. Furthermore, those other penitents, who continue "bowing to the saints"
as they leave the confessional, presumably find their faith no more shaken by clerical
doubt than Fekla does.
The abiding impression created by this is of a bankrupt, habit-bound ritual
founded on the most grotesque bad faith. This is of course the kernel of the antireligious polemic that the story stages. However, 'A Confession' simultaneously
points beyond this immediate satirical purpose, or, more accurately, uses the
officially-discredited belief system that is its satirical subject as a means of
Ih
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interrogating themes of faith and reason in far broader terms. What is fascinating in
this regard is the way that Fekla's (and the other penitents') faith seems impervious to
reasoned doubt, even when that doubt is backed by the ecclesiastical authority
invested in the figure of the priest. Their faith is something definitively not based in
the realm of reason and words; it is important to note here all the raw physicality by
which faith is depicted in the story: Fekla's coughing and groaning; sighing and
mumbling; shuffling and absent-mindedly (almost involuntarily) crossing herself.
Thus in the story, faith is depicted as something subconscious and bodily, even
elemental. This blind, bodily conviction makes the voiced doubts of the priest seem
thin, bloodless, and uncertain, something confirmed by the failure of his pallid words
to dent the convictions of the faithful.
In terms of the primary satirical purpose of the piece, the depiction of faith as
bodily, wordless and beyond the reach of conscious thought locates the final redoubt
of religious belief in the subconscious habits of the faithful and not in ecclesiastical
power structures; in an echo of the satirical moral of 'Lemonade', the story thus
suggests that official campaigns are to be won or lost at the level of culture and
individual behaviour rather than of political (or ecclesiastical)

superstructure.

However, as suggested earlier, the conception of faith in the story as wordless, bodily
and beyond the reach of reason has philosophical implications which simultaneously
point beyond the immediate satirical focus. In this regard it is important to reflect on
the title of the story; in addition to the ambivalence it evokes between priest and
penitent, it is also recalls Tolstoy's famous reflection on faith, reason, meaning and
death in A Confession (lspoved', 1879). One of the central philosophical concerns of
this work of Tolstoy's is the aporetic relation of faith and reason: reason being unable
to ground itself without a moment of faith, and faith being untestable without recourse
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to reason.82 Thus the allusion to this work serves both to emphasize the philosophical
seriousness of Zoshchenko' s story as well as to reinforce the aporetic distinction
between felt faith and articulate reason that lies at the heart of the piece.
However, the Tolstoyan intertext is also important in bringing the melancholia
in Zoshchenko's story to the surface. Whatever else it is, A Confession is an earnest
spiritual

autobiography

characterised

by

the

most

unsparing

psychological

introspection; as suggested earlier in this study, its description of a suicidal, spiritual
prostration originating in a crisis of faith in reason, society, and even life itself is
readily conceivable in terms of melancholia. This melancholic aspect of Tolstoy's
work functions intertextually to reinforce an interpretation of Zoshchenko's story in
similarly melancholic terms. In Zoshchenko's story, the melancholia can be located in
the disturbing image of the faithless priest going through the motions of faith, his lack
of personal belief alienating him from the community of the faithful around him and
from the entire symbolic system that defines his role in the story. Importantly, this
symbolic exclusion is such that the priest is as unable to influence (even negatively)
the blind ritual that continues to unfold around him as he is unable to articulate his
own alienation within it. This sense of symbolic prostration is only deepened by the
iteration of his humiliating confession implied in the story; this humiliation without
end translates into a profoundly melancholic image whose resonance is far more
general than the narrow confines of the immediate satirical purpose it serves. This
melancholic alienation is perhaps best expressed by the priest's resigned defeat at the
end of Fekla's confession: "'Well go, go,' the priest said mournfully. 'Don't hold up
the faithful. ",83 In addition to its obvious comic value as satire, it is at the same time,
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touchingly sad and shot through with an inchoate sense of knowing defeat and utter
helplessness.
It is perhaps not too fanciful to sense in the melancholic figure of the priest a

faint echo of Zoshchenko' s own position as a Soviet satirist whose personal doubts
are swamped by the swell of unquestioning public belief. If 'A Confession' is read as,
in part at least, Zoshchenko's own oblique confession of his incapacity for blind,
bodily faith, then the priest's mournful acceptance of the need not to detain the
faithful becomes the artistic rationale for the satirist trapped in melancholic alienation
from his own socially-sanctioned role, and indeed from the whole new Soviet way of
life. The association of the alienated satirist with the faithless cleric is made much
more sustainable by the fact that the melancholy priest comes to constitute the real
centre of gravity in the story; despite his remaining nameless throughout and not
appearing until almost half-way through the story, it is the priest's confession that
arrests the reader's interest, completely eclipsing that of Fekla, the ostensible
penitent/" This is largely because the priest is the principal source of comedy in the
story; but it is important to note how the performance of personal doubt before an
audience of the faithful makes this a very theatrical comedy. The priest's faithlessness
seals him in a subjective perspective distinct from that of the believing community
that surrounds him, casting him in an impromptu performance of a kind of theatrical
spectacle of the alienated self.
The place of theatricality in Zoshchenko' s fictional world has been widely
acknowledged by Zoshchenko scholars." Many of these approaches stress the breadth

The priest does not appear until line 23 out of 59 in the edition of the story used for this study. 1:238.
See for example Iu K Shcheglov, 'Entsiklopediia nekul'tumosti (Zoshchenko: rasskazy dvadtsatykh
godov i "Golubaia kniga")' in A K Zholkovskii and Iu K Shcheglov (eds), Mir avtora i struktura
teksta: Stat'i 0 russkoi literature (Tenafly NJ: Ermitazh, 1986), pp. 59-60; C Popkin, The Pragmatics of
Insignificance: Chekhov, Zoshchenko, Gogol (Stanford CA: Stanford University Press, 1993), pp 7681; A K Zholkovskii, Poetika nedoveriiac passim but especially pp. 132-44 and 271-303 and 'Mikhail
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of this theatricality, the way that it exceeds the limits of theatrical settings. Cathy
Popkin notes how in Zoshchenko '''theatrical space' extends beyond the proscenium
and the footlights" and that "even the events that occur outside the theatre proper
reflect the theatricality of Soviet life".86 Zholkovsky's analysis of Zoshchenko's
"theatrical topos" ("teatra!'nyi topos") finds a similar theatre of life, emphasizing "the
existential removal of the distinctions between art and reality, between stage and life,
between aesthetic and practical pretence.?"

This means that "for Zoshchenko's

heroes the world is theatre and the theatre is the world.,,88What is less commented on,
however, is the way in which this extra-theatrical theatricality is dependent on an
alienating selfhood. Jenny Kaminer comes close to identifying this basic determinant
ofZoshchenko's theatre of life when she observes how in Zoshchenko's stories:

[... ] the performers remain unaware of the performance value of
their actions, and they frequently attempt to prevent the intrusion of
the audience into their private sphere. In other words the audience
and the performer frequently disagree about the nature of the events
•
•
89
m question.
Although Kaminer does not develop this important insight further, it is precisely on
the recalcitrant subjectivity which she identifies that the widespread theatricality in
Zoshchenko's stories ultimately depends.t" In its detachment from the collective
perspective, this alienating selfhood provides the basic dichotomy of viewpoint
separating the spectacle from the spectator and the performer from the audience.
Zoshchenko's Shadow Operas' in C Kelly and S Lovell (eds) Russian Literature. Modernism and the
Visual Arts (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), pp. 119-146; J Kaminer, 'Theatrical
Motifs and the Drama of Everyday Life in the 1920s Stories of Mikhail Zoshchenko", The Russian
Review, 65, July 2006, pp. 470-490.
86 C Popkin, Pragmatics of Insignificance, p. 79.
87 «[ ... J 3K3HCTeHUHaJlbHOe
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~HTBOpCTBOM3CTeTlf'leCKHMH npaxrasecxsea.» A K Zholkovskii, Poetika nedoveriia, p. 28).
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repoes MHp- rearp H rearp - MHp.» Ibid, p281.
19 J. Kaminer, 'Theatrical Motifs', p. 482.
90 Kaminer's
study adopts a primary focus on "audience reception rather than the intentions of the
perfonner." ~is tends to preclude furth~r int~rrogation of ~e subjective position of the "performer"
and, by extension, to preclude a more existential understandmg of the theatricality in the stories. Ibid.
p.482.
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This theatrical dichotomy of subjective and social perspectives is an important
aspect of Zoshchenkos art of textual truancy; it is readily identifiable across a huge
number of stories as a key element of the writer's trademark comic skandal. In story
after story the personal perspective of the hero is brought into embarrassing and
mutually-uncomprehending collision with the anonymous figure of the social other.
This frequently takes the form of the faceless voice of authority: one thinks of the
indifference of all those anonymous cashiers, shopkeepers, conductors and cloakroom
attendants, or indeed of all those stories which, as Lesley Milne notes, end up in the
police station or courthouse." The theatricality of such clashes is affirmed with comic
irony in the famous tale 'The Bathhouse' when both the hero and the nameless
attendant repeatedly insist that: "This isn't a theatre.t''" However, it can just as often
take the form of an actual 'audience' such as the crowd of curious housewives in
'Lady's Grief, the queue of penitents in 'A Confession', or the comic chorus of
"experts"

("eksperty")

whose

anonymous

adjudication

provides

theatrical

amplification of the hero's embarrassing argument with the manager of the buffet in
the well-known story 'The Aristocrat' (' Aristokratka',

1923).93 This disjuncture

between subjective and social perspectives is of course primarily a comic device and
as such elicits laughter; however, as has been seen in 'Lady's

Grief

and 'A

Confession', its evocation of alienated selfhood can simultaneously resonate with a
profound melancholy.
The melancholia in this disjuncture becomes much more visible from behind
the laughter in those stories where the protagonists begin to recognize, even if only
vaguely, the gap between their social role and their experience of selthood. When the
faithless priest in 'A Confession' continues to act out his spiritual role so as to "not
91

92
93
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hold up the faithful", it implies some awareness of the gulf of meaning that separates
self from other. This sense of knowing prostration makes the priest a more
sympathetic character, and at once more tragic. In 'The Actor' (' Akter', 1925) the
protagonists also have an understanding of their theatrical disempowerment; although
in this story this knowledge derives from their being actual protagonists in a theatrical
production. The story's basic comic conceit is that of an actor playing the victim of a
robbery who, under the cover of the script, is actually robbed during the performance
by the actors playing the robbers. It is a story of tragicomic desperation in which the
helpless actor-victim cannot escape the bounds of his theatrical role in order to
prevent his being robbed. The hero's desperate attempts to dissuade the actor-robbers,
both verbally and physically, are repeatedly thwarted by the script, which keeps
bringing the assailants back for further attempts: "The course of the play makes them
keep on piling in.,,94The bleeding wound of one of the actor-robbers becomes part of
the theatrical effect; even the hero's direct appeals to the audience become subsumed
in the spectacle and are greeted with rapturous applause from the auditorium and
eager encouragement from the director backstage." The hero gradually realises that:
"shouting doesn't help; whatever you shout all fits in with the course of the play.,,96It
is only when the hero falls to his knees and addresses the director by name that the
"theatrical specialists" ("teatral'nye spetsy"), noting only his departure from the
script, begin to realise what has happened and lower the curtain."
The story is simultaneously comic and sinister; the theatrical mechanism robs
the hero of his actual experience of robbery and transmutes this into its own dramatic
spectacle. Theatre is depicted in the story as a clumsy mediation of real life which
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actually denatures the experience of reality for the audience rather than making it
more vivid. This has fuelled readings of the story as an anti-theatrical satire mocking
the Stanislavsky method in particular and the political significance accorded to theatre
in the early Soviet era in general." It is interesting to note in this regard that the play
staged in the story is called Who is to Blame? (Kto vinovat?). This is presumably a
stage adaptation of Herzen's 1846 novel of that name; however, as Zholkovsky notes,
99

the robbery scene in the play has absolutely no basis in Herzen's novel.

Thus, in

addition to appropriating and denaturing the personal experience of the actors, the
theatre is also shown in the story appropriating and denaturing its very literary origins.
The play in the story exhibits a glorious theatrical unprofessionalism that is
attributable to its amateur production and staging deep in the southern provinces. As
Iurii Shcheglov points out, the "performance" of the play "is ruined because all of its
participants break theatrical convention". 100 In fact, the production is pure comic
chaos with drunken actors, last minute understudies, laughably inadequate costumes
and a rowdy audience; in this regard Shcheglov particularly emphasizes both the
extra-theatrical dialogue between the hero on stage and his friends in the audience, as
well as the actor-robbers' personal pursuit of criminal gain during the performance.l'"
As pure theatrical satire, the story works very well, with its account of the chaos that
reigns both on stage and in the audience, and the comically shoddy stagecraft.
However, the flawed theatricality of the play, in addition to its intrinsic comic
value, functions to focus attention simultaneously on a more profound theatricality of
subjective perspective which is not limited to the details of the story's theatrical
setting. This extra-theatrical theatricality becomes clearer when the hero of 'The
98lu Shcheglov, 'Entsiklopediia neku!'turnosti', p.60; J Kaminer, "Theatrical Motifs', p. 478.
99 A K Zholkovsky, Poetika nedoveriia, p.330.
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Actor' is compared with the priest from 'A Confession'. Although the latter is
alienated from the collective, 'audience', perspective by unbelief and the former by
theatrical convention, the two protagonists find themselves in positions of symbolic
disempowerment that are to some extent similar. What is common in both these cases
is the way that the characters' roles in a larger public performance neutralize their
capacity for self-expression and vitiate their ability to influence the symbolic reality
around them. Despite committing the gravest ecclesiastical faux pas in the
confessional, the priest in 'A Confession' has no meaningful effect on the ritualised
faith that surrounds him and which continues to define his role. In the case of the hero
of 'The Actor', his words become pallid and ineffectual ("'shouting doesn't help") as
he finds himself unable to inscribe his personal reality into a social script which, for
the duration of the performance, defines him utterly and refracts his subjective
experience through the prism of its own perspective, fundamentally altering its
meaning in the process. In other words, both protagonists find themselves caught in
the theatre of the alienated self.
There are of course limits to the comparison: most notably. where the
symbolic alienation resulted in something akin to melancholia in the case of the priest,
this is definitively not the case with the hero of 'The Actor'. For all his desperation
and even physical injury during the performance, he evinces nothing of the prostration
and defeat of the priest in 'A Confession'. It is important to note in this regard that
while the priest's story is told for him by an anonymous narrator, the hero of 'The
Actor' retains narrative voice for himself; that the priest is narrated rather than being
allowed to narrate bespeaks a greater sense of symbolic disempowerment than is
suggested by the actor-victim's lively skaz narration. His experience makes the hero
of 'The Actor' very wary of the stage; thus, at the end of the story he sums up his
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view of the theatre: "You say ifs an art? Tell me about it! I've done it!"lo2 This
suggests that the hero will avoid treading the boards again, which is already less than
the helpless defeat of the priest; in fact it is something more like 'once bitten, twice
shy'. Given this acquired mistrust of theatricals, the terrifying powerlessness of hero's
situation also remains limited to the duration of the performance described in the
story. It will be recalled that a key element of the melancholic situation of the priest
was its open-endedness.
In fact the sense of symbolic disempowerment in 'The Actor' is only
lengthened into the shadow of melancholia in the person of the hero's predecessor in
the role of victim. In the story, the hero is actually a last minute understudy for an
actor who was too drunk to perform. As the hero describes it:

Just before the performance itself this one amateur, who was
playing the role of the merchant, got drunk. He was in such a state,
the bum, that we could see he couldn't carry off the role of the
merchant. When he went up to the footlights he was purposely
crushing the bulbs with his foot.103
There is an implicit melancholy in this image: the broken actor, perhaps recalling
Zoshchenko's own cancellation of readings because he 'so terribly didn't want to
appear', retreats into himself, trying to efface his public role by extinguishing the
lights. Importantly, the reader is given no indication at this point in the story as to the
reason for the original actor's eccentric and destructive behaviour; it is only when his
understudy, the hero, has related his experience of violent. 'theatrical' loss that the
reader is left to link the experience of the two protagonists and infer the reasons for
the original actor's melancholic withdrawal. Once these connections are made then
the story's melancholia becomes much more visible and other details acquire a more
102
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melancholy cast. That the original actor is too drunk to perform is thus particularly
interesting in view of the allegorical similarities identified between melancholia and
alcoholism earlier in this chapter.
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Moreover, in contradistinction to the hero who

understudies him, the original actor presumably has to endure the desperate ordeal
that the hero describes for every night of the run. He thus faces a similarly iterative
prostration to that of the priest in 'A Confession': a depressing cycle of defeat and
powerlessness which reinforces the melancholy hopelessness of the situation.

Melancholy Laughter
The melancholia that emerges from within the texture of all the stories analyzed in
this chapter resides ultimately in the clash of social and subjective perception; it is
manifested in the disparity between the intoxicating promise of linguistic selfrealisation and the actual distance of language from the experience of embodied
selfhood. The realisation of this pallor of words constitutes a kind of loss of faith in
the possibility of genuine self-identification in language and is thus a profound form
of social alienation. It is a melancholia that is by necessity wordless, revealing itself in
the gaps created by a wide variety of textual disjuncture: hermeneutic discordance,
intertextual interstice, allegorical parallel, and the collision of subjective and
collective points of view. It can be felt as a hidden presence behind a variety of overt
satirical themes: alcoholism, persisting religious belief and theatrical satire. Of course,

104 In fact the coupling of alcohol and theatre is not uncommon
in Zoshchenko's
comic tiction. In
'Strong Medicine' ('Sil'noe sredstvo', 1925), the alcohol loving hero is persuaded to go to the theatre
every Sunday to distract him from drink. However, while he quickly becomes the "foremost theatregoer in the district" (<<nepBbIMTeaTpaJ10M B paaoae CTaJl» I :325). he finds that the theatre can tit
perfectly into his current dissolute lifestyle: "He gave up drinking on Sundays; started drinking on
Saturdays; and moved the bathhouse to Thursday." (<<nHTb 6poCHJl no socxpeceasaa.
no cy660TllM
CTaJlrnrrs. A 6aHJO nepeaec Ha nepraepr.» 1:325) Also interesting in this light are the story 'Cultural
Delights' ('Prelesti kul'tury', 1926) and thefeuilleton 'A Dangerous Playlet'('Opasnaia
p'eska', 1925):
in the former, the hero is persuaded to go to the theatre by two friends he encounters while shopping
for something "to wet his whistle" (eropno npoxo-urn,»
1:358); in the latter the actors use a drinking
scene as a pretext to drink so much "that by the end of the second act all the artists were completely
smashed" ([ ... ] 'ITO K KOHIzysroporo .ne~cTBID1ece apTHCTbI6bJlH nbJlHbI B.npe6e3rH» I :483).
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this list does not offer an exhaustive guide to the sources of melancholia in
Zoshchenko's comic fiction; neither does the presence of any of those themes listed
necessarily offer a guarantee that a given story will strike the reader as particularly
melancholic.
In fact, the textual origins of melancholia in Zoshchenko' s comic fiction that
are explored in this chapter are all widely recurrent aspects of the writer's comic
aesthetic; occasionally they translate into a powerful sense of melancholic prostration,
but more frequently they remain a troubling presence in a laughter whose dominance
precludes the perception of sadness in any depth. In other words they constitute a sort
of latent melancholia which can be felt by the reader to a greater or lesser degree
depending on the story. This of course raises the question of what precisely
determines the relative balance of comedy and melancholy in any given story. It is
perhaps helpful at this point to recall the situation in 'The Actor' analyzed above. The
reader of this story is offered two possible perspectives which in turn correspond to
two possible planes of identification: the subjective view of the actor which
corresponds to sympathy with the hero's plight; and the collective view of the
audience which corresponds to the implicit rejection of his recalcitrant subjectivity.
As suggested above, the view-point of the actor is dense with melancholic potential,
while the audience, by contrast, is immune to this, being subsumed in the enjoyment
of the violent spectacle. The reader is implicitly asked to choose between laughing
with the audience and sharing the suffering of the actor. Crucially, it is only because
the reader of 'The Actor' inclines more toward identification with the actor-victim
that the melancholy in the story can come to the surface.
If melancholia reveals itself to the reader in sympathetic identification with the
suffering protagonist, then it is important to note, as Henri Bergson does, that laughter
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in its purest sense displaces the very compassion needed to sense this melancholy. For
Bergson laughter is a sort of "social gesture" which arises in response to any human
inelasticity that impedes adaptation to the labile demands of social existence. lOS
Bergsonian laughter is thus a social lubricant the "natural environment" of which "is
society" and whose "function [... ] is a social one"; it thus equates with that plane of
identification by the reader which rejects recalcitrant subjectivity.l'" In other words,
the social function of laughter urges the reader towards the perspective of the
bloodthirsty audience in 'The Actor' at the expense of the perspective of the actor
himself. In this it is by necessity pitiless, and "demands something like a momentary
anaesthesia of the heart."I07 The presence or absence of sympathy can thus change the
whole perception of a situation:

Try, for a moment, to become interested in everything that is being
said and done; act in imagination, with those who act, and feel with
those who feel; in a word, give your sympathy its widest expansion:
as though at the touch of a fairy wand you will see the flimsiest
objects assume importance, and a gloomy hue spread over
everything. Now step aside, look upon life as a disinterested
spectator: many a drama will turn into a comedy. lOS
This is an interesting exercise to try with a Zoshchenko story. If one tries reading one
of the classic comic stories, say 'The Bathhouse', whilst artificially giving one's
"sympathy" for the hero "its widest expansion", the resultant sense of tragedy can
often be quite heart-rending and the latent melancholia become much more visible.
Zoshchenko's humour is really an ambivalent mixture of sympathy and pure,
social laughter; the degree to which the reader's sympathy for the protagonist prevails
over the Bergsonian risus purus determines the prominence of melancholia in a

lOS H Bergson. Laughter: An Essay on the Meaning of the Comic, translated by C Brereton and F
Rothwell (Kebenhavn & Los Angeles: Green Integer, 1999 [1900]), pp. 23-24.
106 Ibid, p. 13.
107Ibid, p. 11.
1001bid, p. 10.
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particular Zoshchenko story. The sympathy of the reader is of course to a large degree
subjective and not completely subordinate to textual direction; a melancholic cast of
mind must surely make a reader more receptive to the latent melancholia in a given
story. Nonetheless, some protagonists definitively invite more sympathy from the
reader than others; this explains why stories that are thematically comparable are not
necessarily equally melancholic. For instance, the melancholic priest in 'A
Confession' bears some comparison with the priest in 'An Easter Incident'
('Paskhal'nyi sluchai', 1925) in as far as both are faced by the spectre of retreating
faith.109 However, in the latter case this takes the form of a mid-liturgical argument
over a refund from the collection plate for an Easter cake that was stood on while
being blessed; here the extreme bathos and the abundance of physical humour,
perhaps the purest risus purus, precludes any real sympathy with the figure of the
powerless and humiliated cleric.'!"

In the case of 'A Regrettable Incident'

('Priskorbnyi sluchai', 1926), the drunkard hero struggles with the disparity between
cultural discourse and the totality of his bodily existence in a way that suggests the
melancholic pallor of words. However, the fact that the regrettable incident of the title
was the hero's having vomited in a cinema whilst trying to watch a film in a state of
inebriation makes his position grotesque and unsympathetic

in the extreme,

consequently the latent melancholia in the story goes largely unnoticed. I I I
This degree of grotesque is actually quite uncommon in Zoshchenko; far more
typical of his comic technique is a more balanced ambivalence between sympathy and
corrective, social laughter, even in those stories where the sadness is not sufficiently

109 The validity of the comparison is perhaps strengthened by the fact that the two stories were to some
extent written as companion pieces. Jeremy Hicks notes that both 'A Confession' and 'An Easter
Incident' (the latter bearing the title' An Empty Ritual' ('Pustiakovyi obriad') first appeared together in
the Easter 1924 issue of Krasny; voron. See J Hicks, Poetics of Skaz; p. 143.
110 'Paskhal'nyi sluchai', 1:282.
III 'Priskorbnyi sluchai', 1:348.
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felt to be called melancholic: the typical Zoshchenko hero can no more be entirely
condemned than he can be completely exonerated. The ambivalence of Zoshchenko's
humour has of course been noted by other scholars, most particularly Jeremy Hicks
who sees it as part of a broader hermeneutic indeterminacy which, for him, remains
the cardinal aesthetic virtue of the comic fiction.112 However, there is perhaps a sense
in which the bifurcated appeal to laughter and melancholy in the stories lends
Zoshchenko's ambivalent humour a more normative nature than Hicks supposes. The
interaction of mocking laughter and melancholic sympathy in Zoshchenko's humour
makes for a subtle existential satire which, although related to it, functions separately
from the more obvious social satire. Central to the function of this existential satire is
its very split nature: sympathy with the latent melancholia in many of the stories
softens the harshness of the laughter and brings the fundamental disjuncture between
embodied selthood and the social other to the surface; the laughter simultaneously
stresses the social dimension of being and prevents sympathy for the protagonist
becoming excessive and lending a heroic cast to melancholic isolation. The bifurcated
thrust of this satire of the human condition thus simultaneously warns against the twin
dangers of social withdrawal and of exaggerating the social dimensions of being.
Melancholia, whether latent or manifest, is a vital component of this existential satire;
without acknowledging and understanding Zoshchenko' s melancholia our grasp of
Zoshchenko's laughter is all the more hollow.
The nature of this existential satire and its dependence on textual melancholia,
whether latent or manifest, is important to note because it is precisely this that
accounts for Zoshchenko's continuing relevance for the twenty-first century reader.
As the Soviet experience slips further and further into the margins of living memory,

112

J Hicks, Poetics of Skaz, pp. 147-168.
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critical models based on socio-cultural satire (from whatever political perspective)
become less and less able to explain the continuing laughter that Zoshchenko s stories
elicit. The contemporary critic cannot ignore the fact that Zoshchenko' s comic writing
remains a surprisingly marketable commodity in today's very different cultural
marketplace. Igor' Sukhikh has given some anecdotal indication of this popularity in a
radio interview broadcast in 2008 accompanying the publication of the eight-volume
collected works under his editorship; he related his and the publisher's surprise and
delight at the fact that half the entire print run of this edition was sold in the ten days
immediately following publication; this is a sales volume which he suggests is
virtually unheard of for a literary classic in the contemporary Russian book market.))3
Thus, despite descending into the double-edged, literary category of 'classic'
(something Zoshchenko may well have abhorred), Zoshchenkos

comic fiction

nonetheless continues to speak to a contemporary audience. This obvious interest in
Zoshchenko today cannot be accounted for simply by historical curiosity, or even by
Soviet nostalgia; it urges critics to pay greater attention to the timeless aspects of
Zoshchenko's art and inevitably draws them to listen more intently to those textual
lacunae that so fascinated Mandelstam; it urges them to strain their ears to catch the
melancholic tenor that often resides within.

113 See the interview with Sukhikh which was included as part of the programme' Knizhnaia kukhnia'
broadcast by Radio Ekho Moskvy, Sankt-Peterburg on 0 I November 2008, transcript available online at
hm>:llwww.echomsk.spb.rulcontent/progidefault.asp?shmode=3&idprog-8SS&ida-79170
(Accessed
on 31/05/20 10).
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Chapter 3

Vicissitudes of the Written Self
The preceding chapter outlined a melancholic presence in Zoshchenko' s work of the
twenties, which, although frequently oblique, distanced and seldom articulated as
such, nonetheless occupies a textual centrality far in excess of its surface prominence.
It suggested a melancholia residing in the textual absences that are so characteristic of

Zoshchenko's writing; it is thus both accessible through the textual resources of the
stories themselves and plays an active part of the poetic effects they achieve. The
current chapter will likewise posit a melancholia dwelling in textual truancy;
however, where the previous chapter concerned itself with a melancholia that was a
self-contained textual phenomenon, the current chapter will posit something of a far
more meta-textual nature: it will explore the melancholia residing in the ambivalent
assertion and effacement of the writer's written self that recurs again and again in
Zoshchenko's works of the twenties. Importantly, this is a melancholia that would not
have been obvious to the vast majority of contemporary readers because its visibility
is largely dependent on extra-textual resources, in particular the retrospective reading
of the stories in the light of the later revelations contained in Before Sunrise.
Following the important example of Alexander Zholkovsky, the current chapter will
attempt to demonstrate how the dense web of resonance between the stories of the
twenties,

the

later

autobiographical

reminiscences

in

Before

Sunrise

and

independently verifiable biographical resources reveal an intensely personal written
self retrospectively identifiable in the fiction of the twenties. This substantial personal
element in the writing is not obvious in itself and is indeed hidden by various
strategies of textual estrangement; nonetheless,

it ultimately persists, resisting

complete effacement in the otherness of the finished work. In this it can be seen as a

profound, enactment in text of a melancholic self repeatedly trying, but failing, to lose
itself in the otherness of language.
The nature of this aporetic written self is suggested fictionally in the early
story 'The Writer' ('Pisatel', 1923). The hero of the tale is a clerk (kontorshchikt
called Nikolai Drovishkin who "has long dreamed of becoming a newspaper
correspondent." With this in mind he writes to the newspaper Red Miracle tKrasnoe
chudo) asking to be accepted as a worker correspondent (rabkor); he is duly taken on

and instructed by the editors: "Write about everyday life!,,2 Enthused by his
commission and eager to get writing, the hero can barely wait for the end of the
working day; however, before he can cut his teeth on some real journalism he runs
into a problem: "What exactly am I going to write about?,,3 This issue quickly
becomes more vexing as the hero searches desperately for inspiration in the
unremarkable street scene before him:

So about what? About everyday life ... There, for example ... Well
what? Well over there, for example, a policeman's standing ...
Why's he standing? Maybe he's baking in the sun and has no
protection over his head ... Hmmm, no; it's too trivial. .. 4
Perhaps unsurprisingly given his commission to write about the everyday, triviality of
theme becomes an increasingly intractable obstacle to the hero's attempts at writing.
Seeing flies in the window of a shop selling sausages, the hero toys with writing an
expose on this theme; however, having picked up half a pound of tea sausage, he
decides against the topic because "it's

trivial"

("melko ..).5

Searching for a

"substantial" subject, "some sort of social phenomenon" or "significant fact" to write
I «LmaBHO MeqTaJ)cnenarscs xoppecnoanearoa.» 'Pisatel", 1:155.
2 «nHWHTe 0 6bITe.» 1:156.
3 «0 'IeM )ICe" 6y 1lY nacars?» 1: 156.
4 «KaK 0 qeM? 0 6bITe... BOT, HanpHMep ... Hy qTO 6b1? Hy BOT, HanpHMep. MHJ1HUHOHepCTOHT...
noqeMY OH CTOHT?MO)ICeT, ero COJIHue neser, a csepxy HHKaKoA nOKpblwKH aery ... rM, HeT, 3TO
MeJIKO...» 1:156.

s 1:156.

about, the hero sees only triviality everywhere."

The passers-by around him seem to

be "most ordinary" ("samye obyknovennye,,);7 the hero even "despairingly"

considers

writing "about the weather" or "about the priest"."
Significantly, the reason he opts not to write about the priest is that the cleric
in question is distantly related to his wife; taken together with the hero's acquisition
of the sausage this represents
writing project. However,

the gradual intrusion of personal concerns

it is precisely

into his

this personal interest, regardless

of how

apparently trivial, which ultimately allows him to overcome his block. This becomes
clear from the finished article which he reads to his wife after holing himself up in his
room to write through the night. The hero's wife is generally impressed; although it
began "obscurely" and "its sense was even unclear to Drovishkin himself',

the article

ended with the following "trenchant" polemic against drying washing hung out on the
street:"

And instead of seeing nature's landscape from their windows, at
times workers behold before their eyes damp washing that has been
hung out to dry. One does not have to go far for an example. As
recently as today, having returned from work, I saw the
aforementioned washing, amongst which were both ladies' things
and gentlemen's smalls that, of course, do not meet the aesthetic
needs of the soul. It is time to put an end to this. What was usual
under the old regime must not be so now.!"
This finely-done

parody of Soviet polemical

writing; the style is completely

authentic,

«HY)I(HO B3J1Tb '1TO-HH6Y.llb 3TaKOe xpynaoe.
3Ha'lHTeJ1bHbIR.» 1: 156.

6

7
&

journalism

IS

only the dripping
KaKoe-HH6Y.llb

a real gem of comic
smalls puncture

o6weCTBeHHOe

the

"BJ1eHHe. <l>aKT

1: 156.
«0 norene, 'ITO J1H,nanacars? - YHbLflO n0.llYMaJI OH. - I1J1Hnpo nona, 'ITO J1H... » 1: 156.

«CTaTh" aaxanacs TYMaHHo, H CMbICJ1ee .lla>Ke caMoMY JJ.pOBHWKHHy 6blJ1 aescea. HO 3aTO KOHeu
6b1l1XJIecTKHR:» 1: 15 7 .
10 «11 BMeCTOToro, '1T06b1 saners nepen OKHaMH J1aH.llwa<llT npaponu,
TpY.ll"WHeC" nopoa J1Hue3pelOT
nepen rJ1a3aMHMOKpoe 6eJ1be, KOTOpoe nosemeao .!l.11"npocyurxa. 3a npHMepoM XO.llHTb nenanexo. He
nanee KaK ceronas, BepHyBwHcb nocne rpynosoro
.llHJl, " ysanen asnueyxaaeaaoe
6enbe, cpena
xoroporo 6b1JUI H .llaMCKHe npHHa.!l.11e)l(HOCTH,H MY)l(cKoe acnonaee, 'ITO, KOHe'lHO, He orsesaer
3CTenrqeCKHM sanpocaa .llYWH. Ilopa n0J10)l(HTb 3TOMy npenen, To, 'fTO npa CTaPOM pe)KHMe 6b1no
06b1'fHbIM ssneaaea, Toro He 1l0n)KHO 6b1Tb reneps.» 1: 157.
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general tone of studied self-righteousness with a gentle bathos. However, the star
comic turn is saved until the end of the story when the hero's wife, impressed as she is
with the article, points out that the wet washing which the hero so eloquently railed
against was in actual fact his own: "Your smalls were there as well.")) Thus, the
personal concerns of the hero unintentionally surface in his writing with a comic
vengeance.
This

IS

a fictional depiction of precisely that writing out of one's "own

rubbish" ("sobstvennaia drian''') which Zholkovsky (echoing Gogol) argues is the
hallmark of Zoshchenko's aesthetic practice.V What is particularly interesting though
is the pain this causes the hero, who reacts to this revelation with prostrate
desperation: "Drovishkin sank down before his wife and, with his face buried in her
lap, quietly began to cry.,,)3 His anxious despair seems to derive from the fact that he
feels this recalcitrant personal aspect to his writing prohibits him addressing "some
sort of social phenomenon" and thus detracts from his general qualification to write
for the public: "It seems I have everything: both a fine style and talent, and still I can't
do it... How do people write?,,)4 The irony, of course, is that it does not affect the
quality of the actual writing in the slightest; without the realization, on the part of
either reader or writer, that the hero is unconsciously satirizing his "own rubbish", this
personal subtext completely disappears from view. However, once the realization is
made, the written self emerges instantly as if written in magic ink.

II «TaM H rsoe acnonaee.» 1:157.
12 A K Zholkovskii,
Poetika nedoveriia, p.16.
13
rr.,
«~OBHWKHH
OnyCTHJlClI nepen )I(eHoR H, yrKH)'BWHCb HOCOMBee xoneua, THXOHbKOsannaxan.»

1: 157.
14

«KCOKeTClI,ace Y MeHlI ecrs: H cnor KpaCHBblf%,H TaJlaHT, a BOT He MOry ... J.i KaK 3TO nauryr mona?»

1: 157.
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Textual Contours of a Written Self
The sense in which the meta-fictional musings m 'The Writer' hold true for
Zoshchenkos own literary practice are hinted at in the parody autobiography 'On
Myself, Ideology and Some Other Stuff as Well' ('0 sebe, ob idelogii i eshche koe

0

chern', 1922). Importantly, this playful, autobiographical fragment has limited
biographical value in and of itself; indeed its relevance in this respect has been
characterised by Gregory Carleton as "an extreme case of recalcitrancy" .15 Yet,
however much it subverts the demands of orthodox literary biography, 'On Myself
does casually offer some important biographical guidance by referring to a then workin-progress: "At the moment I'm writing Notes of a Former Officer; ifs not about me,
of course, but it'll all be there.?" More interesting than the insight into this particular
work (which was never completed in any case) is the suggestion of autobiographical
content inhering in ostensibly non-autobiographical work. This is of course part of the
irony implicit in this parody of autobiographical writing: Zoshchenko re-directs the
genuine biographical interest of the reader away from the frustratingly elusive
autobiographical exercise that is 'On Myself to the fictional works themselves; in so
doing he crafts an extremely subtle satire of a form whose assumptions of
unproblematic self-knowledge were totally alien to the epistemology underlying his
whole artistic enterprise. However, it is the implicit suggestion of a substantial
investment of self in ostensibly non-autobiographical fiction that is important for the
purposes of this study. A sense of the nature and extent of this written self can be
gleaned by looking closely at the fiction in the light of autobiographical sources, chief
among which is Before Sunrise.

G Carleton, The Politics of Reception, p.28.
" OJ.UIIY «3amICKM 6i>IBWerO ocpuuepa», He 0 ce6e, KOHe'lHO, HO TaM ace 6YJleT». '0 sebe, ob
idelogii i eshche koe 0 chem', in M M Zoshchenko, Sobranie sochinenii, 8 volumes ed. I Sukhikh
(Moscow: Vremia, 2008), volume entitled Raznotyk, p.l 03.
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16 «Hsnrse
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The early story 'Love' ('Liubov', 1922) offers a useful starting point for just
such an exercise.t The tale begins with the return of the hero Grisha Lovets to
Petrograd enriched and triumphant from an undefined, but prolonged absence; the
hero discovers that while away he has been presumed dead by friends and family and
a requiem mass has even been read in absentia.18 Yet the fact of his presumed death
seems not to trouble Grisha who "grinned" ("usmekhnulsia")

when told of it; it

certainly does not stop him from seeking pleasure and distraction in the city." After
two weeks of such distraction Grisha finds himself in a cabaret in the port district of
the city in the company of a young woman who is strikingly "similar in personality to
a certain someone special" called Natal'ia Nikanorovna?O However, before it is clear
to the reader whether this is in fact his "someone special" or just someone like her, the
loudly-voiced political views of a nearby sailor intrude on Grisha's conversation. The
sailor, having voiced his despair of politics and proclaiming "1 am ready to live, but
politics has devoured my youth", is accused by Grisha of "White Guardism"
("belogvardeishchina")

and roundly set upon."

At this point other sailors get

involved and Grisha is forced to retire from both the brawl and the establishment
much the worse for wear, leaving his conversation with the young woman unfinished.
Nonetheless, now that he has remembered his love for Natal'ia he cannot stop
thinking about her as his thoughts turn inexorably to marriage. Complications soon
arise when it transpires that while he was away Natal'ia married a long-moustachioed

17 It is important to note that Zoshchenko wrote two different stories entitled 'Love': the early story
analysed here and the more famous story published in 1924. The latter story will be analysed later in
this chapter where the significance of such brazen recycling of previously used titles (something by no
means common in Zoshchenko's work ofthe twenties) will be discussed further.
18 M M Zoshchenko, 'Liubov",
1:81.
19 1:81.
20

«[ ... ]

JIJilIHOCTlO noxoxa

21 «MHe )KHTh oxora,

Ha O.ZlHYruo6HM)'IO

OC060lfK)'»;

1:83.

a nOJIHTHKa saena MOIO MOJIO.ZlOCTh.» 1:83.
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engineer. Nevertheless, Grisha resolves to write to his beloved declaring his love,
before letting her decide for herself.
After a tearful weighing-up of alternatives, which Grisha does not witness,
Natal'ia finally decides to leave her husband for the roguish hero_22Insisting that she
has not chosen Grisha for his money she leaves the real cause of her amorous
defection unspoken, telling Grisha that: "There is a reason of sorts, but you won't
understand.,,23 Reason or no, however, there remains the obstacle of Natal'ia's
husband. Importantly, he is never named in the story, characterised and referred to
only by his long moustache which he plays with nervously as he confronts his
absconding spouse and her lover. Blocking their exit, he threatens to kill himself on
the count of five unless his wife stays, but when he falters at the penultimate number
Natal'ia bursts out laughing and pushes past him to run away with Grisha. After a
peculiarly sombre wedding where the usually lively Cracovienne becomes "a serious
dance"

("ser'eznyi

tanets"),

the

accompanying

accordion

plays

"joylessly"

("neveselo") and Grisha succumbs to a jealous rage when a red-haired student makes

eyes at the bride, the runaway couple prepare to leave Petro grad.24Meanwhile, the
long-moustachioed engineer is waiting for them at the station; seemingly unsure
himself why he is there he decides that: "It's not through romanticism that I'll take a
look [at Natal'ia and Grisha], not with the eye of love, so to speak ... ha ha, but from
afar, through a great curiosity.,,25 This attitude of detachment quickly translates into a
vividly imagined exchange between Natal'ia and himself which, in its emotional
depth, completely overshadows the awkward and stilted exchange that actually takes
place when Natal'ia arrives. For in spite of the verbose sentimental speechifying he
22

1:85.

23 «npH'IHHa

24
25

TaKM ecrs, na He nOHJITb BaM.»

1:87-88.
«He 1f3 pOMaHTlf3Ma

mo60ObITCTBa.»

1:86.

B3rJUIHy, He rJla30M, TaK CKa3aTb, JlI06BIf

1:89.
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envisaged, the engineer can only silently follow Natal'ia and Grisha along the
platform and watch them enter the train." He "despondently" ("unylo") thinks about
throwing himself under the wheels of the train, but in the end cannot do it and so, in
what will become a typical Zoshchenko ending, he "quietly dragged himself off
towards the exit. ,,27
The story is thus, as its title suggests, about love in all its inscrutability,
unpredictability and stubborn resistance to social convention. Both this depiction of
the radical nature of love and the surname of the hero (Lovets - fisher or catcher)
carry a faint echo of Evgenii Zamiatin' s satire on bourgeois social mores in his
novella The Fisher of Men (Lovets chelovekov). This work, written while Zamiatin
was in England but not published until his return to Russia after the Revolution,
explores the ineffable anti-conventionality of love through the satirical figure of an
evangelical moralist who supplements his income by catching, preaching to, and then
blackmailing couples indulging in amorous dalliances in wartime London. Although
not published until 1922, Zoshchenko's 'Love' was in fact written some time in the
winter or spring of 1921, shortly after the formation of the Serapion Brotherhood and
at the height of Zamiatin' s influence on the aspiring writer through his role as a tutor
at the Petrograd House of ArtS.28
However, beyond these thematic echoes of Zamiatin' s tale, there is a distinctly
Zoshchenko theme of thought and action as represented in the characters of the
engineer and Grisha respectively. Importantly, Grisha does not win Natal'ia's hand
because he understands love any better than the engineer; in fact, at the point at which
he wins Natal'ia's consent the narrator opines: "Oh, Grisha knows little ofa woman's

261:89_90.
27 «[Iljonnencs THXOHbKO K
28

suxony.» 1:90.

See 'Khronologicheskaia kanva', p. 343.
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heart!,,29Rather Grisha prevails in love because he does something rather than think
about it, or, in the words of the proverb that his name echoes: "the game goes to the
catcher.,,3oThus, as Grisha runs through the streets to claim his inamorata the narrator
draws out the lesson, noting approvingly that: "It's bad to think on the move.?" The
importance of this lesson becomes clear when juxtaposed against the example of the
long-moustachioed engineer who, in his final bid to win back his wife at the station,
spends more than two-thirds of the relevant passage picturing the scene for himself
before failing dismally to do anything when he had the chance. Ironically, at the end
of his imagined confrontation the engineer states majestically that "a man stands by
his deed",32 not realising that in the one deed he proposed, namely his threatened
suicide, he failed to carry it through proving it to be the hollow gesture that Natal'ia
suspected it was. Understood in this way, the clash between Grisha and the engineer
really prefigures the clash between the thinking, sentimental intelligent and the
roguish, vulgar man of action that runs right through Zoshchenko' s oeuvre and finds
its apogee in his Sentimental Tales and Youth Restored.
What is not immediately obvious in all this, however, is the extent to which
Zoshchenko has written himself into this story. This is something that only becomes
visible when the story is read alongside the autobiographical aspects of Before Sunrise
and other extra-textual biographical details. In particular, the theme of the triumphant
returnee finding his beloved married clearly recalls Zoshchenkos experience with his
first love, the woman that Tomashevskii

identifies as Nadezhda

Rusanova-

Zamyslovskaia. Tomashevskii notes that they met in 1911 in what, for Zoshchenko,
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was "the dawn of a first love which left its mark for many years.,,33Moreover, he also
relates how Zoshchenko returned from the front in 1916, newly-decorated with the
Order of St Anna, to find his beloved unexpectedly married.l" The parallels with the
newly-enriched Grisha returning to find Natal'ia wed in his absence are obvious; even
the initials of the two women are the same. What is more interesting still is the way
this bare biographical schema is fleshed out in Before Sunrise, where Nadia
Rusanova-Zamyslovskaia becomes Nadia V, an embellishment that reveals distinct
parallels with aspects of the story' Love' .
In the episode in Before Sunrise entitled 'A Rendezvous' (,Svidanie'), the two
meet as sixteen year old gymnasium students at the monument to the Steregushchii on
Petersburg's Kamenoostrovskii Prospect. Although no date is given for the events
described, Zoshchenko being sixteen would place them in 1910 or 1911, which ties
closely with Tomashevskii's dating of the start of the romance. That the monument to
the Steregushchii is their chosen meeting place is important. This monument is a
rather graphic depiction in bronze of the moment when a Russian warship was
scuttled by her last two surviving crew members to prevent its capture by the Japanese
at Tsushima. In line with the symbolic logic of Before Sunrise, this naval monument
used as a lovers meeting place combines both watery and amorous defeat in
accordance with the very personal neurotic patterns that torment the narrator of Before
Sunrise, something which tells in the narrator's peculiarly rapt fascination with the
"two sailors by an open Kingston valve" as "bronze water pours into the hold" of the
doomed ship_35Importantly, the amorous and naval last stands recalled in this vignette

«HaQ8J)o nepe)KHBaHH~ nepsoa mo6BH, OCTaBHBWeRcnen Ha .nOJIfHe rona.» 'Khronologicheskaia
kanva' , p. 340.
34 Ibid, p. 341.
3~ «,llBa Ma'I'pOca y OTKpbITOro KHHrCTOHa.6P0H30B!UI sona JIbeTCJI B TPIOM.»; Pered voskhodom
solmsa, 3:464. These neurotic patterns link all the autobiographical vignettes that compose the first half
of Before Sunrise and are ultimately condensed into a complex of symbolic fears in the second part of
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also find a muted parallel in the earlier story 'Love'. It will be recalled how in that
story Grisha's re-acquaintance with his lost love was disturbed by a brawl involving
sailors which the narrator describes as an "obscene event" ("pokhabnyi sluchai")
where "a sailor was beaten for counterrevolution.T" Written in 1921, such a reference
could hardly avoid evoking memories of the Kronstadt uprising which was viciously
put down in March of that year. The reference to this doomed last stand by sailors of
the Baltic fleet is surely strengthened by Grisha accusing the sailor of "White
Guardism". Arguably, it is only this personal authorial reference which rescues the
scene with the sailor in the story 'Love' from seeming just a little gratuitous.
The story of Nadia V continues in the episode entitled '1 Love' ('la liubliu')
which describes Zoshchenko' s return to Petro grad on leave from the front to discover
Nadia engaged to be married. Sitting again at the monument to the Steregushchii,
Nadia declares tearfully: "How stupid. Because you did not write at all; because you
left so unexpectedly; a whole year has gone by and I am getting married.,,37
Nonetheless, she affirms her continuing love for Zoshchenko and contemplates
breaking the engagement, only hesitating at the thought that rings have already been
exchanged, the engagement announced and a gift made to her of an estate. Asking to
think about it, she promises Zoshchenko an answer after two days, thus replicating the
anguished, private soul-searching that Natal'ia conducts out of sight of Grisha.
However, after seeing Nadia and her betrothed together the next day Zoshchenko
sends a fallacious note claiming he has been recalled to the front. Zoshchenko
describes this last action thus: "This was the most stupid and senseless action of my

the work. This outline will suffice for the current chapter, but this complex subject will be discussed in
appropriate depth in the fmal chapter.
3 «[n]o6HJlH MaTpoca aa KowrppeSOJDOUJOO.»1:83.
37 «KaK rnyno. 3aqeM BbI MHe ~ero
He nHCaJIH.3aqeM yexana TaK aeoxanaaao, Bens npoiuen ron .
.SI BblXO>K)' 3aMY>K.» Peredvoskhodom solntsa, 3:482.
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life. I really loved her, and this love has not passed smce that time.,,38 Here
Zoshchenko gives the clearest indication of the personal significance of this
experience. It is also interesting that Zoshchenko draws attention to the gap between
thought and deed in his dealings with Nadia V. As with the long-moustachioed
engineer in 'Love', Zoshchenko here makes a fatuous romantic gesture that runs
contrary to his true feelings and results in an action which he himself acknowledges as
senseless and stupid. The contrast with Grisha here is striking: where Grisha honestly
declares his love in a well-timed letter, Zoshchenko first fails to write when it would
have been expedient to do so and then writes a letter that is completely at variance
with his real desire.
The composition of 'Love' dates from the very start of Zoshchenko's literary
career, at a time when the novice writer was still attending Komei Chukovskii's
studio at the Petrograd House of Arts. It is perhaps unsurprising to find such a liberal
deployment of autobiographical motifs in such an early piece. However, the textual
echoes of the Rusanova-Zamyslovskaia story identified above cannot be so easily
dismissed; they are not at all limited to this story, or indeed to the early period of
Zoshchenko's literary career. Ol'ga Shilina finds a direct reference to the RusanovaZamyslovskaia romance in the narrator's description of his own youthful infatuation
in the tale 'Of What the Nightingale Sang' ('0 chern pel solovei', 1926).39In arguing
with the opinion of "learned and party people" ("uchenye i partiinye liudi") who deny
the existence of love, the narrator reluctantly draws on his own amorous experience as
proof:
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The author does not wish to confess before the casual reader and he
does not wish to open his intimate life to some critics who are
particularly unpleasant to him, but all the same, looking into it, the
author recalls one maid from the days of his youth. Such a silly little
white face she had, dear little hands, such pitiful little shoulders. But
the author fell into such foolish raptures! The author lived through
such tender minutes when, from a surfeit of every possible noble
feelin~, he fell to his knees and, like a fool, he kissed the very
earth. 0
The reason that Shilina suggests for equating this "maid" with RusanovaZamyslovskaia is primarily chronological: the narrator asserts in the next line that
"now [... ] fifteen years have passed" ("teper' [... ] proshlo piatnadtsat' let") since the
occurrence of these events;" given the publication of the work in 1926, this would
make the narrator's recollection stretch back to 1911, the year in which Tomashevskii
dates the beginning of the Rusanova-Zamyslovskaia romance. To these temporal
observations might be added that the assertion, although significantly stylized, is still
couched in what purports to be some kind of direct authorial voice: it invites, to some
degree at least, equation with the experience of the writer himself.42
However, as the story 'Love' showed, there is perhaps more to be gained by
looking for such connections in terms of theme rather than direct reference; the tale
'ApoHon and Tamara' (' Apollon i Tamara', 1923) is particularly illustrative in this
regard." It relates the story of the troubled love between Tamara Omel'chenko and

«ABTOp He XO'leT HCnOBe.llOBaTbCJlnepen CJl)"la~HhIM qJ.fTIlTeJleM H He xouer aexoropuv,
oc060
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aBTOP BcnOMHHaeT O.llHY.lI.eBHU)'B .lI.HHcsoea IOHOCTH.3TaKOe 6bIJ1o y HeR rnynoe 6enoe nH'! HKO.
pyqKH, )KMKHe nnesaxa. A B KaKO~TeJUr'luA socropr BnUM aBTOp! KaKue qYBCTBHTenbHbie MHHYTbI
nepesoraan asrop, xorna OT H36bITKa BceB03MO)l(HbiX6J1arOpO)lHbIX '!yBCTB nanan Ha xonena H. KaK
.uypaK, UeJlOBaJI3eMJllO.» Sentimental'nye povesti, 2: 107.
41
2:107.
42 The unstable combination
of parody and sincerity in this authorial voice. a key feature of so many of
Zoshchenko's longer tales. is discussed in depth in the next chapter; at this point it will suffice to say
that for all their comic inflection, authorial intrusions of this nature frequently retain a confessional
element, albeit one that should not be read too mechanically.
43 This long tale (pavest,) was originally
published in 1923 in a collection of stories in the emigre press.
but, along with '0 chern. pel solovei' and five other longer tales. was subsequently collected in
Zoshchenko's
Sentimental Tales (Sentimental'nye povestiy of 1927. See Iu Tomashevskii,
'Primechaniia',
2:472. The genesis and dynamics of this important collection are discussed in more
depth in the next chapter.
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Apollon Perepenchuk, the latter a "free artist" ("'svobodnyi artist") and "ballroom
pianist" ("taper") whose dreamy waltzes and fantasias are much in demand on the
entertainment circuit of the nameless provincial town in which the story is set." The
two meet at a ball where Apollon is playing and which takes place "at the start of the
European World War".45 Their love blossoms and Apollon eventually proposes
marriage in a gesture whose romantic affectedness tells in his being "dressed in a
morning coat with a bouquet of oleanders and a box of boiled sweets".46 However, his
bid is unsuccessful; Tamara turns him down because of his uncertain prospects: "she
did not want to risk it, she was afraid of poverty and a life without material
provision".47 Fate also intervenes at this point in the form of Apollon's conscription
into the army; "in December 1916" ("v dekabre shestnadtsatogo goda") the lovers
part tearfully and Apollon "declared triumphantly that he would either not return at
all, or he would return as a man celebrated and renowned.?"
However, war and the Revolution change everything. In the wake of the social
upheaval Apollon is almost completely forgotten; as a musician he has been
supplanted in the cultural life of the town by a string ensemble, whose popularity is
assured by their more contemporary repertoire and familiarity with "transatlantic
dances" ("zaatlanticheskie tantsy,,).49 He is even gradually forgotten by Tamara and
his only living relative, a maiden aunt; in fact his aunt, having presumed his death,
even sells his old wardrobe. Yet the unexpected anonymity that greets Apollon on his
discharge from the army is only partly due to socio-cultural change; importantly,
Apollon himself has "changed drastically ("strashno perementlsiav:

"It seemed that
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this was a different man."so Moreover, it turns out that, in common with Grisha
Lovets from 'Love' and the narrator of Before Sunrise, he made little effort to keep in
touch while he was away; in particular: "He did not write letters to anyone.'?'
Apollon himself seems unaware of how much everything has changed and,
despite his failure to live up to his vow to return famous from the war, he remains
anxious to rekindle his relationship with Tamara. Yet, on seeing her there is at once
an obvious distance: "He stared hard and piercingly into her eyes, trying to penetrate
her thoughts, to understand; but he understood nothing."s2 Tamara is equally unable to
find an empathy extending beyond Apollon's external appearance: "Tamara looked at
him, but did not understand anything, did not see anything; she saw only his grimy
face, his tangled hair and his tom soldier's tunic."s3 An unbridgeable emotional divide
seems to have opened between the two lovers; this is clear at once to Tamara who
rejects Apollon a second time, declaring, perhaps a little disingenuously: "I hope you
did not take my innocent, girlish prattle at face value."s4 This rejection both hints at
the romantic superficiality of their love and also subtly points to the material selfinterest lurking behind Tamara's feelings: the figurative phrase 'to take at face value'
('priniat' za chistuiu monetu') literally means 'to take for a clean coin'. Tamara's
refusal is then reinforced several days later in a letter:

With an affectation of feminine coquettishness, she wrote in a sad,
lyrical tone of the fact that she was now going to marry a certain
foreign businessman called Globa and that, in taking this step, she
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RusanovaBoth

describe

imagined, triumphant returns which are painfully belied by reality; both articulate this
theme in terms of a naive, youthful romance disrupted by war and revolution. Both
likewise depict amorous defeat to more socially prestigious
Apollon to marry a foreign businessman;

rivals: Tamara forsakes

Nadia forsakes Zoshchenko

to marry into

the landed gentry, even receiving an estate as a wedding gift. There is also some
degree of correlation

with the dates: it will be recalled

that the tipping point in

Apollon and Tamara's relationship came with the first rejection and Apollori's joining
the army in 1916; this is the same year that Rusanova-Zamyslovskaia
marking a comparable tipping point in her relationship
fact that Tamara's

husband

Rusanova-Zamyslovskaia

is a foreigner

married, thus

with Zoshchenko." Even the

seems to chime with aspects

of the

story. The narrator of Before Sunrise describes returning to

Petro grad from Arkhangelsk to discover that Nadia V had left the city with her whole
family (including her husband and a newly-born

child Zoshchenko

was not aware of)

and gone over "to the Whites" ("k belym,,).57 In a later episode we learn that Nadia V
ended up in emigration in Paris nursing a rejection of her homeland so total that now
"she hates everything left in Russia.,,58 Thus Nadia V's marriage, maternity and exile
render her at once profoundly
Zoshchenko's

foreign

while

still being an inseparable

part of

private self; this sense of the self made foreign is echoed poetically in
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Tamara's marriage to a foreigner and the comic, foreign-sounding name she acquires:
'Globa'.
In common with both the Rusanova-Zamyslovskaia episodes and the story
'Love' analyzed earlier, the plot of 'Apollon and Tamara' depends on a chronic
failure to keep in touch; specifically, the absence of timely and emotionally honest
letter-writing is crucial to both stories as well as being reflected in the RusanovaZamyslovskaialNadia V vignettes. Importantly, in all of these instances, this concrete
inter-subjective failure coalesces into a broader meditation on the nature of love itself,
something perhaps most obvious in 'Apollon and Tamara'. Both the main characters
in this story are obviously linked by a mutual love; Apollon' s overweening devotion
is all too obvious, but even the comparably level-headed Tamara can still cry in
private over Apollon's photograph despite having rejected him twice.i" The problem
is that neither is particularly adept at reading the love of the other, and, perhaps more
importantly, neither can articulate their love in a way that transcends the gulf of
selfhood; it is for this reason that the romantic gestures of the couple stand out as
being so cloyingly sentimental, whether that is the affected tone of Tamara's letter of
rejection or Apollon's proposal while comically dressed in morning coat, clutching
gaudy flowers and sugary confections. What both experience is a love more
narcissistic than self-transcending, something implicit in Tamara's unwillingness to
sacrifice material well-being for a sentiment that must strike her as comparatively
insubstantial. The predominance of narcissism in their love also tells in the way they
each handle the final rejection. By referring to her earlier infatuation as "innocent,
girlish prattle", Tamara perhaps implies that it is as much her lost girlish innocence
that she loves as Apollon himself; in fact there may well be a sense in which Apollon
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perhaps stands only as a reminder of a vanished youth. This sense of the lover as
psychological stand-in is made much clearer in the case of Apollon; in the line
immediately following Tamara's rejection of him for the second and final time:

Apollon Perepenchuk returned home, and at home it suddenly
dawned on him that nothing could now return his former life to him
and that his former life was laughable and naive. Also laughable and
naive was his desire to become a great musician and a man
renowned and celebrated. He also understood further that for the
whole of his life he had not lived in the way that was needed,
neither in what he had done nor in what he had said ... but as to how
he needed to have lived, even now he did not know."
What is immediately striking about this passage is the complete absence of
images of Tamara in Apollon's post mortem dissection of the affair; in fact Apollon's
love seems to be closely tied up with a more generalized sense of self, or. more
precisely, it seems to be tied up with a more idealized sense of self. It is interesting to
note how the concrete failure of his love for Tamara (being twice rebuffed) quickly
translates into a more broad-based collision of subjective ideals with the experience of
reality. This surely recalls the mechanism of Freudian melancholia outlined in the first
chapter of this study; it will be recalled that, in the Freudian schema, the melancholic
ego suffers before the demands of static, self-made, narcissistic ideals that are
irreconcilable with the dynamic realities of lived existence. This melancholic subtext
becomes much clearer when one considers Apollon's

increasingly melancholic

behaviour in the wake of Tamara's final rejection of him: "now he lay in bed for
whole days at a time"?'; he is increasingly given to bleak reflections on the bestial
meaninglessness of life and "felt that his game was lost and that life calmly carried on
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without him.,,62 This melancholia even tells in the music he plays; gone are the
dreamy waltzes of his youth; now "in his music it was impossible to trace either
motif, or even separate musical notes - it was some kind of horrifying, demonic,
animal roar.,,63 This unstructured, asymbolic

soundscape recalls that "frugal

musicality" which Kristeva notes in melancholic speech and that was discussed in
chapter one; in its horrifying, animalistic character one perhaps catches something of
the instinct and drive-based nature of Kristeva's semiotic which, detached from
symbolic convention, slides into the compelling meaninglessness of melancholia.
Apollon's

behaviour continues to become more and more irrational:

wandering around the town at night and without willing it he finds himself outside
Tamara's house; here he is confronted by the heroine but, like the long-moustachioed
engineer at the railway station in 'Love', he is unable to say anything at all. Running
from the scene, Apollon then stumbles into a bizarre, almost involuntary suicide
attempt which is only thwarted by the intervention of a passer-by. Towards the end of
the story Apollon eventually finds a fragile peace working as a gravedigger in a
cemetery named after the Annunciation ('"Blagoveshchenskoe

kladbishche"), Here he

finds an unexpected sweetness and warmth in the "freshly dug earth" ("'tol'lco chto
vyrytaia

zemlia"),

perhaps symbolically finding a firmer grounding in reality.

Moreover, if we recall the symbolic associations of melancholia with death and the
earth from chapter one, then this same scene becomes indicative of Apollon' s gradual
acceptance of death and loss amidst the promise of new life implied in the name of the
cemetery." However, this new-found equilibrium remains extremely brittle: when
Apollon sees Tamara and her foreign partner together he immediately reverts to his
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old self; in an echo of both the Rusanova-Zamyslovskaia episode related earlier and
the behaviour of the long-moustachioed engineer from 'Love', Apollon hides and
watches the couple "like an animal" ("kak zver"') before finally running away" This
event strengthens the pathological cast characterising Apollon's narcissistic love for
Tamara; it posits a latent psychological complex at the heart of the hero's love for the
heroine that is never finally overcome, and which always threatens to unstitch the
libidinal threads that bind him to the world beyond himself.
Many of these themes, including the important association of love and
melancholia, find additional reflection in the short story cycle that first marked
Zoshchenko out as a comic writer of rare ability: Stories of Nazar Il'ich. Mr
Sinebriukhov (Rasskazy Nazara Il'icha gospodina Sinebriukhova, 1922). The echoes
of the Rusanova-Zamyslovskaia affair mostly cluster around the bewitching figure of
the "fair Polish wench" ("prekrasnaia poliachka") Viktoriia Kazimirovna." In the
story which bears her name ('Viktoriia Kazimirovna'),

she is introduced as the

adoptive daughter of a Polish miller whose village lies between the Russian and
German lines during the First World War. The narrator-hero of the cycle, the
eponymous Sinebriukhov, falls in love with Viktoriia Kazimirovna who persuades
him to help her uncover the hiding place of her father's hidden fortune. When
Sinebriukhov's plan accidentally leads to the death of the miller before he could
reveal the location of his stash, the "fair Polish wench", now newly impoverished,
presents him with an ultimatum:

Now you either fetch me, even if from the depths of the sea, some
kind of modest capital, or else, she said, you'll be the worst villain
to me and I'll leave, I know where I'll go, to the rear - Ensign
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Lapushkin has asked me to be his mistress and has even promised
67
me the cutest little gold watch with a bracelet.
What is striking here is the extent to which this rehearses themes already familiar
from the foregoing analysis. Importantly,
ambivalent

combination

Viktoriia Kazimirovna

of love and material

heroines in 'Apollon and Tamara' and 'Love',

self-interest

manifests the same

that characterised

the

so obviously in the case of the former

and more ambiguously with the latter. In addition, if we recall the motif of un- or antiSoviet, female foreignness identified in 'Apollon and Tamara' and the account of the
affair in Before Sunrise, then it is also noteworthy that the

Rusanova-Zamyslovskaia

"fair Polish wench" is both explicitly foreign and, at the very least, implicitly unSoviet.68

Moreover,

Zamyslovskaia

just

as with

'Apollon

and

Tamara'

and

the

Rusanova-

affair, there is the threat from a love rival of higher rank; while we

know little of Sinebriukhov's

exact place in the military hierarchy, we know for sure

that he is definitely not an officer, and that consequently

Ensign Lapushkin would be

his superior. Importantly, as has been shown earlier, all these themes, the inscrutable
mix of love and material self-interest,

the foreign woman and the socially superior

rival, find some basis in the Rusanova-Zamyslovskaia

affair; even the rhetorical

invocation of "the depths of the sea" chimes with the image of the sinking ship that is
so memorably associated with the Rusanova-Zamyslovskaia
Sinebriukhov,

affair in Before Sunrise.

of course, does not have the money to meet the demands of his

beguiling Polish lover; however an opportunity presents itself in the unlikely form of
a raid on the German trenches in which Sinebriukhov

has to take part. In the course of

reneps .n.OCTaHbTb) MHe XOTb C MopCKoro .D.HaKaKOR-HJ.t6Y.D.b
He60nbwoR xanaran, a HHalle,
rOBOpHT,Tbl nepssia nns MeHJInpecryrmax, H ylUly Jl, 3HaJO xyna, B 0603, - ssan MeHJIB m060BHHUbI
:,T,anoplllHK Jlarryuncaa H ofieuian naxe sonorue qaCHWKHC 6pacneTKoR.» 1:40.
The story is set before the revolution, so in this more limited sense the heroine can be considered unSoviet. However, the story was written less than two years after the end of the bitter Soviet-Polish war
in October 1920; arguably in this context, the depiction of a materialistic, opportunistic Pole would
invariably lend the character a more actively anti-Soviet coloration in the mind of a contemporary
Soviet reader.
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the action, the hero is forced to kill a German soldier who was barring his return to the
Russian lines; the deed done, Sinebriukhov then calmly robs the corpse of his fallen
opponent taking a watch and a wallet full of foreign money. Thus he acquires the
"modest capital" he needs in order to maintain himself in his beloved's affections.
Unfortunately, the hero now finds himself separated from his comrades and stranded
in no man's land with no cover but for some long grass. To make matters worse he
attracts the attention of a raven ("voron") that has mistaken him for carrion
("padal'''); thus begins a darkly comic struggle between the hero and the raven; the
hero, while anxious to chase off the "filthy bird" ("ptich'ia nechist"'), nonetheless has
to be mindful of attracting the attention of nearby German soldiers." In the end
Sinebriukhov runs for the Russian line and escapes from both from the field and the
raven, but is wounded in the process. However, once he has recovered he finds that
the money he took from the dead German has disappeared and, although he is
decorated for his part in the action, he loses Viktoriia Kazimirovna to Ensign
Lapushkin. Zoshchenko himself was, of course wounded in the field; moreover, it will
be remembered from the account of the Rusanova-Zamyslovskaia

affair in Before

Sunrise that Zoshchenko too returned wounded and decorated for valour in the field to
find himself forsaken in love in favour of a more prestigious rival.
It is worth returning to Sinebriukhov's macabre struggle with the raven for it

is perhaps the most arresting image in the whole story. It recalls Pushkin's folkloric
poem 'One raven to another flies .. .' ('Varon k voronu letit...' 1828), in which two
ravens resolve to feast upon a newly slain knight ("bogatyr"') lying beaten on the
field. The poem ends with the tragic image of the knight's mistress: "His mistress
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waits for her true love I Not one slain, but one who lives.,,7oThe inevitable switching
of the lady's affections that is so discreetly suggested by Pushkin is rendered in
earthier and more cynical tones in the original Scottish Border ballad of which
Pushkin's poem is a loose verse translation: in this original version, one raven says to
the other with ghoulish delight: "His lady's ta'en another mate.] So we may mak our
dinner sweet.,,71 Thus, the image, albeit refracted tragicomically in the case of
Sinebriukhov, is profoundly melancholic in its suggestion of a fallen soldier fighting
for life and love, threatened always with being ultimately forsaken in death.
The melancholy in this image is only intensified by the way in which the
demonic persistence of Sinebriukhov's raven also recalls the explicitly melancholy,
Plutonian prophet from Edgar Allan Poe's famous poem 'The Raven' (1845).72
Interestingly in this regard, the narrator of Poe's poem twice addresses the bird thus:
,..Prophet!' said 1, 'thing of evil! - prophet still, if bird or devil! ",73 This
demonological coloration is echoed m Sinebriukhov's reference to his feathered
tormentor as a "filthy bird" ("ptich'ia nechist"'): nechist' describes the unclean in both
a literal and a spiritual sense, in the latter mode denoting an evil spirit. Importantly,
Sinebriukhov's raven "sat right down on [his] chest" to peck and beat at him.74 Poe's
raven is felt as a similarly thoracic phenomenon: Poe describes the raven as a "fowl
«A x03,dtKa )I(,neTMHJloro,1 He y6bITOrO, )I(HBoro.» 'Veron k voronu letit ... • in A S Pushkin,
Sobranie sochinenii v voc'mi tomakh (Moscow: Khudozhestvennaia literature, 1967-1970), T3, p.72.
71 'Twa Corbies' in W Scott, Minstrelsy of the Scottish Border: Consisting of Historical and Romantic
Ballads Collected in the Southern Counties of Scotland With a Few of More Modern Date Founded
Upon Local Tradition (London: G G Harrap, 1931).
72 The reference is not as improbable as may appear at first glance. Poe was extremely influential on
Russian literature of the Silver Age, due in no small part to the enthusiastic advocacy of Konstantin
Bal'mont [see for example A Pyman, A History of Russian Symbolism (Cambridge: Cambridge
university Press, 1994), p. 80]. Although Zoshchenko achieved literary fame after the revolution,
Before Sunrise confmns the degree to which he was a mental product of the Silver Age; in fact, Before
Sunrise also includes a lengthy discussion of Poe's melancholia (see 3:644-647) in which Zoshchenko
describes the American as "a remarkable writer, the influence of whom on the fate of all world
literature has been enormous" «(3aMe'laTenbHbIA nacarens, BnHJlHHexoroporo 6blno OrpOMHblMHa
c w.6yBceR MHpOBOA
nareparypsi.» 3:644.)
7 E A Poe, 'The Raven', in The Portable Edgar Allan Poe. edited and introduced by J Gerald Kennedy
(London: Penguin. 2006), p. 425.
74 «[n]pJIMo Ha rpyns ca,UHTCJl»;1:43.
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whose fiery eyes now burned into my bosom's core;,,75he then goes on to admonish
the bird in terms of the same metaphor: "Take thy beak from out my heart, and take
thy form from off my door!",76 Poe's poem is about the impossibility of mourning a
love lost in death; it thus amplifies the intertextual effect established above, but it
translates this into more explicitly melancholic terms. In respect of the wordlessness
of melancholia discussed in the first chapter it is interesting to note how both
Zoshchenko's and Poe's birds also present some form of impediment to speech and
thought: this is most obvious with Poe's raven who concludes and stifles the
narrator's every stanza with a bleakly repetitive "Nevermore"; it is also more
obliquely present in the fact that Sinebriukhov's bird "hissed" C'shipit") at the hero;
shipet'means both to hiss and to shush and in this context both meanings pertain.77
The big difference of course is that while there is no end to the suffering of Poe's
miserable narrator, Sinebriukhov manages to elude his tormenting, melancholic
demon by braving enemy fire and leaving it behind on the battlefield. Yet his brush
with melancholia remains a powerful image which colours much of the remaining
stories in the cycle.
Interestingly, Sinebriukhov's ordeal with the raven of melancholia begins as
soon as his thoughts turn to Viktoriia Kazimirovna, in the course the same sentence in
fact: "Here I started to think about Viktoriia Kazimirovna, I just looked - from up
above a raven was flying down at me.,,78 Viktoriia Kazimirovna, being narratively
associated with the raven, thus also becomes symbolically entwined with the
melancholia that it represents. In view of her being something of a pathological love
object, it is important to note that this is not the first story in the cycle to feature the
7$ 'The Raven',

p. 424.
Ibid, p. 425.
77 1:43.
71 «CT8JI JI 1)'T .nyMaTb npo
cnycxaerca.» 1:43.
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Ha MeHJI BOPOH

beguiling Pole; she was actually introduced to the reader in the preceding story called
'A High Society Tale' ('Velikosvetskaia

1922). Importantly though, at her

istoriia',

first appearance she is introduced as the Polish wife of Sinebriukhov's
officer: in other words in a context incompatible

with her other role as the adoptive

daughter of a Polish miller in the story 'Viktoriia
referred

to explicitly

by Sinebriukhov

commanding

himself,

Kazimirovna'.
who

tries

This confusion is
to correct

himself,

suggesting of 'A High Society Tale' that "there was no fair Polish wench Viktoriia
Kazimirovna that time. There was then some other personage, possibly also a Polish
wench".79 This discrepancy is not only supposed to be noticed, but it is of the utmost
importance in understanding

the nature and function of Viktoriia Kazimirovna

in the

stories in which she appears. At one level this deliberate narrative solecism can be
interpreted as part of the comically unreliable narration that makes Sinebriukhov's
skaz narration so compelling.
Viktoriia Kazimirovna

However,

there is also a sense in which it makes

seem somehow unreal, or at least more imagined than real.

The story itself, and indeed the whole cycle, is refracted
Sinebriukhov

which means

that Viktoriia

Kazimirovna

through

the voice of

is not objectified

as a

character in her own right; the reader only ever sees her through Sinebriukhov's

eyes

and the image we see of her is a purely narcissistic construct. It is for this reason that
the same female image can appear in two mutually-exclusive

contexts; it is also for

this reason that she becomes so intimately associated with melancholia.
When the three stories analyzed here are read together they come to constitute
something of a bleak meditation

on the narcissistic

extent, the whole of this dismal, philosophical
comic image of Apollon's

morning-coated

ambiguities

of love. To some

reflection can be condensed

into the

proposal with sweets and oleanders from

79 «[.lOa ronsxo He 6blJlO B TOT pas rrpeepacaoa nOnJlllKH BHKTOpHH Ka3HMHpOBHbI.
llPyraJi oco6a, TO)Ke, MO)KeT 6bITb, nonsxxa»; 1:38.
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the story •Apollon and Tamara' noted above. This image reveals the two sides of a
love whose narcissistic limitations always belie its metaphysical ambitions. On the
one hand the fancy clothes, gaudy colours and cloying sweetness suggest a
superficial, gestural romanticism equally divorced from psychic and external realities,
an empty sentimentalism that was later to become the central satirical theme of
Zoshchenko's famous Sentimental Tales. On the other hand however, this comic
image conceals within itself an altogether darker understanding of love: the sugary
sweets and hot house flowers suggest something both nutritionally insubstantial and
ill-suited to the harsh exigencies of lived reality; moreover, that oleanders are toxic
serves only to underline the psychological poison inhering in the fine-sounding,
metaphysical ideal of romantic love. This melancholic philosophy in which love is
both hollow sentiment and psychological poison is depressing enough in itself, but
what is equally important to note is the extent to which this meditation on the nature
of love chimes with what is known about the Rusanova-Zamyslovskaia episode.
Turning again to the account of the Rusanova-ZamyslovskaialNadia

V

romance in Before Sunrise, in particular the episode entitled •A Rendezvous', this
notion of love as both empty gesture and psychological poison is readily identifiable.
When Nadia V complains of the narrator's brooding silences, he replies, a little
sophomorically: "I don't consider it a virtue to say words which tens of thousands of
people have uttered before me. ,,80 Although his cocksure rejection of the romantic
cliches of the multitude is subsequently

diluted by his all too bourgeois

embarrassment at kissing in public, the narrator nonetheless voices a dissatisfaction
with love as hackneyed gesture (verbal or otherwise) and prefers silence in lieu of a
more authentic intersubjective exchange. The more metaphysical union that the

10

<a1

He cqHTlUO

.nOCTOHHCTBOM rOBOpHTh CJlOBa, xoropue

monett.» 3:465.
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MeHJI npOH3HOCHJlH .neCIITKH THCJI'i

narrator craves is, of course, ultimately chimerical;

instead the couple have to make

do with yet another cliche: kissing in the dark of a cinema with the evocative name
Molniia (Lightning).81 The pathological cast hanging over all of this derives from the
way that the confluence of amorous flirtation, water and lightning participates

in the

larger symbolic economy of Before Sunrise; these symbols are ultimately construed to
become the neurotic patterns which structure the anxiety and melancholia

which the

work

Rusanova-

as

a

whole

ZamyslovskaialNadia

attempts
V episodes

to

understand.V

are similarly

That
inflected,

the

other

as indeed

are all the

vignettes in the first half of Before Sunrise, lends a generalised pathological colouring
to this whole story of youth and first love.
The narcissistic
Rusanova-Zamyslovskaia

love analyzed
affair

and

above,
with

connection

to the

pathologies,

is a

works; it is particularly obvious in his
love involve lovers becoming stand-ins

for idealized objects and affections correspondingly
Thus, in the tale 'Of What the Nightingale

its deep

its accompanying

prominent feature of a number of Zoshchenko's
longer tales whose depictions of narcissistic

with

shifting with comic swiftness.

Sang' CO chern pel solovei", 1925), the

hero forsakes marriage to his beloved because he cannot realize his comic fixation on
furnishing the marital home with his prospective

mother-in-law's

chest of drawers

(komod). This comic, psychological substitution of furniture for lover is underlined by
the fact that his beloved, Liza Rundukova, has a fumiture-themed
an old fashioned word meaning a chest or trunk. The furniture

surname: runduk is
connection,

in its

paltriness and banality, is of course immensely funny, but it also contains within itself
a more serious irony: both ostensible love objects evoke domestic storage and are thus
implicitly empty vessels, waiting to be packed with the hero's own personal baggage,
81

3:465.
As indicated above, the symbolic economy and neurotic patters of Before Sunrise will be discussed
in depth in the final chapter.
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both actual and psychological. This sense of a love object, be it woman or storage
solution, serving as a narcissistic container for the hero's own love of self functions to
ground the story's main comic conceit in the absurd extremes of the hero's ego-ideal.
This is something which tells in the hero's hyperbolical insistence that, in the
argument over the ownership of the chest of drawers, "he would not take one step
back from his ideals.,,83 The invocation of personal ideals is, of course, a form of
comic exaggeration; however, it also recalls the intimate connection between
narcissism and idealism that so characterises the Rusanova-Zamyslovskaia affair as
analyzed above in both its biographical dimension and its fiction encryption. In fact,
the narcissistic aspects of this comic substitution were, as in 'Apollon and Tamara,
foreshadowed earlier in the story in a telling flower image: the ostensible object of the
hero's love, Liza Rundukova, was comically introduced by the narrator of the tale as a
"lily-of the-valley and nasturtium" ("landysh i nasturtsiia,,);84 the latter flower being
famously edible and the former poisonous, the image, as well as being comically
incongruous, readily captures the poisonous self-interest inhering in the hero's
narcissistic love for her.
The narcissistic substitution of love objects is also central to the plot of the
story 'The Nanny-Goat' ('Koza', 1923). In this tale, the hero's attempt to marry his
landlady founders because he actually covets not the woman in question, but rather a
goat whose ownership he erroneously attributes to her. The goat in tum comes to be
associated in the mind of the hero with "abundance ... support [... and] peace"."
Thus, his coveting of both the landlady and the goat is really part of the same
narcissistic yearning for personal peace and material provision; in light of this the
reader is hardly surprised to learn that by the end of the story the landlady has
13«[H]" Ha war He OTC"rynHTCJI or CBOHX aneanos.»

Sentimemal'nye povesti, 2: 121 (my italics).
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2:113.

IS «[n]OJIHaJI santa ...

Ilonnepxxa [...] Iloxoa»; 2:14.
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abandoned the hero in favour of another tenant and rival for her affections, leaving
him to sink into beggary. This same pattern of narcissistic love carries into later tales
as well, such as 'The Lilacs are Blooming' ('Siren' tsvetet', 1930). Here the hero
leaves a marriage of convenience undertaken for selfish, material motives because his
personal circumstances now afford him the luxury of a marriage for love. Trying to
test the genuineness of his new bride's love by pretending to be a pauper, he fails and
comes to the realization that "no-one ever did anything selflessly.t''" He thus contents
himself with the narcissistic reality of love and apparently abandons his romantic
ideals. This is something which the hero's of Michel Siniagin (Mishel' Siniagin, 1930)
and Youth Restored (Vosvrashennaia

molodost',

1933) both conspicuously fail to do

and, consequently, love, in both their cases, founders on the unacknowledged
selfishness at its heart.
If there are profound resonances between the account of the RusanovaZamyslovskaia affair in Before Sunrise

and its fictional reflection, then more

interesting still is the way that these same themes can be further identified in the
surviving correspondence from the affair. To be sure, the available documents are
minimal, taking the form of several drafts of letters from Zoshchenko to RusanovaZamyslovskaia; there are of course no final versions of Zoshchenko' s letters. which. if
completed and sent at all, would presumably have ended up in RusanovaZamyslovskaia's

possession;

there

is also

nothing

at all

from Rusanova-

Zamyslovskaia's side.87 However, the draft letters that survive add a fascinating depth

«[6]e3 KOPhlCTU
HUKTO
HUKOr.Zla
UHJflferoHenenaer.» 2: 174.
These drafts are held in the Zoshchenko archive at the Institute of Russian Literature (Pushkin
House) in St Petersburg; four of them have been published with a commentary by Ol'ga Shilina in the
collection Materialy k tvorcheskoi biografii (see 0 Shilina, ,..... Eto - zhelanie Iiubit'. Vas'", pp.94101). The fate of the letters from Rusanova-Zamyslovskaia is unclear, although Shilina suggests (p.95,
footnote 6) that "it is possible" «(B03MO)l(HO»)
that they were destroyed in the incident related by
Zoshchenko's wife when she was asked by the author during a period of illness in March 1924 to burn
the letters of his "former lovers" (<<6hlBWKX mo60BHHU»). The incident is described in Vera
Zoshchenko's recollections edited and excerpted by G V Filippov as 'Lichnost' M. Zoshchenko po
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to the picture of the romance adumbrated above. The first letter in the selection
published by Shilina is dated 24th December 1915 and is evidently written from the
Front. In view of the recurrent motif of unwritten letters identified above, it is not
insignificant that the letter opens with an explanation of prolonged, epistolary silence:
"I wouldn't be lying to you, Nadia, if! said that since I left I have tried to write to you
many times and each time I have not been able to finish the letter".88 Zoshchenko
insists that this is not because of "laziness or disinclination to write" ("len' iii
nezhelanie pisat"'), but rather because: "too many obscure questions, large and small,

have built up in my mind, which would have embittered the letter and made you,
perhaps, understand it differently.,,89In other words, it is a fear of the pallor of words,
of the text's capacity for denaturing, even losing the intended authorial meaning that
deters Zoshchenko from putting pen to paper. There is a very real sense here in which
Zoshchenko voices the same disenchantment with the gestures of sentimentality that
were observed in the account in Before Sunrise and in the story 'Apollon and
Tamara'. Importantly, he insists that he has not "prefaced" ("predposZar') it thus "in
order somehow to begin a letter after a long silence; I wrote it in order to sketch out
several genuine features about myself and my undefined silence.,,90 This preface is
therefore not a rhetorical gesture, but an earnest attempt to accurately capture in text
something of the author's sense ofselfhood.
Much of this, of course, is attributable to the genuine difficulties of staying in
touch in wartime and must have been a common enough experience for soldiers and

ego zheny (1916-1929),
in N A Groznova and V P Muromskii
(eds) Mikhail
Zoshchenko: Materialy k tvorcheskoi biografii (St Petersburg: Nauka, 1997-2002), Vol. 1. p.70.
18 ,01 He COJIry BaM, Ha,!VI, eCJIH CKIDK)', 'ITO C TOro BpeMeHH, KaK JI yexan, JI MHoro pal nblTaJICR

vospominaniiam

nacar» BaM H BCJlKIWpal He cxor 3aKOH'lHTb nacsaa»; ''' ... Eto - zhelanie liubit'. Vas'", p.97.
19 «[C]JIHWKOM MHOro aaxonanocs
y MeIDl HeJiCHblX BOnpOCOB, 60JIbWHX H ManeHbKHX, xoropue
onIf'1aJIH 6b1 nHCbMO H 3aCTaBHJlH6b1 Bac, 6b1Tb MO)l(eT, nOIDITb nO-HHoMY.» Ibid, p.97.
90 «31-0 MaJIeHbKOe BC1)'nJleHHe JI npennocnan
He nOTOMY, '1T06b1 KaK-HH6y.nb Ha'l8Tb nHCbMo nocne
.nOJIroro MOJI'laHHJI, JI aanacan ero, '1T06b1 .nan HeCKonbKO BepHblX WTpHXOB 0 ce6e H CBoeM
Heonpe.neneHHoM MOJI'laHHH.» Ibid, p.97.
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sweethearts in all the belligerent nations; indeed, Zoshchenko even assures RusanovaZamyslovskaia that, were they only able to meet, "everything would become definite,
everything would become clear at once"."

However, having said this, he then gives

the reader every reason to doubt the likelihood of this; the letter moves on to a pretty
unsparing summary of the relationship as it approaches its fifth anniversary:

A sombre truth, a sad picture of our relations emerges: out of five
years there have been at least three years of quarrels and small
misunderstandings, one year of uncertain expectation and obscure
thoughts and a year, perhaps, of quiet friendship plus, if you like,
being a little in love (from my side).92
On the basis of this, it is hard to see how being closer together would necessarily
resolve anything. Particularly telling, is that parenthetical

"from my side"; even in that

part of the letter least concerned with himself, Zoshchenko

still inscribes himself into

the background.
This narcissistic
profound ambivalence

need to maintain the integrity of the self translates
in his hopes for the romance.

into a

The cold tone noted above

initially continues when he suggests: "let there be a calm and brave acknowledgement
of friendship,,;93 however, this is tempered into suggestive ambivalence when the tone
warms up significantly by the last line of the letter: "I wouldn't

be lying to you if I

said that I remember you much more often than simple, cold friendship requires.T"
Shilina emphasizes this ambivalent

attitude to love in her commentary,

suggesting

that for the reader of the letters: "here before us is a poet; a romantic, dreaming of

«[Bjce 6b1 onpenenanocs, see 6bl BbUICHHJlOCbCPa3Y»; Ibid, p.97.
92 «Bunner nesansaas HCTHHa,rpYCTHaJI KapTHHa HawHX OTHoweHHA: H3 n"TH ner, no KpaRHe~ Mepe,
npa rona ccopu H ManeHbKHX He.nopa3)'MeHHA, ron aeonpeaeneaaux
O)ICH.naHHAH He"CHbIX .nyM If
ron, 6blTb MOlKeT, cnoxoaaoa
.nPYlK6bl nmoc, noscanya, ManeHbKoA Bmo6neHHOCTH (c Moet:\
CTopoHbl).lbid, p.97.
93 «nYCTb 6y.neT cnoxonsoe If caenoe C03HaHlfe .nPYlK6h1.» Ibid, p.97.
94 <01 He conry
BaM, eCJIH CK~,
'ITO BcnOMHHaJO Bac ropasno 'IaIUe, qeM 3TO TPe6yeT npocras
xonO.l1HaJI.llPYlK6a.» Ibid, p.97.

91

162

love and at the same time being afraid of drawing near to it so as not to lose it".95One
might modify this slightly and suggest that it is less love itself that Zoshchenko is
afraid of losing as much as he is afraid of losing himself in love; this is a corollary of
that concern over losing himself in text that so characterised the opening of the letter.
As will be seen later, this equivalence of loss in love and loss in text is a recurrent
feature of Zoshchenko' s writing.
The narcissistic ambivalence identified above is carried to an even greater
degree in the letter dated April 1916. The tone of this letter is vastly different to the
previous one; it is defensive, slightly indignant and permeated by a sense of hurt. The
reason for this changed tone is that it is apparently written in response to the
discovery that Nadia is to marry someone else. In fact, what appears to be extracts
from Nadia's postcard with the news is elevated into an epigraph for the whole letter:
'''By the way, I'm getting married ... I love ... and I remember you ... ",96 Read in
this context the epigraph acquires a tone of nervous coquettishness which at once
recalls the affectedly coquettish note of Tamara's letter to Apollon explaining her
intention to marry the foreign businessman."

However, what is particularly

fascinating in this letter is the image of love Zoshchenko evokes in response; he
recalls an earlier conversation of theirs on the subject of marriage from the summer
before he left, when he claims to have said:

If you want to prolong my love, do not ask for a wedding and do not
give yourself to me. Be like a fairy tale: always desired, be a nymph
~ «

3.1leCb nepen HaMH nosr. POMaHTHK, MeQT8JOlllHIt 0 mo6BH H BMeCTe C TeM 60"UlHRc"
~H6mf3HTbc" K Helt,.Ila6b1Heyrparars ee»; Ibid, pp.94-95.
«('MelK.llYnpOQHM, " BbIXOlKY 3aMYlf( ... JlJo6mo ... A Bae nOMHIO .... "» Ibid, p.99 (ellipses in
original).That the epigra~h is from ~~dia's .postcard is n~t e~plicit, but is strongly implied by the
strUcture of Zoshchenko s letter; Shilina evidently reads It this way, but stresses that it is only a
possible reading (~ame source, p',lOO).That the epigraph was not formally attributed is surely normal
for a letter m WhIChthe quote IS from a recent letter of the addressee and so would be instantly
recognisable in its original context.
97 The echo of the epigraph in 'Apollon and Tamara' perhaps strengthens the argument for reading the
unattributed epigraph as an extract from Nadia's postcard.
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in this forest, by a whirlpool - a whirlpool, on the bank there is a
water nymph [rusalka] .,. It was only one summer ... I said this to
you .,. Don't give yourself to me. Now, when I am no longer
intoxicated by your closeness, this is what I ask: do not give
yourself to me. Later I will ask, implore affectionately and
demandingly, perhaps I will agree to all conditions - but do not
count on it. Be elusive. You poor thing, how this has struck you ...
you really did love me ... What is this - joke or whim? You did not
know. This is the desire to love. YoU.98
It is telling that Zoshchenko enjoins Nadia to be "elusive" apparently without
realising the irony that, in marrying another, she presumably succeeds in doing just
that, at least in terms of her relationship with Zoshchenko. In fact, the abiding
impression is that his desire for Nadia is for an idealized image for which she stands
as much as for her in concrete reality; he yearns equally for love itself as he does for
his beloved per se. This idealized love is perhaps most obviously reflected in the
telling punctuation of the last statement in the quoted extract above; that full stop
between 'love' and 'you' inserts a degree of distance between love and its object that
is as much symbolic as orthographic; it opens the fleeting possibility that, in
psychological terms, the verb might be both transitive and intransitive. The sense that
part of his love is objectless also tells in Zoshchenko's visualisation of the romance in
mythical and folkloric terms: the no doubt unintended implication is that part of it has
no concrete basis in historical fact. More fascinating still is his desire to see Nadia as
"a water nymph" ("rusalka") from Slavic mythology; the rusalka is a water spirit who
dwells at the bottom of lakes and first bewitches, before luring men to their deaths in
the water. This is a pretty pathological amorous ideal in and of itself, but it becomes
the more so when one recalls the association of the romance with a sinking ship in
«EcnH Ba XOTHTe npO.D.On>KHTbmo60Bb MOIO, He -rpe6yihe CBRllb6bl H He ornaaaarecs MHe. EY.D.bTe
KaK CKa3Ka: scerna >KenaHHaJI.,6YllbTe B 3TOM necy HHMCPa, y oxyra - ossyr, Ha 6epery pycanxa ...
TonbKO O.D.HOnero ... jI rosopan BaM 3TO... He OT.D.aaaRrecb MHe. Ceasac, xorna " He onb"HeH euie
6JIH30CTblO Baurea, " TIlK npowy: He OT.D.aBamCb MHe. nOTOM " 6y.ny npOCHTb, YMonRTb naCKOBO 11
rpe6oBarenbHO, MO>KeT6bITI>, cornanrycs Ha see YCJ10BlUI - He sepsre. EY.D.bTeHeynoBHMbJ. Ee.D.Ha".
KaJ( Bac nOpa3HJ10 3TO... Bu BellI> mo6HJ1H MeHR... lITO 3TO - HaCMeWKa I1JIH npHXOTb? Bu He 3HaJlH.
'3T0 )l(eJ1aHHeJIlo6HTb. Bac.» Ibid, p.99 [all ellipses present in the original].
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Before Sunrise and noted above. Importantly though, for all this symbolic weight.

Zoshchenko is not simply in love with a detached symbol; if he were, the marriage of
his beloved would presumably leave that symbol intact and thus not change anything.
That his letter is shot through with a sense of hurt and loss implies that his idealized,
symbolic love is impossibly tied to an object with its own concrete, objective
existence. It is thus a profoundly narcissistic love; his loss is in part of loss of self,
that loss "of a more ideal kind" which, as shown in chapter one, Freud suggested
afflicts the melancholic.
Before leaving these letters, it is important to confront the issue of duplication
and the confused dating which Shilina notes in her commentary; she observes that two
of the letters are "almost identical" ("pochti identichny") in content, yet are dated one
year apart from each other.99 In her parenthetical editorial emendations, Shilina seems
to suggest the possibility that the date of the earlier letter may be wrong, however she
offers no indication of the reason for selecting the later date as correct and there is
nothing in the letters themselves that allows for one date to be chosen over the
other.IOO However, more interesting than the exact date of the letter is the fact of the
apparent repetition of content across time; in particular, the divergent dates combined
with such striking similarity of content must surely suggest some kind of writing
beyond the events themselves. In this respect it is crucial to remember that the
surviving letters are only drafts and, in the absence of the other side of the
correspondence, there can be no certainty that they were ever sent, or even that they
were ever intended to be sent. Given all this, it is surely plausible that some (or
perhaps even all) of these letters could have been written after the event and
backdated, quite possibly without a view to sending them. This would account for the

99

Ibid, p.96.
Ibid, p.98.

100

165

inconsistent dating and repetition, but, more interestingly, it would make the surviving
letters some kind of personal exercise in re-living and re-writing a profound personal
loss. This kind of re-writing of the event in unsent letters would seem to lend itself to
being conceived as some sort of attempt at catharsis in a broadly Aristotelian
whereby the mimetic performance
facilitate emotional

sense,

in text of a deep personal loss might function to

release or psychic purgation.l'"

Given the prominence

theme of epistolary silence in all the fictional and autobiographical

of the

rehearsals of the

romance analyzed above, it is quite conceivable that these letters are, in part at least,
an attempt to re-write the incident: to write the letter that was never sent, or to send
earlier the letter that might have changed the course of things. This view perhaps finds
further support in the fact that Shilina found a series of five type-written
same fond as the hand-written

drafts she published;

copies in the

two of these corresponded

to

hand-written drafts with which they did not completely coincide, while the remaining
three had no corresponding

hand-written

because, in the absence of identifiable
unambiguously

draft.102 She decided not to publish these
handwriting,

the provenance

could not be

asserted; yet, taking their thematic connection to the published drafts

into account, it is surely quite possible to read these as further evidence of re-writing
beyond the time of the affair.
In this respect, it is important

to note that Shilina,

following

example of Dmitrii Moldavskii, detects notes of stylistic experimentation
for poetic voice in Zoshchenko' s correspondence

the earlier
and a search

from this period, something Shilina

particularly emphasizes in connection with the drafts of the Rusanova-Zamyslovskaia
letters.

103

This
vi
IS view

0f

th e Ietters as proto- 1·
iterary artefacts perhaps allows one to

See the seminal discussion of tragedy in Aristotle, Poetics, trans. M Heath (London: Penguin 1996).
Eto - zhelanie Iiubit'. Vas''', p.98.
'
103 Ibid, p.94. Moldavskii sees the letter form in general as offering a kind of literary test-bed for
Zoshchenko before he found his literary niche and imputes a self-contained literary value to the early
101

102 "' •••
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observe in them the first steps in a process of re-thinking and re-enacting the lost love
in text that would ultimately extend to fully-fledged works of fiction. This would
certainly account for the intensely personal resonances of the affair evident in the
stories analyzed above. In view of this it is interesting that, in her memoir of
Zoshchenko, the artist Nina Noskovich-Lekarenko

mentions being shown a

photograph of Nadia Rusanova-Zamyslovskaia during a visit to the writer's home in
the thirties:
On his writing desk, under glass was a small photograph of a
beautiful young woman in a large hat of the 1914-15 fashion.
Mikhail Mikhailovich told me, having shown this portrait, that once
he had really loved this lady and that she now lived abroad.l'"
This recollection confirms the extent to which the loss of his first love haunted
Zoshchenko; it is also hugely significant, in view of the extensive literary rehearsal of
the affair suggested above, that the photograph stands on the writer's desk. Indeed,
holding this image in mind and recalling the fact that Rusanova-Zamyslovskaia
married into the landed gentry, it is surely too tempting to resist speculating that the
photograph of the lady aristocrat in the large hat informed, to some degree at least,
that famously hatted female aristocrat of Zoshchenko's much loved story of that
name, the opening lines of which are:

Well brothers, I can't stand women in hats. If she's in a hat, if she's
got lisle stockings on, or a little pug in her arms, or a gold tooth then
that kind's an aristocrat to me and not a woman at all, just blank
space. lOS
letters; see D M Moldavskii, Mikhail Zoshchenko: ocherk tvorchestva (Leningrad:
Sovetskii pisatel',
1977), p.13.
104 «Ha 61Opo non CTeKJIOM MaJJeHbKaJI cl>oTorpacl>Hll KpacHBOR MaJJeHbKoR )KeHWHHbl B 60JlbwoA
uinsne MO.!lbl 1914-1915rr. MHxaHJl MHXaMoBH'-I CKa3aJJ MHe, noxasaa 3TOT noprper, IofTOxoraa-ro
OH OlofeHbnlO6HJl 31)' .naM}' H 'ITO )KHBeT OHa aa rpaaauen.» N A Noskovich-Lekarenko,
'Slava - eto
vdova' in Iu V Tomashevskii
(ed), Vspominaia Mikhaila Zoshchenko (Leningrad: Khudozhestvennaia
literatura, 1990), pp. 304-305.
JO~ «R, 6paTUbI MOH, He mo6mo 6a6, KOTOpbJe B uinanxax.
E)KenH 6a6a B U1JlJlnKe, e)KenH lofynolofKHHa
HeA cl>HJlb.neKOCOBble,HJlMMonCMK Y HeA Ha PYKax, MM 3y6 30nOToR, TO TaKaJI aPJ.1CTOKpaTKaMHe 101
He
6a6a BOBee, a rnanxoe MeCTO.» 'Aristokratka',
1: 170.
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Read in this way, the hidden personal subtext of love and loss suggested above
perhaps infuses that Gogolian sounding "blank space" ("gladkoe

mesto") with a

profoundly melancholic sense of personal loss; importantly the "gladkoe mesto" is
perhaps most memorably associated with Gogel's famous story 'The Nose' ('Nos',
1836) where it denoted the space left when the eponymous organ absconded: it thus
evokes a very profound, almost bodily loss of selfbood.
Crucially though, such a reading is quite impossible without extra-textual
reference to details of the Rusanova-Zamyslovskaia story; without this authorial
subtext the story remains one of the most unambiguously funny works ever to come
from Zoshchenko' s pen. This highlights an extremely important aspect of the written
self analyzed here: read on its own basis (i.e. without recourse to extra-textual
reference) it completely disappears from view in much the same way as the personal
motivations of the hero of the story 'The Writer' remained undetectable until such
time as the writer's wife provided the requisite extra-textual reference. However, this
effacement of the written self is not as total as it seems; just as with Nikolai
Drovishkin from 'The Writer', the contours and traces of it remain with sufficient
coherence to appear like some magic-eye image when the reader adopts an extratextual perspective. This sense of a self simultaneously lost and found in text has a
hugely melancholic resonance; it particularly resonates with Kristeva's understanding
of the melancholic subject's failure to lose an infantile selfbood in the symbolic
expanses of language and the adoption of an ambivalent position between a self
already other in language and a yearning for a primal, maternal immanence. There is
thus a profound irony in the textual re-workings of a lost love suggested above: it
becomes something of a double loss, where each rehearsal of libidinal deprivation
acquires an additional dimension in the form of textual deprivation. This is a self lost
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and found in text over and over again in an unending melancholic infinity. Rather
than being cathartic, one might rather suppose this to be more an instance of that
descent into a litany of melancholic obsession which Robert Burton, in his book The
Anatomy of Melancholy

(1621-51), famously characterized as the tendency of the

melancholic mind to "work upon itself, melancholize.,,106

Hidden Expressionism
The textual refraction of the Rusanova-Zamyslovskaia romance suggested above
really constitutes an additional strand of the much more extensive textual self
analyzed by Alexander Zholkovsky and discussed in the introduction to the current
study. The value of the foregoing is thus, in the first instance, an embellishment of
Zholkovsky's broader thesis which posits a unified Zoshchenko oeuvre held together
by autobiographical "invariants" ("invarianty,,).107
makes

surprisingly

little

of

the

textual

Zholkovsky himself actually

refraction

of

the

Rusanova-

ZamyslovskaialNadia V episode. He acknowledges her importance in the life of the
writer, suggesting that "the greatest unrealized love of M[ikhail] Z[oshchenko] was
Nadia V"; 108yet he only finds thematic parallels of the affair in the relatively
unknown late story 'Twenty Years After' ('Dvadtsat' let spustia', 1937).109 This story
was written at a time when Zoshchenko was already working on Before Sunrise and
thus, arguably, the parallels with the Nadia V episodes in that work are less significant
to Zholkovsky's broader thesis than the earlier ones suggested above. Therefore, the
analysis thus far develops an aspect of Zholkovsky's thesis and posits a greater
importance for this aspect than Zholkovsky finds. This is important to note because in

R Burton, The Anatomy of Melancholy
~. 109.
J(16

07

(New York: New York Review Books, 2001), 2nd Partition.

A K Zholkovskii, Poetika nedoveriia, passim.

108

«CaMoR 6onbwoli

109

Ibid, pp.269-271.

Ii

HeocymeCTBJ1eHHOR mo60BbIO
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M3 6bIna Hans 8.» Ibid. p.269.

the last chapter of this study it will be argued that the Rusanova-ZamyslovskaialNadia
V affair occupies a much more important place in the structure of Before Sunrise than
has hitherto been acknowledged.
It is important to note that when the full breadth of Zholkovsky's thesis is

taken into account in this way, the extent of the written self contained in
Zoshchenko's works of the twenties expands far beyond what has been outlined
above. In locating echoes of autobiographical themes and the patterns of neurotic
symbolism that structure Before Sunrise in a huge range of ostensibly fictional, and
mostly comic texts from earlier in the writer's career, Zholkovsky depicts Zoshchenko
as a kind of expressionist "concerned with pouring his own 'emotional states' onto the
page.,,1I0He argues that this authorial expressionism is a consistent feature across the
oeuvre, that "Zoshchenko's comic stories are made of exactly the same stuff as the
dreams,

neuroses

and

autobiographical

vignettes

in

B[efore]

Slunrise]."'!'

Zholkovsky acknowledges that these personal aspects in the earlier works are
estranged through a range of textual strategies and literary masks; 112 yet he still
outlines an extensive written self stretching across all of Zoshchenko' s fiction. In this
Zholkovsky has performed an inestimable service for future Zoshchenko scholarship
and has inaugurated a complete paradigm-shift in Zoshchenko criticism with his
suggestion of a writer concerned as much with writing the self as with satirical
engagement with external reality. However, where the foregoing analysis of the
textual refraction of the Rusanova-Zamyslovskaia affair moves beyond the simple
embellishment of Zholkovsky's important thesis is in its suggestion of the way in
which that written self of the twenties was visible only to the writer himself.

110
III
112

A K Zholkovsky,
Ibid, p.459.
See for example

"'What Is the Author Trying to Say with His Artistic Work?"',

Poetika nedoveriia, pp. 261-287.
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p.464.

If the echoes of the Rusanova-Zamyslovskaia affair would have been lost on a
contemporary readership, then precisely the same can be said of every aspect of the
written self in the twenties that Zholkovsky finds. What is perhaps lost in
Zholkovsky's holistic reading of the oeuvre in terms of authorial "invariants" is the
degree of differentiation between a written self in the twenties that is invisible on its
own terms, and a written self in the thirties and forties that is more explicitly selfdisclosing. To be sure, one of the primary aims of Zholkovsky's study is to weld
together the two sides of the Zoshchenko oeuvre and he makes it clear throughout that
his understanding of the corpus is based on retrospective readings of the earlier fiction
in the light of the revelations in Before Sunrise:"

He also makes clear his

interpretation of Before Sunrise as a kind of authorial coda offering "explicit critical
insights that are usually the scholar's business to uncover."!" But what needs to be
more explicitly stated in the context of Zholkovsky's general thesis is that the
expansive and intensely crafted written self that Zholkovsky finds in Zoshchenko's
works of the twenties would have been consigned to general interpretative oblivion at
the time it was written.

Even the most perceptive, sympathetic and diligent reader in the twenties
would only have been able to establish Zholkovsky's authorial invariants as, at most,
thematic patterns or stylistic peculiarities; it would have been all but impossible to
establish their basis in the life of a writer who, for most of the twenties, was
frustratingly evasive on questions of biography. Crucially, the kind of reading
proposed by Zholkovsky is something that is only possible with recourse to Before
Sunrise and, to a lesser degree, the posthumous appearance of a wealth of
biographical and memoir literature about the writer. It goes without saying that this in
113
114

Ibid, pp.7-10.
"'What Is the Author Trying to Say with His Artistic Work?"', p.459.
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no way invalidates Zholkovsky's approach; rather the point is made to emphasize the
historical perspective of that approach. Zholkovsky's thesis is a retrospective survey
of the completed Zoshchenko oeuvre; the fact that the written self it identifies in the
works of the twenties is accessible only through this retrospective view reveals two
important aspects of that textual selfhood. Firstly, as suggested above, the vast written
self that Zholkovsky maps in the work of the twenties would have been almost
completely invisible at the time it was composed; secondly, in spite of this
contemporary invisibility it still persists as a kind of textual potential awaiting only
the interpretative key provided by Before Sunrise. When these two linked
observations are taken together, the act of writing this intricate textual self in the
twenties becomes much more complex than Zholkovsky's thesis implies. In offering
up a written self without the requisite hermeneutic key, the act becomes a significant
gesture of authorial self-effacement; yet, in the written self s persistence as textual
potential the attempt to escape the self in text ultimately fails. What one is left with is
a mode of authorship characterised by a melancholic ambivalence between a self both
lost and found in text. When one considers the full extent of the written self of the
twenties that Zholkovsky reveals in such encyclopaedic detail, this cycle of thwarted
self-effacement in text becomes an authorial gesture of breath-taking melancholy.

Zoshchenko's Overcoat
In his monograph on Zoshchenko, Zholkovsky makes much of the parallels between
Gogol and Zoshchenko; he notes similarities in their lives and deaths; he notes the
degree to which both endured the misapprehension of contemporary critics; finally, he
notes how Zoshchenko "would rework many typical Gogolian themes and plots, in
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particular the motif of the 'overcoat' taken from the 'little man' .,,115 Of course,
Zholkovsky is not alone in invoking authorial analogies with Gogol; comparisons
with the enigmatic nineteenth-century writer seem to have arisen from the very
moment Zoshchenko appeared on the literary stage in the early twenties.l'"
Interestingly, the suggestion of Gogolian parallels seems not only to have pleased
Zoshchenko, but to have been something he actively indulged in himself.
Zoshchenko's widow has amply testified in her diaries to this aspect of her husband's
artistic practice, suggesting that "Gogel' s subjects are his [Zoshchenko' s] subjects"
and that "even in some trifles of [Gogol's] life he finds resemblance to his literary
fate." 117 This predilection on the part of the writer for finding Gogolian parallels in his
life and art has doubtless lent special credence to similar comparisons by critics and
memoirists with the result that elaborating poetic and biographical similarities
between the twentieth-century satirist and his nineteenth-century hero has become
something of a critical convention in Zoshchenko scholarship.l "

115 «OH paapaearuaan
MHorHeTIffiJ.tl.lHO
roroneacxae TeMbIH CIO>KeTbl,
B '1aCTHOCTH
MOTHB'uraaenu',
noxauiaeaoa y 'MaJleHbKOrosenosexa'.» Poetika nedoveriia, p.14.
116 One of the earliest such comparisons
was made by Aleksei Remizov, whom Zoshchenko met at the
Petrograd House of Arts in 1921, shortly before Remizov left Russia for good. According to private
correspondence between Marietta Chudakova and the publisher and memoirist Samuil Alianskii, in
1921 Remizov urged Alianskii to: "Take care of Zoshchenko! He is our's, a contemporary Gogol."
(<<oeperHTe 30meHKo. JTO Haw, cOBpeMeHHblR Forons.») M Chudakova, Poetika Mikhaila
Zoshchenko (Moscow: Nauka, 1979), p. 37.
117 «CIO>KeTblI'orons - ero CIO>KeTbI.
[... ] .lla>Ke B aexoropux >KH3HeHHblX
MenO'laX OH aaxonar
CXO.llCTBO
c csoea nHTepaTYPHO~cYJlb6o~.» V Zoshchenko's recollections edited and excerpted by G
V Filippov as 'Lichnost' M. Zoshchenko po vospominaniiam ego zheny (1916-1929)' in N A
Groznova and V P Muromskii (eds) Mikhail Zoshchenko: Materialy k tvorcheskoi biografii (St
Petersburg: Nauka, 1997-2002), Vol. I, p.69.
118 Most critics and scholars from twenties onwards have noted some or other GogoJian echoes in
Zoshchenko's fiction. As early as 1922 Voronskii noted in a review of the Sinebriukhov stories that
"Zoshchenko comes out of Leskov and Gogol." (<<30meHKoaner OTJlecxosa H Forons.» A Voronskii,
'Mikhail Zoshchenko. "Rasskazy Nazara I1'icha gospodina Sinebriukhova'" in Litso i maska, p.136.
Originally published in Krasnaia nov', 1922, No.6). Petr Bitsili made a more systematic contribution to
the comparison in his essay •Zoshchenko j Gogol" originally published in Paris in 1932 (reprinted in
Litso i maska, pp.179-183). That the critical appeal of the comparison remains as potent now as ever is
evident in two recent works by Igor' Sukhikh: see his 'Iz gogolevskoi shineli (1923-1930.
Sentimentalnye povesti M. Zoshchenko), Zvezda, 2000, vol. 2, pp.218-227 and his introductory essay
'Gogolek' in M M Zoshchenko, Sobrante sochinenii, 8 volumes ed. I Sukhikh (Moscow: Vremia,
2008), volume entitled Raznotyk, pp. 5-97.
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However, what is distinctive in Zholkovsky's Gogolian parallel is his focus on
similarities between the writers' modes of authorship more than their lives, styles or
plots. In particular, he characterizes the expressionist mode of authorship he attributes
to the writer in explicitly Gogolian terms, arguing that Zoshchenko's

semi-

confessional writing is analogous to that process of imbuing fiction with one's
"personal rubbish" ("sobstvennoi drian'iu") which Gogol claimed of his own work in
Selected Passages from Correspondence with Friends (Vybrannie mesta iz perepiski s
druz'iami, 1847).119 Locating the kernel of the Gogolian parallel in Zoshchenko at the
level of authorship is an important critical development, and one anticipated to some
extent by Tatiana Kadash.120With this in mind, it seems natural to elaborate the sense
of paradoxically hidden expressionism suggested so far in this chapter in similarly
Gogolian terms; for this purpose the most fruitful paradigm is the extensive
intertextual reworking of the theme of 'The Overcoat'

('ShineI",

1842)

in

Zoshchenko's comic fiction of the twenties. To be sure, Zholkovsky notes both the
presence and the extent of this theme, highlighting the existence of "a widespread
Zoshchenko arche-plot (which has come out from Gogel's 'Overcoat'),,;121 however.
he does not really connect this with his over-riding concern with establishing
Zoshchenko's adherence to a mode of authorship characterized by the Gogolian
confessional. As the rest of this chapter will show, the widespread intertextual
refraction of 'The Overcoat' in Zoshchenko's comic fiction both fictionalizes the
melancholic ambivalence of narcissistic selthood, and also stages the related

119

Poetika nedoveriia, p.16.

Kadash argues that Gogol's function for Zoshchenko was as a kind of ready-made authorial persona
which the Soviet writer more or less consciously adopted in his attempts to understand his own work
and place in Russian literature (See T. Kadash, 'Gogel' v tvorcheskoi refleksii Zoshchenko' in lu
Tomashevskii (ed) Litso i maska Mikhaila Zoshchenko (Moscow: Olimp, 1994). pp. 282-291). This
~mportant.theory, while n?t with~ut relev~ce in ~e c?ntext ofth.e current discussion, really comes into
Its own with Zoshchenko s expenments with fictionalized authonal personas in the thirties and forties.
121 «PacnpoCTpaHeHHhIJi
30weHKoBcKHR
apXHClO)I(eT (Bblwe,nWHn
H3
roronescxoa 'lllHHenH'»);
Poetika nedoveriia, p. 192.
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melancholic ambivalence of the written self that has been seen throughout this
chapter.
Cathy Popkin has demonstarted the breadth of the intertextual refraction of
'The Overcoat' in Zoshchenko's comic fiction at length; in fact her mapping of the
extent of this intertextual structure remains by far the most thorough. Citing numerous
examples of problematic undressing, Popkin comes to view 'The Overcoat' as a sort
of proto-plot, a narrative standard which Zoshchenko "re-writes" time and again to
the point of adopting "the traumatic loss of a coat as one of his quintessential
plots".122However, having convincingly portrayed its extensive nature, she interprets
Zoshchenko's cooption of Gogol's story solely in terms of cultural politics and social
satire. Thus, noting how for Zoshchenko "every coat removal is also an act of
exposure", Popkin stresses only the social significance of such exposure leaving this
multi-facetted theme unexplored in psychological or existential terms.123Instead, she
stresses the way in which this exposure stands in opposition to an ideologically
defined framework of significance, suggesting that "Zoshchenko specializes in
indecent exposure, exposes that are emphatically

'too x' .,,124 In this view

Zoshchenko's refraction of Gogol' s tale becomes another strand in Popkin's general
understanding of Zoshchenko' s satire as a subversive assault on prevailing, statesponsored notions of tellability, an intentional act of political satire that she ultimately
comes to term "the politics of perceptibility" .125In this "politics of perceptibility" the
politics very much outweighs the perceptibility: for Popkin, what is important about
Zoshchenkos thematic concentration on "the removal of coats" is less the possible

122 C Popkin, The Pragmatics of Insignificance: Chekhov, Zoshchenko, Gogol (Stanford CA: Stanford
University Press, 1993), pp. 72-73. Popkin goes on to demonstrate the extent this phenomenon in
compelling detail; see pp. 72-84 in the same work.
123 Ibid, p. 84.
124 Ibid, p. 76.
m Ibid, p. 93.
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meanmg of the coat motif than its function as a marker of triviality which
subversively "replaces the removal of czars as the event of record".126 Whether one
accepts this reading of Zoshchenko as a closet political subversive or not (and there
are important reasons why one might question it), Popkin's exclusively socio-cultural
approach remains far from exhaustive in interpretive terms.127 In particular, her
approach does not engage with the psychological issues or the theme of human
subjectivity that her important reading brings to the surface. This is something
particularly obvious in Popkin's concluding remarks to her exploration of the coat
theme in Zoshchenko:
In Zoshchenkos universe, where a naked man is a dead man and all
the world's a stage, costume is the great admission ticket to life. As
we have seen, clothing not only signifies, indentifying and
legitimizing its bearer, but insofar as only designated costumes are
acceptable, the presence or absence of attire motivates and
thematizes exclusion: from theatre, from bathhouse, from streetcar,
128
from restaurant, from text.
This passage is brimming with the psychological and existential aspects of exposure
and exclusion; it even touches on death, that most profound source of existential
exposure. It abounds with suggestive notions of alienation, both socially and, most
importantly, textually. The idea that coat theft constitutes the revoking of "the great
admission ticket to life" must surely point as much to a psychological and existential
aspect of the exposure and exclusion Popkin finds in the 'Overcoat' intertext as to the
social meaning she ultimately finds in it. However, in the final count, it is only in
socio-cultural terms that she understands Zoshchenko' s invocation of Gogol' s coat:
Ibid, p. 76.
It is beyond the scope of either the present chapter or this study as a whole to explore such sociocultural readings of Zoshchenko's comic oeuvre. Nonetheless, in this context one might suggest that
any attempt at reading Zoshchenko as a more or less conscious political subversive must confront a
wealth of textual and extra-textual evidence pointing to the writer's (sometimes agonizing) attempts
both to adapt himself to the times and to make himself useful in an emerging Soviet reality.
Zoshchenko's acceptance and understanding of this Soviet reality was of course not uncomplicated, but
any attempt to portray his work as consciously anti-Soviet must remain problematic in the extreme.
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Pragmatics of Insignificance, p. 84.
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Coats come to stand for all those unwritten, but familiar,
interdictions; the various gatekeepers allude to the enforcers of that
arbitrary order; and the failure to comply with the coat code
. .
h 129
represents deviation as suc .
Ignoring the existential implications

she broaches in the previous passage, Popkin

concludes by privileging a social interpretation
nature of the Gogolian exposure
understanding

of Zoshchenko's

she uncovers.

at the expense of the multi-facetted
Ironically

enough, in limiting the

Gogolian exposure to the uncomplicated

of social codes and culturally-conditioned

standards of meaningfulness,

sense,

socio-cultural

re-enacts

the

same

exclusively

refraction of Gogol that nineteenth-century

reading

challenging
Popkin, in a

of Zoshchenko's

critics have been accused of doing with

Gogol himself: a social reading of Gogol that would seem unthinkably limited today.
Popkin's analysis of 'The Overcoat'

intertext thus usefully draws attention to

the extent of plot echoes of 'The Overcoat'

in Zoshchenko' s comic fiction; yet there

remains much to explore in terms of interpreting

the function

of such extensive

intertextual refraction. In particular what is required is a greater appreciation

of the

subjective nature of the Gogolian exposure it evokes, an exposure that takes place at
that melancholic

point of contention,

so important for the classic Zoshchenko

where subjective and objective realities clash. The story 'Love'
useful in this regard as its allusion to Gogol's 'Overcoat'
established

by critics.F"

(' Liubov",

hero,

1924) is

is both obvious and widely

The story itself opens with two tired and sweaty revelers

stepping out of a late party into the cold night air. The hero, a certain Vasia
Chesnokov, pleads with his companion Mashen'ka to wait for the first tram, but she is
anxious to get going, so they pull on their coats and set off into the night. As they
walk Vasia indulges in grandiloquent

declarations

of his love for Mashen'ka

Ibid, p. 84.
130 For example, Popkin notes it in Pragmatics of Signiflcance, p. 73, as does Zholkovsky
nedoveriia; p. 23.

and
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makes increasingly extravagant boasts about the feats of daring he would perform
were his beloved only to will it: he offers to lie on the tram rails and await the first
tram, to bash the back of his head against a wall, even to throw himself into the
Kriukov canal. It is precisely at the height of this boastful valor, while he is still
swinging from the rail at the edge of the canal pretending to throw himself in, that a
threatening figure suddenly emerges from the darkness, demanding the hero's coat. In
a hilarious comic reversal, all vestiges of bravery desert the stunned Vasia, who, not
only meekly complies with the demands of the thief, but, noticing that the villain is
paying no attention to his 'beloved', gently tries to steer his attention towards her
possessions as well.
The parallels with 'The Overcoat' are easy to spot in this tale and are more
far-reaching than the obviously shared motif of coat theft. The settings are similar in
both Zoshchenko's and Gogol's stories, with the action taking place on a winter's
night in Petersburg while walking home after a party. Similarly, the thieves in both
tales are as menacing as they are indistinct, emerging from and shrinking back into
the shadows with the unnerving stealth of phantoms. In addition, both Akakii
Akakievich, the hero of Gogel' s tale, and Vasia Chesnokov wait for the thieves to
disappear before trying to summon help with the particular cry of: "Karaul!"
("Help!,,).131Interestingly, the heroes in both tales also experience a disturbing, if
unspecific, premonition of the coming theft. Akakii Akakievich enters the square
where the theft of his coat eventually takes place "not without a kind of involuntary
fear, exactly as if his heart felt a foreboding of something unpleasant,,132 This
foreboding is perhaps more obliquely articulated in Zoshchenko' s story, but it is
nonetheless something shared by Zoshchenko's hero. Indeed, the hero's impassioned
131 M Zoshchenko. 'Liubov", 1:195 and N V Gogol, 'Shine!", p.395.
132 «OH BCryOHJJ Ha nnomans He 6e3 KaKoR-TO HeBonbHOH 60"3H8,
npeJl1lYBCTBOBanO'ITO-TO Hello6poe.» 'Shinel", p. 359.
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pleading to wait for the first tram can be readily understood as a reticence born of just
such a premonition of unspecified loss. Moreover, when he eventually relents and
complies with Mashen'ka's wishes, he does so with a reluctance that surely goes
beyond his purported fear of catching cold: "Vasia Chesnokov submissively pulled on
his coat and went out onto the street with Mashen'ka, having firmly taken her arm.,,133
It is important to note the ambiguity of that "firmly taken her arm": on the one hand it

is the possessive gesture of the protective gallant, but then in view of' Vasia's obvious
reluctance to go outside it might equally be read as evidence of his fear, of his craving
for security and warmth from Masha. In an equally important sense, it can of course
be read as both, but either way it seems to point to an anticipation of the worst.
This sense of premonition serves to build up the importance of the upcoming
event in a way that the actual crime, for all its threatened violence and actual
humiliation, only partly lives up to. This disparity is only deepened further by the
curiously excessive trauma suffered by the heroes of both tales following the robbery.
Akakii Akakievich, unable to find redress for his loss, slips into solipsistic
incoherence, before succumbing to a fatal quinsy. Meanwhile, Vasia Chesnokov,
although not killed off, ends up talking to himself before running off across the snow
"jumping and twitching his legs in terror", leaving Mashen'ka standing alone against
the railings by the canal.I34 It is important to note here how both Vasia and Akakii
Akakievich turn inward: they both start talking to themselves and ultimately turn
away from others seeking refuge in the chimerical certainties of the self. Yet this
strange existential aspect of their behavior is difficult to square with the crime they
are victims of. Without wishing to underestimate the terror, humiliation and personal
violation that undoubtedly must have accompanied such a robbery, nor intending to
133 «Bacs qecHoKoB nOKopHO HaneJl wy6y
PYKY.» 'Liubov", 1:194.
134 «B yxace nonnpuraaas If aepras HOraMK»;

11

asnuen c MameHbOR

1:194.
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underplay the magnitude of the material loss in a cold climate and straitened
circumstances, the sense of existential tragedy that characterizes both heroes'
response to the theft seems ultimately inappropriate, or, perhaps more accurately,
seems to point to a concurrent psychological or existential drama unfolding alongside,
and partially obscured by the more obvious criminal one.
This perplexing existential dimension is something that perhaps becomes more
obvious when comparing Zoshchenko's coat theft with other instances of aggravated
disrobing in contemporary humorous writing. Indeed, the motif of coat theft is by no
means uncommon in satirical writing of this period, no doubt evidencing a cultural
relevance which points to it being as much an actual as a literary hazard. Lesley Milne
notes how a whole issue of the journal Novyi Satirikon in March 1918 was devoted to
the theme of the well-dressed being robbed of their clothes in the street, and even
quotes a sketch from that journal where "instead of boasting that he is dressed by the
best tailors, a man-about-town might now boast of being undressed in the best streets
in the capital.,,)35 It is a testament to both the humorous potential and continuing
cultural salience of this conceit that it persists beyond the uncertainties of the
revolutionary era, with similar themes being found later in the satirical press of NEPera Leningrad. For instance, the satirical journal Begemot (The Hippopotamus) carried
a cartoon by Aleksandr Iunger (himself a former Satirokonets) on the back page of a
December issue entitled 'Winter Pursuits' (,Zimnie razvlecheniia').

The caption

ponders rhetorically: "What remains of traditional winter pursuits?" Confessing that,
"In all conscience, one must say not much is left", it then provides four illustrated
examples of everyday Soviet unpleasantness, humorously given the title of a

135 'Sredi razdevaemykh: Zakonnaia gordost", Novyi Saurikon, No.4, March 1918, p.5. Translated.
quoted and analyzed by L Milne in 'Novyi Satirikon, 1914-1918: The Patriotic Laughter of the Russian
Liberal Intelligentsia during the First World War and the Revolution', The Slavonic and East European
Review, Vol. 84,4, October 2006, p. 660. [pp. 639-665].
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traditional winter pursuit.136 The third of these is entitled 'Hunting for Furs' ('Okhota
na pushnogo zveria") and depicts a man being robbed of his fur-lined overcoat at gunpoint. The text declares:
Sometimes this also happens. There's no need to leave town even:
right in the city, without a pack of hounds, without special hunting
weapons, with only a pistol they take such a pelt, it's as simple as
that.137
Lurking behind the laughter in both of these comic coat thefts is of course anger and
fear; something particularly marked in the Novyi Satirikon example whose "fear of the
street" Milne characterizes as "ironic sang_jroi(/,.138 Arguably in both there is also a
sense of social tragedy and, to varying degrees, nostalgia for past certainties.
However, for all the latent anxiety and regret evident in both examples, there is
absolutely no sense of Zoshchenkos (or Gogol's) existential horror. There is no tragic
crisis of subjectivity on the part of the victim; in place of the catastrophic collapse of
selfhood that so plainly and bafflingly befalls both Vasia Chesnokov and Akakii
Akakievich, there is a more understandable sense of stoical bemusement and implicit
moral scorn.
Zoshchenko's and Gogol' s heroes, otherwise so different in terms of character
and setting, find their deepest intertextual kinship in the baffling subjective meanings
that they so obviously invest, and so dramatically lose, in their respective coats. In
Zoshchenko's tale, no explicit indication is offered as to the nature of Vasia's relation
to his coat leaving the reader's nagging curiosity unsatisfied. This dearth of surfacelevel, narrative direction thus leaves the reader little option but to turn to the

136 «1.JTOOCTaJlOCbOT TpaJlHUHOHHhIX 3HMHHX paaaneseaan?
no COBeCTH rOBOpJl, Mano xero OCTaJlOCb.
BOT p83Be 'ITO»: 'Zimnie razvlecheniia'
(unattributed
text accompanying
a drawing by A lunger).
Begemot, No.48, December 1925, p.16.
137 «11809 Pal M 3TO CJJY'IaeTCJI. 3a ropoa .lll1)l(e Bble3)1(aTb He HaJlO. Ilpsao B repone. Ee3 CBOPbI c06aK.
6e3 cneuaansnsrx pY)l(eA - C O.llHHM nHCToneTOM TaK)'lO wKYPY CHHMyr. 'ITO npOCTO 11)1(,» Ibid, p.16.
138 L Milne, 'Navy; Satirikon', p.660.
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intertextual substratum that is so clearly, and deliberately, interwoven into the fabric
of Zoshchenkos tale. In a sense the Gogolian intertext functions here to tum the
reader's attention inward, reflecting textually the inward retreat of both Vasia and
Akakii Akakievich. The intertextual structure of Zoshchenko' s story plays the part of
a kind of 'subconscious' textual memory, prompting the reader to look beyond the
textual surface of the tale to its underside, to look into its textual prehistory.
Gogol famously described Akakii Akakievich's problematic relation to his
new overcoat in terms of love, describing how despite enduring numerous privations,
including going without food:
[Akakii Akakievich] was nourished spiritually, carrying in his
thoughts the eternal idea of the future overcoat. From that time on it
was as if his very existence was made somehow fuller, as if he had
married, as if some kind of other person was there with him, as if he
was not alone, but some pleasant friend for life had agreed to walk
with him down life's road - and this friend was none other than that
very overcoat with its thick cotton-wool quilting, with its strong
lining that would not wear out.139
The relevance of this passage to understanding Vasia's coat complex is underscored
by the title of Zoshchenko's

story: 'Love'.

However, this intertextual citation

functions in a more complex way than simply affirming the coat's place in Vasia's
affections. For Gogol's playful, hyperbolical passage, while clearly comic in tone, is
also indispensable in comprehending the ultimate tragedy in 'The Overcoat', a
tragedy which is shared by Zoshchenko's hero. This is a tragedy of narcissistic object
loss; it originates with the libidinal investment of self in an object with an independent
objective existence. Despite Akakii Akakievich's love for the coat and the personal

139

«[AKaKH~

AKaKHeBIflI]

naranca

.nyxOBHO, HOC" B MbICJl"X CBOHX Be'lH)'1O H.lleIO 6YllYLUe~

WHHeJlH. C 3THX nop KaK 6YJlTO caaoe cymecraosanae
ero cnenanocs KaK-TO nonaee, KaK 6y.nTO
6b1 OH )KeHRJlC", KaK 6YJlTO KaKoA-To JlPyroA 'IeJlOBeK npHCyrCTBOBaJl C HHM, KaK 6y.nTO OH 6blJ1 He
O,nHH, a KaKal-TO npIDITHal noapyra )KH3HH cornacanacs
C HHM rrpoxoznrrs BMeCTe )KH3HeHHYIO
nopory,

- H nozpyra

3Ta 6blJla

nOD.KJlaD.Ke
6e3 H3HOCY.»'Shine)",

He lITO D.PYraSl, KaK Ta )Ke WHHeJlb Ha TOJ1CToAsare, Ha KpenKoA
p.

355.
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projection of self into it that this love manifests, the coat, nevertheless, remains just
that: a coat, the theft of which neatly demonstrates its objective resistance to any kind
of narcissistic transfiguration. It is precisely this insight which Zoshchenko s story
'Love' draws upon: Vasia's extreme reaction to the theft of his coat only really begins
to make any sense once his personal investment in the garment is considered in the
light of that of Gogel' s unfortunate clerk. In an important sense his tragedy is also that
of Akakii Akakievich: an object loss that through his narcissistic investment in it
translates into a loss of self. Importantly, this narcissistic aspect accounts not only for
the extremity of existential exposure identified above, but also for the indecent haste
with which Vasia abandons his ostensible 'beloved' Mashen'ka.
At this point, it is important to note the fact that this story shares a title with
the 1922 story called 'Love' analyzed earlier in this chapter. This kind of recycling of
titles is by no means common in Zoshchenko's comic fiction and it undoubtedly
underlines a thematic connection between these two pieces which otherwise differ
quite markedly in terms of form. The two pieces do share Petersburg settings, and
common themes of forsaken love and empty romantic suicide threats; however, these
are just the most visible aspects of a deeper thematic kinship linking the two tales:
both tales are more fundamentally linked by a shared rehearsal of the dynamics of
narcissistic object loss. Indeed, this is something that unites these stories with all
those other tales of garment loss that Popkin analyses, and indeed with all the other
instances of love objects eluding the acquisitive grasp of narcissistic libido suggested
so far in this chapter.
At another level, however, one might look at this iterative rehearsal of
narcissistic object loss in terms of authorship. Thinking back to the discussion of
Gogolian melancholy in the first chapter of this study, it will be remembered that it
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was suggested that 'The Overcoat' includes a playful meditation on the slippery
nature of the literary word: that verbal creation always threatening to break free from
its author and to elude the grasp of his personal meaning. In terms of this conceit,
Akakievich's narcissitic investment in his coat could equally be held to stand for the
author's narcissistic investment in his writing; moreover, Akakievich's cruel exposure
in the wake of his violent dispossession of his overcoat could equally be held to stand
for the author's cruel exposure in the wake of his violent dispossession of the self
inscribed in the written word. Conceived in this way, Zoshchenko's overcoat becomes
more than simply a stylistic device; it becomes the fictional testimony of that written
self endlessly committed to textual oblivion that was analyzed in the first part of this
chapter: it becomes a highly suggestive model of melancholic authorship.
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Chapter 4
Who Speaks?
The previous

two chapters

Zoshchenko's

'Brussels

analyzed

woven

into the fabric

of

lace'; both as textual absence and as authorial aporia, this

melancholia simultaneously

manages to occupy a position of textual centrality while

always remaining suggestively
twenties thus evidence

a melancholia

unvoiced. If many of Zoshchenko' s works from the

a substantial,

but oblique

textual

melancholia,

then this

melancholia started to become an increasingly explicit narrative concern by the end of
the decade, in a stylistic trend which continued to develop into the thirties and forties.
This changing literary treatment of melancholia

by the end of the twenties is closely

tied to a more general trend towards greater narrative directness and ultimately a more
obviously confessional
inventive, idiosyncratic

tone that has been widely observed in the writer's formallylater works, especially

Youth Restored and Before Sunrise. I

However, as the current chapter will show, this new tone is not merely coincident
with the increasingly explicit treatment of melancholia,

nor is it merely an aspect of

the former: the following analysis will suggest that Zoshchenko's
something most obviously
intimately

manifested

in self-styled

authorial

linked with and, at least in part, an outgrowth

attempts to understand his melancholic

new directness,

intrusion,

is in fact

of Zoshchenko" s own

sufferings in text. In particular it will attempt

to trace the textual echoes in Zoshchenko's

later writing of a particularly

violent

I This changed tone has been widely acknowledged, both by contemporary critics and more recent
scholarship. For example, the contemporary literary critic Tsesar' Vol'pe, in his reading of Youth
Restored, emphasised the new tone of sincerity, noting that Zoshchenko' s reader was now encountering
for the first time the "unknown face of a writer well-known to him" «(HeU3BecTHoenauo U3BeCTHoro
eM)'nacarens». Ts. Vol'pe, Isskustvo nepokhozhesti (Moscow: Sovetskii pisatel', 1991 [1941]), p.227).
More recently, Jeremy Hicks has expressed a similar sentiment when he differentiates Youth Restored.
The Sky-Blue Boo~ and Before Sunrise froT?,~he stories of the twenties by noting "the creation of a
more trustworthy. irony-free narrator figure In the later works. He notes that "the effect" of this is
greater "sincerity" on behalf of the authorial voice at the expense of an ambiguous ska: style which. for
him, defines the earlier works (J. Hicks, Poetics of Skaz, p.8).
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depressive relapse that shook the writer's health between autumn 1926 and summer
1927; the current chapter will reveal the way in which Zoshchenkc's new, more
overtly confessional voice can be seen tentatively emerging from under the rubble of
this particular nervous collapse. In doing this, it will also attempt to show that this
growing confessional voice is neither as stable nor as unambiguously mono logic as is
often assumed. It will argue that, when read in textual context, this self-conscious
authorial voice can be understood, at one level at least, as a determined and genuinely
innovative means of inscribing the melancholic experience into language. In this
regard, it lends itself to interpretation as an earnest attempt to overcome that
seemingly unbridgeable divide between language and affect that lies at the heart of
the melancholic 'pallor of words'. Understood in this way Zoshchenko" s late oeuvre
in its entirety comes to resemble something of a Soviet language of melancholia: a
discursive model for discussing subjective suffering in a culture in which such
avenues were severely limited.

A Breakdown in Text
The period between the second half of 1926 and the first half of 1927 was an
extremely

important time in terms of Zoshchenko's

creative development. As

suggested above, it marks the point at which Zoshchenko' s writing goes through
something of a qualitative change in style, form and, perhaps most importantly, in
narrative voice. Although this new voice remains recognisably Zoshchenko, there is
increasingly less emphasis on the linguistic eccentricity, dissonant speech styles and
formal authorial effacement that characterised his earlier fiction; Evgeniia Zhurbina
affirms the date of this stylistic tipping point when she notes the more linguistically
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neutral

tone

characterizing

the

writer's

revisions

of his

stories

after

2

1927.

Interestingly, the period 1926 to 1927 is not only significant in stylistic terms; it is an
equally significant period in the life of the writer. For a good deal of 1926 and 1927
Zoshchenko was locked in a desperate battle to shore up his failing mental health. As
Tomashevskii shows, the year 1926 opened for Zoshchenko

with "a sharp decline in

health" ("rezkoe ukhudshenie zdorov'id"), which forced the writer to undertake no less
than four vacations or stays in various sanatoria in the course of the next fifteen
months.' For 4 weeks in February 1926, Zoshchenko was confined to a sanatorium in
Detskoe Selo, a small town near the former imperial palace south of Leningrad." Yet
this was ultimately ineffective as he was forced to seek recuperation again between 14
and 28 August 1926, this time at a sanatorium in Sestroretsk on the north shore of the
Gulf of Finland.5 Then, a mere 13 days after this second stay (on 10 September 1926)
Zoshchenko embarked on a four week holiday to Yalta, in the course of which he
sought "advice and help from a local psychotherapist.'" Yet this short intervention by
the psychotherapist

must have proved

Zoshchenko experienced

to be of limited

a serious breakdown

use, for in April

1927,

during a Black Sea cruise taken with

his family. This relapse was serious enough to cause Zoshchenko to cut short his trip
at the Black Sea port of Tuapse and set off for Moscow alone, leaving his family to
complete the scheduled cruise to the Caucasus without him.7
The coincidence between this stylistic turning-point

in the work of the writer

and his mental travails is striking but hardly conclusive; as a correlation between the
life and work it does not necessarily amount to a causal relation. Moreover, it could

E I Zhurbina, Povest' s dvumia siuzhetami: 0 publitsisticheskoi proze (Moscow: Sovetskii pisatel',
1974), pp. 144-145.
3 Iu V Tomashevskii,
'Khronologicheskaia kanva, p.346.

2

4

Ibid. p.346.

s Ibid, p.346.
6 «B jlnTe mner CORen
7 Ibid, p.347.
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Ibid, p.346.

be equally objected that important

changes in contemporary

Soviet culture more

generally at this time, not least the defeat of the United Opposition and the beginnings
of the Stalin revolution, offer just as plausible an explanation for the changed tone of
Zoshchenko's

work.t However, such an objection is surely mitigated by the fact that

many of the works written after this period (including many of the most innovative)
themselves

gesture back to the writer's

breakdown

of 1926 to 1927, often with

disarming frankness. In explaining the principles guiding the selection and omission
of readers' letters in the preface to his Letters to the Writer tPis'ma k pisateliu, 1929),
Zoshchenko informs the reader in a footnote that:

[L]etters received prior to twenty-six have not been included here.
These letters, to my great regret, have not been preserved. In these
years I was in a state of pathological, neurasthenic irritation and
destroyed all letters without replying."
Thus, the documentary

basis of this unusual work is explicitly traced by the writer

himself back to 1926 and implicitly linked with his struggle for mental health. The
implication perhaps is that the decision to keep letters received after 1926 marks, at
the very least, the beginning of a new approach to his melancholia

on the part of

Zoshchenko, a new approach in which the epistolary word, if not the written word in
general, played a role of the greatest importance.
This changed approach to his illness after 1926 is suggested in greater detail in
the

authorial

Zoshchenko's

'Warning'

('Preduprezhdenie')

that

opened

the

second

part

of

Of What the Nightingale Sang: Sentimental Tales (0 chem pel solovei:

It could be countered, however, that 1926-27 marked only the very earliest stages of the Stalinist
revolution which really only became a mass cultural phenomenon with the instigation of the first Five
Year Plan and the collectivization
of agriculture.
9 «[ Choaa He BODlJIHDHCbMa, nOJI)"leHHbIe MHOJOno asannar» uiecroaoro
rona. 3TH nHcbMa, K MoeMY
BeJlHKOMYCOlKaJleHHlO, He COXPaHHJlHCb. B re ro.!ll>l SI HaXO,nHJICSI B 60ne3HeHHOM, HeBpaCTeHH'IeCKOM
pa3llpalKeHHH H YHH'lTO)I(aJ} ace DHCbMa, He OTBe'UlJl.» Pis'ma k pisateliu, p. 330.
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sentimenta!'nye povesti, 1927).10The second part of this collection contained the tales

'Wisdom' CMudrost", 1924) and 'People' ('Liudi', 1924) which were kept separate
from the other tales in early editions of the cycle for reasons connected with the
writer's state of mind at the time of their original composition: "In that year [1924]
the author was laid low by neurasthenia. Severe headaches, insomnia, hallucinations
and a bad frame of mind prevented completion of work to the best of his strength."!'
The warning goes on to suggest:
Of course, the author is still ill with neurasthenia even now;
however, not to such a degree as in 1924. From last year the author
stopped going to doctors, stopped drinking bromide and taking pills,
he weighed himself down with work again, and then he started
getting better bit by bit. To be more precise, the author was able to
organize his personality and his will afresh.12
Of What the Nightingale Sang was published in 1927, so the reference to "since last

year" dates Zoshchenkos new, non-medicalized approach to his mental ill-health to
1926: in perfect accordance with both the biographical record and the similar
suggestion cited above from Letters to the Writer. The sense in which this new
approach to mental hygiene is intimately connected with his fiction is implied in the
way that these two 'unhealthy' stories are separated off from the others, held in a kind
of literary quarantine. Thus, the melancholic episodes of 1926 and 1927 are linked by
the writer with stylistic evolution in the fictional works themselves.

10 This was the title of the first edition
of what later became Zoshchenko's Sentimental Tales
(Sentimemal'nye povesti, 1927-29). Importantly the division of the tales into two parts was later
abandoned and with it the authorial warning. The genesis of this collection of tales and details of its retitling will be discussed in more depth later in this chapter.
II «B TOTron aBTOP3a60nen HeBpaCTeHHeR. TJI)I(KHeronosaue 60nH, 6eccoHHHua, ranmouaaauaa
H
nypaoe pacnonoxeaae
.nyxa MewanH BbInOnHHTb pa601)' B nonaoa CHJle.» M M Zoshchenko, 0
chem. pel solovei: sentimental'nye povesti (Moscow and Leningrad: Gosudarstvennoe
izdatel'stvo.
1927), p.137.
12 «KoHelJHO, aBTOp H ceR'lac enie 60neH HeBpaCTeHHeR. O.nHaKO, He B TaKoR CTeneHH. KaKB 24 rony.
C npouinoro rona aBTOp nepecran XO.nHTbno BpalJaM, nepecran nHTb 6pOM H xyuiars nHJlJOnH,CHOBa
HarpY3HJl ce6J1 pa60ToR H aaxan rorna noneronsxy
nOnpaBJUITbCJI. Bepsee, aBTOp cyaen CHOBa
opraaasoears
CBOitxapaxrep H CBOJOsomo.» Ibid, p.13 7.
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The melancholic struggles of 1926 and 1927 receive their fullest description
and play their most prominent part in the late work Before Sunrise. This prominence
is underlined formally: the account of the 1926/27

breakdown in this part-

autobiographical work is contained in the first chapter following the prologue and acts
as the immediate impetus for, and indeed the opening gambit of, the subsequent
anamnesis that makes up the first half of Before Sunrise.

As the most recent

recollection in the work, it therefore, depending on how one reads the rest of the
progressively-regressive anamnesis that makes up the first half of the book,
constitutes either the start-point or the end-point of all the other autobiographical
recollections." It thus occupies a position of definitive importance in the structure of
the work as a whole, implicitly linking the writer's mental health and creative
practice. In view of all this clear textual direction, it is legitimate for the critic to seek
illumination of the texts in the life of the writer.
The account of the 1926/27 breakdown m Before Sunrise

is immensely

important because it combines a remarkably close fidelity with the known
biographical facts of the breakdown as outlined by Tomashevskii with a fascinating
wealth of subjective detail.I4 It is therefore worth looking at in some detail.
Zoshchenko describes how the attack struck whilst he was recuperating in the Crimea,

13 Before Sunrise is an important and complex work which will be discussed in depth in chapter 7. The
salient point here is the formal prominence afforded to the account of the 1926/27 breakdown.
14 The only deviation from the biographical record descemible in the account in Before Sunrise is a
tendency to conflate the events of September 1926 and April 1927 into one experience. However, this
is surely of minimal importance in an account which aims less at chronological detail per se than at
sincere personal testimony. In any case, the conflation of these events in Before Sunrise perfectly
communicates the way in which the illness seems to 100m large in the mind of the sutTering narrator, as
well as the way in which the perception of time breaks down, something that, for Zoshchenko at least,
is central to the melancholic condition itself. 11is also important to note that although the biographical
veracity of the account in Before Sunrise can be easily ascertained by modem scholars, such specific
biographical details of the notoriously private Zoshchenko would not necessarily have been common
knowledge for most of the contemporary readership of Before Sunrise. Thus the work contains a
surplus of verifiable autobiographical detail over what would have been required, in purely stylistic
terms, to create a confessional etTect for a contemporary readership. This surplus of requisite personal
detail only strengthens the claim of the account to be the sincere testimony of a recal led trauma.
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relaxing on the deck of a steamer that had sailed out of Yalta, losing himself in the
scenery and sunshine of the Black Sea coast.

The sea was calm, placid. I had spent all day on deck admiring the
coast of the Crimea and the sea which I loved so much and for
IS
whose sake I usually came to Yalta.
Zoshchenko is here lapsing into a detached contemplation

of reality, and, importantly,

forcing it into the pattern of mental habit: making the view conform to the reasons for
which he usually visits the Crimea. This abstracted, static contemplation

of the scene

continues and quickly leads to a more general erosion of temporal boundaries

in

which past and future, hope and reality merge into a dreamlike separation of self from
world:

I was sitting on a deck chair enjoying my excellent state of mind. I
was having the happiest thoughts, joyful even. I thought of my
journey, of Moscow, of friends who would meet me there, of the
fact that my sadness was now behind me. Let it remain a puzzle,
only don't let it happen any more.l"
Zoshchenko's

mood darkens though as the impending

breakdown

sets in within the

course of the next sentence:

Pensively, I looked at the gentle ripple of the water, at the patches of
sunlight, at the seagulls, which, with a disgusting cry, were landing
. h
17
10 t e water.
In the course ofthis one sentence the adjectives change from "gentle" to "disgusting";
what starts with pensiveness

ends in the sharp intrusion of the repulsive shriek of

seagulls and it is precisely

at this point that nervous

collapse

ensues.

What is

\
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interesting here is the gradual revelation of underlying motion and transience as the
narrator focuses more and more on the details of the scene he is contemplating: the
scene moves from broadly conceived static impressions of land and seascape to more
dynamic play of wave and light and the momentary shriek of the seagull; thus the
actual, chaotic dynamism of material reality gradually asserts itself through the
narrator's static perception of it. The insistent movement of reality remorselessly
undermines the narrator's limited and static understandings of the world and thus
brings on the attack:
And suddenly, in a single moment, I felt bad. This was not just
sadness, this was anguish, trembling, almost terror."
The attack is sudden and terrifying, yet one suspects that, while surprising, it was also
dimly anticipated. At one level, the tautological "and suddenly, in a single moment"
communicates a vivid immediacy of recollection, but at another it perhaps
simultaneously captures a paradoxical sense of surprised inevitability on the part of
the narrator.
The key manifestation of this relapse appears to have been a debilitating
lethargy and a frightening sense of powerlessness: "1 could barely get up from the
deckchair. I barely made it to the cabin. I lay motionless on the bunk for two hours.,,19
The simple and repetitive sentence structure here stands in marked contrast to the
earlier lyricism; the language becomes labored in reflection of the melancholic
lethargy that overcomes the narrator as well as evoking the steadily encroaching
terror. The account describes how the sufferer tried desperately, but in vain, to distract
himself and thus to fight against the attack by venturing out on deck and trying "to
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listen in to other people's conversations'Y"

yet he ended up yielding to the attack and

cutting the trip short. He thus found himself once again confined to his bed in a state
of nervous exhaustion, this time in a hotel room in Tuapse. After a week of agonizing
helplessness,

he finally managed to recommence

the long onward journey,

finding

that: "the road distracted and cheered me.,,21 It is interesting to note how the verb

rasseiat' is employed to communicate the sense of being cheered up. This verb can
also communicate

a sense of dispersal and, in an agricultural

Thus the sentence carries the gentle, grammatical

sense, means to sow.

implication that the road somehow

dispersed the narrator himself, somehow dispersed

his very sense of self; and, as

sowing, it perhaps brings to mind the start of the agricultural
sense of time and nurturing the precarious

cycle, re-inscribing

hope of a future abundance,

a

or perhaps

even just a future.
The account of the 1927 breakdown
interestingly

with Zoshchenko's

contained

in Before Sunrise resonates

story 'The Earthquake'

written over a decade earlier. Although

cast in a narrative

t

Zemletriasenie',
voice approaching

1929),
free

indirect discourse, this story is similar in form to much of Zoshchenko' s comic fiction
of the twenties. It is set "at the time of the famous Crimean
September

1927 and recounts

the misadventures

Snopkov _22 In many ways a typical Zoshchenko

of an itinerant

cobbler

of 11
called

hero, Snopkov has settled in Yalta

and, together with a partner in trade, undertakes
drawing custom from both the local population

earthquake"

shoe repairs from a small stall,

and those attending the city's resorts

and sanatoria. Always partial to hard liquor, after work on Friday 11 September 1927
Snopkov, "without waiting for Saturday, knocked back a bottle and a half of good old
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'Zemletriasenie', 1:441.

Russian vodka.,,23 Thoroughly inebriated, Snopkov sings and stumbles his way home,
finally falling asleep in the yard under the stars. Whilst he sleeps and dreams, the
earthquake strikes; yet the dozing drunk is oblivious to the shaking earth and falling
masonry which "happen in parallel" with his dreamy slumber.24 In fact: "Snopkov
slept like a log and didn't want to know anything.t''"

The hero wakes up with the

coming of dawn and is utterly confused by his surroundings.

Deciding that in his

drunken state he must have wandered off somewhere, he immediately begins to berate
himself for his drunkenness:

"No, he thought, it's a bad thing to get so completely

plastered. Alcohol, he thought, is an extremely harmful drink; you can't remember a

damn thing afterwards.Y" Yet this flurry of self-criticism does not prevent him easing
his sufferings by finishing off the rest of the second bottle. In his weakened state, this
latest intake goes straight to Snopkov's head, and he embarks on an inebriated tour of
his ruined, rubble-strewn neighbourhood.

Not recognising anything and pondering the

fact that everyone seems to be walking around in a state of undress, he wonders
whether he has ended up in the tropics or perhaps unknowingly

caught a steamer to

Baturn. Leaving the stricken city by the main road in an increasing fit of distress and
self-recrimination,

"he went on and on, and from overstrain

and strong spirit he

collapsed by the roadside and slept like the dead.,,27 Waking up cold, he discovers that
his clothes have been stolen while he slept. Still utterly bemused, he only becomes
aware of his actual situation when he seeks clarification from a passer-by on the road,
who informs him of the earthquake he has lived through and explains that he has by
now wandered 30 versts away from Yalta.
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In spite of the prominence lent to it by the title, and the pivotal part it plays in
the event structure, it rapidly becomes clear that the story is not really about "the
famous Crimean earthquake" at all. 'The Earthquake'

was first published in mid July

1929, almost two years after the seismic events it is set against." Thus, as Alexander
Zholkovsky has noted, the earthquake was hardly a topical event when the story first
appeared.i'' This temporal distancing de-emphasises

the earthquake as a documentary

subject and narrows the reader's attention to focus on the figure of Snopkov and his
drunken travails. Interestingly,

the historical

earthquake

did not take place on a

Friday, as asserted in the story, but rather on a Monday. This factual lapse, otherwise
irrelevant in a fictional work, is perhaps of interest for the way in which it highlights
the importance for the story of the trauma striking at the point of relaxation for the
hero, namely
significance

as Snopkov

embarked

early

on his weekend

of this becomes clearer when one remembers

drinking-bout.

The

that Zoshchenko' s own

Crimean trauma struck just as he began to relax into his YaIta holiday. The actual
earthquake described in the story struck on 11 September

1927; that is exactly one

year after Zoshchenko' s 1926 holiday to Yalta, for which he set out from Leningrad
on 10 September 1926, and only four months after his later breakdown
Sea steamer. This spatial and temporal
similarity

to Zoshchenko's

own

of 'The

proximity

'ground-shaking'
Earthquake'

on the Black

and the suggestive
Crimean

in the

light

metaphoric

experience
of the

invite

retrospective

re-reading

account

Zoshchenko's

own melancholic travails of 1927 as described in Before Sunrise.

a
of

Retrospective readings always demand caution, and yet in this case the buildup of tantalising

textual detail seems to urge such an approach

with an almost

The story was published in the number 28 issue of the weekly journal Revizor for 1929. See lu V
Tomashevskii, "Primechaniia", 1:550.
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plaintive persistence. For instance, Snopkov's

suggestion of having perhaps

inadvertently caught a steamer to Batum as a possible explanation of his
unrecognisable surroundings after the earthquake, chimes imploringly with the fact
that the traumatic breakdown Zoshchenko describes in Before Sunrise took place on
the deck of a steamer bound for the same Black Sea port earlier in the same year as
the earthquake.

It is also interesting that the demon spirit which is Snopkov's

downfall is referred to throughout the story using the colloquial locution "gor'kaia",
the Russian adjective describing bitterness. As the story unfolds, this builds to the
gentle implication that Snopkov becomes increasingly inebriated by indulging in
bitterness: a bitterness which is an object in its own right, and thus, by implication,
not related to a particular hurt or loss. This sense of bitterness beyond reason
immediately recalls both those definitions of melancholia discussed earlier in this
study which emphasised the condition as characterised by grief in excess of ostensible
cause; and Zoshchenko's own characterisation of the condition in the chapter in which
he recounts his Crimean breakdown as: "I'm unhappy and I don't know why.,,3o
Read from this perspective, Snopkov's drunkenness in 'The Earthquake' and
Zoshchenko's melancholia in Before Sunrise function as metaphoric parallels. This
allegorical equation of drunkenness and melancholia builds on a theme that has
already been identified in Zoshchenko's comic fiction of the twenties (see chapter
two); however, the crucial development in 'The Earthquake' is the way that this
suggestive parallel is particularized

in its reference to Zoshchenko' s mental

breakdown of 1926/27. Thus, as with those examples identified above in Letters to the
Writer, Of What the Nightingale Sang and Before Sunrise, 'The Earthquake' makes
comparable, albeit much more oblique, textual reference to this important event in the
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life of the writer, only adding to the argument for the pivotal literary significance of
the 1926/27 breakdown. The comparisons between Snopkov's drunken experience of
the earthquake and Zoshchenko's melancholic collapse are not, however, limited to
similarities of time, setting and narrative detail; it extends to a fundamental similarity
in the protagonists' perception of their respective events in terms of an intrusive
subjectivity attenuating the experience of an ever-changing external reality. The selfdelusion and blunted perception that precede, and implicitly trigger, the breakdown
described in Before Sunrise have already been suggested above, but this is also a
marked aspect of Snopkov's seismic travails, something made manifestly clear when
one follows the otherwise extraneous story of Snopkov's sober friend and partner in
trade. Snopkov's partner, presumably with no extra benefit of foresight, recognised
exactly what was happening as it happened, and "from the first shock" C's pervogo
udara") beat a hasty path to the municipal gardens in order to avoid falling rubble and
the threat of after-shocks.3) Although at no less risk from the earthquake itself, the
partner, through his temperance, is at least able to sense the changed environment and
react to it in a logical way, rather than being distracted by his self-obsessions,
delusions and mental prejudices into a costly and destructive personal odyssey.
In contrast, as we have already seen, the drunken Snopkov only "sleeps, sees
various interesting dreams [... ] and doesn't want to know anything'v" The drink fuels
the cobbler's tragically harmful fantasy of being a spectator on reality. This is
something perhaps more obvious in Russian, which routinely deploys a transitive
construction to communicate the same sense as the intransitive English verb 'to
dream'. Thus Snopkov "sees" his dreams: the dreams are a direct object of the
spectator that he is grammatically posited as. Alcoholism here is indulged as a refuge
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from reality, a means of positing an apparently static self abstracted from the
surrounding environment. It will be remembered that the narrator of the story
describes how the earthquake occurs "in parallel" with Snopkov's drunken dreams.
Yet this abstracted self, distanced as it is from the vicissitudes of the world, is without
any basis in reality and, as Snopkov's story shows, is as dangerous as it is absurd. It is
precisely here that it bears marked similarities with the melancholic breakdown
related by the narrator of Before Sunrise. As will be recalled from above,
Zoshchenko's

Crimean

breakdown

is

preceded

by

comparably

detached

contemplation of reality which similarly casts him as a detached spectator on a world
from which he is in fact inseparable. Moreover, just like Snopkov, his trauma results
from the inevitable intrusion of a recalcitrant reality into the carefully constructed, but
fatally flawed, redoubt of private fantasy. Importantly, Zoshchenko also sought
human interaction to break out of his lonely narcissism and to avoid the pull of
depression, ultimately finding this escape on the road to Moscow. Similarly, Snopkov
finally finds distraction from his fantastic and lonely self-delusion in the honest, if
bemused, help of a passer-by on the main road out of town.

In a persuasive reading of 'The Earthquake',

Zholkovsky points to thematic

similarities and a number of close plot parallels between Zoshchenko' s story and
Washington Irving's 1819 short story 'Rip VanWinkle'.

33

Both stories revolve

around drink, falling asleep under trees and waking up to a completely changed
landscape. 'Rip Van Winkle' was set at the time of the American Revolution, and it is
the war with Britain and the eventual independence of the United States that
constitute the changed environment that Rip encounters after waking from a twenty-

33
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year slumber that resulted from drinking the supernatural spirit offered by ghosts
whom he encountered while wandering in the Catskill mountains outside New York.
Zholkovsky argues that this intertextual connection with Irving's story functions to
underscore, at a subtextual level, the way in which the radical disorder that so shatters
Snopkov's inner peace is really the effect, as for Rip, of revolutionary change. In this
respect, Zholkovsky asserts that "the earthquake, which displays a macrocosmic
instance of 'disorder',
revolution.Y"

serves for Zoshchenko as a metaphor of the [Russian]

There are certainly textual grounds to support such a reading. To

Zholkovsky's observations could be added that Snopkov must have appeared to be
something of an NEP relic by July 1929, at which time the whole country was caught
up in the rush and excesses of the first Five Year Plan. During these heady days
labour discipline and workforce turnover were becoming extremely hot topics; a
drunken, itinerant cobbler operating a small, private enterprise from a ramshackle stall
would hardly be in the spirit of the times. The story can therefore be read, at one level,
as a parable of labour discipline and the personal transformation of an NEP relic
against the backdrop of the revolutionary change ushered in by the Five Year Plan.
Thus, after he has recovered from his trauma, Snopkov heads for Kharkov to effect a
cure from alcoholism, pointedly choosing a large industrial city at the forefront of the
industrialisation drive and the war on backwardness.
Yet, there is an additional way in which the intertextual structure that
Zholkovsky has identified functions. Surely the central conceit which structures
Irving's story is the suspension of time. When all is said and done, Rip is held in
suspended animation for twenty years, in the course of which life, replete with death,
war and revolution, continues as before regardless of his absence. This same
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chronological disjuncture between the inebriated suspension of personal time and the
onward march of historical time is crucial to the plot of 'The Earthquake'; if
Snopkov's drunkenness is a narcissistic refuge from spatial reality, it is just as much a
refuge from temporal reality as well. The cobbler's idiosyncratic, broken relationship
with time explains the humorously achronological assertions that litter the story. For
instance, despite the unforeseeable nature of the earthquake, we are told extraneously,
and perhaps just a little plaintively, how when Snopkov embarked on his drinking
bout: "he still didn't know that there would be an earthquake.t" This attenuated sense
of time is something encountered above in the account of Zoshchenko' s breakdown,
where, it will be remembered that, before the attack the narrator conflated past
reminiscence, future plans and current events into an achronological lyricism.
However, just as historical time asserts itself in Zoshchenko's breakdown, it cannot be
ignored by Snopkov either.

And so it was on that day too. On the eleventh of September, right
before the very earthquake, Ivan Yakovlevich Snopkov took his
vodka, got resoundingly tipsy and dozed off under the very cypress
. th e yar d .36
In
Here, the juxtaposition of calendar accuracy with anachronistic prescience echoes the
paradoxical sense of surprised inevitability, which, as noted above, accompanied
Zoshchenko's experience of the breakdown in the account that appears in Before
Sunrise.
There are other aspects to the equation of Snopkov's drunken experience of
the earthquake and Zoshchenko' s nervous collapse. Thus, it is important to note the
way that alcohol leads Snopkov into an irresistibly deep, drunken slumber which
echoes the debilitating lethargy and overwhelming sense of powerlessness that
35
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characterised Zoshchenkos melancholic relapse. The phraseology is suggestive in
this respect: the reader is told that Snopkov "slept like a log" ("spit sebe bez zadnikh
nag"), literally "slept without hind legs"; the phrase' bez zadnikh nag' communicates

a sense of immobility which in connection with sleep suggests a depth of slumber, but
can equally be used to communicate immobility in other contexts as well such as
physical exhaustion or fatigue. Additionally, both the drunk and the melancholic
experience their respective debilities outside their homes: Zoshchenko in a hotel room
and Snopkov under a cypress tree in the yard. Interestingly, the cypress tree, under
which Snopkov lies in drunken incapacitation, has been a symbol of death and
mourning from at least the time of the ancient Greeks. Thus Snopkov's drunken
refuge from reality, much like the melancholic's,

constitutes an unconscious

embracing of death and the timeless oblivion of the underworld. These themes of
death and senescence recall Zholkovsky's invocation of the intertextual connection
with 'Rip VanWinkle'.

Rip returns from his twenty-year hiatus to discover that his

irksomely domineering wife has died and that he is now old enough to legitimately
shun productive labour; in other words he has forgone middle age and passed directly
into senility. That Snopkov is dallying with death is implied by his lying comatose
under the cypress tree while buildings collapse all around him; however, it is also
perhaps vaguely implicit in his name. Snopkov derives from the word snop meaning
sheaf, which gently places the cobbler at the end of the agricultural cycle. Again it
will be remembered that Zoshchenko's use of the verb rasseiat' to communicate his
recovery from his relapse, in its meaning to sow, placed his recovered self at the start
of a new agricultural year. Thus both Zoshchenko's

melancholy and Snopkov's

drunkenness are represented as a kind of ageing and ultimately associated with
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finitude; the association of melancholia with aging, of course, was to be subsequently
explored in much more depth in Zoshchenko's later work Youth Restored.
The dense, if often muted, parallels that link Zoshchenko' s melancholic
breakdown in Before Sunrise and Snopkov's drunken experience of the earthquake
are, up to this point, precisely that: suggestive parallels kept apart by the distance that
pertains from a retrospective reading. However, by the end of 'The Earthquake' these
parallels come together in the intrusion of startlingly new presence: a voice purporting
to be that of the author.
What does the author want to say with this artistic work? With this
work the author is energetically making a stand against
drunkenness. The sting of this artistic satire is aimed squarely
against drinking and alcohol. The author wants to say that people
who drink can blink and miss, not only more gentle things, but even
an earthquake. Or as it says on one poster: "Don't drink! With
drunken eyes you can embrace your class enemy!" It's as simple as
that.37
This jarring meta-literary intrusion seems, at first glance, to be a kind of authorial
afterword whose explicit moral seeks to close the meaning of the text within a rigid
satirical frame. However, in this aim it fails conspicuously, for, while the story can
(and does) undoubtedly function as a satire of drunkenness, the reader is nonetheless
left with a very real sense that the piece is not at all "as simple as that". In fact, this
'authorial' moral is much more complex than its tone of simple-hearted sincerity
might suggest; shot through with knowing irony, it actually functions paradoxically to
encourage the reader to look deeper than the limits of the concrete moral it proposes.
The tendentious reference to the propaganda slogan is particularly important in this
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respect for it immediately begs the question of where on Snopkov's lonely, drunken
odyssey he can be held to have embraced his "class enemy". Snopkov is actually his
own worst enemy and if he has embraced his class enemy at any point in the story
then the only realistic candidate for this counter-revolutionary malefactor is the
hermetic sense of selfhood which he retreats into while drunk, and not any actual
foreign spy, saboteur, or other putative 'enemy of the people'. If weakness for drink
represents Snopkov's specific 'lack of vigilance', then it is the embracing of a
narcissistic selfhood and the consequent disengagement from the world that is the real
act of counter-revolution that is satirized in the story. It is at this point that the
parallels between Snopkov's

experience of the earthquake and Zoshchenkos

melancholic breakdown come together: the retreat into selfhood that is common to
both of them is satirized in the name of the revolution and in the voice of the author;
this confluence of fiction and confession then deepens the disingenuously simple,
comic moral, infusing it with a more personal and more melancholic cast.
What is perhaps the most interesting aspect of this authorial intrusion,
however, is the meta-fictional confusion it introduces into the story. As Bakhtin has
suggested, in literary fiction the author should always remain "on the boundary of the
world he is bringing into being" because "his intrusion into that world destroys its
aesthetic stability.t" This is exactly what this intrusive authorial presence achieves:
this new' authorial' voice stands at a distinct remove from the free indirect discourse
that had characterised the narrative voice up to this point and which, before the
interruption, the reader had quite naturally assumed was attributable to the author; the
studiedly artless interruption by this new self-styled authorial voice thus represents an

M M Bakhtin, 'Author and Hero in Aesthetic Activity' in Art and Answerability: Earll'
Philosophical Essays by M M Bakhtin trans. V Liapunov, ed. M Holquist and V Liapunov (Austin TX:
University of Texas Press, 1990), p. 191. This work dates from the early twenties, but was never
completed and was not published in Bakhtin's lifetime.
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uncomfortable doubling of the authorial position in the work. That the authorial
presence in the story is complicated in the course of a passage that, on the face of it,
strives to close the text in line with indisputable 'authorial' intention, is a source of
not inconsiderable irony. However, the scission that results from this interruption in
the authorial voice is a crucial fictional effect: at one level the violent and unforeseen
disruption to the coherence of the authorial voice and narrative flow constitutes an
intriguing formal echo of the violent and unforeseen disruption wrought by the
earthquake on the walls of both the cobbler's stall and his narcissistic self; at another
level, however, when one recalls the parallels between the Crimean earthquake and
Zoshchenko's Crimean breakdown adumbrated above, then this breakdown in the
coherence of authorial voice becomes a formal parallel of the writer's nervous
breakdown which is referred to metaphorically but so consistently throughout the
story. This troubling passage can therefore be itself understood as a kind of textual
breakdown, or a breakdown in text: the fractured authorial position which casts the
ostensible authorial voice as a stranger to itself comes to function as a textual echo of
the fractured seltbood and disjunctive subjectivity that characterize Zoshchenkos
mental collapse of 1926 to 1927.

Authorship and Melancholy in Sentimental Tales (1927-1930)
This disjunctive authorial presence is developed further in Zoshchenkos Sentimental
Tales (Sentimental'nye povesti, 1927-1930), where it is a sustained feature. When this
cycle originally appeared in March 1927, it contained seven long tales that had all
been published before, either separately or in collections, and bore the title of one of
the constituent tales, Of What the Nightingale Sang, with the subtitle Sentimental
Tales (0 chem pel solovei: sentimental'nye povesti). The original title of the collection
is particularly interesting, not least because in the tale of the same title attention is
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deliberately drawn to the eponymous nightingale. At the end of 'Of What the
Nightingale Sang' the narrator suddenly realizes that he "has completely missed out
the nightingale that was so enigmatically mentioned in the title.,,39 He thus hurriedly
devises a retrospective narrative solution in which, during their walks in the woods at
the highpoint of their romance, the heroine, "hearing the chirr of insects or the song of
a nightingale" ("slushaia strekot bukashek iii penie solov'ia") would ask the hero:
"'Vasia, what do you think, what is that nightingale singing about?,,,4o At first the
hero ventures "with reserve" ("sderzhanno") that: "It's feeding he wants, that's why
he sings" ("zhrat' khochet, ottogo i poet"), before later suggesting, partly in response
to the romantic undertone of the heroine's question, that "the bird is singing about
some kind of splendid life in the future" ("ptitsa poet

0

kakoi-to budushchei

rasprekrasnoi zhizni',).41 Importantly, this comic parody of bad writing and
sentimental excess not only still leaves the significance of the eponymous nightingale
open, but actually elevates the omission to a greater prominence, something
particularly acute in early editions of the cycle when the nightingale purported to
speak for the whole cycle.
The reader's interest in the nightingale must be stimulated further by the sheer
density of symbolic weight adhering to this humble bird. Michael Ferber suggests that
"the nightingale has had the most spectacular career of all literary birds", appearing
"in many thousands of poems from Homer to the twentieth-century't.Y Noting that
"even in ancient times it acquired an almost formulaic meaning", Ferber shows how
the bird became an emblem of "spring", "night", "mourning" and lament. and,

39
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connected to a degree with all of these, "it also became a bird of love"
symbolism is important in understanding
especially when one remembers

the eponymous

nightingale

.43

This

in the work,

the extent to which the Rusanova-Zamyslovskaia

romance was written into many of the constituent tales of the collection (see chapter
three) and when one recalls that work on the collection directly bisected the writer's
breakdown of 1926 to 1927, even being referred to directly in early versions of the
cycle.
Yet Ferber also shows how the nightingale

"became a metaphor for a poet"

even in ancient times, "as early as Hesiod.,,44 This historical use of the nightingale as
a symbolic evocation of poetic authorship is also identifiable in Russian literature. To
cite a more or less contemporary

example,

beginning 'What the clock-grasshopper
published as part of his 1922 collection

towards

the end of his 1918 poem

sings ... ' ('Chto poiut chasy-kuznechik ... ' Tristia), Mandelstam

equated the need to

write poetry with being "in a nightingale fever" ("v goriachke so!ov'inoi",).45 That the
symbol holds for authorship in general, and not just poetic authorship, is evidenced by
Chekhov's use of the metaphor in his famous letter to the writer and lyric poet Yakov
Polonskii of 18 January 1888. In this letter Chekhov, while working on his first long
story The Steppe (Step',

1888) and bemoaning

the established

against works not published in so-called "thick" journals,
just the same if a nightingale
metaphoric

literary prejudice

asks rhetorically:

"Isn't it

sings in a big tree or in a bush?,.46 Chekhov's

equation of author and nightingale

here is particularly

What the Nightingale Sang in view of the fact that Zoshchenkos

applicable
reputation

to Of
in 1927

Ibid, sv "Nightingale".
Ibid, sv "Nightingale".
4S 'Chto poiut chasy-kuznechik ... ' in 0 Mandel'shtam, Sochineniia: Stikhotvoreniia. Proza. Esse
(MoscoW: AST, 2008), p. 85.
46 «He see JIH paaao, noer JIH cOJIoBeA Ha OOJIbWOM nepese HJ1HB KyCTe'?» A. P. Chekhov, Polnoe
sobranie sochinenii i pisem v tridtsati tomakh: pis'ma v dvenadtsati tomakh (Moscow: Nauka, 197483), Pis'ma vol. 2, p.I77.
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likewise rested mainly on short, comic works widely considered to fall outside the
boundaries of 'high' literature. Interpreted this way, Zoshchenko's title "Of What the
Nightingale Sang" would thus seem to posit, albeit in a more belletristic mode, the
same question posed by the blunter authorial intrusion we encountered above in the
story 'The Earthquake': "What does the author want to say with this artistic work?"
Thus the person of the 'author' is billed from the outset as significant presence, and,
as the contemporary Soviet critic A G Barmin noted, he will become the central
concern of the work.47 Indeed, on opening the book, the voice of the putative 'author'
is the first thing the reader in 1927 would have encountered in the form of a short
preface. In Russian, the phrase "bez predislovii'

(literally "without preface")

communicates a desire for immediacy and saliency, akin to the English phrase
"without further ado". That the figure of the 'author' emerges in a preface is thus
telling, for his growing presence in the following tales will be increasingly digressive
and interruptive, furnishing ever more 'further ado' as he quite literally gets in the
way of the narratives he attempts to craft.
In view of the importance of the disruptive authorial voice in the collection, it
is worth paying some attention to the preface in which the author-figure makes
himself felt for the first time. He starts by warning the unwary reader of the work's
dearth of affirmative revolutionary content; this is a work that, most assuredly, will
not contain heroic tales of socialist construction, but rather: "This book is specially
written about the little man, about the philistine, in all his unsightly beauty.?"
Moreover, in concerning itself with "the wretched, departing old life",49 the 'author'

A G Bannin, 'Puti Zoshchenko' in B V Kazanskii and Iu N Tynianov (eds), Mastera sovremennoi
/ileratury. Mikhail Zoshchenko: stat'; i materialy (Leningrad: Academia. 1928), p.40.
4' «')Ta KH8ra CneUHaJ1bHO aanacaaa 0 MaJ1eHhKOM seaosese, 06 06bISaTeJ1e. BO scea ero
HenpHrJUUlHoA
xpace.» 2:6.
49 «0 )l(aJ1KoA yxoJlJllueif
)l(83H8»; 2:7.
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perceives a danger that the work may be read "as some kind of shrill, squeaking flute,
some kind of insulting sentimental rubbish."sO Thus the 'author' acknowledges that
this renders the work at odds with its time, and is keen to allay the anticipated ire of
critics by pointing to the continued existence of such sentimental people and by
insisting that he does not intend this book to stand amongst "the rank of witty and
clever works of the epoch."sl Whether contemporary Soviet critics chose to accept
this explanation or not, and as will become apparent from the discussion below many
did not, the anachronistic sense that the 'author' creates in the preface is of the utmost
importance for when readers come to the tales themselves. All of the tales in the
collection play heavily on temporal disparities to achieve their literary effects, and the
theme of adaptation and adjustment to the times is one of the most prominent themes
linking the various tales.
As discussed in the previous chapter, 'The Nanny-Goat'

(' Koza', 1923)

recounts the ridiculously obsessive quest of a low-level government clerk called
Zabezhkin to acquire ownership of a nanny-goat which he encountered while walking
aimlessly around the outskirts of Petrograd. The story is a tragic-comic farce in which
the hero's narcissistic love for the goat leads to his progressive social marginalisation:
he is first rejected in marriage by his landlady and evicted, before then losing his job
and finally sinking into beggary. However, where the previous chapter focussed on
the narcissistic nature of his obsessive love for the goat, what is important in the
context of the current discussion is the way that this self-absorption disengages the
hero from the realities of life in post-revolutionary Petro grad. It will be recalled from
chapter three that Zabezhkin's fixation with the goat was based on his belief that its
acquisition would translate into material plenitude and personal sustenance free from

50
51
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the need to work. This personal yearning for leisured dominion over hearth and home
is profoundly at variance with the collectivist and production ethos of the time,
summed up in the Marxian formula 'from each according to his ability, to each
according to his need.' A sense of Zabezhkin's willed refusal to live in accordance
with the times is evident in his perverse insistence on clinging to his place in the
defunct imperial Table of Ranks; the chronologically confused clerk insists on
introducing himself

as a "former

collegiate

registrar"

("byvshii

kollezhskii

registrator") despite it being the lowest rung of the old civil service hierarchy and
utterly irrelevant in the new Soviet order. 52 In his refusal to accept the facts of postrevolutionary life, Zabezhkin, just like Snopkov in 'The Earthquake', effectively
withdraws from reality into a narcissistic redoubt in which external reality becomes
reconceived as an extension of self. In a perceptive reading of 'The Nanny-Goat',
Andrei Siniavskii stresses the way in which the goat becomes some kind of extension
of self for Zabezhkin: "For Zabezhkin, intimate, and I would say, lyrical attitudes
arise with respect to the goat."S3 This lyrical bond which Zabezhkin tries to foster
with the goat arises from his refusal to reform himself in relation to changed times
and cultural landscape; however, no matter how heartfelt, his sentiments are
meaningless and ineffectual defences against a reality that is totally indifferent to
them.
The hero Belokopytov in the story 'People' (' Liudi'; 1924), in contrast to
Zabezhkin, seems at first glance to have appreciated the need for personal adaptation
to changed post-revolutionary

conditions.

A former aristocrat

and educated

progressive, he returns from foreign exile to find that his cliched pre-revolutionary
role of repentant nobleman does not equip him for life in the new post-revolutionary
52

2:21.

53

«C

K030R

Y

3a6e)l(KHHa

3aIUI3bIBaIOTCH HHTHMHble

Siniavskii, 'Mify Mikhaila Zoshchenko', p.240.

209

H, H 6b1 CKa3aJl, JUfpHlIecKHe

OTHoweHHII.»

A

reality that surrounds him. Moreover, after a depressingly fruitless search for work he
comes to realize that his knowledge of Spanish and Latin amount to little more than a
talking point in the Soviet provinces. After eventually obtaining an offer of temporary
work at a cooperative, which is tellingly called 'The Common Weal' ('Narodnoe
blago'), he realises the inadequacy of his old outlook and personal ideals, and seeks
new ones in a promising view of life as a constant struggle for adaptation. However,
before even starting his new job and applying his new personal outlook in real life,
Belokopytov has already begun to raise it to the level of abstract philosophy:

He immediately and quickly developed a philosophical system out
of it, about the imperative to adapt oneself, about ordinary and
primitive life, about how every human being possessing the right to
live is unavoidably obliged, just like every living beinj and every
beast, to change its appearance depending on the times.'
On the face of it, this confused and breathless revelation appears to be broadly

positive. However, one suspects that constructing such an all-embracing abstract
system of thought

out of his untested epiphany is perhaps a little premature.

Moreover, if the imperative is to change only one's external appearance (menial'
svoiu shkuru. i.e. literally to change one's skin) then one doubts how far reaching an
adaptation is really being proposed. Is Belokopytov not just proposing windowdressing to cover up an unreformed soul, to adopt sheep's clothing to hide the wolf he
really is? Sure enough, Belokopytov's new 'story' quickly turns out to be a paean to
cynicism, as he declares:

[... ] that cynicism is an absolutely imperative and normal thing in
life, that without cynicism and cruelty not even a beast can get by
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and that, perhaps, cynicism and cruelty are also the most correct
things, which give the right to life. 55
Belokopytov thus renounces his old outlook in exchange for the violent, instinctdriven biological self that one suspects always lurked behind his fanner cultured
mask. Yet this frighteningly bestial philosophy is no more suited to the new reality
than his previous cultured ideals: its malign conclusions lead Belokopytov to steal
from the cooperative in which he works and ultimately to be dismissed. Thus forced
out from 'The Common Weal',

and by implication alienated from society,

Belokopytov still clings to his unrealistic outlook, following its logic to the
apotheosis: degeneration to the level of a beast, an existence which, apart from the
occasional charity of his landlady, places him firmly beyond the pale of human
civilisation.
Nadezhda Mandelstarn seems to argue that Belokopytov's choice of path
represents Zosbchenko's recommendation and advice to the intelligentsia for living in
the new regime.
Perhaps the reason Mandelstarn liked Zoshchenko so much was
because in one of his sentimental tales he describes a man who
grows fur , digs himself a burrow in the forest, and howls like a wild
animal - he had just not found it possible to live a simple human
existence (let alone to try to write poetrylj.i"
However, this reading of Belokopytov as a tragic, romantic hero finds little support in
the text. That he is tragic is without doubt, but he is not at all heroic or exemplary.
The new outlook he adopts is poorly adapted to the actuality of the cultural reality he
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is trying to find a place in and thus results in his expulsion from society. Whatever the
changed cultural conditions of the Soviet provinces may be, they are not quite the
Hobbesian state of nature that Belokopytov decides they are. That this new, but illadapted personal outlook is ironically arrived at through embracing a philosophy of
adaptation only heightens the tragedy of Belokopytov's

fate and exposes the

limitations of abstract reasoning and classical philosophising where there is no
concept of 'the common weal'. Moreover, just as in the case of Zabezhkin,
Belokopytov's choice of personal outlook at variance with external reality represents
no more than a stubborn attempt to project an unchanged, and unchanging,
subjectivity onto the external world with the resultant alienation which that inevitably
incurs.
The apparently relentless tragedy in these tales of heroes who either resist or
otherwise fail to adapt to post-revolutionary life is supposed to find some relief with
the last story in the collection. The tale is entitled 'A Merry Adventure' (. Veseloe
prikliuchenie', 1926) and readers had been reassured in the preface that:

There is cheerfulness here [in Of What the Nightingale Sang]. Not in
excess, of course, but it is there. The very last pages of the book
positively gush with unbounded cheerfulness and sincere joy.57
Although ultimately not as uplifting as either its title or its advance billing might
suggest, this tale is markedly different to those which precede it. Firstly, the hero. a
certain Sergei Petrovich Petukhov, is a young man of twenty-five years who, by the
time the story was first published in 1926, would have had little pre-revolutionary
baggage to divest himself of. He is happy and healthy, and when he smiles at the sun
rising on another languid, youthful Sunday:

57 «60.npoCTb 1)'1' ecrs. He xepea Iq)cm, KOHe'lHO, HO ecrs.
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This was the smile of a young, healthy organism, not yet pawed by
doctors. This was the smile of a youth, having dreamed good
dreams at night of bright vistas and cheerful horizons. 58
Even his name, from the Russian word for cockerel, associates him with strutting
cockiness and the hopeful dawning of a new day. And, like the cockerel, his first
waking thoughts on a lazy Sunday tum to the pursuit of the opposite sex. Walking the
streets in search of a female companion he comes across a promising candidate and,
predictably enough, love follows with the arrangement

of an assignation in the local

cinema later that day. Yet there is a fly in the romantic ointment even at this earliest
of stages. In his amorous quest, Petukhov is not so much looking for love as, quite
literally, looking for the woman of his dreams. He follows women in the street and
watches them askance, "as if evaluating and comparing them with those outstanding
ladies which he had seen that night" in his dreams.f" When he finds his girl there is no
love at first sight as a truly sentimental tale might have required; rather it turns out
that Petukhov has met up with this girl many times before. On this occasion. it is only
"under the influence of his light, cheerful dream and the cheering weather" that Sergei
begins to sense the stirring of amorous feelings."

Ifthis is love, it is most certainly of

the most incidental and narcissistic kind and bearing little or no resemblance

to any

sentimental or romantic ideal.
However, problems of a more material kind soon beset the hero as it emerges
that he does not have sufficient money left over from his wages to cover the cost of
the cinema tickets. With this realisation the hero's buoyant mood swiftly evaporates
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as he sinks "into intense sadness"." Eventually, he resolves to sell some possessions.
and frantically begins to search out any items of value he may possess. After an
exhausting search, he reluctantly settles on a dusty meat grinder that has been left to
him by his late mother. This beautiful, and devastatingly incongruous, comic image is
a classic Zoshchenko construction which captures in perfect condensation the hero's
complicated relations with his mother; both alimentary and destructive, both nurturing
and crushing, both banal and violent. Yet, apparently oblivious to both the incongruity
of the object and the dense psychological symbolism, Petukhov sets of to sell his late
mother's meat grinder in order to yield enough cash to pursue his new found love,
quite literally exchanging it for a new mother-figure. Tellingly, it transpires that he
has greatly over-estimated the value of the maternal meat grinder and once it is sold

he still remains short of the required funds for his amorous rendezvous. Increasingly
anxious, Petukhov finally remembers an elderly aunt, whose favour he enjoys and
who could in all likelihood extend him the balance. At this thought his "previous good
spirits and cheerfulness enveloped Sergei Petrovich's whole being.,,62
However, his joy is again short-lived, for on arriving at his aunt's flat he
discovers that she has already lain on her death-bed for two weeks, unable to talk or
move. At this news "Sergei Petrovich's heart sank". 63Having seen his aunt's wasting
body, the hero's mood darkens still further to the point of a "nervous fever".M
Importantly, the cause for this depressive episode is not simply reducible to distress at
the imminent loss of his aunt, for:

61 «B CHJlbHbIX rpycrsx»; 2: 132.
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He did not pity his dying aunt. At the time he did not even begin to
think of her. He only thought about how now there would be
6~
absolutely no chance to borrow money from her. This troubling indifference to the suffering of his indulgent aunt serves only to
underline the sense in which Petukhov's obsessive pursuit of his private fantasies has
detached him from the world. His depression and anxiety are narcissistic responses to
the imminent disappearance of a customary source of female support and income. As
with the poignant image of the maternal meat grinder from earlier in the story,
Petukhov is here faced again by the prospect of a world without a nurturing and
supportive mother-figure, or symbolic substitutions thereof. His aunt's demise and the
financial complications that seem certain to scupper his amorous pursuit of another
mother-substitute leave him to face the cold indifferent reality of a material world at
odds with his fantasised conception of it. As his stiflingly subjective outlook
crumbles, Petukhov is confronted by a reality stripped of all fantasy which is
increasingly resistant to any kind of meaning at all. The moment before his nervous
collapse, Petukhov leaves his dying aunt's room and enters the kitchen of her
apartment where he encounters a devastatingly sparse vignette of existence cut down
the barest of bones:
Two women, out of respect for his unendurable suffering, were
trying not to move at all; they only sighed soundlessly and wiped
their lips and eyes with the comers of their shawls. There was
almost complete silence. Only the boy, as before, chomped potato,
coarsely smacking his lips. And, as before. the kitchen clock
rhythmically beat out the passage of time."
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The abiding impression of this scene is of a terrifyingly detached physicality.
mechanical movement, bodily and temporal, not even enlivened by a glimmer of
warmth, human empathy or shared mourning. The old women, whose indifference to
the aunt's death is expressed in their earlier reluctance to get involved in funeral
arrangements because "they don't have time to work selflessly without knowing who
for", can only respect Putukhov's 'unendurable suffering', they cannot share it.67
Moreover, they completely misinterpret this suffering, for we have already seen that
Petukhov's grief is more connected with his stifled narcissistic fantasy than a response
to mourning the unexpected death of a relative. Thus we have a scene of awkward,
mutual misapprehension devoid of even the faintest flicker of redeeming empathy, set
against the youthful indifference of the hungry boy and the relentless passage of time.
Although the old women try not to move in the silence of the tableau above,
the scene is fundamentally destabilised by persistent noise, movement and transience
from within its very confines: the wiping of bodily fluids with shawls, the smacking
of lips and the beating out of time. This startling passage rings like a hammer-blow
through the empty sentiment of Petukhov's fantasies. It is a moment in which the
Real, in something like a Lacanian sense, breaks through the narcissistic structure of
the self, leaving only a shattered shell of subjectivity to which no human meaning can
adhere. This profound absence of meaning, fantastical or otherwise is a profoundly
melancholic vision; it is a metaphysical void representing the complete absence of
outlook. In this it is not at all like Belokopytov's bestial war of all against all: in fact it
is much more frightening. This is a banal tragedy that has somehow been denuded of
the Tragic, leaving only the melancholic as a kind of sludgy precipitate left in the
absence of an effective narrative or symbolic solvent. In the face of this terrifying
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insight, the breakdown strikes: "Sergei Petrovich [Petukhov] gave a loud sigh. stole a
sidelong glance at the ticking clock and froze in complete and total numbness.T"
That he is looking askance at the clock is important because the narrative
structure of 'A Merry Adventure'

is essentially

chronological.

From the point at

which Snopkov sets up his meeting with the girl, the clock is, quite literally, ticking as
he scurries about in an increasingly desperate struggle to collect the funds he needs to
take her to the cinema. Everywhere
herald the remorselessly

Petukhov looks there are ticking clocks which

approaching

deadline.

As he stands in the marketplace

touting his maternal meat grinder: "he unexpectedly
marketplace

glanced at the clock in the

and fell into a flat panic" as he realises that it is already a quarter to

four." A few lines later, when desperation at the gallop of time has forced him to let
the meat grinder go for a fraction of its sentimental value. he is again struck by the
time: "having looked again at the clock, he groaned" when he realised that it was now
four in the aftemoon.i" At one point in his desperate adventure Petukhov even stops
outside a shop selling clocks, and "looked long at the white. round face of a clock
placed in the window.?"

Chronological

time functions as an interrupting

perpetually intrudes on and punctures Petukhov's

force that

sentimental excesses. For example.

when Petukhov hits on his aunt as a potential source of income, his joy is such that
"he started to dance some kind of wild African dance"." However, this maniacal joy
quickly dissipates as he enters the kitchen of his aunt's apartment to find. amongst
other things, a ticking clock:
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On the wall by the stove a huge quantity of cockroaches was
running about, an iron clock with weights hung by the window. The
pendulum was swinging with terrifying speed and wheezing; with a
73
screech it beat out the time of a cockroach life.
Here chronological time gains an existential colouring: the "cockroach life" of which
it beats out the time potentially being either the life of the insect, or a bitterly
pejorative reflection on existence in general. Meanwhile, the wheezing sound of the
swinging pendulums foreshadows Petukhov's dying aunt, whom Petukhov will
discover several lines later as she "lay motionlessly on the bed, breathing heavily and
wheezily.,,74Chronological time and existential finitude are thus explicitly married in
the image of the heavy, iron kitchen clock, which is intrinsic to the sparse, cold
tableau which marks the onset of Petukhov's nervous collapse. In fact. it is time that
incessantly punctures Petukhov's flights of sentimental fancy, creating the violent
fluctuations between lyrical joy and morbid sadness that characterise the hero's
passage through the story. The difference between static sentimental time and
remorselessly transient chronological time, as well as Petukhov's perpetual surprise at
the passage of the latter bring to mind the attenuated sense of time and the strange
sense of surprised inevitability that characterised both Snopkov's seismic travails and
Zoshchenko's Crimean breakdown encountered earlier in this chapter.
However, this is not the only source of similarity between Zoshchenkos,
Snopkov's and Petukhov's respective collapses. There is a wealth of incidental
similarity: like Zoshchenko and Snopkov, the young Petukhov experiences his relapse
outside his home, at his aunt's apartment; like Zoshchenko and Snopkov, the attack
eventually forces him to take to his bed. But perhaps the most important similarity
between each of these cases is the way that each collapse arises from the failure of the
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narcissistically constructed self to contain all the forces of, and withstand the
onslaught of, a radically dynamic reality which ultimately exceeds the explanatory
power of any personal outlook, however philosophically considered. Petukhov, like
Zoshchenko and Snopkov, indeed, like most of Zoshchenko's hero's in Sentimental
Tales and in the wider comic short fiction, in doggedly pursuing his private concerns,

pits his own subjective outlook and private fantasy against an indifferent reality with a
predictably tragic outcome. Petukhov acknowledges this as he struggles against his
impending nervous collapse. He struggles to understand why such a banal concern as
losing a girl for lack of money should jeopardise his state of mind to such a degree.
He is even aware of the ridiculousness of his plight, for: "Sergei grinned despairingly
and rebuked himself for his unrealistic approach to events.?" Yet. just like Snopkov,
who goes on to finish off the second bottle of vodka after just declaiming the
harmfulness of alcoholism, Petukhov is strangely unable to let go of his obsession due
to "some kind of obstinacy"."

His private search for a mother-substitute as it

manifests itself in the struggle to acquire enough money to keep his date with the girl
seems to loom large in his conscious mind, to the point in fact where: "It seemed that
in this now lay the whole meaning of life.,,77 This stubborn. neurotic, willed
contraction of the myriad variety of external reality to the stuff of private
psychological obsession is what really lies behind Petukhov's sufferings.

This neurotic obstinacy leads the young hero into a cycle of increasingly ridiculous
ideas. He dreams of finding a wallet full of cash, of scaring a shopkeeper and stealing
the goods while he is distracted, and even of driving the cashiers at the State bank into
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the toilet and taking "a whole sack of ten kopek pieces.',78 As if stealing low
denomination coins from a bank was not ridiculous enough, Petukhov finally resolves
to break into his aunt's apartment and steal from her, apparently oblivious to the fact
that in stealing from his dying aunt he is, as the sole heir, effectively stealing from
himself. Nonetheless, he approaches his aunt's apartment and steels himself for the
crime. After overcoming a locked door and hiding from one of the old ladies in a dark
stairwell, the increasingly agitated Petukhov finally enters his aunt's apartment. But
again struck numb with fear by the wheezing body of his dying aunt, Petukhov
knocks over a medicine phial and a spoon. Hearing the other old lady approaching.
the thief beats a hasty, empty-handed retreat. This episode, with its locked doors and
brooding stairwells, its dark corridors and old ladies, and the febrile selfconsciousness of the criminal, is reminiscent of Raskolnikov's murder of the old
money-lender in Dostoevsky's Crime and Punishment (PrestupJenie i nakazanie,
1866). However in a bathetic denouement, Petukhov, rather than murdering the old

ladies, knocks one of them over while fleeing the scene in panic. The last thing
Petukhov hears as he leaves the building is the horrified scream of the injured old
woman: "her cry resonating around the whole building''.i" Just as in the account of
Zoshchenko's Crimean breakdown where the "disgusting cry" of a seagull heralds the
onset of a depressive relapse, so the cry of the old woman signals the onset of a
worsening mood for the hero of 'A Merry Adventure'. By now the deadline has
passed, and Petukhov has returned home defeated and downcast, as "like a shadow he
entered his room.,,80His oppressed mood is only deepened as "he mentally pictured
the dismayed face of the girl, waiting for him for an hour or more."!'
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The following morning, Petukhov is woken from a restless night' s sleep by the
old woman he knocked over the previous night. In a continuation of the Raskolnikov
motif, Petukhov is convinced that the old woman has come to confront him over his
crime. However, to Petukhov's intense relief, it turns out that she did not recognise
him in the darkness and has come to inform him that his aunt passed away in the night
and that he has now inherited her estate. For Petukhov this wakening to a new day
represents the evaporation of the immediate source of his melancholic frustrations
from earlier in the story. Indeed, his aunt's death has provided the young hero with
enough ready cash to pursue his beloved and, in addition, an incontrovertible excuse
for missing his date of the previous night, for what girl could really begrudge the
presence of a faithful nephew at his beloved aunt's deathbed? After a whirlwind
romance the pair marry two weeks later and their joy is cemented when they
eventually win twenty roubles on the state lottery with a ticket inherited from
Petukhov's dead aunt: "Their joy knew no bounds.,,82
The reader anticipating the happy ending predicted in the preface could well
have been disappointed for there are ample grounds to doubt the completeness of the
happiness that awaits the hero and his beloved. Firstly, this happiness is earned at the
expense of the miserable and lingering death of the hero's aunt for whom no
redemptive joy accrues; moreover, Petukhov's cold indifference to this must surely
send a shiver down the spine of most readers. Secondly, although he gets the girl in
the end, the preceding story suggested that Petukhov's pursuit of his beloved owed
more to narcissistic fantasy than to any ideal of romantic love. Indeed. understood
from this angle, the ending, whether momentarily happy or not, merely represents a
progression in the same neurotic obsession that caused the hero such distress. and
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even nervous collapse, earlier in the story. But perhaps most damningly, although the
young couple's happiness may seem boundless in the final moments of the story, this
happiness is in actuality bounded in one obvious and very important sense: that of
time. In a story where the effluxion of time is so carefully recorded and so implicated
in the interruption of the hero's bouts of sentimental joy, one feels that Petukhov is
perhaps experiencing a joy that is decidedly temporary; all the more so, in fact,
because he has ceased glancing at the clock at all. The last five lines of the story cover
six months of activity, compared to the forty-eight hours covered by the whole
preceding tale. The ending achieved through this fragile textual frame, which seems
so rushed and improvised, feels like a sentimental lapse, another retreat into the
fantastic, dangerous, timelessness of the imagination.
Lesley Milne convincingly portrays this hugely compromised happy ending as
a playful satire on the demands, both popular and official, for cheerful literary
content.83 However, alongside this satirical aspect there is also a sense in which the
happiness of the ending is real beyond the author's forced and clumsy sentimental
frame. What the tale reveals is that joy and despair are human creations, sentimental
constructions which are projected onto times, events or people whose objective
existence is really emotionally neutral. Petukhov's alternating elation and depression
derive from projecting his limited subjective outlook and his narcissistic fantasies
onto events that sometimes facilitate and sometimes impede them. Thus, his
essentially stable narcissistic self experiences lacerating existential misery when his
plans are thwarted and is engulfed by hyperbolical joy when the money suddenly
becomes available; crucially however, the event structure remains absolutely neutral.
Thus, that the tale has ended on a high note is no guarantee of lasting happiness. just

13

L Milne, Zoshchenko and the Ilf-Petrov Partnership, pp. 50-51.
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as its ending on a low note would have been no guarantee of intractable misery. The
joy at the close of the story derives from the fact that the story of Petukhov has not
actually closed at all, for the porous frame that the author has established around it
fails to contain the chronologically-based, narrative dynamic established early in the
story; the reader's speculative attention at the end is thus irresistibly drawn to the joys
and sadness that await the 'happy'

couple beyond the author-figure's

flimsy

sentimental attempt at closure.
Any lasting happiness that cleaves to this tale does so at a meta-fictional level;
it is really more for the figure of the author, and perhaps for a certain kind of reader,
than it is for Petukhov and his beloved. Indeed it is the author figure that insists on the
happiness of the story and, in order to understand why, one needs to reflect on the
author figure's own professed proclivity to melancholia. At the start of the story, in
the context of a rambling introduction to the tale narrated in the voice of the authorfigure himself, he confesses that:

The author too has recently been setting himself to the most
desperate and melancholic ideas and to the resolution of the most
unthinkable questions. But that's enough. Quite enough. There is
no happiness in this, and there is no wisdom either."
'Wisdom' ('Mudrost", 1924) is in fact the title of the story in Sentimental
Tales that deals most explicitly with 'melancholic ideas'. In editions before 1931, the

central character of the tale was called Zotov and the piece had a contemporary
setting, however, in publications from 1931 onwards the hero is renamed 'Ivan
Alekseevich Zoshchenko', a "relative" ("rodstvennik")
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re-set to before the revolution.f Lesley Milne has noted that the story can be read as
"a caricature of the depression against which [Zoshchenko] put up a constant
struggle".86 In the tale, the hero has spent the last eleven years in self-imposed
isolation, shunning all human contact; significantly, the clock stops in his apartment
one day, and a "waft of death" (veianie smerti) covers everything." Then, "without
any evident reason" (bez vsiakoi vidimoi prichiny) he wakes up full of life and vigour
and realises that he has been "stupid" (glup): "Wisdom lies not in despising people
but in doing the same trivial things as they do.,,88 Accordingly he arranges a supper
party to celebrate his "renewal" (obnovlenie);89 he even decides to invite those friends
and acquaintances "who were still alive" (ostavshikhsia pri zhivykh).90 He plunges
into feverish activity, cleaning and tidying, rearranging the furniture and buying the
food. Exhausted and sweating, breathing heavily and with hands shaking, he is putting
the finishing touches to the table decorations when he knocks the scissors to the floor.
Bending down to pick them up, he touches their "cold steel" (kosnyvshis'

uzhe

pal'tsami kholodnoi stali) and dies of a heart anack." His friends when they arrive are

greeted by his elderly aunt, whose dress is reeking of mothballs. Thus the epiphany of
'wisdom' - to be like other people and do the same trivial things as they do - is a
false epiphany, in that it retrieves him from a living death only to deliver him up to
death itself. The false epiphany links 'Wisdom' with 'People', the other tale that was
kept separate and furnished with that 'warning' as to the writer's state of mind in
1924. In neither case is an adaptation of behaviour successful.
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By contrast, 'A Merry Adventure' seems to be 'merry' in so far as it appears
to offer a way out. For one so prone to melancholia, the realization that neither
sadness nor joy need be unending and that neither has an objective basis in external
reality must be breathlessly liberating; the example of Petukhov suggests that the way
out of the slough of despond is endurance until such time as events take a more
fortuitous turn. The key aspect of this fragile hope is a sense of futurity and an
openness to external reality. Importantly, Petukhov displays no greater subtlety of
psychological approach, and substantially less reflection on the nature of reality, than
any of the heroes of the other tales in the collection; his chief virtue is his greater
readiness to surrender himself to the course of events, unimpeded by philosophical
reflection or fear of life. The tragedy in the tales of Zabezhkin and Belokopytov
derives from the fact that their respective outlooks constituted attempts to either
escape from or to control external events which closed them off from life; but most
importantly, what made their tragedies irrevocable was the absence of future
possibility that results from the implied death of both protagonists. In 'Wisdom' in
particular, the protagonist's life is cut off before our eyes by the "cold steel" of the
scissors. The significance of Petukhov's virile youth is thus as much thematic as it is
an aspect of characterisation; it signifies an attitude of becoming which looks to the
potential and possibility in events rather than a senescence that focuses on the tragic
end-point of life. This theme of hopeful youth and melancholic senescence was to
receive much more explicit treatment in the later Youth Restored.
This tentative, but genuine glimmer of hope sets 'A Merry Adventure' apart
from the other tales in the collection. As the end of the cited passage above suggests,
it is associated with a change in the attitude of the author-figure towards themes of joy

and sadness. The author-figure himself acknowledges this changed attitude quite
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explicitly at the opening of 'A Merry Adventure' and as he nears the end of his
Sentimental Tales:

And now, as the author is finishing his book, he is starting to reflect
sadly, that the whole book has been written not as it should be. But
just what can be done? From now on the author will take it upon
himself to tell only bright, cheerful and entertaining stories. From
now on the author disavows all his dismal thoughts and melancholic
moods.92
This passage appears in the original version of the story which appeared as a standin December 1926.93 The reference to

alone piece in the magazine Prozhektor

"finishing his book" can only be a reference to Of What the Nightingale Sang, the first
edition of which came out in March of the following year; this means that the story,
unlike the other tales in the collection, was written specifically as a conclusion to the
final collection, something made explicit in the original magazine title of the story: 'A

Merry Adventure (the Seventh and Last Sentimental Tale)' .94 This development in the
attitude of the author-figure by the close of the collection is important to note because
it influences any attempt to try and make sense of the meaning of the disjunctive
authorial voice that interjects throughout the work. In fact, as suggested by the
nightingale that originally titled the whole collection, the author-figure himself is one
of the most important parts of the work; as Lesley Milne has noted, he becomes a
more and more "dominant" presence as the tales progress."

Yet in spite of his

growing presence, the voice of the author-figure remains a source of curiosity and
even discomfort for the reader, particularly in terms of his relationship to the writer of
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the stories. In the first edition of the collected tales there was little explicit indication
that the textual figure of the author was to be regarded as separate from the M M
Zoshchenko whose name adorned the cover. Indeed, this uncomplicated confessional
reading was adopted by some contemporary critics who failed to grasp the disjunctive
peculiarities of the author-figure which emerge across the collection, and in particular
the doubled authorial voice noted earlier. An important contemporary review of the
book published in Izvestiia in August 1927 assumed that writer and the author-figure
could be simply equated, leading to the conclusion that: "In fact, the Zoshchenko in
this new book before us is, in a particular way, the 'sentimental' Zoshchenko.,,96
Yet what such readings ignore is precisely the fact and importance of the
development of the author-figure across the collection, positing in its place an
unchanging sentimentalist. Furthermore, they ignore the way that the figure of the
author is further separated from his creator by extremely skilful parody. The authorfigure is always discussed in the third person just like the disjunctive authorial
intrusion in 'The Earthquake', and thus he stands at some distance from the unattributed narrating voice which remains broadly constant throughout. The effect that
emerges is a parody of bad writing, where a stumbling author-figure detaches and
emerges out from his own faltering attempts at writing. Yet, for all his implied literary
ineptitude, the parody of the author-figure is always gentle: he is depicted as standing
apart, almost excluded from a text over which he tries in vain to assert his
proprietorship. The distance that pertains here is parodic. However, it is a delicate
parody in which ridicule is downplayed; what predominates in its stead is a purely
temporal disjuncture, a sense that the author-figure and the actual writer he purports to
speak for are separated by time. Thus, Iurii Tomashevskii acutely observes that in the
96 «)leIlCTBHTeJILHO, B 3TOi%HOBOi%KHH)((Ke nepen HaM" 30meHKO ocosoro
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author-figure

In

Zoshchenkos

Sentimental Tales: "The parody

IS

the "writer"

himself. ,,97
A misreading of the delicate parodic distance separating the author-figure

from the actual writer could entail substantial dangers for the latter in the
ideologically charged critical climate of the late 1920s. Lesley Milne has argued
persuasively that, in an attempt to evade the attention of hostile critics who were
inclined to simplistically conflate the author-figure with the actual writer, Zoshchenko
made the parodic aspects of the author-figure more explicit in subsequent editions of
the book." To this might be added that Zoshchenko's substitution of the subtitle for
the title in later editions could be viewed as a similar attempt to play down the
implicit reference to the theme of authorship in favour of the less self-incriminating
Sentimental Tales. The parody is made ever more obvious

in a series of three

additional and increasingly playful prefaces in later editions of the collection. These
embellished the previously unnamed figure of the author with a character, a thumbnail
biography and an artistic context; the author-figure thus became Ivan Vasil'evich
Kolenkorov. Twelve years older than Zoshchenko, Kolenkorov is a petit-bourgeois
provincial with a cultured and sentimental nature who finds himself classified as a
right-wing fellow-traveller under the official Soviet framework of intellectual
allegiance. It turns out that he is a literary novice, who has written the Sentimental
Tales "under the guidance of the writer M M Zoshchenko, the leader of a literary
circle in which our splendid author was to be found for five years or so.,,9<)
Under the effect of this playful characterisation, Kolenkorov increasingly
comes to resemble some kind of fictional narrator in the mode of Gogel' s Rudi Panko
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or Pushkin's Ivan Petrovich Belkin; he is perhaps even on the way to becoming a kind
of intelligentsia equivalent of some of Zoshchenko' s famous skaz narrators. However.
this narrative fictionalisation is interrupted by a more meta-literary tone in the last
preface, which is credited to Zoshchenko and dated April 1929. This preface makes it
explicit to critics and readers that Kolenkorov is a "literary device"lOoand a "fictitious
person".IO)Furthermore, it has been necessary for Zoshchenko to imbue Kolenkorov,
as a character caught on the cusp of two epochs, with "neurasthenia, ideological
unsteadiness, huge contradictions and melancholia", )02 while the actual author,
Mikhail Zoshchenko, "the son and brother of such unhealthy people has long since
moved on from all this.,,)03 This last phrase, while masquerading as an innocent
embellishment of the preceding idea, actually undermines it and contains an important
clue as to the actual nature of the author-figure. The reintroduction of Zoshchenko as
"son and brother" of Kolenkorov would seem, at first glance, to take the reader back
to the ambiguous relation between the author-figure and the actual writer that
characterised the collection Of What the Nightingale Sang. Yet the important thing to
grasp from this assertion is the fact that Zoshchenko "has long since moved on from
all this". Thus, the final preface serves to further emphasize the temporal distance
separating author-figure from writer; just as Kolenkorov is older than Zoshchenko, so
the difference between the two is time.
It will be recalled from the discussion above that Petukhov's youth had a
symbolic function in terms of its opposition to melancholic senescence. That
Kolenkorov is older than Zoshchenko can be interpreted in the same terms which
would tend to reinforce the association of Kolenkorov's authorial intrusions with the
«JbrrepaT)'pHhIJi IIpHeM»; 2:10.
«Boo6pa>KaeMOe JIUUO»; 2:10 .
•02 «HeBpacTeHIDl, H)leOJlOnNeCKOe WaTaHHe, xpynasre nporuaopevas H MenaHXOnHJI.» 2: 1O.
103 «CaM )l(e aBTOP - nacarens
M. M. 30meHKO, ChlH Ii 6paT TaKHX He3.ll0pOBbIX mo.neA - aasao
nepewarH)'JI ace 3TO.» 2: 1O.
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"neurasthenia, ideological unsteadiness, huge contradictions

and melancholia"

attributed to him in the prefaces. If, in addition to this, it is remembered that in the last
story of the collection the author-figure (Kolenkorov) confessed to a change in
outlook which rendered his previous literary efforts less appropriate to his new take
on life, and that the pivotal event in this last story (' A Merry Adventure') was akin to
a nervous collapse then it is a short step to interpret this pivotal narrative event as a
comparable textual breakdown to that identified above in 'The Earthquake'. This
reading would find support in the fact that 'A Merry Adventure' was originally
published in December 1926 and so directly bisected this period in the writer's
struggle with melancholia; it should also be recalled in this regard that early
publications of Of What the Nightingale Sang included that authorial warning which
directly referenced the 1926 breakdown.
When this parallel is explored further it yields an interesting insight: the
original title of the collection was Of What the Nightingale Sang, importantly not Of
What the Nightingale Sings. That the title is set in the past tense is important because
it suggests a revisiting of the concerns of a past self. If it is remembered that this
collection is composed of tales previously published separately and predating the
collection, some dating back as far as 1923, then it becomes clearer that the author of

Of What the Nightingale

Sang is actually re-reading himself in the collection and. in a

sense, reconstructing himself as result of this. In this reading the function of the
author-figure is, in Andrew Solomon's words, to "put [... ] depression into the safety
of the past tense.,,)04 It may have been the safety of the past tense that enabled
Zoshchenko in 1931 to give his own name to the protagonist of 'Wisdom'. a gesture
secured by relocating narrative time to before the revolution. This is also the function

104

A Solomon, The Noonday Demon: An Anatomy of Depression (London: Vintage. 2002). p.86.
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of the gentle and sophisticated parody that constructs Kolenkorov: it is construed to
emphasise the temporal specificity of the melancholic self in the wake of a relapse
and to render the resultant disjunctive selfhood comprehendible. Solomon evocatively
describes the emergence of the self from depressive breakdown as "like a hermit crab
who had outgrown one shell and given it up, crawled vulnerable across the beach, and
then found another shell elsewhere."I05 Kolenkorov is this abandoned shell that no
longer suits the self that has recovered from nervous collapse. The "five years or so"
that he spent in the literary circle led by M M Zoshchenko are perhaps the five years
that separate the initial publication of the first story in the collection (,The Nanny
Goat') in 1923 and the third of the four prefaces in which he makes this assertion in
1928. This casts a whole new light on the fact that in the same preface: "Ivan
Vasil'evich expresses his gratitude to comrade Zoshchenko and wishes him future
success in his arduous pedagogical activity."lo6 Understood from this angle,
Zoshchenko's writing seems to function as an education of the melancholic self. This
is the real importance of the author-figure as it emerges from these textual
breakdowns. It represents a means of contextualising the unknowability of the
shattered melancholic self. The ever eloquent Andrew Solomon articulates this
perennial melancholic dilemma as:
[T]hat breathless uncertainty about who I am [ ... ]. Who is it who
resists the madness or is pained by it? Who is it who is spat at? 1
have done years of psychotherapy and lived and loved and lost. and
I have, frankly, no idea.lo7
Zoshchenko likewise has no idea; the actual, present M M Zoshchenko who lies
behind all of the tales remains as inscrutable as ever. But by delineating the old

I~

Ibid. p.89.

106«MBaH BaCHJIbeBH'I npHHOCHT T. 30meHKo CBOJO6naronapHocTb
B MHoroTPynHo~ nenarornxecxoa
nesrensaocra.»
2:8.
107A Solomon, The Noonday Demon, p.81.
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prelapsarian M M Zoshchenko in a parodic shell, Zoshchenko offers a way of
understanding the slippery ineffability of the melancholic self and, as will become
clearer in the course of the next few chapters, this is the first step in articulating a
language of melancholia.

232

Chapter 5
Reading, Writing and Authorship
In the previous chapter it was suggested that Zoshchenkos Sentimental Tales can be
understood as a sustained act of self-reflexive reading on the part of the writer: the
collection enacts a careful reading of the writer's own earlier work which stretches
across, and thus partly reflects, the experience of disjunctive selfhood following
serious mental collapse. In Sentimental Tales, this act of authorial re-reading leads to
the emergence of a fictionalized author-figure who comes increasingly to dominate
the collection as a whole; it is a voice that is perhaps best understood as a
sophisticated, parodic construction based on the actual writer himself but also
distanced from him in temporal terms. This author-figure. especially once he has
morphed into the character of Kolenkorov, functions as a parodic shell delineating the
writer's pre-traumatic self through purely temporal parody, becoming what Igor'
Sukhikh calls "the twofold author Kolenkorov-Zoshchenko'
Kolenkorov-Zoshchenko,,).1

("dvoinoi

avtor

The emergence of this parodically-inflected, fictionalized

authorial voice is something of a watershed moment in terms of Zoshchenko s literary
evolution: it marks the beginning of a gradual movement away from those gestures of
authorial effacement so typical of the fiction of the twenties, towards a tentative.
parodically complex affirmation of authorial presence. As the foregoing discussion
will show, this new authorial presence was to undergo significant development in
Zoshchenko's subsequent works; it was to attain a far greater level of stylistic and
philosophical sophistication and was ultimately to become a marked feature of all
Zoshchenko's

innovative longer works from the late twenties onwards. The

development of this new voice and the complex interaction of reading and writing on

J

I Sukhikh, Iz gogolevskoi shineli', p.22I.
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which it depends will be the points of focus for the current chapter. As will become
apparent below, by staging its own process of adaptation, this idiosyncratic. selfreflexive mode of authorship ultimately manages to combine discursive participation
in a relentlessly collectivist culture with an implicit acknowledgement of the
recalcitrant nature of selfhood. Straddling the melancholic boundary between self and
world, this two-fold authorial voice becomes able to adapt itself to the discursive
patterns of the wider culture while simultaneously grounding them in subjective truth.
In achieving this seemingly paradoxical feat, Zoshchenko' s sophisticated, doublevoiced didacticism becomes a sophisticated vehicle for articulating a specifically
Soviet subjectivity, and thus an important step in the creation of a specifically Soviet
language of melancholia.

Reading the Written Self
The most important thing to note about the new authorial presence that emerges in
Sentimental Tales is its dependence on a pattern of re-reading. As indicated in the last
chapter, all but the last tale in the original collection were published separately
without an explicit view to their ultimate collection in Sentimental Tales; thus the act
of collection and the arrangement of the tales within the cycle becomes. for
Zoshchenko, an act of re-reading his own earlier work. This is perhaps made most
obvious in the first edition of the collection, which then bore the title Of What the
Nightingale Sang; at the end of the preface to this edition the author-figure. teasingly
underplaying the extent of the reused material, nonetheless deliberately draws
attention to the textual origins of the cycle:

In conclusion the author must say that some tales in this book are
appearing in print for the second time and will already be slightly
familiar to the reader. The author pleads the reader not to get angry
with him. This has been done not solely for the sake of personal
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gain. The author has assembled this book primarily for the integrity
of the impression?
Zoshchenko was seldom shy of recycling material: many of his comic stories
appeared several times in different journals under different titles, often appearing
again in collections with varying degrees of revision accompanying each publication.
In this context the authorial apology above must be interpreted as, in part at least, a
deliberate authorial gesture highlighting the fact of re-publication, and thus implicitly
pointing to the concomitant fact of authorial re-reading. This arresting passage also, of
course, invites reflection on the potential ends of such authorial re-reading. In this
respect, it contains a suggestive ambiguity when it is proposed that the republication
of old material has been undertaken "not only for the sake of personal gain": the word
koryst',

just like the English 'personal gain'. evokes personal profit in both monetary

terms and in a broader sense of self-interest. Importantly, it is left to the reader to
interpret whether the sentence is to be read as a comically provocative admission of
revenue maximisation, or whether there might perhaps be another aspect to the
element of self interest admitted by the author. A purely comic reading might tend to
favour the former, but, as so often in Zoshchenko, there remains a suggestive space
for serious reflection in the chinks between ironic evasions.
In fact, Zoshchenko seems to have been a writer with a pronounced sense of
literary vocation. Vera Zoshchenko (the writer's widow) suggests an image of her
husband as one who wrote primarily out of existential rather than financial need: in
her account, Zoshchenko is a writer who constantly "lives in his art" (":hivet v svoem

«B 33KJUOqeHl1eaarop .!lOn)KeHCKa3aTb, 'ITO aexoropue nOBeCTH 3TOn KHl1rH nellaTaJOTCJI Y)Ke
BTOpH'lHO11cnerxa 3HaKOMbiQH"flnemo. Asrop OqeHb npocar Ha Hero He cepnsrscs. He TonbKO pUH
ICOPblCTI1C.!leJIaHO3TO. Asrop c06pan 31)' xaary rnaBHblM 06pa30M .!lJlJI uenbHOCTH anesarneaaa.»
()
chem. pel solovei [1927], p.6. The author-figure's comic understatement notwithstanding.
it was more
than just "some" of the tales that were published elsewhere first; all of the tales in this collection had
appeared in print before, either in journals or book collections. For publication details see lu
Tomashevskii, 'Primechaniia', 2:472-473.
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iskusstve") and whose "financial matters" were "unimportant" ("Mishiny denezhnye
dela nevazhny,,).3 No matter how provocatively phrased for comic effect, in this

context it is difficult to conclude that financial gain is meant to be taken seriously as
literary motivation; in reality, this casual comic aside functions more to inspire the
reader to reflect more deeply on literary motivation and the wellsprings of creativity."
In contemplating literary motivation in more existential terms, it will be recalled from
the discussion of the written self in chapter three that the pattern of undisclosed
rehearsal of autobiographical motifs (particularly in relation to the RusanovaZamyslovskaiafNadia V affair) was especially dense in many of the longer tales that
ultimately came to make up Of What the Nightingale

Sang. and later Sentimental

Tales. Thus it is plausible to infer that the non-financial self-interest. that "integrity of

impression" which the author-figure suggests lies behind his re-publication of old
tales, may lie precisely in a re-reading of this written self, his own written self.
It is interesting to note in this regard that the author-figure which emerges in

the prefaces to the collection effectively acquires responsibility for all the authorial
inteIjections in the earlier tales, becoming a kind of composite of authorial utterances
which predate him and which are re-read from the constituent tales. In this sense. the
author-figure in Sentimental Tales is thoroughly 'read'; he is teased out of the texture
of the constituent tales themselves in an intricate process of authorial re-reading. In
some ways, the 'read' author-figure in Sentimental

Tales can be conceived of as the

fictionalization of certain aspects of what Michel Foucault has termed the "author-

See Vera Zoshchenko's recollections edited and excerpted by G V Filippov as 'Lichnost' M.
zoshchenko po vospominaniiam ego zheny (1916-1929)' in N A Groznova and V P Muromskii (eds)
Materialy k tvorcheslwi biografii, vol. 1, pp.66-67.
4 Further evidence of Zoshchenko's animus against literary commodification in general can be found in
Letters to the Writer. In answer to a letter from a sailor serving in the Black Sea fleet who proposed a
literary partnership whereby his comic stories and anecdotes could be re-worked by Zoshchenko for a
share of the royalties, Zoshchenko refused, insisting that "literature is not canvas and not fruit jellies
and it is impossible to trade it in this way" (cnareparypa He napycaaa H He MapMeJIa.nH HeJIb3JlTaK eio
ToproBaTb»).Pis'ma k pisateliu, pp. 337-338.
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function": the textual persona that is "constructed" as a result "of our way of handling
texts".5 For Foucault, the author (as distinct from the writer) is primarily a
hermeneutic and organizational convention that is part and parcel of the process of
reading and organizing texts that are written in a particular way." Foucault's sense of
an author who emerges in the course of reading seems comparable to the way in
which the author-figure in Sentimental Tales is read out of earlier tales, before being
rewritten back into the collection as a whole. It is for this reason that the authorial
presence in Sentimental Tales, and indeed in all the longer works that followed it,
seems to emerge from within the texts it answers for. In this way, Igor' Sukhikh
differentiates the doubled authorial position in Sentimental Tales from that of comic
writers who implicitly spoke from either the perspective of the past (such as
Bulgakov) or from the radiant future (such as the comic duo Il'f and Petrov); he
suggests that Zoshchenko's

author-figure

spoke from a position of textual

immanence:

The Zoshchenko-Author exists inside the represented world. on the
same level as the characters. His communal apartment has never
seen either a lamp under a green shade, or great constructions and
polar expeditions. That is why Zoshchenko's laughter (especially in
Sentimental Tales) is so similar to choked-back tears.'

5 M Foucault, 'What is an Author?'
in Language, Counter-Memory, Practice: Selected Essays and
Interviews by Michel Foucault, ed. D F Bouchard, trans. 0 F Bouchard and S Simon (New York:
Cornell University Press, 1977), p. 127.
6 What I take from Foucault here is his suggestion of a textual personality
which is, 10 some degree at
least, subject to construction in the act of reading. However, my use of this important critical insight in
no way implies endorsement of Foucault's broader acceptance of some of the polemical excesses of
post-structuralist theorising on authorship, in particular the manifesto-like provocations contained in
Roland Barthes' essay 'The Death of the Author'. The extreme textual impersonality that Barthes
suggests, and which Foucault largely accepts, is wholly incompatible with the approach adopted in this
study, which relies on precisely the opposite: a degree of recalcitrant written personality and a
consequent notion of authorship as both active and situated. See R Barthes, Image, Music. Text, trans. S
Heath (London: Fontana, 1977), pp. 142-148.
7 «30weHKo-aBTop cyuiecrsyer
BHyrpH m06plUKaeMoro MHPa, Ha OllHOMyposae c nepcoaaxaaa.
Ero
KOMMYHaJIbHIUI
xaaprapa aaxorna He sanene HH JlaMTIbJ non 3eneH1>lMa6all<)'pOM, HHBeJlHKHXcrpoex
HJlMnOIDlpH1>lX
3KcnellMUHH.nOTOMYcaex 30meHKo (ocoeeaao B "CeHTHMeHTaJIbHblXnOBeCTRX")TaK
noxox Hacnepxaaaoe punanae.» I Sukhikh, 'Iz gogolevskoi shineli', p.226.
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Tragic it may be, but the immanent authorial position within Sentimental Tales arises
precisely because it is read from within the very texts that constitute it.
This fictionalized author-figure, being read into existence from within texts
which substantially predate him, inevitably acquires something of a historical
character; as he receives more detailed fictionalization in the form of Kolenkorov he
becomes even more obviously a creature of the past. His fictional birth date (1882)
places him more properly in the Symbolist generation, but this sense of belonging to
the past is even more sharply emphasized by the faint Gogolian coloration he
acquires. The reader is told in the preface dated May 1928 that Kolenkorov "in no
time at all will, probably, come to occupy one of the prominent positions among
writers of the natural school."g The 'natural school' is a term from nineteenth century
literary history which was originally coined by the conservative critic Faddei Bulgarin
in 1846 to "disparage writers who imitated Gogel's lowly characters" before coming
"to designate that branch of Russian realism which was associated with Gogol. ,,9
Sukhikh similarly notes a Gogolian aspect of Sentimental Tales, arguing that in these
stories "'Zoshchenko parted company with the past in Gogolian fashion"."

For

Sukhikh, who perhaps overstates the elegiac quality of the tales, this Gogolian leavetaking is something of a tearful parting with a bygone age; 11 however, it might just as
convincingly be viewed as a tearful parting with a bygone self. It is important to
remember that early editions of the collection formally "decathected' this bygone self
by maintaining a two-part structure which kept the tales from the melancholic year
1924 separate from the others; after denouncing the former as products of mental

8
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povesti, 2:8.

C A Moser, 'The Natural School (natural'naya shkola)', entry in V Terras (ed) Handbook of Russian
Literature (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1985), p. 294 [pp. 293-295].
10 «30weHKo paccraaancs C npoumax no-roronescxa»;
I Sukhikh, ' lz gogolevskoi shineli', p.225.
II Ibid, pp. 223-225.
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illness in an authorial 'Warning', the author-figure is still unable to bring himself to
exclude them, half-pleading that: "Really, you know, ifs sad to throw [them] away:,I2
When the author-figure in the preface to the first edition suggested that the book was
collected together "primarily for the integrity of the impression" this is surely what he
meant: this "impression" being the textual imprint of the writer's bygone self, its
integrity is thus essential to the subjective truth of the resultant authorial portrait.
If this author-figure represents a delineation of authorial selfhood into the past
tense, then one important effect of this is to open up the present self to the possibility
of adaptation and change; indeed, this is implicit in the author-figure's epiphany by
the end of the collection, as was noted in the last chapter. In Sentimental Tales
however, this opening of the self to adaptation in the present remains at the level of
possibility: there is no attempt to indicate what that new selfhood may be like or what
new discursive attire it may adopt. This is a development that was to come only in
subsequent works which built on the mode of authorial voice that emerged in
Sentimental Tales. This subsequent development can be usefully illustrated by
reference to The Sky-Blue Book tGolubaia kniga, 1934), a work which rehearses, to a
greater level of complexity, a comparable interaction between re-reading, re-writing
and authorship.
The Sky-Blue Book is billed at its outset as joyful; even the opening word of
the preface is "gaiety", an upbeat assertion that is lent further emphasis by the fact
that the opening sentence stands as a separate paragraph: "Gaiety has never deserted
us" (Veselost' nas nikogda ne pokidalai."

In addition to the unbridled joy. this

opening line also introduces the author-figure in the form of the authorial "we". This
is, of course, an established convention for expressing the authorial persona; it

12
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perhaps lends the voice of the author-figure a sense of impersonality, possibly even of
authority. However, it is particularly noticeable here because it is an authorial
14

convention that is not often encountered in Zoshchenkos works.

As the following

discussion will show, in The Sky-Blue Book it is a convention used to distinguish the
'read' author-figure from the authorial utterances of earlier, republished stories which
are cast in the first person singular. This is a crucial function and for this reason the
authorial 'we' will be preserved in all the translations from The Sky-Blue Book
rendered below, even though this risks sounding slightly contrived to the
contemporary English ear.
Building on the declaratively upbeat opening of the work, the author-figure
attributes an additional joyful coloration to the choice of title: at first suggesting that
all the best colours have already been used in book titles, the author-figure finally opts
for sky-blue:
We will name our funny and partly affecting little book with this
colour of hope, which since ancient times has denoted modesty,
youth and everything good and lofty; with this colour of the sky in
which fly doves and aeroplanes, with the colour of the sky which
unfolds above us.
And whatever might be said about this book, in it there is more joy
and hope than mockery, and less irony than genuine, heartfelt love
and tender affection for people. I5
The playful insinuation that the author has alighted on the colour of joy and hope only
once all other colours have been exhausted is significant, for it half-voices a doubt
that renders the whole joyful schema suddenly very brittle. In fact the fragility of the
14 This rigid use of the authorial
'we' stands out particularly
in the context of Zoshchenko's longer
works: Sentimental Tales predominantly cast the voice of the author-figure in the third person; Letters
to the Writer and Before Sunrise both tend to adopt the first person singular for this purpose: Youth
Restored uses all three, but without an apparent system.
IS «3THM UBeTOMHaJ).e)l(,!lbI,UBeTOM, KOTOPblRc lUlBHHX nop oaaaxaer CKpOMHOCTb,MononOCTb H ace
xopowee H sosauureaaoe, 3THM UBeTOMHe6a, B KOTOPOMneraior rony6H H asponnanu, UBeTOMHe6a,
Koropoe paCCTHnaeTCJIHan HaMH, Mbl Ha3bIBaeM aanry cueurayio H OTqaCTHTPoraTenbH)1O KHH)I(KY. I
}II 'ITO 6bJ 06 sroa KHHre HH rOBOpHnH, B HeR 60nbwe panOCTH H Hane)l(JlbJ, qeM HaCMeWKH, H MeHbwe
HpOHHH, lJeM HaCTOJIlIlea, CepnelJHOHmo6BH H He)l(HOR npHBJl3aHHOCTHK JIIOnJIM.» 3: 165.
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joy in the work was obvious from the second paragraph of the preface which suggests
that, just like the less than obvious joy in 'A Merry Adventure' discussed in the last
chapter, the joy in The Sky-Blue Book will be anything but straightforward.

Gaiety has never deserted us.
For fifteen years now we have, to the best of our endeavour, been
writing funny and amusing works and with our laughter have been
cheering many citizens who wish to see in our lines precisely what
they want to see and not something serious, instructive or something
that interrupts their life with vexation.
And we, doubtless through our faint-heartedness, are endlessly
happy and contented at this circumstance.
Now we have planned to write a no less joyful and amusing little
book about people's most varied deeds and sentiments.!"
The self-conscious joy that the book aims for thus turns out to be an attempt to
reproduce the upbeat reception of the comic stories among contemporary readers; yet
at the heart of this declared aspiration for cheerful content lies an intimation of a more
serious side to that earlier comic writing which has implicitly eluded many of those
same contemporary readers. The "serious" element here is linked to the concept of
"instruction", which is a conscious gesture towards the moral mission of the satirist.
but "vexation" also encompasses that melancholic shadow which, as has been argued
in previous chapters, is an important, if not inseparable, aspect of Zoshchenko s
comic aesthetic. The opening passage thus obliquely suggests a shadow side to the
comic fiction that is read as joyful by so many; this destabilises the narrator's stated
aim of replicating in The Sky-Blue Book the cheerful humour that readers supposedly
find in the earlier comic works because the passage implicitly suggests that such
16 «BeceJlOCTh HaC aaxorna
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readings are limited, if not unbalanced. The book therefore opens on a conflicted note
which immediately turns the declared ambition for an upbeat tone into a form of
denial, a strained joy that silently recalls its opposite. Given its ambition to replicate
the upbeat way in which Zoshchenko's comic fiction was generally received, the
uncomfortably exaggerated joy of the opening passage becomes an implicit
suggestion that these upbeat readings are no less strained and forced. However, this is
more than just a clever authorial comment on the flipside of the comic fiction; the
suggestively one-sided joy of the opening will actually come to characterize much of
the rest of the book, making the text as a whole wordlessly bring to mind the very
opposite of the joy it extols. In fact, as will be argued below, this language of joy
whose hyperbolical excess simultaneously recalls its melancholic obverse actually
offers a clever device for the articulation of that very melancholic obverse: in other
words it contributes to a more general language of melancholia.
However, before moving too far ahead, it is also crucial to note from the
opening passage cited above how The Sky-Blue Book opens on an explicitly
retrospective note, one inviting a gesture of re-reading that embraces the whole of
Zoshchenko's literary career up to 1934. The Sky-Blue Book is in fact constructed
around an extended act of authorial re-reading, something implicit in the stated
ambition to replicate in text the wider reception of the earlier fiction. This sense of the
author as reader was hinted at in the lengthy dedication of the work to Maksim
Gor'kii, where Zoshchenko notes that the idea for the work carne to him "while
working at the moment on a book of stories and wishing to unite these stories into a
single whole".17 What is not made explicit here is that the stories in question are
mostly old ones: Linda Scatton has noted the extent of literary recycling in The Sky
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Blue Book, pointing out that "thirty-nine of its forty-two stories are works which

appeared previously and independently" and "included among them are some of
Zoshchenko's most well-known stories".18 To this could be added the observation that
the reach of Zoshchenko' s self-citation in the work extends back as far as 1923. Thus,
on the face of it, The Sky-Blue Book seems to rehearse the pattern of authorial selfreading that was encountered earlier in Sentimental

Tales; however, as shall become

clear, it is done with far greater sophistication in the later work.
Yet, for all this retrospection and re-reading, it is important to note that The
Sky-Blue Book is not simply patched together from recycled pieces alone: there are

three stories that were specifically written for inclusion in the work; in addition, many
of those stories previously published were subject to sometimes heavy revision.
However, perhaps the greatest source of novelty in The Sky-Blue Book is in its appeal
to history, both as a structural principle in the work and as material for the so called
"historical novellas" C'istoricheskie

novelly") that precede the collected stories.l" In

fact, the historiographical coloration of the work is evident even from the dedication,
where the author-figure suggests that the work might be classified as "a short history
of human relations" C'kratkuiu istoriiu chelovecheskikh

otnoshenii,,).20 The function

of the appeal to history is, in the first instance, that of organizing and contextualizing
the stories: the stories are collected into five sections with each section being
preceded by a series of short historical scenes which are connected with the theme of
that section; moreover, it is claimed that the five thematic divisions are themselves
derived from reading history:

And so, having ourselves leafed through the pages of history with
the hand of an ignoramus and dilettante, we noticed, without
L H Scatton, Evolution of a Writer, p.188.
3:165.
203:162.
18

19
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expecting it ourselves, that the majority of the most unlikely events
occurred due to an extremely small number of reasons. We noticed
that a special role in history was played by money, love,
1
deviousness, failure and some or other wonderful events [... ] .1
What is at once striking about this passage is precisely what it does not mention:
dialectical materialism, relations to the means of production, class conflict and all the
other politico-economic paraphernalia of the Marxian theory of history. It is important
to understand the baldness (and the boldness) of this omission in the context of the
Soviet Union of the mid-thirties: history was the sanctum sanctorum of MarxismLeninism and was consequently one of the most politicized fields of intellectual
endeavour; it was precisely its absolute understanding of the immutable (Marxian)
laws of history that provided the philosophical justification for the dictatorial rule of
the Communist party of the Soviet Union. Needless to say, Marxist theories of history
attribute absolutely no causal potential or explanatory power to subjective factors like
"love", "deviousness" or the play of fortune; from the perspective of Marxist
historiography in particular, the historical musings in The Sky-Blue Book appear naive
and unorthodox in the extreme. Of course, what makes such historiographical
unorthodoxy acceptable in the politically-charged cultural climate of the Stalinist
thirties is the deliberately naive and self-deprecating authorial pose that is adopted:
this is quite clearly a parody of history.
Indeed, this parodic vein characterizes all the "historical novellas" which are
mostly constituted by imagined re-workings of genuine historical episodes from the
history of various countries and periods. Thus, looking at the section entitled 'Money'
(' Den'gi') the reader encounters an imagined argument between the Roman Emperor
Julian and his wife over money which recalls any number of domestic quarrels to be
21
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found elsewhere in Zoshchenko's non-historical, comic fiction. The emperor having
overbid for the throne of Rome has to face his irate wife: '''You're a complete fool!"
the emperor's wife probably told him. 'You blurt out thirteen million! They'd have
given it us for nine ... ",22 To this the chastened emperor can only reply: "Well how
was I supposed to know. You'd have nagged me to death if someone stumped up
more than me.,,23In a similar vein, the narrator describes a meeting among Catholic
priests who convene to discuss a shortfall in ecclesiastical finances where the
imagined dialogue seems to belong more to the meeting of a house committee in a
Soviet communal apartment than to a conclave of cardinals. There is even "a holy
speaker" ("sviatoi

dokladchik")

whose bleak financial prognostications lead the

assembled clerics to decide on the sale of indulgences." Moving to Russian history,
the author relates, in comically earthy dialogue, the theft by the incorrigibly corrupt
regent Prince Men'shikov of a monetary gift to the young Tsar Peter II from a group
of Petersburg merchants. In Zoshchenko's re-working of the scene, the young Tsar,
on finding out about Men'shikov's transgression, "literally hollered at him": '''1'11
show you that I'm the emperor!' cried the furious stripling.,,25 The young Tsar's
spirited confrontation with Menshikov is rendered in a comic colloquial register
which is as alien to the court etiquette of the time as it is to the usual tone and focus of
serious historiography:

'Really,' said the boy once he met Menshikov, 'why did you make
off with my money? You're so sly!'
'W -What money your highness? What do you ... ? Have mercy ... 1
never clapped eyes on ... '
22 «TbI
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'What money?! Most likely he took it himself and now he says,
"What money?" It was brought for me, not for you.'
'Oh, that money
that the merchants brought your highness?'
'Yes, that money... I'm the emperor. not you ... the merchants
maybe brought it for me ... '
'Oh yes, yes .. , I remember now, your highness ... but L you know,
gave orders that, umm .,. it was, umm ... to be brought to me. Why
not, I was thinking, let it lie with me for a bit, just while your
highness was growing-up.'
'Give me back my money,' bawled the boy. 'I'll tell mama, I'll
show you that I'm the emperorlv"
This style, peppered with comically jarring anachronisms and colloquialisms, is used
for all the remaining "historical novellas", be it the flirtation between the aged
Catherine II and her young lover and political favourite or an imagined conversation
(after an episode in Suetonius) between Nero and the builder constructing the
27

collapsing ceiling that was intended to kill the emperor's mother.

The most obvious literary precedent for this kind of parody history in general,
and the comically re-imagined historical scene in particular, is the well known, early
twentieth-century

Universal History as Reworked by 'Satirikon' (Vseobshchaia

istoriia. obrabotannaia 'Satirikonom', 1910).28 As Lesley Milne has shown, the
parody in this earlier work played on the history taught in the Imperial school system
as enshrined in particular textbooks; this parodic reference was something that the
educated, intelligentsia readership of Satirikon could be relied upon to understand and

26
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273:236 and 3:286-287 respectively.
28 The textual similarities between the parody history of the satirikontsv and The Skv-Blue Book have
been pointed out by Lesley Milne: see L Milne, • Universal Historv as Reworked
'Satirikon' and
1066 and All That as Parody History Textbooks: A Suggestion of a Literary Ge~re'. The Modern
Language Review, 100:3 (July 2005), p. 736 (Note 37).
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so to provide the requisite cultural traction for the comic writing." This parodic
treatment of institutionalized history arises, Milne suggests, "in conditions when the
confident textbook narrative of a country is coming under question. ,,30 While
obviously not a product of a conscious sense of living through historical end-times in
the way that Universal History is. and while not being able to exploit the same
particular commonality of educational reference as its illustrious pre-revolutionary
predecessor. the historical novellas in The Sky-Blue

Book nonetheless achieve an

effect which bears at least passing comparison to the work of the satirikontsy.

Its

parodied history is surely the dry and impersonal Marxist orthodoxy whose
concentration on irresistible economic forces and nameless international economic
elites depersonalizes the historical process; Zoshchenkos

re-worked scenes evoke

this yawning omission by re-inscribing the human element into history. This point is
made time and again by comically evoking the authoritative 'voice of history' in the
narration of the historical novellas: the reader is told repeatedly how something
occurred "according to history" ("soglasno istorii"), or that "history relates" ("istoriia
or even that "impartial history relates" t=besstrastnaia

rasskazyvaet").
rass kazyv ae.t")

istoriia

31

This sense of projecting the personal back into history has some precedent in
Zoshchenko's work. In Mishel'

Siniagin

(1930), the author-figure of that tale

comically imagines life in the sixteenth-century as an endless round of duelling,
defenestration and violent revenge which people then "didn't notice and lived on, just
spitting and getting on with things" ("ne zamechali i zhili poplevyvaia,,).32 The point
of this comic projection is to indicate that man adapts to the demands of his epoch,

29
30
31

32

Ibid, p. 730.
Ibid, p. 737.

For example see 3:171. 173
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which is an important point in a novella about a poet living at odds with his historical
era. Yet in The Sky-Blue Book the projection of the personal onto the vast expanses of
history is far more comprehensive and the point it makes is correspondingly more
subtle and complex. Its satirical thrust accords closely with a more general theme of
the book which emphasizes the personal over the impersonal and the particular over
the aggregate. Linda Scatton notes how, especially towards the end of The Sky-Blue
Book, Zoshchenko "voices caution and concern over the tendency to disregard the

individual, the human element, in grandiose plans as a whole.,,33Tsesar' Vol'pe, in a
sensitive contemporary reading of the work, similarly stresses the way in which the
parodic economy of the work acts as a spur to independent thought on the part of the
reader; thus the reader is often told: ....figure it out yourselves" t=razbiraites' sami'v
and "think for yourselves" ("obdumyvaite

sami,,).34 However, in parallel with, and

connected to, this satirical argument for a more human understanding of history. there
is also a very real sense in which the author-figure in the Sky-Blue Book is quietly
defining himself with his unusual reading of history.
There is a marked consistency of style and content between the stories and the
historical novellas which, allied with the unusual take on historiography. leads one to
the suspicion that the author-figure is really reading himself in a vast historical canvas
more than he is earnestly pursuing the muse of history. It is important to note in this
respect that Zoshchenko placed enormous stress on the stylistic unity of the historical
sections and the stories; Zoshchenko was emphatic in his response to a hostile critic
who, taking offence at the "formalism" ("formalism")

he detected in the language of

the historical sections, suggested that a different language would have been better:

L Scatton, Evolution of a Writer, p. 206.
Ts Vol'pe, Iskusstvo nepokhozhesti, pp. 270-273. For Zoshchenko citations see 3:294 and 346
respectively.
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If the historical novellas mixed into The Sky-Blue Book had been
written in a completely different language to the Soviet novellas
lying nearby, then it would have resulted in absurdity because the
historical section would have looked solemn which did not fit with
my aims. Secondly, I needed to break down the habitual. traditional
approach of the reader to such a theme."
Interestingly, the satirical need to modify the general understanding of history is
accorded a different, even secondary, order in the writer's justification for preserving
the stylistic integrity of the work. The primary imperative for unity of narrative and
linguistic approach across the two aspects of the book is to prevent it descending into
the absurd, which, crucially, "does not fit with" Zoshchenko's "aims", but what these
aims are is left glaringly unsaid. However, what this sentence does invite is a focus on
the style and language as the primary means by which the elements of this disjunctive
work are bound together: the stylistic coherence unites them in the voice of the
author-figure, who, as much as anything else, quietly defines himself across both the
historical and the fictional aspects of The Sky-Blue Book.
This sense of an authorial position being read out of the unknowably vast
canvas of history finds an interesting corollary in the author-figure's revisiting of his
own earlier stories in the re-working of the previously published material. What is
often most striking about these re-workings is just how much the alterations stand out
against the background of the original stories; this is, of course, much more the case
in those stories that were extremely popular in their earlier versions. A case in point is
the story entitled 'A Trivial Incident from Private Life' (,Melkii sluchai iz lichnoi
zhini') in The Sky-Blue Book which is a re-working of the famous comic tale 'The
Galosh' ('Galosha', 1927). One of the most obvious changes to the revised version is
«Ecna 61.1HCTOpJReCKHe aoaenma, nOMellleHllble B 'rony6oA KHHre'. 6b1J1HHanHcaHbl C08ceM
HHbIM Sl3I>1KOM,
qeM PSl.IlOMneacamae COBeTCKHeuoeennu, TO non)"lHJJCJI 61>1a6cypD.. nOTOMY 'ITO
HCTOpH'leCKaHqaCTb asrrnanena 6b1 TOp)l(eCT8eHHO.'ITO He BXOD.HJJO
B MOH 3Ma'!H. Bo BTOpbIX. MHe
H)')I(HO 6bUlO PB36HTb npHBblqHbIA H TPBD.HUHOHHbIAnonxoa ,{HTarenJi K TaKoA TeMe.» 'Literatura
dolzhna byt' narodnoi' in M M Zoshchenko, 1935-1937: Rasska....y, povesti. fel'etony, teatr. kritika
(Leningrad:Khudozhestvennaia
literatura, 1937), pp. 390-391 [pp. 387-397].
.
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a general softening of the satire on bureaucracy. One of the most memorable taglines
from the original was the hero's thrice repeated wonder at the functioning of the
bureaucratic apparatus. When his lost galosh is first found in the lost property office
of the tram line he lost it on the hero declares: '''There,' I thought, 'is a machine that
works splendidly. ",36 However, this lyrical wonder contracts as the bureaucratic
hassles accumulate; first to go from the line is the "splendidly";"

then it finally

reduces further in the last line of the story to a minimal '''There,' I thought, 'is a
machine!",38 In the Sky-Blue Book version this whole comic pattern is deliberately
watered down by removing the repetition of the evocative "apparat" at the end of the
progressively shortened sentence. In addition, the sequential shortening of this tagline
noted above is also interrupted in the revised version: the first part of the tagline is as
per the original;39 it then becomes "There,' I thought, 'are people that work!,,,;40
finally, it becomes "'There,' I thought, 'is an office that works'"."

In a similar vein,

the darkly comic bureaucratic abysses separating the lost property office and the
house management committee in which the hero of the original tale is abandoned to
his fate are narrowed in the version in The Sky-Blue Book. In the revised version the
faceless clerks are incongruously sympathetic and even help the hero fill in the gaps
in the paper trail required to get his lost galosh back. Thus, the satirical thrust
diminishes and is subtly redirected from the apparat to the people who work in it.
Also interesting is the way that the first person skaz narration of the original
blends imperfectly with the authorial 'we' that frames the story in its setting in The
Sky-Blue Book. This author-figure, who provides a concluding paragraph in the
«BOT, - JlYMatO, - CnaBHO annapar paooraer.» 'Galosha' in M M Zoshchenko, Sobranie sochinenii
(Leningrad: PriboilKhudozhestvannaia
literatura, 1929-31),6 volumes. vol. 2, p. 135.
37 «BOT, - JlYMaJO,- annapar pafioraer!» Ibid, p.136.
38 «BOT, - JlYMalO,- annapar!» Ibid, p.13 7.
39
3:372.
40 «BOT, - JlYMaJO,- mona pa60TatOT!» 3:373.
41 «BOT, - Jl)'MalO, - KaHueIDIpHJIpafioraer!»
3:373.
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revised version, asserts his authorship of the story and simultaneously suggests that
the story was based on his personal experience.Y He also offers some interpretative
advice to readers:
But, on the whole, the issue here is not the tram, but the twisted
psychology itself. And in as far as a struggle is going on against this
psychology and in general the bureaucracy is getting better, then
what is even the issue here? Of course, this struggle is hardly easy.
Moreover, such psychology is stupidity more than anything else,
and stupidity is not a headache that passes with the taking of a
powder. 43
This passage apparently dismisses the anti-bureaucracy moral that was implicit in the
earlier version of the story; yet, there remains a sense of vagueness around the notion
of "psychology": is this the psychology of mindless bureaucracy or is this psychology
in a more general sense, a psychology that might embrace the "twisted" understanding
of the hero himself? Read in this way, the stoical ending of this passage constitutes a
melancholy resignation before unregenerate human weakness which is as allembracing as anything else Zoshchenko ever wrote. In fact, the authorial assertion
here never really manages to fully appropriate the story; this fact is underscored by
the disjuncture between the authorial "we" and the "'I" which survives from the old
skaz narrator. As both Lesley Milne and Iurii Shcheglov have noted, the two

perspectives created by this disjuncture never perfectly coincide.44 The authorial
interventions thus remain something of an obvious excrescence on what was one of
Zoshchenko's most famous comic stories; a good proportion of his avid readership

42
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«A B o6weM, 1)'T neno .!l8.)KeHe B 1"p8MB8e, a B caMoR 3aKpyqeHHoA ncaxonoraa, A nOCKOJlbKYC
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A rnynocrs - He ronOBHWI 60Jlb, KOTOPWIOT nopomsa npOXO.!lHT.» 3:373.
44 See lu Shcheglov,
'Entsiklopediia nekul'tumosti',
p. 83 and L Milne, Zoshchenko and the Ilf-Petrov
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may well have known this story by heart and so could probably have been relied upon
to spot this immediately.
A similarly clumsy authorial presence is characteristic of the piece called in
The Sky-Blue Book 'Story About a Letter and About an Illiterate Woman' (,Rasskaz

pis'me i

0

0

negramotnoi zhenshchine'). This is a re-working of a story originally

entitled 'Liquidation' ('Likvidatsiia', 1924), which was also published at other points
in the twenties under the titles 'Pelegeia' and 'The Letter' ('Pis'mo'). The basic plot
remains unchanged throughout and concerns Pelegeia, the illiterate wife of a Soviet
official. The husband is embarrassed by his wife's inability to read and write and tries
unsuccessfully to persuade his spouse to become literate. This all changes when his
wife discovers a perfumed letter in his jacket pocket and in a jealous rage teaches
herself to read using a primer her husband had provided earlier. However, when she
manages to read the letter, it turns out to be a perfectly innocent communication from
a female colleague of her husband encouraging him to help his wife overcome her
illiteracy and enclosing a primer for this purpose, the very primer which the illiterate
spouse had used in order to be able to read the letter. While the plot remains
unchanged for its re-working in The Sky-Blue Book, there are interesting additions to
earlier versions of the story. The character of the husband in earlier versions was
fairly undeveloped: the reader was told only that:

Pelageia's husband was a responsible Soviet employee. And
although he was a simple man, from the countryside, after five years
living in the city he'd picked up everything. Not only could he sign
his name, but the devil knows if there was anything he didn't
know.45

4S«[M]y)l( y Ilenarea 6bln OTBeTCTBeHHbl~COBeTCKHApa60THHK. 11 XOTII OH 6blJl '1eJlOBeKnpocroa, H3
llepeBHH, HO aa ruITb ner )l(HTMl B ropone nonaaropen BO acea. 11 He TOnbKO cpaMHJlHIOnoanacuears.
a 'IOpT 3HaeT, xero TonbKO He 3HM.» 'Pelageia' in M M Zoshchenko, Sobranie sochinenii (6 volumes
Leningrad: PriboilKhudozhestvennaia
literatura, 1929-31), vol. 1. p. 165.
•
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In the revised story the reader is given a lot more information. It turns out that he lives
in Leningrad and that "he was not yet old, was strong. mature and on the whole. you
know, energetic, dedicated to the cause of socialism, etc.,,46This sense of the husband
as a positive socialist hero is developed even further in the revised version of the
passage about his abilities cited above:

And although he was a simple man, from the countryside, who'd not
once received any kind of higher education, after years of living in
the city he'd picked up everything, knew many things and could
present speeches in any auditorium. And he could even fully take
part in arguments with scientists of different fields - from
physiologists to electricians inclusive."
The arguments that the husband presents to Pelageia in order to persuade her
to learn to read and write also acquire a greater, and more political, prolixity in The
Sky-Blue

Book. In earlier versions of the story the husband only suggests that

Pelageia's refusal to learn how to sign her name is "awkward" ("neJovko,,).48 but in
the version in The Sky-Blue Book this argument becomes more of a political homily
and acquires a much more accusatory edge:

'Our country: he said, 'is gradually leaving centuries of darkness
and unculturedness. All around we're liquidating drabness and
illiteracy. And here all of a sudden the wife of the director of a bread
factory can't read, or write, or understand an~ing written! And
because of this I endure impossible sufferings."
Thus, in the version of the story included in The Sky-Blue Book the figure of
the literate husband is emphasized far more than in earlier versions; he becomes a
pa3BHTO~ Ii eooouie, snaere JI", 3Heprli'lHblli.
npenaHHblJ:i
nanee.» 3:247.
47 «11 XOnI OH 6bUl '1eJIOBeK npocroa, H3 nepesua,
" aaxaxoro TaKOrO B csoe BpeM" Bblcwero
06pa30BaHHJI He nOJI)"lHJ1, HO sa ro.llbl npe6b1BaHHJJ B repone OH nonaaropen
BO BeeM Ii MHoro xero
3HaJI " Mor B Jl}060~ ayJlHTOpHH pe'lH npoH3HOeHTb.
H Jla>Ke BnOJIHe Mor scrynars B cnopsi C
yqeHbIMH pa3HbIX cneuaansaocrea
OT <pH3HOJIOrOB no 3JIeKTPHKOB BKJUO'lHTeJIbHO.» 3:247.
41 'Pelageia',
p. 165.
49 «Hama crpaaa, rOBOpHT, nOCTeneHHO BblXO.!lHT H3 BeKOBoA TeMHOTbi H HeKYJIbTYPHoCTH. Mb!
KpyroM JIHKBH.IlHpyeM cepocrs H HerpaMOTHoCTb. A T)'T spyr cynpyra
napexropa XJIe603aBOJla He
MO)l(eT HH 'IHTaTb, Hli nacars, HH nOHHMaTb sero nanacaao! H JI OT sroro repnmo HeB03MO>KHble
CTPaJlaHHJI.» 3:248.
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progressive socialist hero whose positivity, optimism and youthful outlook form a
suggestive counterpoint, completely absent in earlier versions of the story, to the age.
insecurity and hermetic ignorance of his illiterate wife. By building up the socialist
credentials of the husband, the story as revised for The Sky-Blue Book thus
strengthens the voice of social adaptation and Soviet modernisation acting upon
Pelageia and extends it beyond the official literacy campaign. In earlier versions of
the story, this voice of adaptation and modernisation was much more muted; it was
more of a voice in the wilderness which was only able to breach the redoubt of
ignorant selfhood by the most circuitous means: appealing to purely personal reasons.
Importantly, for all the strengthening of this 'social' voice in the version in The SkyBlue Book, Pelageia's acquisition of literacy remains dependent on her very personal
motivation and not on either the official campaign or the sermonising of her
politically engaged spouse.
In fact, the most striking revision to the version of the story included in The
Sky-Blue Book is in the ending. Earlier versions finished on an image of the
inexplicable misery of the heroine when she finally understands the letter and is
acquainted with its innocent contents: "Pelageia went over the letter twice and. having
mournfully pursed her lips and feeling some kind of secret hurt, she began to cry. ,,50
The reader is left to ponder the strange hurt the heroine feels in place of the relief that
might be otherwise expected of her: perhaps it is shame or embarrassment that
torments her; perhaps a mute mourning for the simple certainties of the unlettered
self. Whatever the reason, this natural end point leaves the hurt definitively private,
artfully unexplained. However, the version from 1934 modifies the phrasing slightly

so «Ilenares
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and adds several extra lines of aesthetically extraneous conclusion that disrupts the
natural end point of the story:
Pelageia read through the letter twice and, feeling some kind of new
hurt, began to cry.
But then, having thought of Ivan Nikolaevich [her husband] and
about the fact that everything was alright with her marriage, she
calmed down and hid the primer and the ill-starred letter in a chest
of drawers.
So, in no time at all, driven on by love and jealousy, our Pelageia
has learnt to read and write and become literate.
And this was a striking incident from the history of the liquidation
of illiteracy in our Soviet Union. 51
Even if one has not encountered this story before - and affecting as it is, it is not one
of Zoshchenko's most famous pieces - one still cannot help but notice a disjuncture
between the natural endpoint of the old story after "began to cry" and the appended
conclusion beginning with "but then". The old ending of the revised story is
preserved, only for it to be packed away by the obviously appended conclusion; a new
ending which, it must be said, contributes nothing at all to elucidating the strange
"new hurt" which afflicts the newly literate Pelageia.
The obviousness these re-workings is a feature of much of the recycled
material in The Sky-Blue Book. It creates an uncomfortable sense of disjuncture which
renders both the author-figure and the joy he professes seem very unstable indeed. All
this raises very pressing questions about interpretation: exactly what is the critic to
make of such apparently clumsy re-working? One approach is to regard this aspect of
the book as evidence of artistic failure, seeing in the tenuous coherence and
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unconvincing joy the marks, to a greater or lesser extent, of plain bad writing. This is
the view of Linda Scatton: she regards the authorial bridging passages between stories
as "not always successful and, indeed, sometimes even quite forced": furthermore, she
argues that they "are obtrusive and seem to detract from, rather than strengthen, the
unity by calling attention to it in such a blatant fashion."s2 More generally, she
suggests that the optimistic intentions of the work also fail to convince "because
Mikhail Zoshchenko's talents did not lie in the area of unambiguously positive
portrayal of human beings."s3 To this might be added the fact that, as suggested above
about both the re-worked 'Galosh' and 'Pelageia', many of the re-workings are
artistically less satisfying than their originals. However, it could be argued that all
these observations are beside the point: the re-workings of old stories in The Sky-Blue

Book do not erase the originals; instead they invoke them, relate to them, and interact
with them. In a very real sense, the meaning of the revised versions is distorted
without reference to the earlier ones. This is a point easily missed today when relying
on collected works that frequently do not reproduce both variants of stories: however.
it would have been much clearer to a contemporary readership who had encountered
at least some of the originals first time round. In fact, the revised versions, no matter
how unconvincing or aesthetically disappointing, remain locked in an inescapable
web of intertextual dependency with the originals; these earlier versions function in
this context as a kind of unshakeable textual memory.

It is out of this complex field of self-referential, intertextual play that the
author-figure emerges; in the pattern of the authorial presence in Sentimental Tales,
here he is very much a product of a conscious re-reading of past textual selves.
However, the key difference here is that the author-figure is no longer a creation in
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L Scatton, Evolution of a Writer, p. 189.
Ibid, p. 206.
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the past tense, as in Sentimental Tales; rather, following on from the note of change
that marked the closing of that collection, he becomes a figure associated with the
present, even with the future, with the possibility of re-writing and adaptation in the
broadest sense. At the close of the short fifth section on 'Wonderful Events'
('Udivitel'nye sobytiia'), a section that was supposed "to sound like Beethoven's
Eroica symphony" ("zazvuchat' kak Geroicheskaia symphoniia Betkhovena"), this
orientation to the future is made explicit. 54

And we see how through all impossible misfortunes, through dark,
cold and fog, it is always the case that bright thought, good spirits,
hope and fortitude force their way through.
We see how, alongside wretched and base deeds there are wonderful
ones, worthy of the highest appellation and approval.
We see, finally, how our life changes and how from one thing it is
made into another - a thing of the kind that will be necessary and
useful for the population. 55
The author-figure acknowledges that the stories and historical investigations
of the preceding sections present much that is depressing, but he focuses on the
wonderful, the potential plasticity of mankind and a complete faith in an open future
to underwrite the joy he propagates. He makes this clearer still by citing and arguing
with the opening stanza of Blok's poem 'Voice from the Chorus' ('Golos iz khora',
191 0-1 914):

And we are now pleased at the opportunity to argue with the poet,
who did not see this fifth part of life [i.e. wonderful events) and who
in his time spoke these words:
How often we cry, you and 1
3:164.
ss «A Mbl BH.llHM, 'ITO CKB03b see HeB03MO)KHble aeasronu,
S4
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npo6HBaJOTC" csernas Mblcnb, 6o.llPOcTb, Han.e)K.llaH My>KeCTBo.IMbl BH.nHM, KaICHap"-.ny C )KMKHMH H
HH3KHMH nocrynxaaa npOHCXO,nATy.nHBHTeJlbHble nocrynxa, nocroaauue
HaHBblcwero Ha3BaHHJI H
ono6peHHJI. / Mbl, naxoaeu, BH.!lHM, !CaKMeHleTCH nama )KH3Hb H KaICH3 onHoA OHa nenaercs .npyroA
_ TalCoA, !CalC3TO 6Y.lleT Hy>KHOH nOJle3HO.nJIHHaceneHHIDI.» 3:422.

257

Over this sorry life of ours!
Oh, if only you knew, my friends,
The cold and dark of coming
days.56
Blok's poem is one of his bleakest and, as Avril Pyman has shown, it is very much a
product of his own debilitating melancholia; indeed the poet later wondered whether
"it would have been better for those words to have remained unsaid". 57 The poem
rehearses unspecified apocalyptic forebodings which find form in the anticipation of a
failed spring and a sun that does not rise: "And spring, my children, you will await-\
Spring will fail you. \ You will call the sun into the sky - \ The sun won't rise."s8 In
other words it is a poem that radically forecloses the possibility of a future; it is
precisely in this that lies its melancholy and precisely this that the author-figure of
The Sky-Blue Book finds so objectionable. He does not deny the "cold and the dark",
indeed he even repeats these very words with the addition of a symbolist-sounding
"fog" in the passage immediately preceding his citation of Blok. However, he refuses
to allow it to close off the future as completely as Blok does.
The "cold and dark" that the author-figure tries to look beyond is perhaps most
obviously evident in the recalcitrant textual traces of the earlier versions of the stories.
which still lurk threateningly beneath the author-figure's joyful palimpsest. Thus.
Zoshchenko's failure to eradicate the traces of the earlier versions is not tantamount to
literary failure at all; crucially, the persistent echo of previous versions makes the rewriting seem to be more of an impassioned desire than a completely accomplished
MbJ reneps pana cnysaio nocnopars C n03TOM, KOTOPbl~ B csoe BpeMJI TaK CKa3aJl. He BH.lUI
rvrroA qaCTH )J<H3HH:
KaK sacro IUlaqeM - Bb) H JI 1 Han )J<anKO~)I(H3HHIOcaoea! 10, eCJlH 6 3HMH Bbl • .IlPY3b", 1Xonon '"
MpaK rpJ1.llJllll,HX .IlHeA.» 3:422.
57 See A Pyman,
The Life of Alexander Blok: Volume 1J: The Release of Harmonv 1908-1921 (Oxford
and New York: Oxford University Press, 1980), p. 93. See also A Pyman, The Lire of Alexander Blok:
Volume 1: The Distant Thunder /880-/908 (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 1979), p.
47. The citation is from the recollections of V Rozhdestvenskii
of an informal reading at the Poets'
Union late in Blok's life; they are quoted in the second volume of Pyman's biography (p. 365).
58 «BeCHb), .nHT", Tb) 6y.neWb ))(.naTb -I Becaa 06MaHeT.1 Tb) 6y.newb COJlHue Ha He60 3BaTb -I COJlHue
He BCTaHeT.» A Blok, 'Golos iz khora' in Stikhotvoreniia (Leningrad: Sovetskii pisatel', 1955), p. 377.

56 «}1

258

fact, more joyful hope than paradise gained. The note of discordance in the authorfigure's major-key symphony is actually a profound gesture of truthfulness:
Zoshchenko does not "fail" in some attempt to give an "unambiguously positive
portrayal"; the point is rather that the very unalloyed joy is fundamentally
unconvincing as an artistic aim, both philosophically and in terms of the reflection of
reality. Importantly, the disjuncture created by this interrupted major-key corresponds
to the disjuncture noted earlier between the authorial "I" of the re-read stories and the
authorial "we" that binds the book together under the banner of optimism. It is
perhaps only at this point that we realize an important effect of the adoption of this
split authorial voice: the optimistic, future-oriented voice is plural, collective; the
voice of threatening pessimism is singular. Whereas Blok's melancholic sentiment
was given free rein in 'Voice from the chorus', Zoshchenkos

melancholia is

channelled into the personal and the past; optimism and hope find possibility only in
the collective, in the social, in the future.
It is important to note, however, that, in addition to its striving for greater

artistic truthfulness in general, this interrupted joy voices a more particularly
melancholic truth as well. The two-dimensional, univocal joy that the author-figure
artfully fails to achieve in The Sky-Blue Book would have been an extreme example of
"pallid" melancholic discourse had it actually been accomplished; in its distance from
the actuality of melancholic selfhood it would have seemed foreign, unconvincing and
ultimately meaningless in terms of subjective melancholic truthfulness. In fact, what
the contradictory coherence of the split author-figure in The Sky-Blue Book achieves
is to craft a sincere paean to worldly joy in the context of the alienated melancholic
self. The joy is earnestly desired and is even propagandised in terms of contemporary
social adaptation, but, through a parody of bad writing and the density of intertextual
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memory it is never allowed to lose sight of the melancholic alienation against which it
implicitly defines itself; in an important sense the joyful thrust of the work carries the
isolated melancholic self with it into the realm of public discourse. This is already a
substantial development along the path of writing the truth of the melancholic self:
when one thinks back to the wordless textual lacunae and the melancholic
ambivalence of the imperfectly effaced authorial

self that characterised the

melancholic aesthetic of the previous decade, then the assertion of unspeakable
melancholic truth has reached a new level of directness and sophistication in The SkyBlue Book.

This language of melancholic truth is achieved through an implicit process of
adaptation which the book enacts: an adaptation from a subjective melancholy
associated with the past to a collective joy associated with the future; an adaptation
taking place at the level of authorial re-reading and re-writing. What is important in
this process of adaptation, however, is the process itself, not the completed outcome:
it remains, so to speak, caught in suspended motion with both poles of the dialectic
more or less intact; the renounced melancholic self is no more vanquished than the
yearned for collective joy is completely attained. This focus on process rather than
outcome resonates interestingly with some of Zoshchenko s critical reflections on the
nature of Socialist Realism which date from shortly after the publication of The SkyBlue Book:

In my opinion, Socialist Realism is that method of realistic writing
in which a special role is played by the theme of the work; that is, it
is not only a true realistic depiction of reality, but it is. still
furthermore, the will of the author, the purposefulness of the author,
which, by means of his work, draws the reader into the circle of
socialist ideas. That is, the theme of Socialist Realism is not stasis,
but dynamism. This is, if it is possible to say so, work on the
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consciousness of the reader, the drawing in of the writer into the
.
given
therne an d id
I ea. 59
What is clear here is the idea of capturing the •wheel in spin'; the emphasis falls as
much on movement and development as it does on static outcome. Also interesting is
the mutual implication of reading and writing in this process; importantly, there is
nothing here to indicate that "the reader" whose "consciousness" is worked on and
..the writer" who is drawn into "the given theme and idea" cannot be aspects of the
same person.
In fact this is exactly the case in The Sky-Blue Book; the author-figure, as
agent in his own adaptation, is both a reader and writer. What is more, when we recall
the density of written self in the stories from the twenties that was analyzed by
Zholkovsky and discussed in chapter three, then this re-reading and re-writing of old
stories acquires a much more flesh and blood character; also still undisclosed as such,
it becomes a very real re-reading and re-writing of M M Zoshchenko, albeit on a
fictional plane. In this lies the work's most profound melancholic insight. Importantly,
it matters little whether the authorial adaptation can be achieved in a definitive sense;
indeed the text of The Sky-Blue Book offers every reason to doubt the possibility of its
perfect accomplishment. What it reveals is that the human condition paradoxically
demands a combination of the desire for and belief in infinite plasticity and perfect
social integration, and the simultaneous realization of the reality of an inescapable,
unregenerate selfhood. This melancholic dilemma is captured perfectly in the
complex play of re-read and re-written authorship in The Sky-Blue Book; crucially, the
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fact that this aspect of the melancholic condition can find textual reflection in this way
raises the possibility of writing the unwritable truth of melancholia.. of articulating a
language of melancholia.

Reading the Relational Self
If the figure of the author in Sentimental Tales and The Sky-Blue Book is grounded in
an act of self-reflexive reading, then a comparably 'read' authorial position can also
be seen to emerge in those works where the author defines himself in relation to the
texts of others. This articulation of selfhood in textual conversation with others forms
another important aspect of Zoshchenko's emerging language of melancholia. This
kind of reading of the self in the text of the other is a prominent, if under
acknowledged feature of two important works: Letters

10

the Writer (1929) and the

long tale 'Story of a Reforging' ('Istoriia odnoi perekovki', 1934). The former. an
unusual work with few generic parallels in world literature of any period, has
continually intrigued critics from the moment of its appearance. In line with its title,
the work is structured around a collection of letters selected from the mass of
correspondence that Zoshchenko received from his large readership. In the finished
collection, the letters are reproduced in such a way as to suggest that, beyond the
erasure of names and identifiying details, they have been subject to minimal editorial
intervention: all grammatical and orthographical solecisms remain; idiosyncrasies of
speech, punctuation and register have likewise been preserved; and there is no
obvious attempt to modify the attitudes or conclusions broached in the letters. In fact.
as Gregory Carleton has confirmed, in many cases the authenticity of the printed
letters can be verified against originals that are preserved in the Zoshchenko archive."
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The work as a whole is introduced by a first-person authorial preface and each
letter is individually introduced and commented on in the same authorial voice. The
commentary usually gives some indication of the reply, which in turn often fOnTISthe
pretext for a relatively frank articulation of the author's viewpoint on a variety of
matters, mostly, but not exclusively, of a literary nature. In view of the novelty of
published correspondence with ordinary readers, and indeed the dazzling period
colour of many of the letters themselves, it is perhaps unsurprising that many
approaches to the work have tended to lavish more attention on the content of the
letters and less on the authorial commentary. To be sure, the unusual directness of
authorial voice has been noted (by Carleton for instance) and the commentaries
themselves have been used as a source of direct and general critical comment by the
writer (Kadash is but one example); however, there has been less critical reflection on
the authorial commentaries in the context of the work itself, and in particular on the
way in which this direct authorial voice is dependent on, and indeed grows out of, the
readers' voices in the letters. In fact, there remains a broad consensus that Letters to
the Writer is primarily, if not exclusively, a documentary work." There are certainly
important grounds for understanding the work in documentary terms: the urgent.
anonymous voices in the letters shatter the complacent assumptions that lie behind
hackneyed critical invocations of 'the reader', quite literally bringing the reading
public to life; moreover, for someone reading today these lively voices seem to leap
across an unbridgeable historical void, making them especially compelling as
historical

and

cultural

artefacts.

Zoshchenko

himself

certainly

endorses

a

See Ibid, p: 117 and p.123 ~d T Kadash, 'Gogel' v tvorcheskoi retleksii Zoshchenkc', p. 279.
Zoshchenko himself later descnbed Letters to the Writer as "documentary" in the commentaries to
Youth Restored: "And my most interesting (documentary) book, Letters to the Writer has also
appeared" (<<ATIlK)KeBblnyCTHJl MOJOCaMyIO HHTepeCHYIO(.n0KYMeHTIUlbHYlO)
KHHI)' - "nHCbM8 K
rmca:eJDO"»). Vo~rashchennai~ mo/~dost', 3: ~5~. Although, interestingly, the documentary quality
remams parenthetical, perhaps implying that It IS not definitive, or even perhaps not the primary
motivation of the work.
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documentary reading of the work in the preface where he claims: "'I have not
compiled this book for the sake of laughter. I have compiled the book in order to
show authentic and undisguised life, authentic living people with their wishes, taste
and thoughts.,,62 In the same documentary spirit, he suggests of the work that: "Here,
so to speak, is the breath of our life.,,63However, this documentary understanding is
far from exhaustive; what is missed in this approach is the genesis and growing
confidence of the authorial voice that greets the reader from the first page; this voice
is important for it exhibits a simplicity and directness that has little if any precedent in
Zoshchenko's fiction before 1929.
This authorial directness is sufficiently novel in and of itself to merit greater
critical attention. In fact there are moments in the preface to the work where
Zoshchenko seems to particularly invite reflection on authorship and the nature of his
contribution to the collection. For instance. while anticipating charges of avarice and
exploitation from hostile critics, Zoshchenko explains how he has renounced any
personal monetary interest in the project so as not to gain personally from the writing
of others; in the course of this pre-emptive defence. the writer ponders aloud, and at
length, the actual extent of his work on the volume:

Do I in actual fact have a right to this money? What was my work
here? Perhaps it was only having to leap out of bed each morning to
open the door to the postman. Of course, if one thinks deeper, there
was a tiny bit of work done. I read these letters attentively. I
responded to almost all my correspondents. As for manuscripts
alone, I read no less than a thousand of them. And my nerves? And
the sleepless nights in which I pondered this book? And the work on
the book itself? Day after day for two years I selected and sorted
through these letters; I thought of them. of their authors. And these
authors were lodged in my brain, like all the heroes of my books.
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That Zoshchenko takes such pains to articulate the extent of his contribution and the
passionate nature of his commitment to the project is surely significant. As was shown
in the previous chapter, Letters to the Writer is a work that grew out of Zoshchenko's
1926/27 breakdown; this personal significance perhaps explains some of the passion
the writer so obviously attaches to the undertaking, as it does the strain on his nerves
and his suggestion that the value of the work defies conceptualization in financial
terms. However, what is also striking in this passage is the way that it brings the
theme of authorship to the fore. In contrast to the documentary emphasis on material,
the author-figure is here focussing attention on authorship itself: this erodes the more
usual documentary aesthetic whereby apparently unmediated facts are made to speak
for themselves, or at least to appear to be doing so.
What is equally important to note in this passage is how much of the work that
Zoshchenko claims credit for involved reading: he "read" the correspondence
"'attentively"; "he read no fewer than a thousand manuscripts"; he "selected and sorted
through" the piles of letters. If one remembers that Zoshchenko s knowledge of most
of these correspondents would have been based solely on what he read in their letters.
then his suggestion that "these authors were lodged in (his] brain" like his own
fictional heroes serves to illustrate the depth and intensity of the act of reading that
underpins Letters to the Writer.65 Perhaps more importantly though, it also serves to

b4 «B CaMOM nene - HMeJOna " npaao Ha 3TH neasra? B 'IeM TYT MO" paeora? Pa3Be TOJlbKOB TOM,
'ITO " BCKaKHBaJIno yrpaa C KpOBaTH H OTKpblBaJI nO,{TaJIbOHY nsepa. KOHe'lHO. eCJlH nOllYMBTb
rny6)Ke - KOn-KaKaJI pa60THWKB ace >Ke 6blJla nponenaaa . .SI BHHMaTeJlbHO ,{HTan 3TH nHCbMa. R
OTBe'{aJI nO,{TH BeeM xoppecnoanearaa.
O.llHHX PYKonHceR " nposen He MeHee KaK TbIC"'fY. A MOH
HepBbI? A 6eccoHHble HO,{H, B xoropsre 1106l(yMbIBaJI 31)' KHHry? A caa a paoora aan KHHroll? R .nBB
rona 830 .nH1lB .neHb nO.!l6HpaJI H nepefiapan 3TH nHCbMa, .!lYMaJI0 HHX, 06 HX asropax. 11 3TH asropu
n06blBaJIH y MeIDl B M03ry, KaK H see repoa MOHXKHHr. lJepT n06epH! He1)' neuer, KOTOPblMHMO>KHO
onnarar» MHe 31)' pa601)'.)) Ibid, pp. 328-329.
6~ It is important
to note that Igor' Sukhikh, relying on the published memoir of one of the original
correspondents, has shown that in at least one case Zoshchenko not only met. but even negotiated with
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bind together reading and authorship in the mind of the writer, entwining the acts of
reading and writing into a single creative dialectic whose mutual dependency subverts
the critical convention that tends to regard them as separate activities. Thus, the
simple, direct authorial voice in Letters to the Writer, like its more complexly layered
counterparts in Sentimental Tales and The Sky-Blue Book, emerges as much out of a
sustained and careful act of reading as out of putting pen to paper; no matter how
stable and straightforward it' appears, it is nonetheless inseparable from the readers'
letters which ground and contextualize it. Appreciating this interpenetration of
reading and writing is central to achieving a balanced understanding of Letters to the
Writer and one all too easily missed by concentrating primarily on the readers' letters.

As Gregory Carleton's culturally-nuanced reading of the work demonstrates, failure
to consider both sides of this dialectic together makes the work seem impenetrable
and prey to an extreme interpretative instability.
Carleton helpfully locates the genesis of Letters to the Writer in the context of
contemporary, officially-endorsed, critical attempts to understand the mass reader
with a view to bridging the divide between Soviet writers and their readers." This
cultural context undoubtedly influenced the form and content of Letters to the Writer.
Carleton argues that the broader critical concern with establishing the nature and
needs of the mass reader offered Zoshchenko access to an important source of support

one young woman in order to obtain further material - see I Sukhikh, 'Primechaniia' in M M
Zoshchenko, Sobranie sochinenii, 8 volumes ed. I Sukhikh, (Moscow: Vremia, 2008), volume entitled
Semimemal'nye povesti, pp. 602-604 and N Deineka, 'Chuzhaia i malen'kaia. Moi vstrechi s M. M.
Zoshchenko', lskusstvo Leningrada, 1990, No.3, pp.62-64. It must be said, however, that there is no
evidence ofthis kind of collusion in relation to any of the other correspondents in Letters 10 the Writer.
Either way, what is important in the context of this study is the literary effect that results: the work is
structured on the premise that the relationship between the writer and his readers is purely epistolary;
the reader is implicitly invited to accept this and much of the philosophical content of the book
ultimately depends on it. That there are some instances in the writing of the book where this was not
the case does not invalidate either the undertaking itself or the main argument that the book makes:
Letters to the Writer is before all else a work of literature and thus invulnerable to sampling errors of
this kind.
b6 G Carleton, Politics of Reception, pp. 112-129.
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m the face of an increasingly vituperative critical climate, suggesting that, for
Zoshchenko, "reader response became a weapon against the critical establishmenC.67
To be sure, Zoshchenko was not unaware of the extent to which an appeal to the mass
reader offered an important defence at a time when so many of his contemporaries
(such as Bulgakov, Zamiatin and Pil'niak) were smarting under the enthusiastic
onslaught of self-styled, partisan critics. Indeed, Zoshchenko rather coyly points out
in the preface of Letters to the Writer: "apparently, the reader perceives me in not
quite the same way as the critics do.,,68 This oblique dialogue with hostile critics
continues into the main body of the work; at this juncture it is worth remembering the
implicit engagement with critics contained in the letter entitled "sensible criticism"
("del'naia kritika"), which was discussed in chapter two. However. in addition to its

function as a defence against dangerous critical opprobrium, Carleton further suggests
that Zoshchenko' s appeal to the mass reader constitutes a simultaneous attempt by the
writer to dispel the hermeneutic recalcitrance that Carleton sees as characteristic of
Zoshchenko's work from the twenties: "for him [Zoshchenko] the reader served as a
vehicle to purge his writing and, by extension, his literary profile of any semblance of
ambiguity. ,,69
However, Carleton finds that, Letters to the Writer fails to deliver on both of
these points because the picture of the reader that emerges from the work is so
heterogeneous. To illustrate his point, Carleton asks rhetorically:

By what criteria, motivation, or logic could one reconcile the
inclusion of "Sensible Criticism" alongside the letter entitled
"Drama on the Volga" [··Drama na Volge"], which is from a woman
who has been slighted on a cruise by an impostor passing himself
off as Zoshchenko? [... ] And what place can one assign barely
literate requests by infatuated readers for a photograph? Surely
67
68
69

Ibid, p. 117.
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G Carleton, The Politics of Perception, p.133.
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every artist can lay claim to a similar breadth of response ranging
from the serious to the ridiculous."
Carleton also stresses the inconsistent attitude that the author-figure exhibits towards
his correspondents, sometimes adopting a stance of sincere approval and at other
times that of ironic distance." Carleton finds in all of this proof that in Letters to the
Writer Zoshchenko was unable to locate the coherent reader-figure he needed, both in
his battles with critics and against the hermeneutic instability which he hoped to
expunge from his own writing. Thus, for Carleton, the work resists definitive
interpretation because of the unexpectedly "diffuse portrait" of the readership it
reveals; it remains "a stubborn knot" which "resisted wholesale incorporation in any
one schema", whether that "schema" was devised by critics or by Zoshchenko
himself.72 However, the problem with this reading is that the heterogeneity of
readership which the book manifests was hardly unforeseen by Zoshchenko: in fact
Zoshchenko explicitly acknowledges it in the preface: "Here, in this book, are
collected the most varied letters and passions.t"

Moreover. in the same preface he

explicitly rejects the notion that the book aims at reaching some kind of definitive,
aggregated understanding of the typical Zoshchenko reader: "1 do not want to say that
in this book of mine you can clap eyes on the real face of the reader. It is not quite
SO.',74

In truth, Carleton overestimates the lack of coherence in Letters to the Writer:

to be sure that coherence is not at all straightforward and it is certainly not based on
any uniformity of opinion, outlook or style in the letters; on the contrary, it is based
on the figure of the author himself.

Ibid,
Ibid,
72 Ibid,
unified

70

71

p.126.
pp.123-124.
p.126. For Carleton's suggestion that the text defies Zoshchenko's
mass reader see the same source, p. 134.
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In answer to Carleton's rhetorical question posed above, one need look no
further than the figure of the author in the search for "criteria motivation or logic"
capable of reconciling "Sensible Criticism", "Drama on the Volga" and " the barely
literate requests by infatuated readers for a photograph". All of these correspondents
are linked by a desire for a connection with the author in a way that extends beyond
his writing; this may be in terms of critical debate ("Sensible Criticism"), acquiring
possession of an authorial likeness ("barely literate requests [... J for a photograph"),
or even amorous dalliance with, what later turns out to be, someone nefariously
posing as the famous writer ("Drama on the Volga"). In fact, a concern with
authorship and the figure of the author in the broadest sense can be seen to unite all
the letters collected in this otherwise disjunctive work. In their own ways all the
individual correspondents seek some sort of further knowledge of, or connection with,
the author they know from the stories and tales and

turn

to the person of the writer in

order to accomplish this. For some, such as the writer of the letter entitled "A Young
Lady from Kronstadt" ("Baryshnia iz Kronshtadta"), the need is to fix the face of the
author-figure, preferably in photographic form; the woman in question notes that the
three portraits of the writer which she has seen "contradict each other frightfully"
("strashno protivorechat drug drugu"); she asks for a definitive, authorially-endorsed
photograph, for on the basis of the other likenesses she has seen "it remains to
suppose that either the artists drew them without looking at the original, or else you
are as changeable as a chameleon.?" The tongue-in-cheek suggestion of chameleonlike inscrutability suggests that this correspondent believes in the existence of, and
earnestly searches for, a stable authorial self that only needs the correct medium in
order to reveal it.
«OCTlleTC" npeanonarars,
sro nH60 xy.nOlKHHKH PHCOBaJ1H, He BIUl"
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A concern with authorship is also detectable in all those letters in which
textual acquaintance leads to a desire to meet the writer in person. In the case of the
letter "Lialechka and Tamochka" ("'Lialechka i Tamochka"), the desire of a reader to
'flesh out' the authorial persona even acquires a mildly flirtatious character.i" In "A
Letter from a Woman" ("Pis'mo ot zhenshchiny"), there is a more desperate tone in
which the correspondent confesses to having constructed so vivid an image of the
author in her mind that she has started to see him round and about like some kind of
Gogolian fantasy that acquires a life of its own: "Just now I was coming from Lesnyi
on Tram NQ9. Nearby a man was sitting who was exactly like I have imagined you to
be over the past three years. Perhaps it even was yoU.',77The desire to see the author
in the flesh is also a feature of "The Rendezvous

that Didn't

Happen"

("Nesostoiavsheesia svidanie"); in this letter a provincial student requests a meeting
because she regrets a lie told to her friends at home to the effect that she had met
Zoshchenko while studying in Leningrad. What is interesting is that, in describing her
regret at lying about the meeting, she says that: "I was surprised at how bad I felt
about it, as if I had stolen something.i'" Beyond the sense in which she has obviously
stolen her friends' trust, something which could presumably be made better by
coming clean to them, she perhaps fears having somehow trespassed on the image of
the author, something that can only be made good by meeting him in person.
Many of the letters refer directly to issues of authorship in the works
themselves; the sophistication of these queries and observations varies substantially,
but the common concern with authorship remains. In "A Curious Fellow"
("Liubopytnyi chelovek"), a reader simplistically equates the skaz narrator of
76

Ibid, p.372.
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comic tale' An Historical

Zoshchenko's
Zoshchenko

Story' ('Istoricheskii

rasskaz',

1924) with

himself. The skaz narrator in that story finishes the description

comically insubstantial recollection

of Lenin with the suggestion that those wishing

"to find out the details" ("podrobnostei

uznat"') of the incident should tum "directly"

("priamo") to him.79 This is precisely what this correspondent
his question a particular understanding

requests, betraying in

of the author which, naive and simplistic as it

is, is still based on an implicit understanding

of authorship.t"

writer of the letter "Of What the Nightingale
Zoshchenko that the author-figure

of his

Sang"

In a similar vein, the

seeks confirmation

from

of Of What the Nightingale Sang was fictional and

that "the whole book together with the preface was written by you personally.'?"
Occasionally these musings on the mode of authorship in Zoshchenko' s works attain a
perceptiveness

that could be considered acute in any context. The writer of the letter

"A Laudatory Assessment"

describes

his collection

of Zoshchenko

stories as "my

medicine" ("moe lekarstvo") for those times "when I am infinitely sad" ("kogda mne
beskonechno grustno,,).S2 What he finds soothing in them is a kind of human lyricism
within the context of the everyday which is rooted in an acute feeling of authorial
presence:

In the vivid depth of the protagonists of your stories I feel the full
depth of the feeling of the author and see, apart from sharp and
absorbing satire, a touching compassion and good will towards the
people represented."
Even when not explicitly the focus of a given letter. a concern with the nature
of authorship is usually at least touched upon by, if not actually an implicit concern

79

'lstoricheskii rasskaz', 1:211.

81

Pis'ma k pisateliu, p.404.
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of, the correspondent. All those letters suggesting anecdotes or plots that Zoshchenko
might be interested in succeed only in revealing their divergence from the typical
Zoshchenko story. and thus in making it clearer where the particularity of those
stories might lie. In the letter "Golden

Dentures"

(vZolotaia cheliust'"),

a

correspondent suggests Zoshchenko re-work an anecdote he heard about a man who
commissioned a set of golden dentures to show off to his friends and accidentally
flushed them down the drain in Leningrad's Finland station. Although the authorfigure makes no comment on the suggestion other than to reject it, the reader senses
that the tone of poetic justice and direct moral payback at the heart of the anecdote are
utterly foreign to Zoshchenko' s artistic world.84 Other suggestions. such as in the
letters "The Watch" and "Yet More Watches". turn out to be anecdotal re-workings of
a Leskovian plot, and thus similarly serve to stimulate reflections on the nature of
authorship and authorial originality.8s
In fact, the centrality of authorship in Letters to the Writer is implicit in the
title of the work: importantly, it is not Letters from Readers or Letters from the
Reader; the common factor uniting all of the collected correspondence is that it was

sent to the writer. If all the letters constitute more or less oblique engagements with
notions of the author and authorship, then this concern is mirrored by the authorfigure himself. Zoshchenko made this clear in the preface that opened the work:

In conclusion I must say that it was devilishly hard to assemble this
book. From the pile of dull and boring letters I took out those which
seemed to me the most characteristic. For this reason my face is
present in the book., my thoughts and my wishes. The book has been
made like a novel. 86
11-4
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In fact, the author figure is teased out from his correspondents' concerns with
Zoshchenko the author; in a very real sense he is defined from between the lines of his
readers. The author-figure that emerges in Letters to the Writer is really an exercise in
the formation of a kind of relational selfhood. The term 'relational selfhood' actually
comes from Paul Eakin's theoretical reflections on life writing in which he
characterizes it in terms of "modelling the social self'.

87

His approach, in fact,

exhibits a significant degree of correspondence with theoretical studies of selfhood
originating in the field of Slavic Studies and based variously on the ideas of Mikhail
Bakhtin, Lydia Ginzburg and Lev Vygotsky." However, Eakin's understanding of the
relational self draws on research in philosophy, psychology and the cognitive
sciences, to suggest an aspect of selfhood which is "generated in conversation with
others," suggesting that, to some degree at least, "our subjectivity is structured as a
eonversation'V" This is precisely where the author-figure in Letters to the Writer
comes from, and his origin in conversation with others accounts for his confidence
and the unusual stability of the voice he commands.
It is important to understand this point of origin for the authorial voice m
Letters to the Writer, because without appreciating the dialectical interdependence of

it on the conversation he carries on with his readers there is a very real danger of
misreading the confidence in his voice. For instance, Elizabeth Papazian finds
evidence in the unambiguous authorial voice in Letters

10

the

Writer

of "a

P J Eakin, How Our Lives Become Stories: Making Selves (Ithaca NY and London: Cornell
University Press, 1999), pp. 61-68.
88 See A Zorin, 'Izobretenie
traditsii: 0 roli lichnosti v istorii nauki. Proza L. la. Ginzburg:
gumanitarnaia mysl' XX veka', Novoe Iiteraturnoe obozrenie, No. 76 (2005), pp. 45-68. See also C
Emerson, 'Bakhtin, Lotman, Vygotsky and Lydia Ginzburg on Types of Self: A Tribute' in L
Engelstein and S Sandler (eds), Self and Story in Russian History (Ithaca NY and London: Cornell
University
Press, 2000), pp. 20-45; and C Emerson,
'Shklovsky's
ostranenie, Bakhtin's
vnenakhodimost' (How Distance Serves an Aesthetic of Arousal Differently from an Aesthetic Based
on Pain)', Poetics Today, 26:4 (Winter 2005), pp. 637-664.
891bid, p. 64.
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pedagogical relationship in which he [Zoshchenko] becomes, in a sense, the 'author'
of the letter-writers' development't " While the author-figure is hardly averse to
offering advice to his readers and is often candid in his appraisal of poems or stories
that he receives from them, the idea that he strives to "'author'" their development, or
even that he "is producing them" surely misses the degree to which the author-figure
himself is dependent on these very same letters from readers." It also fails to take
notice of the extent to which the author-figure is himself a reader: if, as Papazian
suggests, he is seeking the "reconstruction of the reader" then he cannot but include
hlimse If' m th'IS category. 92
In fact, the tenor of the author-figure's

'didactic'

relationship with his

correspondents is far more subtle and takes place on an entirely different level to that
shown by Papazian. Beyond specific advice, what Zoshchenko offers all his
correspondents is the chance to read their own 'authorial' truths in the mirror of text,
just as he has done; in this regard it is important to note that in the selection criteria
discussed in the preface Zoshchenko notes that: "These letters have been mainly
written by a special category of reader. This is, for the most part. a reader who wishes
to become a part of 'Great Russian Literature'

.,,93

Of course, by publishing their

letters Zoshchenko allows them to do just this, to stumble into the hallowed halls of
Russian literature, but he also does something perhaps even more important: he offers
them the chance to read themselves as he had read himself in works like Sentimental
Tales and was to do in the later The Sky-Blue Book, the chance to read their own

E A Papazian, 'Reconstructing the (Authentic Proletarian) Reader: Mikhail Zoshchenkos
Changing
Model of Authorship. 1924-1934', Kritika: Explorations in Russian and Eurasian Historv, 4:4 (Fall
2003), p. 832.
.
91 'Ibid. p. 832. Emphasis
is Papazian's.
92 Ibid, p. 836.
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Pis'ma k pisateliu. pp. 327328.
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'author-function' and derive their own relational understanding of themselves and the
nature of their selfhood.
An example of this can be pieced together from the case of Nina Deineka.

This young woman wrote a memoir of her correspondence and meetings with
Zoshchenko which culminated in the inclusion of some of her letters with him in
Letters to the

w-ue-?

She initially wrote a personal letter to Zoshchenko to which

she appended some of her unpublished poetry with the aim of soliciting his opinion.
The letter describes her troubled youth (including allegations of what today at least
would be considered child abuse) and her personal misery at the apparent
hopelessness of her situation; the letter developed into the extended correspondence
which is included in Letters to the Writer in the section entitled 'Everything is
Alright' ('Vse v poriadke,).95 The poetry, however. was hived off and included in a
later section called' A Bad Youth' ('Plokhaia molodost" );96 according to Deineka,
Zoshchenko himself composed the accompanying letter to this section": Importantly,
there is no explicit indication in Letters to the Writer that the personal letters in the
earlier section and the poetry in the later one were written by the same person; the
only (very vague) clue is that the titles to the sections do not really make sense and
only have any meaning if switched around. The point of this separation would seem to
be a similar one to that made in the comic story 'The Writer' from back in 1923

(discussed in chapter three): that while the personal aspects of the literary text
continue to haunt the writer, they remain invisible to others, demonstrating that the
personal misery related in the first section leaves no objective textual trace on the

This is the same N Deineka whose memoir is used by Sukhikh to suggest a degree of collusion
between Zoshchenko and some of his correspondents (see footnote above): N Deineka. 'Chuzhaia i
malen'kaia' .
95 Pis'ma k pisateliu. pp. 386-396.
96 Ibid, pp. 4 I5-4 18.
97 N Deineka, 'Chuzhaia i malen'kaia', p. 63.
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poetry printed in the later section. Crucially, the connection between the two sections
is only knowable today because of Deineka's memoir; thus, the point about the
anonymity of the written self implicit in the separation of the personal letters from the
poetry as elucidated above is something that would have been for the eyes of the
original correspondent only, not for the general reader.
This profoundly personal gesture, shot through as it is with Zoshchenko's own
meditations on authorship and made in a published work, perfectly captures the sense
in which Zoshchenko offers his correspondents the chance to read themselves in the
mirror of literature. Unfortunately, however, Deineka's memoir seems to suggest that
she did not interpret it this way: in fact, she expresses some hurt that, as she sees it,
her letters were published "under the knowingly ironic title .Everything is Alright',
with its hopeless summing Up".98 Elsewhere in her account she complains of
Zoshchenko's cold, literary response when she tried to make postfactum revisions to
her letters: "And for him I was already not me - the little girl Ninochka to whom he
was being so sympathetic, I was the literary figure that he was struggling for:·99 In a
sense she is, of course, absolutely correct; that is precisely what Zoshchenko offers
her: a reflection of her selfhood in text that she can read back, a purely written
selfhood that is both recognisable yet also different from Deineka' s own sense of
herself. That she does not do this, however, in no way invalidates the gesture. In view
of this complex episode, one begins to see what Zoshchenko meant by suggesting that
his need to write the book was fuelled by the fact that: "1 am unable and have no right
to hold such exceptional material in my writing desk:')OOThe Deineka episode reveals
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a work that, if not quite didactic enough to be called pedagogical, may perhaps be
understood as a textual mirror held up, without obligation or suggested interpretation,
to his cherished readership. In this it perhaps offers them the same opportunity of
reading their own relational selfhood in textual conversation with others that the
author himself derived from their letters: giving back to them what they had given
him.
The phenomenon of the author-figure in textual conversation with others is
also an important aspect of 'Story of a Reforging' {'Istoriia odnoi perekovki',
1934).101This piece emerged directly from the infamous expedition of Soviet writers
to the newly completed White Sea-Baltic Canal, an undertaking in which Zoshchenko
took an active part. Zoshchenko's story originally formed the twelfth chapter of the
notorious, collectively authored Stalin White Sea-Baltic Canal: The History of its
Construction

1931-1934

(Belomorsko-Baltiiskii

kanal

imeni

Stalina:

istoriia

stroitel'stva 1931-1934 gg, 1934 - henceforth Belomorkanal) which was the textual
end-product of the expedition. Belomorkanal is obviously a seriously compromised
work: taken together, its contributions constitute a paean to forced labour whose
politically driven myth-making systematically misrepresents its unpalatable subject
matter; the work was sponsored by and organized under the auspices of the OGPU
and, for those reading it today, the collection as a whole can only raise the most
serious questions

about the ethics

of writing.l'"

Zoshchenko's

enthusiastic

participation in the project would thus seem to constitute an uncharacteristic lapse of
ethical judgement on the part of a writer who otherwise managed to negotiate the
See M Gor'kii, L Averbakh, S Firin eds, Belomorsko-Baltiiskii kanal imeni Stalina: istoriia
1931-1934 gg (Moscow: OGIZ, 1934), Reprinted 1998, pp. 493-524. It was also published
serarately in 1934 under the more politically neutral title 'Story of a Life' ('lstoriia odnoi zhizni').
10 The story of the composition of Belomorkanal
and a discussion of the ethical and political stakes
involved can be gleaned from Dariusz Tolczyk's See No Evil: Literary Cover-ups and Discoveries of
the Soviet Camp Experience (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1999) and Cynthia Ruder's Making
History for Stalin: The Story of the Belomor Canal (Gainesville: University Press of Florida. 1998).
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difficult years of the thirties with a reputation for personal integrity, decency and
honour that was rare enough among his contcmporaries.l'" This ethical lapse on the
part of the writer goes a long way towards accounting for the relative critical neglect
of the story; as Elizabeth Papazian suggests, 'Story of a Reforging' remains "one of
the lacunae" in Zoshchenko criticism, either being passed over in stunned silence or
being analyzed in predominantly ethical and political terms.104 However, as important
as these ethical and political concerns are, and as suggested above they are extremely
important, the particularities of the text itself are all too easily eclipsed by the
magnitude of the reader's understandable moral perplexity. This is unfortunate, for
beyond its deplorable political context, the story has an important (and largely nonpolitical) function in the genesis of Zoshchenko' s literary experiments with authorship
analyzed so far in this chapter. It is perhaps this latter aspect that helps to explain
Zoshchenko's baffling seduction by the Belomorkanal

project and his reluctance as

late as 1954 to distance himself from his contribution in particular and indeed
Belomorkanal

as a whole.lOs However, with the benefit of historical (and political)

distance, it is perhaps possible now to see a way to condemning the undertaking in
political and ethical terms, while at the same time cautiously mining the surviving text
for anything of value.
In fact, extracting meaning from another text is central to the whole aesthetic
structure of Zoshchenko' s story itself: it is constructed as the explicit re-working of an

See L Milne, Zoshchenko and the Ilf-Petrov Partnership, pp.89-92.
E A Papazian, 'Reconstructing the (Authentic Proletarian) Reader', p. 840. Papazian is an obvious
exception to this trend; she analyzes the story in terms of an avant-garde striving for reconstruction of
the reader which she imputes to Zoshchenko (see pp. 837-839 of the same source). Linda Scatton looks
beyond the political context of the story to stress the way in which the piece partakes in a broader
interest in life writing which she identities across a number of Zoshchenkos works - see L Scatton,
Evolution ofa Writer, pp. 118-121.
105 See L Milne, Zoshchenko and the llf-Petrov Partnership, p.91. Importantly. by 1954 it would have
been perfectly expedient to renounce the project. In fact, even in 1937 when Gor'kii was dead, and
lagoda, Averbakh and Firin (the other forces behind the collection) had all been consumed bv the Great
purge, the book fell into official disrepute and was not reprinted.
•
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autobiographical outline originally written independently of Zoshchenko by one of the
convict labourers working on the scheme. The story opens with a typical Zoshchenko
authorial introduction, in which the reader learns that the writer of the original
autobiographical account was a former thief and con-man called Abram lsaakovich
Rottenberg who "several days before his release wrote his biography"; 106 the reader is
further told by the author-figure that "this biography was given to me [Zoshchenko]
for literary

re-working.Y'"

In view

of the

uncomfortable

provenance

of

Belomorkanal, the passive voice in that last sentence sounds particularly ominous, but

in addition to evoking the invisible hand of the OGPU, the passive construction also
serves to emphasize the otherness of the textual source in a purely literal sense and
thus also the distance between the author-figure and the writer of the original account.
Importantly, Rottenberg did not give the manuscript to Zoshchenko directly; as was
the case with the reader's letters that were published in Letters to the Writer five years
previously, Zoshchenko's knowledge of his subject is largely textual.
This point is reflected and reinforced in the story by the fact that the reader
also comes to know the reformed criminal only through his retold story; there is
absolutely no direct authorial comment on him or his character. save a short summing
up at the end. Rottenberg's story is separated from the authorial introduction both
typographically and, more importantly, by voice. The plot-driven, autobiographical
account of the convict's life is narrated in the first person and deploys a lively.
consciously unliterary register which retains a piquant sense of the criminal
underworld which it evokes. In fact, but for the disclosure of the authorial position in
the introduction, Rottenburg's story would have been a perfect skaz narrative in the
mould of much of the comic fiction of the twenties. It also makes for quite an exciting
«[ ... ] sa HeCKonbKO .nHel%.nO csoero ssrxona Ha Bomo aanacan CBOIO6HorpacpHIO»; Belomorkanal,
fc·07495
.
«[3]'1)' 6HorpacpHIO nana MHe .nmI nareparypaoa
06pa6oTKK.» Ibid, p. 495.
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read in its own right it is a colourful narrative brimming with exotic foreign
locations, gambling dens, dancing girls and brushes with the law. Rottenberg's
criminal speciality is counterfeit gold and diamonds, a metier which elevates him
from small-time thieving and confidence trickery in the back streets of prerevolutionary Tiflis to the life of an international criminal operating in Turkey, Greece
and Egypt. It also leads to the painful loss of his first love, forsaken in the pursuit of
crime, as well as to various periods of incarceration and hard labour in the Tsarist,
British and Soviet penal systems.
Whereas his stays in pre-revolutionary and foreign prisons only serve to
deepen Rottenberg's recidivism, when he enters the Soviet penal system and is sent to
work on White Sea-Baltic canal he is comprehensively reforged by corrective labour:
he becomes a shock worker, is decorated for outstanding productivity and comes to
renounce his life of crime, apparently for good. This is undoubtedly the heavy-handed
political point that the Rottenberg story, which was passed to Zoshchenko, was
supposed to achieve: the depiction of Soviet penal practice as progressive and
civilising by comparison to its bourgeois counterparts and predecessors. Importantly.
in Zoshchenko's re-telling of Rottenberg'S biography in 'Story of a Reforging'. there
is no attempt made to soften the over-played ideological notes that result from this
political subtext. For instance, the reader is rightly suspicious when told how
Rottenberg received paternal ideological advice in the form of a friendly motivational
chat over tea and biscuits with camp guards; lOR even without the benefit of post-Soviet
insight into the nature of the Gulag and the state security apparatus. this episode
simply does not ring true in the story's forced labour context and stands out as a
badly-written stab at political myth-making. The author-figure naively pretends not to

108

Ibid, p. 518.

280

hear these aesthetically-intrusive, politically-motivated, discordant notes. but they
remain for everyone else to hear and ponder.
At the close of Rottenberg's story, the author-figure sums up by offering three
possible ways of interpreting Rottenberg's reforging: either "he has really changed his
consciousness and really reforged himself having come up against the right system of
corrective education"; 109or it was a self-interested decision based on the realisation
that in the new socialist order "the criminal world is really going to the wall"
("pristupnomu miru deistvitel'no prikhodit krakh") and so consequently criminals
need "to re-qualify themselves" ("perekvalijitsirovat'sia"); 110or else "he had pulled a
new 'swindle'" ("on sdelal novuiu 'aferu ''').111In spite of the fact that the preceding
story offered plenty of grounds for scepticism about Rottenberg's transformation. the
author-figure opts for the first explanation; importantly though, he offers absolutely
no explanation as to why, only asserting rather cryptically that "I am as sure of this as
I am of myself.,,112It may not appear much, but this self-referential aside is in fact
extremely important in understanding why the author-figure reaches the conclusion he
does; it suggests a very personal take on the Rottenberg narrative on the part of the
author-figure and an even more personal concern with reforging and self-reform in
general.
In fact, it is precisely this personal fascination with reforging per se which
animates the whole Rottenberg story. At the very beginning of the tale, before the
reformed conman has even been mentioned, the author-figure reveals his interest in
stories of reforging; implying that he is seeking instances of the most radical selftransformation, he asserts that he is primarily interested in those "people who had
109«[ ... ] .neifCTBHTeJ1bHO H3MeHHJ1 csoe C03HaHHe H .neACTBHTeJ1bHO nepeKOBaJICIi. CTOJ1KHYBWHCbC
npaBHJ1bHOif CHCTeMoA socnaraaaa.»

Ibid. p. 524.
III Ibid. p. 524.
112«1-1B )TOM II TBK)Ke
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been deeply drawn into a life built on idleness, theft, cheating, robberies and
killings.,,113He admits that at first he "approached the question of re-education with
scepticism" ("skepticheski

podoshel

k voprosu perevospitaniia").

supposing that it

arose primarily through "the wish to curry favour" ("zhelanie vysluzhit'siid'Y
wish to get freedom, benefits and advantages" {"zhelanie poluchit'

or "the

voliu, blaga i

l'gOty,,).114 However, the author-figure quickly renounces this scepticism, asserting

that:
I must say that, on a general reckoning, I was desperately mistaken.
And I in fact saw the reconstruction of consciousness, the pride of
the construction workers and the surprising change in the psyche of
.
lIS
many pnsoners.
Crucially, this declaration comes in a passage bearing the strange subtitle
'Conclusion' ("'Zakliuchenie"); this is baffling because it comes in the second page of
the story before the reader has seen or heard anything of Rottenberg. The point is that
the authorial conclusion is largely set in advance and. in a play on the word
"zakliuchenie"

(which also means detention or incarceration in Russian), this

authorial conclusion 'incarcerates' the remainder of the tale. Thus, the author-figure is
able to say only two pages into his story of reforging that:

On a general reckoning, as far as I was able to see, not one person,
having gone through the severe school of corrective education,
remained precisely as they had been.
Almost all, in one way or another, were positively reforged.
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And, if this reforging would make ideal people out of all law
breakers then the pen of the satirist would henceforth rust from
stan dimg 1idle. 116
It must be said that in this declaration, the qualifications are just as important as the

assertions; in particular the conditional-subjunctive mood of the last sentence casts the
sentiment as a heartfelt desire rather than an anticipation of an accomplished fact.
Nonetheless, the overcoming of the author-figure's
transformation and his newly found belief

scepticism about personal

in reforging has been asserted

unambiguously.
This, of course, raises the question as to exactly whose reforging is referred to
in the title of the story; the reader naturally assumed that it was Rottenberg's, but it
might equally be held to be that of the author-figure himself. This is really a question
of the connection between the author-figure and Rottenberg; it is a question that is
broached in concrete terms by examining the extent of Zoshchenko' s re-working of
Rottenberg's original account. The reader is not given Rottenberg's original account;
although the author-figure describes it as "extraordinary" ("neohychaina") it was not
without serious defects: "His biography, written quite carelessly, with many literary
infelicities, prolixities and repetitions, could, unfortunately, not be published without
corrections.,,117These corrections, as described by the author-figure. actually sound
quite heavy; he calls the revisions "a task of extraordinary difficulty" ("zadacha
neobychainoi trudnosti''v and says of the original manuscript:

J 16 B 06meM >Ke C'IeTe. CKonbKO MHe ynanocs
ysanen;
HH OllHH '1eJ10BeK, npouieauiaa
CYPOBYIO
WKO.rry nepeeocnaranaa,
He OCTaJlCJIHMeHHO TaKKM. KaK 6bUJ. / Bee nO'lTH B
HJ1HHHoA Mepe
nOJ1)"lHJ1H n0J10>KHTeJIbH)'JO nepexosxy.
/ A eCJIH 3T8 nepexoaxa
caenana
6bl H3 scex
npaBOHapYWHTeJ1eA aneansaux
monea
- nepo carapaxa
sapxaaeno 6bJ B .llaJ1bHeAweM OT
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Here the composition of the piece was complicated and confused,
and it would have been difficult for the reader to follow the events.
Here was a dead fabric which it was necessary to bring to life with
the breath of literature.1I8
The work here sounds significant, even possibly intrusive; however, this picture is
softened slightly when the author-figure suggests a little later in the same section that:

I 'dragged a comb through' this manuscript; but I did this as if by
the hand of the author himself. I preserved his language, his style,
his ignorance of literature and his personal character. This was
almost the work of a jeweller. 119
The suggestion here is more of a stylized re-working based on a deep empathy
with the author; what it recalls is that sense of reading his correspondents in Letters to
the Writer noted earlier, work of such intensity that Zoshchenko claimed it
approached that of the creation of literary characters. Particularly revealing in this
passage is that jeweller metaphor: the author-figure depicts his work as that of cutting
and setting a raw but precious substance so as to release its own hidden natural
beauty. This is an evocative metaphor for the kind of creative reading that the authorfigure engages in; it is an art based on the reading of natural potential and without any
claim to creation ex nihilo; it also stands as the exact opposite of Rottenberg's pet
scam which involved the criminal conjuring of "cut diamonds" ("brillianl}''') from
"stones" C'kamni"), without any of the attendant labour.120The result of this creative
reading is a typically contradictory mix of reading and writing: "And so, here is this
surprising story of the life of a man, written by himself. so to speak. and •guided

«T )'T KOMn03HUHJI

cn 0:lKHa

H sarryrana, Jot l{HTaTeJUo 6b1J10 6bl TpYllHO cnenars sa
c06bJTHJlMH.TyT 6b1J1aMepTBIUI TKaHb, KOTOPYJOaano 6b1J10O:lKHBHTbllblxaHHeM nareparypsi.»
Ibid,
pp. 495-496.
119 (VI
.0 "npaseca»
31)' pyxonacs. H0 JI cnenan 3TO KaK 6bI pYKoA caMoro asropa. R COXpaHHJIero
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108eJlHpHaH paoora.» Ibid, p. 496.
120 Ibid, p. 501 and p. 503.
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around' by my hand.,,121 Here "'guided
"obvedennaid'

around"

can be read two ways:

can mean being led by, but it can also mean being surrounded by. This

ambiguous authorial presence in the re-worked tale can perhaps best be understood by
a similar reading (and then writing) of authorial self into the text of the other that was
encountered in Letters to the Writer. Whereas in the earlier work, the act of reading
was more openly staged by the inclusion of the original letters, in the later work,
although the original is missing, the act of reading is no less obviously asserted. What
the reader is presented with is the self already read into the text of the other, but,
although not present, the effect of that other text is not effaced; it is referred to
throughout the story and is markedly present by its very absence.
In order to understand precisely what aspect of himself the author-figure reads
into Rottenberg's biography one need look only to the one piece of extra-textual
knowledge of the reformed convict that the author admits to. He claims to have heard
Rottenberg speak at an officially organized meeting of shock workers convened at one
of the camps along the canal.122In fact it is one part of his speech in particular which
lodges in the mind of the author-figure:

'The bourgeois professor Lombroso says that we criminals are
already born as criminals. What rubbish. Can criminals really be
born that way? My father is an honest toiler - he works to this day.
My mother is an honest worker. But what happened to me - Irepent
of this and am walking away from this for good.' 123
What most impresses the author-figure about Rottenberg. before seeing a syllable of
his autobiography, is his impassioned affirmation of belief in the plasticity of the self

«}1TaK, BOT 3Ta y.nHBHTeJ1bHaJIHCTOPHJI)KH3HH xeaoeexe, HamtCaHHaJI HM caMblM. TaK CKa3aTb. H
'o6Be.neHHaJI' Moeii PYKoR.» Ibid, p. 496.
122 Ibid, pp. 494-495.
123
«'DYP~83Hb1R
nporpeccop nOM6p030 roSOpHT, 1fTO Mbl, npecrynaaxa,
Y)Ke pO)l(.neHbl
npecrynHHKaMH. KaKaJI 1fYWb. P83Be MOryr pO)l(,naTbCSl npecrynaaxa?
MoR OTeU - lJeCTHbJR
TPY)KeHHK-.no CHXnop pa60TaeT. MOJi MaTh -lJeCTHaJI pa60THHua. A TO. 'fro CnylJJ.U10Cbco MHoft. - SI
B 3TOMpacxaasaiocs H OT sroro OKOH'faTeJ1bHOyxoxy.:» Ibid, p. 495.
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and the capacity for personal adaptation and change. Tellingly, the convict refers to
Cesare Lombroso (1835-1909), the originator of a biological theory of criminology
which located criminal tendencies in biological atavism and thus posited criminality
as more or less congenital. Thus, in a more particular sense, it is Rottenberg's
categorical rejection of an immutable, scientifically-determined

understanding of

human character and his passionate insistence on the human capacity for self-reform
that attracts the narrator's attention and, by extension, defines the concerns of the
story from the outset.
The extent to which this aspect of Rottenberg's story genuinely affected
Zoshchenko can be gauged by the fact that it re-appeared in a startlingly similar
formulation in the very different context of Before Sunrise almost a decade later: after
describing his Crimean breakdown and immediately before commencing his formal
attempt to understand his melancholia, the narrator ponders the same question of
biological essence when he asks himself:

[C)ould I have been born so weak and sensitive or did something
happen in my life which harmed my nerves, damaged them and
made me an unhappy speck of dust driven and whirled by any wind
that blows? And suddenly it dawned on me that I could not be born
so unhappy and so defenceless. I could be born weak or scrofulous:
I could be born with one hand, with one eye, or without an ear: but
to be born in order to be depressed, and depressed without reason because the world seemed vulgar! [... ) No, I could not have been
born such a freak.124
These two works differ markedly in context and theme, but the heart-felt rejection of
a life fixed at the outset by biological determinism is strikingly comparable. It is
really this affirmation of the human capacity for transformation that the author-figure
124«[P]O.llHJICH J1H H TaKHM CJla6b1M H '{YBCTBHTeJlbHbIM HJIH B MoeA )KH3HH 'fTO-HH6Yllb
TaKOe, '{TO nOBpellHJIO MOH aepsu,
rOHHT H MOTaeT JII060ii
TaKHM 6e33allUITHbiM.
OllHbIM ma30M.
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reads in Rottenberg's story and which accounts for his reading of his own concerns
into Rottenberg's story; that this same sentiment can be detected later in Before
Sunrise shows that this need on the part of the author to believe in the plasticity of the

self is based, in his case, on his own concerns with melancholia.
It is interesting to note that, just as with Rottenberg, biological determinism is

rejected in Before Sunrise primarily through the passionate assertion of personal
belief, and not through a logical, theoretical or empirical refutation: Rottenberg's
rejection of hereditary criminology on the basis of his parents' virtue depends on so
simplistic a view of genetic inheritance as to be meaningless as a scientific proof;
likewise, a genuinely physiological theory of the mind would not validate the
disparity between bodily and mental birth defects that the author-figure of Before
Sunrise advances with such conviction. Both of these statements are characterised

more by passion than proof, more by belief than argument. It is precisely because his
assertion of the plasticity of self is powered by the force of conviction that the authorfigure in 'Story of a Reforging' asserts his belief in the sincerity of Rottenberg's
personal reconstruction, and why he does so without even trying to advance any real
proof. It is the very authorial self in Rottenberg's account that leads him to assert: "I
am as sure of this as I am of myself."
The 'read'

authorial presence analyzed in this chapter constitutes the

establishing of the existence of a self in language through reading, be that through
reading the author-function of one's own works or through reading oneself in the
textual productions of others. This process reveals a self already alive in language in
defiance of the melancholic denial of symbolic selfhood. It thus functions as a
potential escape from the ambivalent melancholic textual selfhood analyzed in chapter
three and that so characterised the works of the twenties. Crucially, a self alive in
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language is already a malleable self. one open to re-reading and re-writing, but
without the effacement of the original written self that underlies it. To be sure, there
remains a discrepancy between that "read' selfhood and the prelapsarian melancholic
selfhood that preceded it, but this is ameliorated through the trope of adaptation, an
established cultural narrative in the Soviet context. The result is an oddly broken, selfinterrogating language that is at once appropriate to an era of historical flux, but is
also perhaps even more appropriate to the split melancholic self for it urges adaptation
and facilitates a plasticity of self, while simultaneously retaining the memory of a
prelapsarian, melancholic selfhood within the "safety net of the past tense". This is a
language with a melancholic sense of memory, one which achieves an openness to
becoming and a willingness to adapt. while preserving a sense of its past. its origins
and thus the struggle required in reconciling the two.
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Chapter 6
Literature and Medicine
The previous two chapters have argued that Of "Whatthe Nightingale Sang. and its
subsequent

development

Zoshchenko's

into Sentimental Tales, marked

a watershed

moment

in

literary evolution in general, and his melancholic aesthetic in particular.

This work introduced the important theme of self-reading
work, and with it the connected phenomenon

into Zoshchenko' slater

of a fictionalized,

parody author-figure;

these two innovations became increasingly marked features of the writer's subsequent
longer works, undergoing
experiments
chapters,

significant

development

in the context of sophisticated

in literary form. As has been suggested

these

developments

had

enormous

throughout

significance

the previous two

in terms

of writing

melancholia; however, it is important to note that in and of themselves they do not yet
constitute a language of melancholia
study. They remain techniques

in the broadly Kristevan sense adopted by this

for the "literary representation"

of melancholia:

are sophisticated textual devices capable of translating the melancholic

they

self into text

and thus capturing in language some of the symbolic abdication at the heart of the
melancholic
"elaboration".

condition; however, they do not yet attain what Kristeva describes as
Elaboration

is that explicitly therapeutic

the pattern of psychic processes

underlying

discourse capable of directly influencing
the aim of tying them more closely

this elaborative

melancholic

alienation

and to forge a

these primary psychological

processes with

into the realm of symbolic

Kristeva, it is this step that distinguishes
is precisely

step which strives to outline

step that

discourse.

I

For

the therapeutic from the purely artistic and it
sets

Youth Restored iVozvrashchennaia

molodost', 1933) and Before Sunrise (Pered voskhodom solmsa, 1943) apart in
I J Kristeva, Black Sun, pp. 24-25 and pp. 65-66. Kristeva's concept of elaboration is discussed in some
detail in the first chapter of this study.
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Zoshchenko's oeuvre. These works combine the innovations in form and authorial
voice analyzed earlier in an explicitly therapeutic context; they thus manage to weave
these textual innovations into a kind of therapeutic language appropriate to Soviet
cultural possibilities: a genuinely Soviet language of melancholia. Before Sunrise,
being the end-point of Zoshchenko's literary therapy, will be discussed in the next
chapter; however, the roots of this language lie in the early 1930s and are connected
with the appearance of Youth Restored.
The theme broached in Youth Restored is purportedly that of lost youth: hence
the title. In fact, the title is simultaneously revealing and misleading in this regard: the
implication of youth possessed, then lost, then restored (and quite possibly even to be
lost again with time) posits a slight distance, even at this early stage. between the
work and the mythical theme of 'eternal youth' that it might otherwise evoke.t
However, if eternal youth is not achieved in any actual sense (and when the reader
gets onto the work itself this is glaringly confirmed), then the youth in the title
becomes something of a suggestive metaphor without a definite referent. The nature
of this metaphorical referent becomes a little clearer when the reader moves onto the
opening sentence: "This is a tale about how one Soviet man. burdened by years.
illnesses and melancholia, wanted to return his lost youth.:" It is significant (so
significant in fact that it is set in its own paragraph) that chief among the symptoms of
the senescence that the book explores is melancholia; it will be remembered from the
first chapter that the equation of melancholia and old age was long established in the
European tradition of writing about melancholia, but it is also instantly recognisable
Some contemporaries failed to discern the way Youth Restored distances itself from the idea of
eternal youth with a detrimental impact on their reception of the work: Nemilov's hostile reading of the
book, for instance, is dependent to no little degree on his rather unconvincing characterisation of the
central story in Youth Restored as a kind of Zoshchenkovian Faust. See A Nernilov, 'Mikh Zoshchenko
i problema omolozheniia', Kniga i proletarskaia revoliutsiia, No.9, 1934, p. 96.
3 «3TO ecrs nOBeCTb 0 TOM, KaK O.!1KHCOBeCTCKKA
senoaex, 06peMeHHblA ro.naMH. 60Jle3HIIMH 1-1
MenamwnHeR, 3axOTeJI BepHYTbCBOJOyrpaueaayio Mono.nOCTb.»3:6.
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from similar instances encountered earlier in Zoshchenko' s fiction: one thinks
particularly of Sentimental Tales. In addition it is interesting to note at this stage that
the opening line posits the defeat of age and melancholia in terms of active desire: this
creates a slight ambiguity with the title which posits the restored youth as something
already achieved, quite possibly as the outcome of a passive process. In fact, this note
of ambiguity is never finally resolved, and the extent to which mental well-being is
dependent on an active or passive process grows into one of the book's central
themes.
That the concern of the book is with melancholia as much as with senescence
per se is developed beyond the opening line in a series of playful, comic references.
At one point, when the author-figure is explaining how his knowledge of medicine
falls short of what might be termed "completely solid" C'okonchatel'no

tverdoe"), he

asserts that, for instance, he would not know:

Where such and such happens and why it happens, what this or that
is called in Greek, and what exactly is cancer, and on which side of
the population the kidneys are, and for what purpose nature fixed
man up with a spleen, and why, in essence, this tangled and even
quite paltry organ is called by this pretty flippant name, which
noticeably lowers human nature from its usual grandeur."
The extended and confusing comic reference to the spleen only begins to make a little
sense when it is recalled from the discussion in chapter one that in classical
humoristic medicine the spleen is the organ charged with the regulation of black bile
and so its impaired function is directly responsible for the genesis of black moods and
melancholia. It is particularly noteworthy how carried away the author-figure gets in

4

«[ ... ] rne sero

pax,

6blBaeT, M 3alJeM 6b1BaeT, M KaK TO MM MHoe no-rpesecxa

M B KaKOM 601<)' Y HaCeneHHJI nOlJKK,

cene3eHI<)', H nosevy,

B cymaocra,

3TOT 3anyTaHHblj:\

3THM ,nOBonbHO-TaKH nerKOMblCneHHblM
Bee 06bl'lHOM BeJlH'lHH.»

H .l1]UI

KaKO~ uena

npapona

Ha3bIBaeTCII, H 'ITO raxoe
npacrpoana

Ii ,nIDKe OT'laCTH MH3epHblf\

opran

xenoaexy
Ha3blBaeTCli

Ha3b1BaHHeM, 3aMeTHO CHHlKaJOlllHM lJenOBe'leCKYIO npnpony

3:9.

291

his discussion of the spleen in the passage above, a key aspect being the authorfigure's professed ignorance of the dark workings of this "paltry organ".
Melancholia and aging are perhaps more explicitly associated

In

a playful

passage in which the author-figure asserts that with the onset of age not only are
people "afflicted with surprising and even incomprehensible

illnesses" ("ikh

zakhvatyvaet raznye udivitel'nye i dazhe neponiatnye bolezni"), but also:

These sick people are also afflicted by more comprehensible
illnesses and, so to speak, generally accessible ones, which are
described in textbooks, like, for example, melancholia, dropsy,
paralyses, diabetes, tuberculosis and so on, and so forth, and
suchlike.5
The inclusion of "melancholia" in a list of "more comprehensible illnesses"

IS

comically provocative: it really more obviously belongs in the former category of
puzzling disorders "from which doctors fall into a state of wise contemplation and
grow anxious about the powerlessness of their profession.?" This comic juxtaposition
of course satirizes some of the pretensions of the medical profession, but at the same
time it also places special emphasis on melancholia and reinforces the book' s concern
with this particular aspect of senescence.
After its unusual thematic concerns, the next most striking feature of Youth
Restored is surely its highly original form; as Tsesar' Vol'pe noted in a perceptive

contemporary reading, "Zoshchenko's new tale astounds at once with its originality of
genre.,,7 The author-figure in fact draws attention to this novelty early on, suggesting

s «JTHX 60JlhHhIX 3axBaThIBalOT TaK)Ke 60Jle3HH 60nee nOHJlTHble H. TaK CKa38Tb. 06we.nocTYnHble.
OIlHcaHHble B )"Je6HHKax, KaK, aanpnxep:
MenaHXOnHJl, BO.nHJlKa. napanaua, CaXapH8JI 60ne3Hb.
ry6epKyne3, H TaK nanee, H rosry nonofiaoe, H nposee.» 3:10.
6 Or KOTOPblXBpallH Bna11810TB MYnpoe cosepuarensaoe
COCTOJlHHeH npHXO.nJITB 6ecnOimAcTBo aa
6ecnoMOWHOCTb csoea npoipeccaa.» 3: 1O.
7 «HOB8JI nOBeCTb 30weHKo nopaxaer cpasy )Ke CBOHM )KaHpoBblM caoeoopaaaea.»
Ts Vol'pe,
tskusstvo nepokhozhesti, p. 230.
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that "on this occasion our tale bears scant similarity to the usual little literary pieces ..,8
The book is organized in the form of a novella made up of thirty-five chapters and an
appended commentary which is linked to the novella through a system of endnotes.
The novella is composed of a lengthy introduction and a tale which forms the kernel
of the work; the tale itself only begins at chapter seventeen and continues up to
chapter thirty-five, making up only about one-third of the complete book. The
commentary constitutes just under half of the completed volume and the remainder is
made up by the extended introduction to the novella which is referred to early on as a
"scientific discussion" ("nauchnoe rassuzhdenie=C
This introductory scientific discussion adopts a direct and factual approach
that is allied to a chatty, at times even playful, narrative style that recalls any number
of works of scientific popularization. There is also a mock innocent irony in this
opening section which is hardly consonant with a genuine work of popular science;
\

but it does not entirely spoil the parody of the genre, and does not prevent the central
concerns of the book being articulated with a reasonable degree of clarity. In this vein.
the author-figure notes that:

Well, up to the age of about thirty-five, as far as the author has been
able to note, people live tolerably, they work in their individual
field, make merry, recklessly spend what is granted them by nature.
but after this, for the most part, there begins a rapid fading and the
onset of old age.
Their taste for many good things gets lost. Their mugs grow dull.
Their e6'es gaze with sadness on many proper and recently loved
things. )

8 «Hawa nOBeCTb Ha 3TOTpas Mano noxosca Ha 06b1'1Hble mrreparypsue BeLUHUbI.» 3:7.
9 3:8. In the edition
of Youth Restored used for this study the relative proportions are made up thus:
introduction pp. 6-24; tale pp. 24-79; commentary pp. 80- 160.
JO «Hy, eme ner .110TPH.!luaTH nllTH, CKOJ1bKOMor 3aMeTHTb aBTOp. J1IO.ZlH
)J(HBYTCHOCHO.TpYlUITCJJHa
CBoeM nonpmue, secensrca, TPaTllT 6e3paCCY.ZlHOTO, 'ITO HM ornyuieao npaponoa, a nocne sroro no
60J1bWeA '1aCTHHaQHHaeTCJJy HHX 6YPHoe YBJlnaHHe H npH6J1HlKeHHe K cnpOCTH. / Y HHX nponaaaer
BKYC KO MHOrHM XOpOWHM BeLUaM. Mopna Y HHX rycxaeer.
HXHHe rnasa c rpycrsio B3HpatoT Ha
MHorne npHJ1H'1Hble Ii HenaBHO JII06HMbie seura.» 3: 10.
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This aged outlook then translates into any number of diseases (including the
supposedly "comprehensible" melancholia) which leads these people to head off
"with their sicknesses and suitcases to various sanatoria and sea coasts in search of
their lost youth".l1 This course of action not only fails, but in fact "makes them still
more ill", and they tum in desperation to medical science.V
The doctors administer all sorts of treatments "with a scientific purpose" ("s
nauchnoi tsel'iu" - pointedly not a human one), and even try to persuade the patient
that their illness is something imaginary, even a sort of fantasy as it were, without any
basis in reality at all".l3 This just "confuses the simple-hearted patient" ("zaputyvaet
prostodushnogo bol'nogo") and hastens his end, "not having found out in the end
what, really, happened to him and what fatal mistake he made in his

ure.:"

Anticipating the accusation that these observations are anecdotal. or that they
represent the mental particularities of Soviet culture characterised as it is by "war,
revolution and the whole, so to speak, distinctiveness of our everyday life", the
author-figure turns to the biographies of the great and the good across history." Here
he finds:
Even more rapid fading, even more complex and inscrutable
diseases,
even
more
terrible
melancholia,
depression,
disenchantment, contempt for people, hypochondria and even more
early death could be seen on this, so to speak, great intelligentsia
front.l6
II «3aXBopaBwHe, Bble3)f(atOT rorna nocxopea co CSOHMH 60Jle3HJ1MH H '1eMOnaHaMH Ha pamue
KYPOPTblH no6epe)J(MI B noncxax csoea yrpa'leHHoR MOJlOnOCTH.»3: 1O.
12 «Ewe 60Jlee OT3TOro XBOpatOT»; 3: 1O.
13 «[ ... ] HellTO aoofipascaeaoe, spone KaK 6blna)Ke q,aHTa3HJl, He HMetOlUaJInon co60R HI1KaKOR
r,eanbHoR nOllBbl»;3: 1O.
4 «[ ...] He Y3HaB OKOH1JaTeJlbHO,
'ITO, C06cTBeHHO, C HHM CJ1)"-IHJ10Cb
11KaK)'1OpoKOBYIO OWI16KY OH
COsepWHJ1B csoea )KH3HH.» 3: 10-11.
15 «[ ... ] Bof%HoR,peBoJUOUHeRH acex, TaJ( cxaaars, cBoe06pll3HeM aauiero 6bITa»; 3: 11 .
16 «Ewe 60nee 6ypHoe yBJillaHHe, ewe 60nee cnosonae
H HenOCTH)KHMble 6one3HH, euie 60nee
~acH)'tO MeJlaHXOJlHtO,xaanpy, paaosapoeanae, npespeaae K JltOllJlM, anoxounpmo
H ewe 60nee
paHHtOtO cMepTb MO)KHO6b1Jlo BHlleTb Ha 3TOM, TaK cxasars, BeJlHKOM HHTennHreHTCKOM q,POHTe.»

3: 11.
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Of those who do not die young, many turn out to have lived lives of anenuated
creativity beyond middle age, condemned to writing mere commentaries on the
vanished glories of their youth:
They gave up their famous work, they lay about for whole days on
ottomans in tom felt shoes, smoked pipes, grieved, fought with their
wives, cried and moaned, and for the sake of boredom and so as to
lose themselves in reverie, they wrote memoirs about their
wonderful heroic youth or composed theological and religious tracts
in as far as this trivial purpose does not require inspiration and full,
surging, creative health, elan and that physical well-being which
i yout h .17
was there
ere m
The author-figure acknowledges that not all great men fade beyond middle age, but he
opines that those who manage not to, apparently "more often than not atheists and
materialists" ("chashche

vsego

bezbozhniki

i materialist),")

such as Voltaire,

Hippocrates and Democritus, do not reveal the secret of their longevity and "as ill
luck would have it, they took it to the grave" ("kak na grekh. unosili v mogilu,,).IR The
theme of lost youth is thus an enquiry into how one maintains one's creativity and
place in the external world over the duration of a lifetime, how one remains embedded
in a social reality that constantly eschews the stasis of writing. thought and belief.
This is a question at once practical and literary. but it is also a particularly
melancholic dilemma.
While the author-figure's direct, factual approach in the "scientific discussion"
has been perfectly adequate to framing the question, it becomes woefully inadequate
when it begins to try

and answer it; its pretensions

to scientific clarity

17 «OHH 6pocanH CBOIOcnaBH)'JO pafiory, OHH uenae .D.HHaananacs Ha OTTOMaHKax 8 p8aHbiX
BoRnOlJHblX ryCPJUlX, KYPHnH TJ'y6KH, rpYCTHnH, 6paHHnHCb C )KeHaMH. lUIaKaJlH H HbInH. nacana.
CKYKHpana Ii lJTo6 3a6b1TbCJl,CBOHMeMyapbl 0 caoea npespacnoa repoH'fecKoR MonOllOCTH HnH
CO'lHHJlnH60rocnOBCKHe H peJlHrH03HbIe TpaKTaTbl, nOCKonbKY AAJI sroa MenKoR uena He Tpe6yeTCJI
B.D.OXHOBeHHJI
H nonaoro
fiypaoro
TBOplJeCKOrO 3110POBbJl, nonseaa
H Toro cpH3H'feCKOrO
6naronon)"fHJI, xoropoe 6blnO B Mono.nOCTH.»3:11-12.
18

3:12 and 13.
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notwithstanding. the introductory scientific discussion artfully fails in its attempt to
pin down direct and factual answers to the questions it poses. The chatty style and
innocently ironic tone of the author-figure only make this scientific attempt seem to
fail more desperately; he stumbles from hypothesis to contradiction, never succeeding
in finding any firm ground on which to base his reasoning. Sometimes his assertions
are self-contradictory:

for instance, at one point he relates advice he has heard

proposing a yoghurt based diet as a key to well-being and longevity, but then straight
away remembers a teacher in his youth whose death was widely attributed to his
adopting precisely this kind of diet." At other times, his assertions seem to unravel all
by themselves. Suggesting that physical weakness and age-related depression has
become worse in the last few centuries, the author-figure points to rude health in ages
past; he asserts that one frequently reads of some hero who ...felt thirsty. refreshed
himself by knocking back two bottles of rosy Anjou wine. and. mounting his horse.
galloped after his affronter ... "'.20 The author-figure opines that such feats of
intoxicated horsemanship would be utterly beyond the capacities of the average
Soviet citizen of 1933 and breezily adduces this as proof of falling standards of health
since the seventeenth-century. The rosy Anjou wine immediately links this reference
with

Alexandre

Mousquetaires,

Dumas'

famous

novel

The

Three

Musketeers

iLes

Trois

1844); this historical novel with its faint undertone of nostalgia for a

mythical heroic age really says more about France in the twilight of the Bourbon
restoration than it does about the age of Richelieu, and consequently the authorfigure's historical point is based on a self-defeating anachronisrn"

)93:14.
«"OH n01JYBCTBOBaJI)l(alK.ny, OC8e)l(HJ)CJl,8blK)'WaB nae 6yn.utKH posoaoro aH)I(yRcKoro BHHa. H.
BfKO'lHB Ha J10Wa.nb, nOHe:CJl raJI~nOM l~ CBOHM~Kop6HTeneM ..."» 3: 15 (ellipsis in the original).
2 The reference to Dumas
nove) IS ObVIOUS,but It can be further strengthened by the fact that in ) 93 1
Zoshchenko ha~ worked on the libretto for an adaptation of The Three Musketeers for the Leningrad
Theatre of Musical Comedy. See lu Tomashevskii, 'Khronologicheskaia
kanva', p. 35).

20
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This lack of factual and discursive traction makes the end of the scientific
discussion quite hard to read; the eleventh chapter brings the reader's growing
frustration to the surface and voices it in its title "Fruitless Attempts" ("Besplodnye
popytki,,).22This builds by chapter seventeen to the frank admission that by the end of
the "scientific discussion":

Everything that the author has seen, and everything he has just
related - all these separate little scenes and episodes, all these
trifles, more worthy of a doctor than a writer, do not adequately
explain what we wanted.r'
What this admission actually heralds is the exhaustion of the possibilities of direct,
factual discussion of the book's theme, and hence exhaustion of the language of
science (a language "more worthy of a doctor"), if not of the scientific method itself.

The author has been exammmg these trifles, hoping to make
something out of all of this, to establish something. to define. to
deduce one sort of law of behaviour, one rule in accordance with
which one should live one's life.
But practically nothing came from this. Everything crumbled in the
author's hands. Every circumstance was correct and justified in
itself, but taken together nothing came of it. and the secret of
unfading youth and freshness was lost in unknowability."
It is crucial to note how this initial direct approach to the question of lost youth and
melancholia proves inadequate to the thematic ambitions of Youth Restored: without
this realisation the book's unusual form becomes at once gratuitous and ultimately
baffling. The contemporary party-aligned critic Anatolii Gorelev made precisely this

223:16.
23

«Bee,

qTO

sanen asrop,

H

see,

qTO OH paCCKa3aJ1 ee~'1ac -

ace 3TH Me.llOqH, 110CTORHbJecxopes
qero HaM xorenocs.»
24 «ABTOp

K 3THM MeJlO'laM,

see

3TH

ornensaue

He 06"b"eH"IOT

HaneSiCb "3

BblBeCTH 011HH xaxoa-ro

BeCTH eBOIO lKIflHb.

/

Ho

npaxraxecxa

PYKax aIITOpa. KalK110e 06cTO"TeJlbCTBO
HH'lerO

qeM nacarena,

cueaxa

H :mH3011bl,

B .Il0CTaTOqHOR Mepe Toro,

3:24.

npHCMaTPHBaeTCR

YCTaHOBHTb, onpenenars,
cnenyer

apasa,

He BbIX011HJ10, H cexper

3aKoH

H3 sroro

HH'lerO

6h1J10 npaBHJ1bHO H

HeYBJlllaeMOA

scero

sroro

'lero-To

cnenars,

nOBe11eHHJI, 011HO npaBHJ10, no
He BblX011HJ10.

cnpasennaao caao

'Iero-To
KOTOPOMY

Bee paccunanocs
no ce6e,

B

HO BMeCTe

MOJlOllOCTH H CBelKeCTH TepSIJICR B HeH3BeCTHOCTH.»

3:24-25.
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error when he suggested that "the trouble with Zoshchenko s tale is that it is easy to
express its [artistic] focus" and that consequently it does not require an artistic form of
expression_25Thus, he all too easily condemns the work to failure, entirely missing the
"focus" (a word that in Russian also has the meaning of 'trick'), which he so breezily
dismisses as obvious. As will be seen below, this "focus" or "trick" is far more
complicated than Gorelev supposed, and, more importantly, it is utterly impossible to
render in the direct, factual and universalizing tenns of scientific and medical
discourse.
In fact early in the introduction the author-figure had warned of precisely this
phenomenon and its attendant toll on the energies of the reader; when outlining the
form of the work. he described the place of the scientific discussion vis-a-vis the
fictional segments and hinted at the exhaustion the reader would feel as he reached the
end of the former:
And only then will the reader, slightly weary and crushed by the
ideas of others. receive a portion of entertaining reading which will
also appear as a kind of graphic illustration of the aforementioned
ideas and discussions. ,,26
There is an echo of the melancholic "pallor of words" in the failing discursive mode
of the introductory scientific discussion: both that "crushed by the ideas of others"
and the notion of a truth sensed personally but eluding the grasp of discourse give
voice to the melancholic condition in quite forthright terms, Importantly. this
authorial advance warning also points to the way beyond this melancholic impasse:
literature. With the exhaustion of direct discussion, the argument of Youth Restored
beyond the introductory section is carried forward in the form of fictional exercises
25 «Bena nOBeCT}! 30meHKO B TOM, 'ITO ee <}IOI,},Cnerxo

asrpanrn,»; A E Gorelev.
(Leningrad: Khudozhestvennaia literatura, 1935), p. 91 .
26 «rt
lA },')l(e TOJlbKO nOTOM 'IHTaTeJlb, cnerxa
YTOMJleHHblR }! npHWH6JleHHbiA
nOJI)"lHT

nopumo

3aHHMaTeJlbHoro

'ITeHHJI,

xoropoe

H

HJlJlJOcTPaUHeAK BblWeH3JlO')l(eHHblM MblCJlIM Ii paccyxaenasw.»
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3:8.
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which are supposed to serve as "graphic illustrations" of the themes broached in the
scientific discussion. However, rather than being merely illustrative, this fictional turn
actually carries the book's argument beyond the limits of scientific discourse towards
a more literary truth; eschewing the universality of scientific fact, it pursues a truth
grounded in the particulars of a single life observed.
This fictional turn actually began at chapter twelve, the last five chapters of
the introductory section being short fictional episodes of comparable length to the
classic Zoshchenko feuilleton

of the twenties. However, by chapter seventeen, this

semi-fictional discussion develops into a longish tale which comes to dominate Youth
Restored and which, in terms of length and style, is broadly comparable to Michel
Siniagin or any of the longer tales collected in Sentimental

Tales. It tells of a man,

"who to a certain extent, discovered the secret of his youth.':" This man, professor
Volosatov, the hero of the tale, is a fifty-three year old astronomer living in Detskoe
Selo. He is introduced by the author-figure as a chance acquaintance met in the course
of a short stay in the same building; this was a convalescent sojourn untaken because
the author was ··tired-out by insomnia, everyday work and various personal
matters"_28The cause of the insomnia and the "various personal matters" are not
defined, but it is significant that the author-figure and Volosatov are initially drawn
together through the melancholic soundscapes drifting up to the author's room from
the professor's piano: "this man, as if on purpose, chose the saddest. the most doleful
me I0dites ,,29
.

And the author, lying on his bed, could not help but listen to these
doleful sounds and saw in them a sad old age, fading, the wish for
death and that extraordinary reconciliation with fate from which the
author was running and which he wanted to resist.
27 «[ ... ] KOTOPblit .110aexoropoa creneua OTKphlJl cexper csoea MOnO.l1OCTH.»3 :25.
28 «YTOMneHHhlit 6eccoHHHueit, e)l(e.l1HeBHoit pa60ToA H Pa3HblMH nH'lHblMH nenaau»; 3:26.
29 «3TOT senoees, KaK Hap01fHO, Bbl6pan CaMble rpycraue, caMble nexansaae MenO.l1"H»; 3:26.
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And listening to these melodies, the author, probably for the
hundredth time, thought about the sad days of fading and old age,
and about death, which, perhaps, already stood behind this man
·
.
30
P1aymg
th e plano.
The author-figure, initially drawn to the melancholy contemplation of death he hears
in the professor's music, eventually finds himself progressively reading his own
melancholy obsessions into Volosatov through his music. Indeed he and the ageing
professor find their deepest kinship in the wordless melancholy of age and the shadow
of approaching death.
Volosatov is in fact a relatively straightforward fictionalization of those sad
figures, described during the scientific discussion, whose creative energies are spent
by middle age. Volosatov is "old, sick and weary:' Moreover: "His face had hardened
into a grimace of discontentment. His eyes had become empty and indifferent.T" In
many ways, he recalls the melancholic disillusionment of Chekhov's ageing professor
in 'A Dreary Story' (,Skuchnaia istoriia', 1889): like Chekhov's hero he feels
alienated from his professional academic persona; moreover, in common with
Chekhov's professor, he feels just as much a stranger to his own youthful sense of
selfhood; he is similarly struck by the starkness of his wife's ageing and. like
Chekhov's

depressive,

is becoming

increasingly

estranged

from his family,

particularly his daughter. However, Zoshchenko's hero experiences an additional
source of alienation over his Chekhovian forebear; Volosatov finds himself. in spite
of his revolutionary

sympathies,

inhibited

from full participation

in Soviet

construction because of ill-defined personal doubts about living without the protection
«H aBTOP,neaca Ha CBoe~ 1Cp0BaTH,aesonsuo npncnyunrsancs
K 3THM nelJanbHblM 3BYKaM 11Bl1neJl B
HHX rpYCTHYIO CTaPOCTb,yasnaaae, )KeJlaHHe )'MepeTb 11TO HeOObl'lahHOe npHMepeHHe C cY.lu,60A, OT

JO

KOToporo aBTOp Oe)Kan Ii lJeM)' aBTOP XOTen COnpOTHBJUlTbCll. / H, CnyWlUl 3TH MenOnl1H, aBTOP,
BepofITHO, B COTHblh pas n)'Man 0 neqanbHbIX nHJlX CTaPOCTHH YBJln8HI1f HO cxepru, KOTOPlUI,MO)Ker,
Y)Ke CTOHTsa nJIelJaMH sroro arpaamero Ha pOJU1esenosexa.» 3:26.
31 «HT8K, OH OblJl crapua, OOJlbHORH yrOMJleHHblR. rpHMaca aeynoeonscraas
K8K 61.1sacruna Ha ero
JlHue.

Fnasa CTanH nycrue

H paaaonyunrue.»

3:32.
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afforded by property ownership. There are also important differences between
Chekhov's story and Zoshchenkos.

For a start, Chekhovs

is subtitled 'from the

Memoirs of an Old Man' ('iz zapisok starogo cheloveka") and is presented entirely
from the point of view of the hero; Zoshchenko' s is refracted through the continuing
narration of the author-figure from the introductory section. However, the most
important difference between the two characters is that where Chekhov's hero
submissively awaits death, Volosatov resolves to struggle actively against his
impending senescence.
Chekhov's hero actively shunned medical advice from the outset; but
Volosatov begins by earnestly seeking the help of doctors and medical professionals.
He undertakes an arduous six-month course of medical treatment which not only fails,
but adds a hypochondriacal aspect to his condition: "In short, half a year later he was
a tormented neurasthenic frightened by all the symptoms of his illness and afraid of
everything.,,32 One day, however,

while

getting

ready

to visit

a famous

neuropathologist, Volosatov's sudden burst of activity makes him feel much better:
although the improvement does not last, "it was enough in order to think a little and to
examine his illness carefully.t'" From this point on Volosatov takes charge of his
health personally. He scours books on medical and psychological subjects. he
institutes a regimen of exercise and calisthenics; however. confronted by his body's
stubborn decrepitude, he realizes that its condition "was created thanks to his life.
thanks to his deeds and behaviour"." Thus, he turns his focus onto changing precisely
this: "He decided to change his life, his daily routine and all his habits.',35 In a
foreshadowing of the later anamnestic method of the author-figure in Before Sunrise.
32
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«[ ... ]

C03.1laJIOCb 6naro.llapJl
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K 6one3HH.»

3:53.
3:54.

It nOBen.eHHIO»;

3:52.

Volosatov also begins a systematic process of recollection of the years of his youth
"in order to compare and to catch sight of those errors he'd committed and which had
led him towards old age and decrepitude.T"
This is the struggle to restore lost youth that defines the tale; importantly, it
turns Volosatov into a markedly different man. The change in him is made evident by
being projected against the background of the professor's neighbours. On the one
hand there is the neurasthenic Karetnikov, a hypochondriacal accountant who had lost
faith in his profession and lost the faithfulness of his wife. The lover of Karetnikov's
wife, a certain Kashkin, forms the other extreme of this background. He is a scheming
and lascivious vulgarian who combines his intellectual and cultural limitations with
rude health and a callous indifference to anything beyond himself in the here and
now. Thus, Volosatov's struggle takes place between the extremes of melancholic
self-abnegation and philistine self-assertion represented by Karetnikov and Kashkin
respectively. When the story opens, the ageing and ailing professor seems to have
more in common with the melancholic pole of this continuum: however, as he begins
to restore his lost youth Volosatov is drawn increasingly towards the uncouth
philistinism of Kashkin:

Since the years of his youth he [Volosatov] had been accustomed to
despising glossy, healthy, red-cheeked, broad-chested fellows.
calling them animals and brutes. Now, in his imagination, he
pictured himself in precisely this way. He liked this image and
aspired to it.37
This change in outlook translates into the professor's greater interest in, and closer
friendship with Kashkin, whose rugged health and militant self-interest fascinate the

36

«[ ..]

'1To6bl

CpaBHHTb H YBHJleTb Te OWH6KH,

CTIlPOCTH H o.npJlXJJeHHIO»;
37 «OH
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OH pHCOBan ce6Jl HMeHHO TaKHM.

exhausted intellectual: "He was attracted by this healthy, thick-set type. who didn't
know anything of melancholia, fatigue of the senses and other intelligentsia
feelings.?" However, as much as he hoped to learn lessons in life from Kashkin, and
as much as Kashkin enjoyed dispensing pearls of existential wisdom, Volosatov
ultimately realizes that it is ignorance which saves Kashkin from the melancholic
torments of old age: Volosatov hoped to find in Kashkin a living exemplar, "But he
saw stupidity and complete and utter vulgarity which protected this man from the
vicissitudes of life.,,39
One thing he does pick up from Kashkin though, is the suggestion that his
struggle to restore his lost youth demands him leaving his wife in favour of a younger
woman. The younger woman Kashkin has in mind is Tulia. the vapid. lazy. luxuryloving daughter of Karetnikov. Kashkin is hardly being selfless in suggesting this
match: he envisages further ingratiating himself into the Karetnikov household as a
result of it; he also hopes to be in a position to benefit materially from the professor's
gratitude for finding love and youth; but, most important of all, he cannot wait to
exact revenge on Volosatov's wife whom he loathes. Unaware of Kashkin's personal
machinations, Volosatov agrees and eventually becomes infatuated with Tulia. Under
her influence he updates his wardrobe, shaves and dyes his moustache and the years
just seem to fly off him. Eventually he leaves his stunned wife and moves in with the
Karetnikovs. Curiously, his infatuation with Tulia seems to grow in direct proportion
to her capriciousness and yearning for leisure, luxury and indulgence. As a result of
Tulia's pestering, Volosatov even organizes and accompanies his vulgar, young lover
on a trip to Yalta. At first all seems to go well. but Tulia's eye soon begins to stray;
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when the professor finds her in the arms of a younger man in their Yalta hotel he has a
stroke and collapses. Arriving back in Leningrad for hospital treatment. he eventually
returns to his wife, but not to his old life. He keeps up his age-defying regimen,
gradually overcomes his doubts about the Soviet system and even begins to get on
better with his daughter. In fact, his wife begins her own programme of regaining her
lost youth; both become happier and more politically active together. However,
Volosatov still cannot resist the occasional longing glance in the direction of Tulia's
house.
The fictional account of Volosatov's attempt to restore his lost youth offers a
genuine discursive advance over the failed mock-scientific discussion that opened
Youth Restored in terms of addressing the central concerns of the work. Key to this

advance is the way in which the story switches the focus from a search for universal,
ideal truth to a quest for a subjective perspective on senescence and mental health.
The importance of this change in perspective is articulated fictionally: the professor's
quest for health and renewed creativity fails in the context of institutional medicine
and only achieves any success when supplemented by a personal, existential project.
This is not just a satirical gesture at the limits of medical knowledge. but rather a
broader (almost Dostoevskian) suggestion that the influence of abstract ideas is felt
only on an abstract plane; they have to be lived. learnt and internalized at the level of
the individual consciousness for them to become compelling in concrete and
subjective terms. For instance, early on in his regimen of self-improvement when
Volosatov despairs at his lack of progress, his daughter Lida vainly pleads with him
out of pity just to embrace Soviet reality and find his cure that way:

'Vasilek,' she'd say, 'what's the idea of curing yourself like that?
There is a simpler and easier way - come face to face with life. Take
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up social tasks; feel yourself part of a common family. You'11come
to this anyway.'
But, sadly shaking his head, he would say that this is not for him. he
would never feel sincere in himself. He would try to struggle on by
himself.4o
In terms of the story, Lida is absolutely correct: Volosatov will reach that point
eventually. However, this fact in itself is inadequate for self-reinvention; what is
required is personal, "sincere", flesh and blood conviction. It is this attempt to
convince the self in almost biological terms that motivates Volosatov's programme of
mental and bodily self-rejuvenation.
This point is perhaps most eloquently made through Volosatov's being a
professional astronomer. The choice of the hero's profession is hardly coincidental in
this respect; astronomy is surely one of the most abstract and theoretical scientific
disciplines; in an era before space exploration its interests would have seemed even
further from the realities of lived experience than they do today. In view of this, it is
strange that, as Vol'pe has noted, the tale is full to bursting with references to
astronomy, even though "in essence, the professor's private way of life had nothing in
common with his scientific life."41 However, these references are important, not for
reasons to do with astronomy per se, but because the detached and theoretical
language of this abstract science provides a foil for the articulation of concerns much
closer to Volosatov's heart. Early in the tale Volosatov is described by the authorfigure thus: "This professor and stargazer was a dreamer and fantasist who disliked
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the rude embraces of life and its vulgar reality.,,42 There is a subtle play on words
here: zvezdochet is an archaic word for astrologer, but its proximity to the words
"dreamer and fantasist" give it the gently mocking sense of otherworldliness
suggested by "stargazer". This intimation of astrology brings to the surface the
astrological meanings of the planets discussed in the astronomical references that
Vol'pe has noted. The effect is, to some extent, similar to that in Gustav Holst's
famous orchestral suite The Planets (written between 1914 and 1916), where
astronomy and astrology lie teasingly side by side.
To be sure, Youth Restored is not a work of the occult. Whereas Holst's
invocation of astrology represented a genuine personal fascination, this is not really
the case in Youth Restored. Rather, the occult in Zoshchenkos book exists only in a
purely etymological sense: it represents a hidden referential system, a kind of prescientific textual memory, which disrupts the clean, totalizing surface of a scientific
discourse to make room for the articulation of a language of selfhood within the
scientific word. Particularly interesting in this regard is the number of times that the
planet Saturn is mentioned in the tale. Volosatov's wife twice mentions the ringed
planet as a means of instigating conversation with her taciturn husband.43 At one point
in the story, knowledge of the weight of Saturn is cited rhetorically as one of
Volosatov's intellectual accomplishments in order to stress the contrast between his
old and rejuvenated selves." When Kashkin asks the professor about the planet
Jupiter, Volosatov begins a long discussion about astronomy with his comically
bemused interlocutor, in the course of which he emphasizes. among other things. the
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fact that the years on Saturn are longer than those on Jupiter." In astrological terms
Saturn is the bringer of old age and Jupiter is the bringer of joy; moreover. as
discussed in chapter one, Saturn has also long been associated with the melancholic
temperament. Thus, there is a shadow reference here to Volosatovs

personal

concerns with aging and melancholia, expressed through a detached scientific
language whose putative focus is definitively elsewhere.
Beyond these shadow astrological references, there is also a pronounced sense
in which the professor reads his own melancholia in the vastness of the firmament that
he studies. For instance, when asked by Kashkin whether there are people on the
moon, "the professor, grinning bitterly, described a dead planet deprived of air and all
life.,,46This bitter excitement about the lifelessness of the moon betrays more than
just a professional interest in the nature of the lunar atmosphere; it speaks of the
melancholy lifelessness that that resides in the professor's own psychic inner space.
Similarly, when Volosatov talks to his daughter "about the eternal cold of the
universe, about the death of the earth and about such immeasurable spaces as are
beyond the comprehension of man", he is surely voicing the distant contours of his
own melancholia as much as he is trading conversational facts about the nature of the
cosmos." Whether he realizes it or not, in these instances the professor is really
finding a voice for the inner self within the contours of a public and scientific
discourse. If the nature of his inner self reveals itself, more or less involuntarily,
through the cracks of such public discourse, then it perhaps stands to reason that in
order to influence that selfhood one has to hijack a suitable mode of public discourse
for similarly personal ends. This is perhaps the most important insight that the tale
453:44-45.
46
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reveals; it is an insight that is developed much further in the commentary which
follows the tale, ultimately becoming a central part of the overall argument of Youth
Restored.

The commentary ostensibly represents a return to the more direct, factual
mode of discussing old-age and melancholia that the reader encountered in the
introductory section; the key difference, however, is that in the commentary the
argument seems able to find enough discursive traction to avoid the frustrating
instability of meaning that characterised

the earlier

"scientific

discussion".

Importantly, this is not because the facts it adduces are any more stable or convincing
in themselves; there are actually countless instances of factual inaccuracy. misleading
citation or tenuous opinion masquerading as objective knowledge. For instance. the
author-figure's assertion that "accidental death does not exist as it were" immediately
strikes the reader as being

an over-generalization.

as excessive

as it is

counterintuitive.48 This impression only worsens when the author extends this
contentious idea to claim that Pushkin's and Lermontov's deaths in duels were really
more akin to suicides, being the result of both poets' subconscious yearning for
death.49 However, whatever reservations the reader maintains about these assertions in
terms of literary biography, the underlying argument that the author-figure advances
nonetheless seems to stick. The reason for this is that the commentary is based on. and
directly tied back to, the preceding story. Thus. when the author-figure. describing
Pushkin's demise, suggests that "the mood sought an object", the reader. regardless of
whether or not he accepts the author's thoughts on the poet's death. still accepts the
underlying point because of its resonance with the story of Volosatov. 50 The
professor's own peculiarly melancholic astronomy, for instance. seems to be just such
48«ABTOp XO'leT 3THM CKa3aTb,'ITO C.rty'IaAHoA cxepra
49
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an example of a "mood" seeking "an object", in this case one within an unconnected
discursive context. That this is what the reader needs to take from the discussion of
premature poetic demise in the commentary is surely confirmed by the fact that the
phrase about moods seeking objects is repeated verbatim just a few pages later in the
context of a similarly idiosyncratic discussion of the death of Mayakovsky. 51
This unusually circuitous mode of argument is not adopted for the sake of
perversity; it serves two important functions in terms of the discursive logic of the
book. The first function is philosophical: having problematized the universalizing
ambitions of scientific discourse in the opening section of Youth Restored, the work
could hardly then adopt precisely this direct, scientific approach without the larger
argument becoming self-defeating. By refracting the discussion of old-age and
melancholia through idiosyncratic readings of the lives of others and a focussed rereading of the fictional element of the book itself, the argument can be developed
without ever losing its basis in the particular. Thus it manages to communicate an
important subjective reflection on senescence and mental well-being without that
reflection being able to crystallize into the smooth, discursive surface of universal
scientific truth, something that would be at variance with the whole raison d 'etre of
Youth Restored. The second function of this circuitous mode of argument is
illustrative: it elaborates a process of constructing a personal, subject-centred
understanding of self and psyche in the context of publicly available discursive
modes, demonstrating the resources used, the methods employed and the potential
problems encountered. It is interesting in view of the observations made in the
previous chapter that this subject-centred discourse of self and psyche emerges

51
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through similar acts of authorial reading to those analyzed in chapter five. which were
discussed in terms of reading the written and relational selves.
The authorial reading of the written self is enacted by the very structure of
Youth Restored: in the particular interaction of the commentary and the novella.

Vol'pe has suggested that the commentary
("prevrashchaet

"turns the tale into a parable"

povest' v pritchu"), but has noted that this does not affect the ability

of the tale to stand on its own:
[T]his tale could also exist not just as a parable. If it was to be freed
from its connection with the commentaries, it would straight away
lose its didactic character and acquire independence, having been
turned into a free-standing, satirical tale. 52
One might question whether didactic is quite the right term for a work which so
punctiliously eschews the complacent language of universal truth and idealized
meaning: if it is a parable, then it is of an extremely heuristic variety. Nonetheless.
Vol 'pe's comments on the independence of the fictional element in the work offer a
very significant contribution to understanding the structure of Youth Restored. Linda
Scatton develops this insight further, adding that: ..the commentaries. unlike the
Volosatov story. may be read subsequently to, but never totally independently of the
fictional segment.,,53 Thus, the order of the work is fixed. with the commentary
structured in such a way as to encourage the re-reading of the tale. The commentary is
all but impossible to read without reference to the relevant parts of the novella. the
requisite re-reading being guided and facilitated by a system of endnotes. In fact. the
reader is explicitly advised to read the novella without consulting the commentary and
then to refer back to the relevant part of the story when reaching the commentary
S2
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itself.54 Crucially however, this re-reading that the structure of Youth Restored obliges
the reader to undertake shadows that earlier re-reading of the novella by the aut hor.figure which underlies the act of writing the commentary.

Thus, just as in all Zoshchenko' s longer works written m the wake of
Sentimental Tales, in the commentary to Youth Restored the author as reader is once

more given centre stage. In fact, the importance of the author-figure in Youth Restored
can hardly be overstated. Vol'pe notes this prominence, suggesting that "the theme of
'youth restored' is not only the theme of the tale, it is also the personal theme of the
'author'

.,,55

More than this, however, the author-figure is the most important source of

coherence in what is, even by Zoshchenko standards, an exceptionally disjunctive
work. He greets the reader from the first page and it is his stumbling attempts at a
scientific discussion of his theme that the reader enjoys and endures in equal measure
throughout the opening section; the same author-figure also posits himself as narrator
of the Volosatov tale and, following his melancholic ponderings on the professor's
wistful piano playing, he leaves deliberately vague the extent to which Volosatov
might be based on observation or might actually be his own fictional self-portrait.
This same authorial voice then leads the reader back to his own novella in the
commentary section. While its discursive approach, style and content vary from
section to section, the voice always remains directly attributable to the figure of the
author; indeed, aside from reported speech and formal quotation it is only the voice of
the author-figure that the reader hears throughout. Thus, when he re-reads his own
novella in the commentary section, he performs a comparable act of authorial re543:

11 (footnote 2). This footnote was only included when Youth Restored was published in book form
and was absent from the version serialized in Zvezda (Nos. 6, 8 and 10 of 1933). While the advice in
the footnote makes the re-reading enshrined in the commentary explicit. it is worth noting that it would
have been impossible to read the commentary alongside the novelJa in the serialized version as the
order in which the reader encountered these two parts was determined by the fact of serial ization.
~5 «T'eMa
x M0J10.nOCTH' - He TOJ1bKO reaa nOBeCTH. OHa TaKlICe 11 J1H'IHlUI rewa
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reading to that already described in Sentimental Tales: an authorial reading of his own
written self.
This is not the only way in which the author-figure presents himself as reader
m Youth Restored: the author-figure also reads himself relationally in a way
comparable to that already seen in Letters to the Writer, only this time incorporating a
much wider range of textual resources. The argument in the commentary unfolds, to a
significant extent, through readings

of other texts: there are numerous,

if

idiosyncratic, engagements with the biographies of writers, artists and philosophers;
there are extracts from readers' letters; there is even an extended reading of Sir James
Jeans' work of astronomical popularization The Universe Around Us (1929). These
readings are all of a highly personal nature and often reach very unusual conclusions:
what Lesley Milne has said about the discussion of Mayakovskys

suicide in the

commentary section of the book can really be said about all the authorial readings in
Youth Restored: they tell us much more about the author-figure than they do about
their ostensible subject." The author-figure's

unusual readings of Pushkin's and

Lermontov's deaths have already been commented on as instances where the
biographical subject matter serves as a means of authorial self-articulation. This is
even more the case with his reading of the life and death of Gogel, whose mental
suffering and early demise the author-figure imputes entirely to the great writer's
inability to manage his body, mind and the tempo of artistic creation"

Contrary to

usual critical and biographical opinion, the author-figure further implicates Gogol's
failure to manage psychic, metabolic and creative rhythms in the writer's inability to
complete the second part of Dead Souls: it is pointedly neither the failure to find a
language appropriate to the ambitions of his magnum opus, nor any sense of social or
L Milne, Zoshchenko and the Ilf-Petrov Partnership, p. 68.
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political conflict that is responsible for his mental sufferings: rather it is very much
the other way round. 58
As with all of the readings of others incorporated in Youth Restored. this one
says more about the author-figure than it does about Gogol, something confirmed by a
slight sense of reticence before a personal hero. He suggests that:

Out of a sense of respect for this writer the author does not have the
resolve to definitively assert his thoughts. Perhaps the author has
also himself missed something here. But all the same, it seems to us
that Gogol committed the grossest error, which led him to a malady
59
of the soul and towards an early death.
This instance of authorial equivocation hints at the interpretative liberties that the
author-figure is taking with Gogol. Importantly, this is the only point at which the
author-figure expresses any kind of doubt about his biographical readings: this is in
spite of the fact that his reading of Gogol' s life and death is a long way from being the
most egregiously misrepresentative example in Youth Restored. This is no doubt
explained by Zoshchenko's particular and enduring enthusiasm for Gogol. something
that has already been suggested elsewhere in this study: however. the admission does
reveal the extent to which the readings of the texts of others in Youth Restored are
often wilfully personalized by the author-figure. perhaps even up to the point of
misreading.
What the author-figure is doing here and elsewhere in the commentary is
reading his own understanding of mental well-being and psychic hygiene between the
lines of other textual resources, particularly the lives of writers. There is perhaps a
slight element of parody in this attempt: Irina Sirotkina has described the special
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importance of literary pathography, (the psychiatric study of writers through their
lives and works) in the context of Russian psychiatry of the late nineteenth- and early
twentieth- centuries, arguing that it was a key element in national medical debates
about the nature and purpose of psychiatry.f" The reclamation of this medicalized
approach to literature by an ostensibly literary work is thus not without an element of
irony. Moreover, it is an irony only increased by the fact that the author-figure in
Youth Restored uses these parody pathographies in order to articulate his own, nonmedical, subject-centred understanding of mental illness. In doing this, at times, the
author-figure draws on a comically macaronic medicalese or makes spurious appeals
to physiological evidence. In the case of the pathographical reading of Gogol
discussed above, the author-figure suggests that Gogel's mental pathologies result
from nervous fatigue which manifests itself in endocrinal dysfunction:

Consequently, significant fatigue of the brain and its improper
nourishment disturb the functioning of secretion, which, in its tum.
not functioning properly, poisons the brain and blood with the
chemically incorrect output of its glands."
Yet, from between the cracks of this pseudo-medicalese the author-figure articulates
his own very personal understanding of the psychodynamics of melancholia. There is
a certain appropriateness about this: it will be remembered that Volosatov's
melancholia found its voice between the cracks of a scientific discourse: it seems only
fitting that the author-figure's language of melancholia speaks through comparable
fissures in the language of institutional medicine.
The language of melancholia that the author-figure articulates, its medicalized
inflection notwithstanding, is founded simply enough on a conception of mental
I Sirotkina, Diagnosing Literary Genius: A Cultural Historv of Psvchiatrv in Russia. 188()- J 930
(Baltimore MD: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2002), pp.'5-1·3 and passim.
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illness as psychological habit or inertia. These habits are frequently subconscious and
key among them are memories and thoughts which are overindulged to a pathological
level, acquiring a kind of psychic inertia which needs to be interrupted to ensure
health and well-being. Memory in particular turns out to be an important agent of
mental pathology. The author suggests that:

A healthy brain (in the given case, say, the brain of a monkey) has
that extremely marked peculiarity of reacting only to what is there at
a given moment. This brain as it were does not remember anything
except that which is there.62
This ideal of psychic health and balance is tellingly not human, with the clear
implication that it is included as an illustrative extreme. The other pole of the extreme
which the author-figure cites is the mind of the mentally ill.

But the brain that is sick, abnormal (as an extreme, let us assume the
brain of the mentally ill), in contradistinction, has that marked
peculiarity of all the time, continuously and without break,
remembering something or other. Some kind of idea, notion or
mania never leaves the brain.63
These two extreme poles of mental health recall the marginally less excessive
continuum that confronted Volosatov

in the novella: finding a realistic and

meaningful place between the self-reflective excesses of Karetnikov and the philistine
immersion in the here and now represented by Kashkin. The point of this extreme
comparison is to indicate that perfect mental health is impossible to achieve within the
bounds of the human and, moreover, is no more desirable than perfect mental illness.
Thus, it subtly posits melancholia and neurasthenia as more extreme manifestations of
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something more or less common to the human condition, and thus, presumably, not
subject to the same stigma as might pertain to something categorically different.
In fact, for the author-figure, the struggle for mental health entails the struggle
against the formation of pathological habits of thought, memory or psychic affect. He
argues that repetitive overstimulation of this kind congeals into a habit which
becomes increasingly entrenched in the mind's subconscious. The author suggests
that there are two ways in which these pathological mental habits can be disrupted. If
not too entrenched, "treatment comes by itself in conditions of more or less prolonged
relaxation and change of environment.t''" The author-figure adds that in such cases "it
is not necessary at all, and sometimes even harmful, to analyze and dissect one's
illness.,,65 It is only when the pathological habits of thought, feeling and memory are
so entrenched as to be unresponsive to a change in surroundings that a more formal
intervention is required: "It is impossible to remove these thoughts and feelings by
physical means. It is possible to remove them in only one way - evaluate them
differently.,,66 Quoting one of Marcus Aurelius' meditations to the effect that
changing one's relations to painful objects inures one against their baleful influence.
the author-figure suggests that this subjective revaluation of object relations is
something that "is created not, perhaps, by autosuggestion, it is created first and
foremost by logical reasoning.r'" Yet this is a process of reasoning within the self
based on the acknowledgement of one's own mental illness: moreover. it is utterly
dependent on personal conviction and emotional sincerity:
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And if this is done in a heartfelt way, that is if the person has really
thought about this with feeling and not only formally, then
deliverance from troubling thoughts comes with extraordinary
ease.68
What is striking about this subject-centred language of mental illness is how much it
has in common with the satirical concerns of the previous decade. Disinterred from its
medicalized articulation, this amounts to the selfsame urge to mental plasticity and
subjective adaptation that sounds again and again throughout Zoshchenkos comic
fiction. Yet there is a crucial difference: Youth Restored begins to ponder how and
begins to suggest tools for just such existential self-improvement to Zoshchenko s
curious readership.

Life. Literature and Therapy
If the key to mental wellbeing is the disruption of established mental habits and
psychically-ingrained expectation, then the highly unusual form of Youth Restored
delivers precisely that. Both Lesley Milne and Tsesar' Vol'pe have stressed the degree
to which Youth Restored would have defied contemporary expectations which still
regarded the Zoshchenko name as synonymous with comic fiction.ft9 However. even
with these expectations tempered today by hindsight Youth Restored must still remain
a real shock to the system of most readers. And yet. standing back a little. the
disjunctive form of the work gradually begins to acquire a more meaningful shape:
when it is remembered that the author-figure named thirty-five as the age at which
youthful creativity ends and the extended appendices of old age commence. then the
thirty-five chapters of the novella with its appended commentary begin to make some
aesthetic sense. Youth Restored is actually shaped like the life-cycle it seeks to
68
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describe: the novella represents youthful creativity with the tale being the highpoint of
its flourishing; the commentary represents the struggle to restore it. In terms of this
structure, the fact that the commentary is explicitly retrospective is important, for in
its re-reading of the novella it does, according to the aesthetic logic of Youth Restored,
take both the reader and the author-figure back to the creativity of youth.
Understanding the age-based structure of Youth Restored

amplifies an

especially important aspect of the book: the way in which, by the close of the work,
Zoshchenko the writer begins to inscribe himself personally into the voice of the
author-figure and thus into the book as a whole. The final section of the commentary,
which is linked by endnote to the final sentence of the novella. begins thus: "how
often, when closing any kind of book, we think about the author - what he's like, how
he lived his life, what he does and what he thinks.,,70The reader is then presented with
a thumbnail autobiography of Mikhail Mikhailovich Zoshchenko narrated in such a
way as to associate him with the voice of the author-figure that has been such a
constant presence throughout Youth Restored. In this autobiographical statement he
gives his age as thirty-seven in the first half of 1933, the time when he wrote Youth
Restored."

This places him roughly at that age when the author-figure claimed youth

to be spent and old-age beckoning. The reader is also told of Zoshchenko's inclination
"to hypochondria and melancholia" ("k ipokhondrii i melankholii')

and the fact that:

MI.l .llYMaeM 06 asrope
- KaKof%
OH, KaKOH npO>K1U1 CBOIO
3:155.
71 In Youth Restored, Zoshchenko claims to have thought about the project for four years but written
the work (but for a short authorial addendum) in three months (3: 159). Tomashevskii indicates that
publication of Youth Restored began in the journal Zvezda in June 1933 (Khronologicheskaia kanva, p.
352). Assuming Zoshchenko was being genuine about the three-month writing period (and we have no
reason to doubt him), then we can place the writing period between April 1933 at the earliest (three
months before serialization began) and August 1933, which is the date of the authorial addendum. In
fact, the start date of the writing period would probably have been later as in all likelihood the book
was not complete when serialization commenced; this fact is strongly suggested by references in the
later half of the commentary to letters received from readers commenting on aspects of the half that had
already been published (3: 153).
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"I have heart disease, bad nerves and a degree of impaired psychic funcuon.'"

All

this makes clear the personal relevance of the thematic concerns of Youth Restored in
terms of the life of the writer. Vol'pe has detected this sense of the closeness of Youth
Restored to the real-life concerns of Zoshchenko himself; he suggested that the

written style produces a narrative "with unguarded openness" ("s nezashchishchennoi
otkrovennost'iu,,).73 He even suggested that the effect was sufficiently powerful that:

"it seems you are reading not a work of belles-lettres,
Diary, you are reading a literary Corfessionrl"

but something like A Writer's

This sense of the writer's personal

concern with ageing is only reinforced by the fact that the last lines of Youth Restored
are dated 9th August 1933: they were written on the writer's birthday; the one day if
any that his thoughts might tum to ageing. The effect of this is to encourage the reader
to try and match the outline of Zoshchenko's life given at the end with the pattern of
the life-cycle described by the form of Youth Restored.
It is extremely important to note, though. that the autobiographical outline

given in Youth Restored is not a perfect fit with the shape of the work itself; the book
has a relevance to the writer's life and concerns and even allows the reader to put that
biographical outline into some kind of conceptual shape. but on its own it is not
sufficient to make Youth Restored into anything like an obvious authorial confession.
The effect of this suggestive, but not perfect autobiographical fit. is. perhaps. to
encourage the reader, or rather a certain kind of reader. to also try matching their own
biographies into the pattern of the life-cycle described by the narrative and form of
Youth Restored

as well as that of Zoshchenko. By loosening the confessional

exclusivity of the book. a sort of therapeutic space is opened up whereby the
« Y MeIDl nopox cepnue, IUlOXHe aepau H HeCKOJIbKO HenpaBHJlbHCUI pafiora nCHXHKlU> 3: 158 and
3:156.
73 lskusstvo nepokhozhesti, p.228.
74
« Ka>KeTCJl, "IHTaeWb He 6eJIJIeTpH"IeCKOe npoaaseneaae,
a oueeuu« nucamens. 'lHTaeWb
nareparypayio 'ucn06eob'.» Ibid, p.228.
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psychodynamic insights that are explicitly advanced in Youth Restored

become.

perhaps, more accessible, relevant and informative for others in a comparable
situation.
That said, however, the authorial confession that Vol'pe sensed so acutely is
never far away. In this regard, it is interesting to compare the autobiographical outline
in Youth Restored with what is known of Zoshchenko's actual biography; while it is
largely consonant with what is now known of the writer's life, the one glaring
inconsistency is that Zoshchenko gives the year of his birth as 1895, that is a year
younger than he actually was. The significance of this is that it alters Zoshchenko's
actual age at the point he claims to have embarked on Youth Restored: in a novel that
is all about age this is an extremely noteworthy gesture. He suggests that although
written in three months in 1933, Youth Restored was conceived four years previously.
which would date its conception to 1929.75 The birth date of 1895 that is claimed in
the book would have made Zoshchenko thirty-four at this point. but according to his
actual birth date he would have been thirty-five when he began to think about Youth
Restored: that is the exact age to which he imputes the onset of old-age in Youth
Restored and the exact age that structures the work as a whole. Thus, when the book

is reviewed in the light of the author"s actual age it becomes a more obviously
confessional exercise. Other confessional aspects also then come into clearer focus:
most significantly perhaps is the fact that Volosatov's collapse in a Crimean hotel
room is related in chapter thirty-two of the novella; in terms of the age-based chapter
structure of the novella already noted, it is surely more than coincidental that
Zoshchenko's mental collapse in a Crimean hotel room occurred in April 1927 when
he was thirty-two years of age. Importantly. all these personal echoes are rendered

75

3:159.
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much more muted by the simple device, as arithmetical as it is literary, of adding one
year to the birth date he claims for himself. However, restore the correct date and one
more immediately feels the confessional depth of Zoshchenko s claim near the end of
Youth Restored that the book was based on personal experience: "These medical

arguments of mine aren't copied out of books. I was the dog on which I performed all
.
t ,,76
the expenmen
s.
The confessional aspect of Youth Restored not only tells in the way that it
shadows Zoshchenko's biographical life-cycle, it also tells in the way it shadows his
literary life-cycle. The pattern of unconvincing, factual discussion yielding first to
clearer short fictional treatments of the same theme, before finally growing into a
longer sustained artistic engagement is actually quite an accurate depiction of
Zoshchenko's own literary development up to the end of the twenties. As Marietta
Chudakova has shown, when Zoshchenko first entered the World Literature studio in
1919 it was as a would-be critic with plans for a monograph to be called AT the
Breaking-Point

(Na perelome)

which would survey Russian literature through key

writers of the turbulent decade up to 1919;77 the critical project never came off and
Zoshchenko found his metier instead as a writer of very short comic fiction before, as
has been shown above, creating increasingly longer and more complex literary works
by the end of the twenties (in particular Sentimental

Tales). His literary evolution to

1929 thus broadly traces the formal arc of the first half of Youth Restored, which, in
accordance with the age-based structure of the work, associates that literary
development with a lost youth. This is something adumbrated early in Youth Restored,
where the author-figure, in emphasizing the novelty of the book, suggests that: "it also
bears little similarity to our previous artistic pieces, which were written with a naive
76 «3TH
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and coarse hand in the rush of our youth and frivolity.":" This in tum means that. in
part at least, the restored youth that the book extols presumably entails precisely a
return to this earlier writing; indeed this is suggested at the end of Youth Restored.
where the author-figure, having sketched the outline of his literary career to date,
suggests that:
The reader who is distressed at the change in my artistic creation
can rest easy. Having published this book, I will again continue
what I started. This book is just a short breathing space."
That he is returning to his 'youthful' works would thus seem to be part of the 'youth
restored' that he has in mind. This immediately raises the question of what place
'senescent' works like Youth Restored occupy in Zoshchenkos literary oeuvre: if they
only succeed in taking him back to where he started then the reader might legitimately
object that there is little point in reading them.
Yet in reaching this conclusion one misses an important aspect of the restored
youth that the book strives to achieve: in order to be restored it has to be lost first. In
this regard it is important to note that youth in itself is not hailed as an unambiguous
virtue in Youth Restored. As he embarks on his attempt to restore it. Volosatov notices
an unpleasant side to the youthful outlook:

And creating new habits for himself. breaking with the previous
good-nature of old-age, ridding himself of all worry. agitation. and
anxiety, he suddenly began to notice in himself a kind of brutality of
youth and even at times, perhaps, a kind of baseness. which he did
not want to have at all. 80

78«OHa Mano TIlK)Ke nOXO)KaH Ha HaWH npesonse xynoxecrseasue
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Q'y6oBaToR pYKoR B cnexe HaweR MO.nO.nOC'rnH nerxoaucnaa»
3:7.
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This slight sense of reservation about youth in its purest form also finds occasional
reflection in some of Zoshchenkos other writings from around this time. There are
occasions when youth is used to disparage. In his article 'On Philistinism' CO
meshchanstve', 1930) Zoshchenko published and responded to a critical letter from a
young Komsol'ka who bemoaned the philistinism of the correspondents collected in
Letters to the Writer and complained that the work demonstrated a woeful absence of

positive reconstruction in line with ideological ideals. Betraying a degree of tetchiness
quite unusual in either his fiction or his critical statements, Zoshchenko finished his
riposte on a patronisingly dismissive note in which he derides youthful self-assurance
in literature: "But literature should not be spoken of with all the ease and lightness of
youth; this can bring all sorts of misfortune.?" This pejorative invocation of youthful
overconfidence in literary matters can also be detected in some of Zoshchenko' s
barbed rejoinders to hostile, partisan critics: for example, in the preface to Letters to
the

Writer

he gently chides

nachinaiushchie

kritiki"),

"our young,

novice

critics"

("nashi

molodye

whose misinterpretation of his book as self-promotion

Zoshchenko anticipates with an almost paternal forbearance.V
What is derided here is a youthful ignorance of the nature of literature: in both
the case of the young Komsol'ka and the hostile critics it is a conception of literature
as a mechanical reflection of ideology that is castigated as the arrogance of youth. It
will be recalled from Youth Restored that the early "scientific discussion" of the
theme failed, and the direct, factual approach only achieved any traction when tied
back to the fictional, 'literary' part of the book. Thus, the point is that literature must
precede ideological reasoning, and not the other way round. Literature can, and

«A rosopars 0 mrreparype co BceA nerKOCThIOMOnO.llOCTH
He CTOHT.MO)l(HOuaaenars 6e.llbl.» M
M Zoshchenko, '0 meshchanstve'
in lu Tomashevskii (ed), Litso i maska Mikhaila Zoshchenko
(Moscow: Olimp, 1994), p. 97 [pp. 95-97).
82 Pis'ma k pisateliu, p. 327.
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should, lead to ideologically viable positions, but it must precede

them. The

mechanistic subordination of literature to ideological imperative is really a youthful
simplification comparable to that of Volosatov's daughter, who. as indicated above,
urged the ageing professor to restore his youth by simply embracing Soviet ideals
because that's where he would end up anyway. Youth Restored argues that there is an
importance in the process by which youth is restored and ideological positions
attained which elevates it beyond youth and ideology in and of themselves. It is a
literature which reveals this process, rather than one which fictionally enacts an
ideological truth, that has truly restored its youth.
This is a similar point to that discussed in the previous chapter in relation to
The Sky-Blue

Book; however, what is distinctive about its articulation in Youth

Restored is that it is contextualised within a concrete sense of the importance and role

of literature. One thing that is made very clear from the outset is that entertainment
should be a fairly minor aspect of the literary enterprise; early in Youth Restored the
author-figure suggests that those searching for entertainment

should skip the

"scientific introduction" and the commentary altogether and simply read the tale:

Of course, impatient minds unused to being reined in, but also
minds, well, let's say, inflexible, coarse, or, perhaps, base, not
possessing special interest in the varied phenomena of nature
beyond the distribution of foodstuffs - these minds can, of course,
throw out the beginning and the commentaries, so as to get at once
to the incidents and events and to at once, so to speak, receive a
portion of entertaining reading. ,,83
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This strikingly pejorative passage indicates precisely what proportion of the literary
work Zoshchenko believes should be attributable to entertainment: based on the ratio
of the parts of the book to the whole, it is a little over a third.
Some indication of the real importance of literature for Zoshchenko perhaps
becomes more obvious in the course of his discussion of Tolstoy in the commentary
section of Youth Restored. The author-figure holds up the great nineteenth-century
writer as an exemplary case of someone who managed to prolong their life by their
own actions; these actions turn out to be more literary than anything else. The authorfigure focuses on Tolstoy's philosophical and religious leanings, arguing that this was
primarily an attempt by the writer to organize his own health and prolong his
creativity: in other words it was an attempt to restore his own youth. The authorfigure argues of Tolstoy's philosophy that "all the philosophical conclusions and rules
of behaviour were made as a manual of health".84 Indeed: "in the creation of this
philosophy was the attempt to organize himself, to protect himself from diseases,
which were undermining his will and his body.,,85 While his philosophy may have
been disastrous for those who followed it blindly, it was literally a life-saver for
Tolstoy: "he returned his lost health, returned his capacity for creativity and almost
until the end of his days experienced neither decrepitude nor decline.t''" Thus. the
author-figure imputes a quite vital significance to writing in the case of Tolstoy: in
fact, in Youth Restored as a whole literature becomes quite literally a matter of life
and death.
Literature, of course, is not the only intellectual endeavour with an interest in
the life and death of mankind; arguably medicine's intellectual stake in human health
84
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and mortality is more vested and, consequently, one of the most interesting aspects of
Youth Restored is the implicit dialogue it opens with the medical profession. To be

sure, the book is not the "awkward medical treatise" (rnelovkii meditsinskii traktat")
that Gorelev suggested it had been taken for when it first appeared;87 Zoshchenko in
fact never tired of repeating that the work was not written with a medical or scientific
readership in mind.ss Neither did the publication of Youth Restored pass unnoticed in
traditional literary circles; Vol'pe has suggested that the publishing of the book
sparked widespread interest and argument:

The appearance of this work in our literature in 1933 and 1934 was
a genuine literary event. Numerous discussions of the book were
started which continued for almost two years. Arguments.
misunderstandings and complaints to the writer reflected the wide
interest of readers in this work. 89
Nonetheless, the interest of both medical researchers and practitioners was striking.
and to some extent came to dominate the pattern of the book's formal reception,
initially at least. Listing the discussions of Youth Restored that Zoshchenko
participated in, Tomashevskii reveals that a large number of them (the majority of
those listed by Tomashevskii) involved medical audiences: on 21si March 1934 a
discussion was held at the Leningrad House of Scientists; another was held at the
Institute for the Protection of Child and Adolescent Health on 13th April of that year
th

with another the following day at the House of Medical Workers. It was not until 10

May that Tomashevskii notes Zoshchenko's participation in a more conventional

87

A E Gorelev, Ispytanie vremenem, p.89.

For instance, in the course of his participation in a medical discussion of Youth Restored at the
Institute for the Protection of Child and Adolescent Health in Leningrad, Zoshchenko iterated the fact
that the book was not targeted at medical professionals no less than three times. See the excerpts of
Zoshchenko's contribution to this debate published by Iurii Tomashevskii; 'Vystuplenie M. M.
Zoshchenko na dispute', Zvezda, 1994 (8), p. 3, p.5 and p.6.
89 «nOSlBJIeHHe sroro npoH3BeD.eHHSlB aamea
mrreparype
1933-34 ronos 6blno HaCTOSllllHM
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nOqTH D.Ba rona. Cnopu, aeaopasyaeaas, npeTeH3HH K nHCaTenJO oTpIDKanM WHpOKH~ HHTepec
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literary discussion of the book at the Leningrad section of the Union of Writers."
Thus Anatolii Gorelev was able to observe with a due note of irritation:

And indeed, the tale Youth Restored called forth the liveliest
discussion ... but it was far from literary. The ambulances of the
medics, to a significant degree, came in ahead of literary criticism.91
The highpoint of the medical reception of Youth Restored was undoubtedly marked by
two events: first was Zoshchenko' s invitation, "immediately after the appearance of
the tale" ("srazu zhe posle vykhoda povesti"), to participate in the Wednesday
seminars of the famous physiologist and Nobel laureate Ivan Pavlov;92 second was the
publishing of a broadly encouraging article by the famous epidemiologist and
architect of the Soviet system of health care Nikolai Semashko.93
The extent and calibre of the medical interest in Youth Restored would have
been a remarkable achievement for a self-styled literary work at any time and in any
culture; in many ways, the book's reception in medical circles constitutes a
fascinating foray into what today would be called the medical humanities. Perhaps
inevitably with this kind of cross-disciplinary

dialogue, generally appreciative

scientific assessments (such as that of Semashko) were matched by implacably hostile
ones. The response by A. Nemilov is a typical example of the latter. He primarily
takes issue with Zoshchenko's lack of scholarly rigour, arguing that "the fundamental

See 'Khronologicheskaia
kanva', p.352.
«11 BpHMb, nOBeCTb B03BpameHHIUI MOnO.llOCTbausaana o)J(HBneHHeAwylO .llHCK)'CCHIO... HO
OTJDO.llbHe nHTepaTYPHYIO. Kaperu Me.llHUHHCKoAcxopoa nOMOWH B 3Ha,{HTeJlbHOA CTeneHH
onepe,nHlUl nxreparypayso KpHTmcy.» A E Gorelev, lspytanie vremenem, p.89.
92 lu Tomashevskii
(ed), 'Vystuplenie M. M. Zoshchenko na dispute', p.3. See also 0 M Moldavskii.
'Povesti M. Zoshchenko kontsa 20-kh - 30-kh godov', Russkaia literatura, (1970) 4, p. 50.
93 The article
was entitled "'Whether Youth Can Be Restored" - on the Tale Youth Restored'
('«MO>KHOJIH B03BpaTHTb MOJlO,nOCTb»- 0 nOBeCTH«B03BpameHHIlJI MOJlO.llOCTb»')and was printed in
th
Literaturnaia gaz~ta (No: ~2) on 6 April 1934: Semashko was not only a significant presence in
contemporary SOVIet medicine; as an Old Bolshevik who had known Lenin in emigration, he was also a
prominent figure in both party and state.
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trouble with Zoshchenko is that he is methodologically feeble:,94 However, he is also
particularly troubled by one of Zoshchenkos

recurrent images in Youth Restored:

"Naively, mechanically, he [Zoshchenko] imagines the human organism as a complex
machine which it is necessary to learn how to control";" with a deft citation from
Lenin's Materialism and Empirio-Criticism,
a naively

mechanistic

materialism

Nemilov simultaneously manages to find

and

a

dangerously

hidden

source

of

unacknowledged idealism in this same, seemingly innocuous metaphor."
From the outset Zoshchenko anticipated hostility towards Youth Restored from
the medical establishment and tried to deflect it early on in the book with comically
elaborate apologies to, and anxiety "for a group of persons who are, so to speak,
connected with medicine" ("'za gruppu Zits. tak skazat'. prichastnykh

k meditsine,,).97

Near the beginning of the book, the author-figure begs forgiveness:

[... ] for the fact that he, while working away at his business, in
passing and, so to speak, like a pig, has wondered into someone
else's vegetable garden, left muddy footprints, perhaps tramped
around and, quite possibly gobbled up someone else's turnip'"
This might seem a fulsome enough apology, but beneath the light-hearted
defensiveness of these protestations there is a certain acerbity coupled to quite a
profound point. Equating the disciplinary protectiveness of the medical profession
with a private vegetable patch is actually a pretty devastating satirical gesture, the
more so in the context of a culture where such private production was officially
«OCHOBHlUI6e)la M. 30IUKeKO B TOM, 'ITO OH MeTOllOJIH'leCKH6ecnoMoLUeH.» A Nernilov, 'Mikh.
Zoshchenko i problema omolozheniia', p. 96. The same charge is also repeated on the very next page.
95 «HaHBHo, MeXaHH'JeCKH, OH npencraanser
ce6e opraHH3M '1eJlOBeKa BBHlle CJlO>KHoAMaLUHHbl.
KOTOpO~HY>KHOHayqHTbCJlynpaansrs.» 'Mikh. Zoshchenko i problema omolozheniia', p. 96.
96 'Mikh. Zoshchenko
i problema omolozheniia', p. 97. This metaphor (which occurs at a number of
places in the text, see for instance 3: 13, 16 and 17) was evidently something of a sticking point in the
scientific reception of Youth Restored, for Zoshchenko felt the need to pre-emptively defend it at the
discussion of the book at the Institute for the Protection of Child and Adolescent Health discussed
above. See Iu Tomashevskii (ed), 'Vystuplenie M. M. Zoshchenko na dispute'. p.3.
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regarded as a lamentably necessary hang-over from the past. The satirical point being
made in this double-edged passage becomes much clearer when considered alongside
the author-figure' s earlier suggestion that any indulgence

shown by doctors towards

his straying into their disciplinary enclosure would be reciprocated in kind:

The author, in his tum, also promises them to be indulgent if he
happens to find himself reading tales, or some kind of stories, say,
written by a doctor, or a relative of this doctor, or even by his
. hb our. 99
neig
The comic irony here is that Russian literature
doctors: one thinks most immediately

is hardly without its writer

of Chekhov and Bulgakov of course. Indeed,

the Chekhovian intertext of the Volosatov tale only serves to underline this fact: the
more so since' A Dreary Story' itself includes an embedded meditation on the limits
of a narrowly scientific medical outlook.l'" The satirical point here is really two-fold.
The narrower
jealously

and more acerbic suggestion

guarded

by the medical

is that the disciplinary

profession

intellectual activities, most notably literature.
quite how irritated Zoshchenko

is not extended
It is interesting

exclusivity

so

by them to other

to note in this regard

became when being lectured on writing by members

of the medical fraternity; at one of the discussions

he even commented

with barely

concealed anger that: "I have, if you'll allow, been upset today by only one speech,
that of professor

Ivergetov,

who started to give me advice about how I should

«ABTOP, B CBOIOosepens, TO)Keofieuiaer "M 6blTb cnacxonarensnsra, ecna eMY CJ1Y'lj.fTCSJ
tIj.fTaTb
nOBeCT" M" TaM, CKa)KeM, paccxaau, uanacasuue
BpatIOM, IUIH po.nCTBeHHHKOMrroro apasa, lUI"
.lla)Keero COCe.llOM.»3:6.
100 See in particular
the following passage where the disillusioned professor despairs of his own
science: "My therapist colleagues, when they teach how to treat, advise 'to individualize each separate
case'. It is necessary to heed this advice in order to become convinced that the remedies, which are
recommended in textbooks as the very best and most fully suitable for the model case, tum out to be
completely unsuitable in separate cases. It is also exactly the same with moral illnesses." (<<Mo"
TOBapHlllH repanearu, xorna ysar nesars, cOBeTylOT 'HH.nHBH.nyanH3HpoBaTb Ka)J(.IlbiAoT.IlenbHblA
cJ1yqaii'. HY)J(HOnocnyuiarscs
sroro COBeTa. llT06b1 y6e.llHTbCJI, llTO cpencrsa, peKoMeHJlyeMble B
yqe6HHKax sa caaue rryxume H snonae nparonaue .IlJ1J1 Wa6J10Ha, OKa3blBaKlTCSJcosepuieaao
Hero.nHbIM" B OT.neJ1bHbIXCJJyqaJIX. To )Ke caaoe " B HpaBCTBeHHblX aenyrax.»)
A P Chekhov,
'Skuchnaia istoriia: lz zapisok starogo cheloveka', Povesti (Moscow: Khodozhestvennaia
literature.
1968), p. 137.
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write."IOIYet beyond the narrow, slightly petulant satire of the one-way professional
exclusivity of the medical profession, the author-figure makes a broader and far more
profound point: that literature and medicine to a significant extent share a field. a field
that is big enough not only to accommodate both scientific and literary perspectives,
but also for those perspectives to benefit from a degree of mutual cross-fertilization.
The author seems to be suggesting that just as Russian literature would be noticeably
poorer without its writer doctors, so perhaps is medicine poorer without the
contribution of doctor writers.
This notion of medicine and literature as productively differing perspectives
on the same tangled reality does not appear ex nihilo in Youth Restored: as Linda
Scatton shows, the literary engagement with medicine in this later work finds
precedents in a range of fictional pieces stretching back into the twenties.l'" Comic
stories such as 'The Operation' ('Operatsiia, 1927), 'The Patient' (,Patsientka'. 1924),
'On Guard' ('Na postu', 1926) and 'The Sick' ('Bol'nye" 1928) all involve medical
settings or themes. Scatton suggests that in these and other medical stories "the
narrator comments chiefly on the patient's attitude to the doctor, to his own malady
and/or to the curative process."I03 Zholkovsky also notes this extensive medical theme
in both the comic fiction and the later works; however, he adds a dimension of powerplay to it, seeing doctors in Zoshchenko' s fiction primarily as representatives of a
dispassionate, almost oedipal authority, the clash with which figures so prominently
in Zoshchenkos

creative imagination.l'" Yet, in addition to these observations, it

might equally be suggested that a common theme in many of these earlier medical
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L Scatton, Evolution of a Writer, pp. 163-166.
Ibid, p.163.
A K Zholovskii. Poetika nedoveriia, pp. 73-79.
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stories is the way they reconceive clinical settings from a non-medical perspective.
Thus, in the story 'The Sick' the focus of attention is switched from the consulting
room, which is actually never reached in the course of the story, to the waiting room
of an outpatient clinic. Here the waiting patients bicker and boast about the
seriousness of their respective illnesses, all the time ironically unaware that many of
them are perhaps sitting in the antechamber of death itself. Similarly, in 'The
Operation' the minor cosmetic surgery that gives the story its name is completely
upstaged by the hero's amorous interest in the young female doctor. This comic
transference ends in a typically Zoshchenko act of embarrassing self-exposure when
the patient, who had not anticipated having to take his boots off for an eye operation,
is forced to reveal both worn-out socks that are "uninteresting, if not to say worse".
and, indirectly, his inappropriate feelings towards the pretty young practitioner.

lOS

In

both of these stories the medical perspective is quietly. but definitively. sidelined in
order to concentrate on concurrent human stories without an obvious medical
relevance.
The clash of medical and non-medical perspectives that is enacted in these
stories makes for an extremely fertile source of comic incongruity: but at the same
time it also interrogates the edges of what Michel Foucault would later call the
medical "gaze": that mode of clinical observation "equipped with a whole logical
armature, which exorcised

from the outset

the naivety

empiricism.,,)06 To some extent at least, Zoshchenko's

of an unprepared

medical misadventures

reintroduce the "naivety" and "unprepared empiricism" of the non-medical gaze to
reveal the blind spots and iron-clad inflexibility of its medical counterpart. It is

«HOCH'IJ<H-TO
Y MelUlaemrrepecmae, eCJ1HHe CK8.3aTbxyzce.» 'Operatsiia', 1 :398.
M. Fou~a~lt, The B.irth. of the Clinic, trans. A M Sheridan (Abingdon: Routledge, 2003 11963]), p.
131. The clinical gaze IS discussed throughout the book, but the nature of its exercise in clinical context
is particularly addressed in the chapter entitled 'Seeing and Knowing' (pp. 131-151).
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interesting that the sidelined doctor who waits unseen at the margins of the storyline
in the 'The Sick' is called Opushkin; his name itself implicitly locates him at the edge
(opushka) of the dense forest of subjective forces and irrational drives swirling and

entangling themselves outside his consulting room. The doctor's marginal ising name
and narrative liminality combine to suggest the limited penetration of the medical
gaze into the real nature of the maladies that confront it.' 07 In a similar vein, it is
ironic that the eponymous operation in the story of that name involves cutting away
tissue obstructing the view out of one of the hero's eyes; the medical gaze under
which it is carried out presumably remaining entirely un-operated upon. When the
hero jokingly suggests that "medicine is a shady business", he of course primarily
voices his ignorance of medicine both at the level of science and social convention:
however, without realizing it, he perhaps also suggests precisely these unexamined
blind spots that subvert the clinical gaze.' 08
Towards the end of 'The Operation', the hero' s embarrassment in front of the
attractive female doctor leads to her performing the procedure through a fit of
hysterical laughter: "she was cutting and guffawing.v'l" The combination here of
surgical incision and cutting laughter is immediately arresting. Their conjunction in
the person of the doctor has the effect of making both share equally in the curative
function. Importantly though, while complementary, the actions remain separate: a
combination of the scientific and the human which the reader feels together constitute
a more comprehensive therapy than either in isolation. The medical theme in Youth
Restored

is a development of these early fictional insights into the therapeutic

limitations of a purely medicalized approach. However. while this idea is artfully

'Bol'nye', 1:416.
- neno rexaoe.» 1:398.
109«Pe)KeT H XOXO'leT.» 1:399.
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suggested in the early comic fiction, it is only in Youth Restored that it is elaborated
into any kind of meaningful detail.
The need for a subject- centred, extra-medical
articulated

fictionally

ineffectiveness

in Youth Restored. In the tale, one of the reasons

for the

of the medical treatment that Volosatov initially seeks is the fact that

he is unable to contextualize
understandable

perspective on mental health is

it in subjective terms: "Nobody told him in simple and

words about how his illness could have arisen and how to fight it,

apart from pills and preparations.t''I''
of his affliction and its treatment

The importance of this subjective understanding
is that in its absence well-intentioned,

clinically justified medical interventions
texture of the psychopathology

no doubt

can all too easily become assimilated into the

itself:

Constant thoughts about his illness, the taking of medicines and
treatments cemented in his consciousness the idea that he was
seriously ill. The illness, fortified by medicines, had no intention of
. th e patient.
.
III
Ieavmg
The suggestion here is that medical intervention

often has unforeseen,

side-effects

in the treatment

irrespective

of its efficaciousness

defined symptomatology.

The deeper implication

to completely

of an objectively

is that, because these side-effects

present subjectively they are largely imperceptible
be sufficiently counterproductive

psychological

to the clinical gaze; yet. they can

undermine

whatever clinical benefit

may accrue from the course of treatment itself.
If this subjective

aspect of mental health remains

beyond the purview

of

medical science, then, in some senses, it is equally difficult to grasp on the part of the
patient; as Volosatov
110
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embarks on his own attempt to understand the mental dynamics of his illness, it is
something for which there is very little guidance:

And reading a pile of books, Vasilek was genuinely distressed and
sorry that there was not any kind of manual, any kind of single
collection of rules by which one should understand the workings of
one's body and mind. Jl2
It is perhaps tempting to try and see Youth Restored as being just such a self-help

"manual" or a "collection of rules" for the understanding of mental well-being. Yet,
the problem with any such attempt is that, as suggested earlier in this chapter, the
form and structure of Youth Restored itself subvert the meaning of precisely such
abstract, universal truisms. In fact, the author-figure is quite forthright on this issue in
the commentary: "The author, in truth, did not plan to write a book of home remedies:
much less did he plan to give medical advice.'?":' What he offers instead is the more
modest ambition "to share his gleanings" ("podelit'sia svoimi znaniiami')

as a

lifetime sufferer from poor mental health.114
An idea of what this ambition amounts to in concrete terms can perhaps be

gathered from the author-figure's discussion, early in the commentary. of the suicide
of Jack London. Having described the early demise of the American writer. the
author-figure asks himself:

What exactly is the inner mechanism of his demise? How can one
explain this catastrophe more precisely usin simple words. without
translating it into the language of science? II

r

112«H, qHTIUI rpyny KHHf, BaCKJleK HCKpeHHe oropsancs Ii >KaneJI, 'ITO HeT KaKorO-TO PYJ<OBO.llCTBa,
KaKorO-TO onaoro C60pHHKa npasan, no KOTOPblMaanneacano nOHHMaTb paoory csoero rena Ii csoea
nCHXHKH.» 3:53.
113 «A BTOP, npaeaa, He CO6HpancJI nacars nossaumero
JIe'le6HHKa H TeM 60J1ee He co6HpanCli nasars
Me.llHUHHCKHXCOBeTOB.»3: 11 S.
1143:52.
115 «KaKOBa >KeBHYTPeHHJIJIMexaHHKa rn6eJIIi? KaK npocTblMH CJ10BaMH,He nepesons Ha 113blKHaYKH,
TOQHee06'hJlCHHTbMexaHH3M :noli xarocpodna?» 3:84-85.

What the author-figure is looking for is really a sort of everyday grammar of
emotional affliction, a language to articulate, understand and discuss mental ill-health.
Indeed. this is exactly what he offers his readers over the remainder of the
commentary. One does not have to accept his conclusions, or even the relevance of
the experiences he relates through his idiosyncratic readings of the tale and the lives
of others, but what all can take away from Youth Restored is both an assertion of the
vital need to understand mental health in subjective terms, and the outline of a
language in which to do so.

A Soviet Language of Melancholia
A full appreciation of the significance of this language of mental alienation is possible
only when Youth Restored is considered in its cultural context. The book is very much
a product of the Stalinist 'Revolution from Above': its four year long gestation
coincided with the unbridled ideological activism, oppressive labour discipline and
giddy cultural tempo of the first Five Year Plan; at this time, of course. the country
was also enduring the torments of the forced collectivisation of agriculture. with its
resultant famine and displacement. Youth Restored itself began to appear shortly after
the completion of the first Piatiletkka, and was concurrent with the promulgation of
the second in 1933. It is against this cultural background that the book needs to be
considered~ it is this context that explains the frequent references to "overstirnulation"
and "over-exhaustion" in the discussion of melancholia found in Youth Restored.

I II!

In

fact, at least as much as it frames the discussion of mental alienation in terms of
melancholia, Youth Restored uses the term neurasthenia; while just as usefully vague
as melancholia, this term also carries the added implication of nervous fatigue,

116

For example: "The basic cause of neurasthenia is the over exhaustion. or rather. the overstimulation
sepnee - nepepasnpaxeuae

of the brain" «(OCHOBHalI npH'BiHa HeBpacTeHHHH - 3TO nepeyroxneuae.
M03ra»).3:121.
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making it entirely appropriate to an era of exhaustion following the herculean efforts
of the Great Leap Forward. The linking of psychological strain, shattered mental
health and the pace of economic transformation is a theme identifiable throughout
Youth Restored. It is a recurrent motif in many of the letters from readers that are
included in the commentary section; 117but it is also made explicit towards the end of
the commentary when the author states his surprise at most people's lack of
understanding of their own mental health: "it seems to me that knowledge of all this is
essential for people who work a 101.,,118
More importantly though, the stress and strain of the age was marked by a
concomitant restriction in available discursive means for making sense of the
inevitable mental exhaustion, illness or alienation in subjective terms. It was really
only psychoanalysis which offered an explicitly therapeutic discourse seeking to
promote subject-centred understanding of mental illness. Even some of the harshest
critics of the movement have conceded this fact: Ernest Gellner's sociological study
of the psychoanalytic

movement

thoroughly

undermines

its shaky scientific

pretensions, but acknowledges the hold it has exercised over the twentieth-century
imagination primarily in terms of its language of the mind. He notes that "Freudian
terminology is an easy-to-learn, plausible jargon" that allowed twentieth-century man
to fill in the gaps of an unconvincingly limited Enlightenment account of the mind.'!"
In fact, "one of the main clues to understanding the significance and impact of
psychoanalysis is very simply this: it provided both an idiom and a justification for
recognising the pays reel [of the human mind].,,120 This subject-centred therapeutic
language taken together with its reimagining of mental malady as fundamentally
1173:115-120.
118
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continuous with non-pathological mental functioning constitute the most important.
and lasting. clinical innovations of the psychoanalytic movement. However. as the
discussion in chapter one indicated, the fortunes of psychoanalysis in the Soviet
Union waned over the twenties, being branded a bourgeois pseudo-science by the end
of the decade and being largely forced beyond the clinical pale by the early thirties.
In the context of the Soviet Union, what remained in the absence of
psychoanalytic therapies were various schools of Soviet psychology combining a
Marxist outlook with the physiological theory of mind championed by Ivan Pavlov
and his followers.121Neither of these theoretical foundations leaves much room for a
subjective perspective. The Marxist theory of the mind rehearses the Enlightenment
ideal of man's innate perfectibility: it admits no inherent source of mental conflict in
the human subject; any such conflict can only be a reflection of dialectical
contradictions reigning in objective reality.122 As Gellner notes. this makes for very
limited therapeutic relevance: "Marxism is curiously ill-equipped to offer any kind of
pastoral care or solace for individual anguish.,,123The idea of reflection at the heart of
the Marxist view of mental function represents its closest source of kinship with
Pavlov's theory of higher nervous activity. In the Pavlovian view, the mind is
constituted only by cortical structures, which in tum produce a straightforward
neurological reflection of the organism's surrounding environment. The only way in
which the mind can come into conflict with its environment for any prolonged period
of time is through concrete physiological dysfunction which can only be ascertained

An important exception is Lev Vygotsky, a former literary critic turned psychologist whose
'historico-cultural' psychology attempted "to unify aesthetic understanding of the mind with scientific
explanation of if'. However, by the early thirties his theories had been condemned by the authorities
and Vygotsky's own early death from tuberculosis in 1934 meant his ambition remained unrealized.
See D Joravsky, Russian Psychology: A Critical History (Oxford: Blackwell, 1989), p. xvi and pp. 253·
270.
122 J McLeish, Soviet Psychology: History. Theory. Content (London: Methuen, 1975), p.175.
J2J E Gellner, The Psychoanalytic Movement, p. 33.
121
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and treated medically. Thus. the melancholic, or indeed the sufferer from any mental
malady, would. in the Stalinist thirties, find themselves confronted by a therapeutic
establishment dominated by an understanding of mental illness as a physiological
anomaly inhibiting the unproblematic mental reflection of the environment.

124

The

patient has no role at all, either in defining the nature of the pathology or in its
treatment. All this translated into a very real paucity of acceptable avenues for the
discursive understanding of mental illness beyond narrow medical categories based on
notions of physiological malfunction. For those wishing to understand and ameliorate
mental distress without recourse to medicalization, officially at least, there really was
nothing available.
If the stress and strain of the age acted as an aggravating factor in the
development of mental ill-health and psychological suffering. and if the paucity of
available therapeutic discourses made it difficult to understand and confront them,
then the growing ideological intrusiveness of Stalinist culture could only have made
these matters worse. Sheila Fitzpatrick notes how "happiness was a kind of civic
requirement" throughout the Stalinist thirties.125 This collective happiness was in fact
part of a broader ideal of the 'New Soviet Man' amongst whose cardinal virtues were
optimism, cheerfulness, an unquestioning

sense of collectivist belonging and

unshakeable ideological belief. All citizens were expected to aspire to this ideal and to
expunge from their personality all obstacles to its attainment.V'' The incompatibility
of this stifling ideal of socialist humanism with depression. or indeed with any other
mental illness, need hardly he emphasized. However. there is perhaps a sense in
which depression and melancholia are particularly problematic within the context of

J Mcl.eish, Soviet Psychology, pp. 174-178.
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'Happiness and Toska: An Essay in the History of Em ti
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Australian Journal of Politics and History, 50:3 (2004), p. 371.
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Soviet Psychology, pp. 161-168.
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Stalinist ideological orthodoxy. Axiomatic to most understandings of depression is the
notion of grief and emotional pain in excess of ostensible cause. Yet in the Soviet
context where the system was predicated solely upon the total explanatory potential of
the official ideology, there were correspondingly strong restrictions on the discussion
of phenomena which defied simple causal explanation in terms of the reigning
ideology. With the declaration of the attainment of socialism in one country at the
seventeenth party congress in 1934 and the subsequent adoption of the Stalin
constitution in 1936, which entrenched the ideological fiction that the material basis
of socialism had have been achieved in the Soviet Union, this situation could only
have become worse: with the Marxist account of mental alienation and conflict
deriving solely from socio-economic contradictions, the attainment of socialism
effectively rendered non-pathological mental alienation politically impossible as the
socio-economic determinants of alienation (the only ideologically-sanctioned nonmedical explanation of alienation) were officially declared to have been overcome.
Caught between the political rigors and mental strains of a demanding age. and facing
an inflexible and powerful clinical establishment, the soviet melancholic would have
found in Youth Restored both a discursive space in which to reflect on being-in-theworld, and the basis of an ideologically acceptable therapeutic language for the active
management of mental malaise. These same elements of linguistic innovation.
existential insight and therapeutic utility would be re-combined and developed even
further in Zoshchenko's most philosophically ambitious work Before Sunrise. the
topic of the final chapter.
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Chapter 7
Literary Therapy
The therapeutic language developed in Youth Restored is further elaborated in Before
Sunrise, which was partially published in 1943. The thematic kinship between these

two works is asserted in the prologue to Before Sunrise. Here Zoshchenko suggests
that he "got the idea" ("zadumaf')

for Before Sunrise "straight after my Youth

Restored saw the light of day."' Furthermore, when he suggests that he had been

collecting the material for Before Sunrise for "almost ten years" ("pochti desiat' let')
before the completion of that book, he similarly implies that his work on Before
Sunrise commenced while Youth Restored was still relatively hot off the press. In fact,
Before Sunrise even includes a short, but frank, appraisal of the weaknesses of its

predecessor:
Now, when ten years have passed by, I see perfectly the defects of
my book [Youth Restored]: it was incomplete and one-sided; and,
2
probably, I should have been scolded for this more than I was.
The conclusion to which the reader is invited is that Before Sunrise can, to some
degree at least, be regarded as an outgrowth from Youth Restored, as an attempt to
improve on, even to re-work, the theme broached in that earlier work.
The prologue also contextualizes the genesis of the book in terms of the
extensive medical discussions that followed the appearance of Youth Restored; it thus
locates Before Sunrise on the same frontier between literature and medicine as its
forebear. That it is envisaged as a continuation of that same debate is reinforced by
the fact that over half of the prologue is cast in the form of a dialogue between the
author and the famous physiologist Aleksei Speranskii. The choice of Speranskii is
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important here: the author notes that he met the famous scientist (and one time student
of Pavlov) "in autumn 1934" ("osen'iu 1934 goda"), which makes the acquaintance
coincide with the period of the medical interest in Youth Restored.'

moreover,

Speranskii was a physiologist who "devoted all his professional career to studying the
part played by the nervous system in the development of pathological processes", a
clinical and academic interest with obvious relevance to the subject of Youth
Restored"
In many ways, the prologue functions to recap some of the salient points that
emerged from those medical discussions of the earlier book. There is a restatement of
the fact that the book was primarily a literary production not intended for an
exclusively scientific audience; there is also a restatement of the idea developed in
Youth Restored that literature and medicine to some extent share subject matter."

Zoshchenko may well have felt that such reminders were necessary after the ten-year
lapse in time that separates the two books, but, more importantly, it implicitly
acknowledges that this old debate from the early thirties must have seemed more than
a little extraneous in a Soviet Union which in 1943 was only beginning to tum the tide
in a fight for its very existence. The question of timeliness is a significant challenge
confronting Before Sunrise, as Zoshchenko was fully aware. In the preface he notes
precisely this fact, suggesting that it exercised his conscience before he set himself to
writing the book:

I was leafing through these notebooks [containing the materials that
would become Before Sunrise], bitterly regretting that there had
been no time to get down to this work, so apparently unnecessary

33:451.
: Obituary: A. D. Speransky, M.D., British Medical Journal, 2:5249 (12 August 1961), p.459.
3:450-451. Zoshchenko even repeats a metaphor he used in Youth Restored which compared the
writer's need to study psychology with the artist's need to study anatomy. See 3: 127 and 3:450.
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now. so far removed from the war, from the thunder of guns and the
screech of shells.6
Thus, perfectly conscious of how distant it was from the real concerns of the moment.
the author still proposed to place the book before the war-weary Soviet reader. In
justifying this undertaking he argues that, in talking "about the triumph of human
reason, about science, about the progress of consciousness", the work "refutes the
'philosophy' of fascism" in so far as it undermines a putative Nazi appeal to instinct
and unreason.' However, if Zoshchenko was hoping to make a propagandistic
contribution to the Soviet war effort by re-casting an old theme in terms of the
struggle against fascism, then in this he singularly failed. Before Sunrise

was

famously withdrawn from publication half-way through its serialization in the journal
s

Oktiabr' amid a storm of vituperative criticism whipped up by the authorities.

It will be argued later in this chapter that the equation of the book' s central

theme with the Soviet struggle against Nazi aggression is much more than a gesture of
patriotism or an attempt to make the book acceptable for a wartime readership:
however, at this point it is important to note only that the author's assertion of the
work's value in the fight against Nazi unreason reveals an important way in which the
discussion in Before Sunrise

moves beyond that staged in Youth Restored:

it

introduces a deep concern with the irrational. The discussion in Youth Restored
tended to restrict itself to the conscious control of one's mental well-being. but it
actually had very little to say about irrational or instinctual forces. To be sure. in his
reflections on the nature of inspiration and creativity, the author-figure in Youth

«R nepeJIHCbIBaJI3TH TeTpa.llH, ropsxo cO)J(aJIeJl."ITO He npHWJlO BpeMJI npHHJlTbCJIsa sry paoory,
CTOJIb, Ka3aJIOCb, HeHy)J(H)'lO censac, crons ornaneaayio
OT Bo'1HbI. OT rpOXOTa rryuiex H BH3ra

b

caapsnoa.» 3:449.
7 «[ ..) 0 Top)J(eCTBesenoeesecxoro pasyaa, 0 HaYKe, 0 nporpecce C03HaHHJI! MOll paoora onposepraer
'q)lUlOCOcpmo' cpawH3Ma». 3:449
8 See G Carleton. The Politics of Reception, pp. 3-4 for a concise summary of the campaign of
vilification directed at Before Sunrise in 1943.
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Restored acknowledged that "sublimation" ("'sublimatsiid') and the "subconscious"
("podsoznanie") have a role to play in psychic function, but the nature of this role and
the relevant psychic dynamics are passed over in complete silence.9 By contrast,
Before Sunrise is structured as a pitched battle between the powers of unreason and
rational control within the bounds of the melancholic subject.
That melancholic subject is the lonely figure of the narrator. Just as the authorfigure in Youth Restored held the separate elements of that fragmentary work in some
kind of order, so too the authorial voice in Before Sunrise comes to exercise a
presiding coherence over the disjunctive forces reigning within this book. However,
the key difference between the two is that the confessional aspect of Before Sunrise is
far stronger and much more prominent than in its predecessor. There is no authorfigure discussed in the third person, there is no authorial 'we'; from the outset the
reader is addressed by a calm, first-person singular voice completely denuded of
ironic inflection or comic distance. It will be recalled that in Youth Restored, the
authorial voice had a comparable degree of parodic distance to that of Sentimental
Tales; moreover, the confessional aspects of Youth Restored, while undoubtedly
present, were deliberately attenuated. In Before Sunrise, from the outset and
throughout, the reader is invited to assume a much closer relation between the narrator
and the elusive voice of the writer himself.
In his dialogue with Speranskii, the narrator also offers a disarmingly succinct
and straightforward description of the purpose of Before Sunrise: "In short, this is a
book about how I rid myself of much unnecessary grief and became happy:')

0

It is

important to pause and take note of this sentence for two reasons. Firstly, it only
claims Before Sunrise to be an account of Zoshchenko s auto-therapy, and not that
93:93-96; 3: 143-149.
10 «BKpaTUe - 3TO KHHra
ClIaCTJIHBbIM.» 3 :451.
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therapy itself; the book is thus explicitly descriptive and elaborative, and presumably
intended primarily for the edification of others rather than being written for immediate
autotherapeutic need. Secondly, the sentence makes the book's

concern with

melancholia both explicit and dominant. This is worth remembering because it has not
been uncommon for critics in the past to downplay the centrality of the struggle with
melancholia in Before Sunrise in order to privilege other interpretations.

II

The book

may well not be limited to the description of a personal struggle with melancholia,
indeed this study shall argue that this is precisely the case; however, melancholia is
central to Before Sunrise and if the theme of melancholia is sidelined then much that
is distinctive about the book is marginalized along with it.
The prominence of the author's struggle with depression and melancholy
receives further reinforcement in the first chapter of Before Sunrise, which outlines
the history

of Zoshchenkos

mental

ill-health

from its earliest

adolescent

manifestations through to the particularly savage relapses of 1926/27 that have
already been discussed earlier in this study. The first chapter of Before Sunrise
borrows its title from a desperate line in one of Edgar Allan Poe's most melancholy
letters: "1 am wretched, and know not why.?'? The reference is worth exploring in
depth for several reasons. The most obvious is that the melancholic content of the
letter in question reinforces the centrality of the melancholic theme in Before Sunrise.
Ostensibly an expression of gratitude to his friend and patron John Pendleton
Kennedy for help in obtaining much needed literary employment. Poe's letter quickly
becomes dominated by the writer's desperate need to voice his melancholic torments,
a depression all the more inexplicable for its continuance in the face of improved

II See, for example, the discussions of Rachel May's and Gregory Carleton's
works on Zoshchenko in
the introduction to this study.
12 <0( HeCqaCTeH- H He 3HIUOnosexy.» 3:453. The line is taken from Poe's letter to John Pendleton
Kennedy of II tb September 1835.
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circumstances. This melancholic shadow in the midst of worldly success has a
particular appropriateness for Zoshchenko' s melancholic sufferings, which. in the
twenties and thirties, seemed most pronounced at the points when he was writing
some of his best works, and when his literary star was definitively in the ascendant.f
The similarity between the two melancholy writers that this allusion brings
into focus is actually far deeper than this. In fact, Poe's letter, in its yearning to give
expression to the melancholic self while simultaneously being conscious of its
awkward transgression of discursive convention, makes for a neat summation of the
central problem of Before Sunrise. The relevant passage is thus worth quoting at
length:

Excuse me, my dear Sir, if in this letter you find much incoherency.
My feelings at this moment are pitiable indeed. I am suffering under
a depression of spirits such as I have never felt before. I have
struggled in vain against the influence of this melancholy - You
will believe me when I say that I am still miserable in spite of the
great improvement in my circumstances. I say you will believe me.
and for this simple reason, that a man who is writing for effect does
not write thus. My heart is open before you - if it be worth reading.
read it. I am wretched, and know not why. Console me - for you
can. But let it be quickly - or it will be too late. Write me
immediately. Convince me that it is worth one's while - that it is at
all necessary to live, and you will prove yourself indeed my friend.
Persuade me to do what is right. I do not mean this - I do not mean
that you should consider what I now write you a jest - oh pity me!
for I feel that my words are incoherent - but I will recover myself.
You will not fail to see that I am suffering under a depression of
spirits which will not fail to ruin me should it be long continued.
Write me then, and quickly."
This passage, written over a hundred years previously and a world away from the
Soviet Union of the forties, seems, nonetheless, to point precisely to the way in which
Before Sunrise begs to be read. In fact, so much of what this passage says finds direct
13 Chukovskii actually pointed out this very fact to the writer in 1930: see B Sarnov, .Zoshchenko v
dnevnikakh Chukovskogo", Znamia, 1987,6, p. 195 [pp. 185-196].
14 From a letter of Edgar Allan Poe to John Pendleton Kennedy of 11th September 1835, reprinted in
Arthur Hobson Quinn. Edgar Allan Poe: A Critical Biography (Baltimore MD: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1997), p.225. Emphases in the original.

345

reflection in Before Sunrise itself. The twice stated fear of incoherence, really a
concern about the breakdown not only in narrative coherence but also of style and
epistolary convention, seems particularly salient in this regard as it echoes a similar
sentiment voiced by the narrator of Before Sunrise. At the end of the prologue, just
before quoting the line from Poe, Zoshchenko makes a similar apology in advance for
stylistic lapses: "Psychic agitation will shake the style. Anxieties will extinguish the
learning. Nerves will be perceived as haste.,,15 This anticipated roughness of style is
ostensibly attributed to the exigencies of writing in wartime, a reason that only partly
convinces given the fact that the same prologue stresses the book's genesis reaching
far back into the thirties; in fact, the repeated references to psychological stress and
disturbance really point to a fear of melancholic incoherence comparable to that
expressed by Poe. Before Sunrise is very much a book teetering on the brink of
incoherence; it defies any easy classification: part-autobiography,

part-popular

scientific treatise, part auto-therapeutic testimonial, it seems constantly poised on the
border between the confessional and the explanatory, the factual and the fictional.
Beneath the precarious unity lent to it by the melancholy

narrator. these

heterogeneous discursive modes find an uneasy coexistence, but the disjuncture at the
heart of the book is never definitively overcome.
This discursive heterogeneity and formal ambiguity is a reflection of the
attempt in Before Sunrise, just like that in Poe's letter, to inscribe the melancholic self
into extant discursive modes. It is thus a confessional gesture; as Poe said in the letter
referenced in the first chapter of Before Sunrise: "a man who is writing for effect does
not write thus".

This open-hearted

confessional

pose is further reinforced

intertextually: the line immediately preceding the one that Zoshchenko quotes in

15 «Ilyureaaue
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Before Sunrise reads, "my heart is open before you - if it be worth reading, read it."

This is precisely what the narrator asks of his readers in Before Sunrise: to read the
book not as jest or gesture, but as an act of self disclosure. This confessional narrator.
being forced to shoulder the burden of narrative coherence single-handedly, acquires
an almost vertiginous sense of isolation. This stifling loneliness is again shared with
the melancholic voice in Poe's letter, whose breaks into imagined conversation and
intrusive self-reflection only deepen his stated desperation to hear the voice of
another. This longing for the words of others, for a way out of the melancholy
underground of the self rings throughout Before Sunrise; the book seems almost to cry
out for a shared discourse, an open correspondence, or even simply another voice. Yet
this is largely unforthcoming; the only constructive intersubjective exchanges occur
once the cure has been purportedly effected and are recounted as recollection. The
way out of the stifling alienation of melancholic selfhood, for both Poe and
Zoshchenko, is through the creation of personal meaning.
What is particularly noteworthy about the Poe reference in particular, and
indeed the whole first chapter of Before Sunrise, is its evocation of the abdication of
meaning lying at the heart of the melancholic condition; this defines the nature of the
melancholic suffering that Before Sunrise confronts, but it also, in tum, defines the
challenge of overcoming it as the need to wrench meaning from apparently causeless
suffering. That the struggle described in Before Sunrise becomes primarily a struggle
to fix meaning is quickly confirmed as the book moves onto a description of the first
part of the narrator's autotherapy. This process of meaning creation involves attaching
a reason to the meaningless torments of melancholia. Unable to accept suffering
without reason, the narrator eventually decides that the elusive cause of his mental
suffering must lie in his past life:
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And suddenly I clearly understood that the cause of my misfortunes
lay in my life. There was no doubt - something took place,
something happened that affected me in a dispiriting way.l"
Thus, the narrator decides the answer to his sufferings will be revealed only through a
systematic trawl through his own memory: "Then I thought: it is necessary to
remember my life." 17 Before he even starts his anamnesis the narrator faces a
hermeneutic problem; he realizes that in order to avoid being overwhelmed by a mass
of recollections unconnected to his purpose, he will need some sort of selection
criteria: "I understood straight away that nothing would come from this without
introducing some kind of system to my recollections.,,18 He explains that he chose
what he calls "psychic agitation" ("dushevnoe volnenie't i to be the guiding principle
in selecting relevant memories, stating that that: "Psychic agitation, like magnesium
light, lit up what had taken place. These were photographic moments lodged in my
mind.,,19 It is important to note the full implication of this simile. The artificiality of
the metaphoric light source and the evocation of the art of photography serve
definitively to underscore the constructive aspects in what the narrator tries to portray
as a detached, impartial process of recollection. While maintaining the pretence to
some kind of free association, his anamnesis is actually being SUbtly,but definitively,
channeled into a particular hermeneutic framework. Crucially though, the narrator
feigns ignorance of the implications of his own metaphor and admits no attenuation of
the objectivity of his technique.
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The narrator commences his anamnestic project in the section entitled 'Fallen
Leaves' (r Opavshie list'ia'). The name is an allusion to a confessional work by the
Symbolist writer and philosopher Vasilii Rozanov which appeared in two volumes in
1913 and 1915. The importance of the Rozanov reference is not only that it reinforces
the confessional aspect of Before Sunrise by citing a similarly personal work; the
anamnestic records of this part of Before Sunrise are presented in a way that recalls
the detached, incompleteness of Rozanov's late style. As Avril Pyman notes,
Rozanov, "a profound subjectivist", developed a "mature prose style" that was "an
extension ne plus ultra of the intimate style adumbrated by Dostoevsky in Noles from
Underground and The Diary of a Writer: aphoristic, throw-away, take it or leave it.',20

This is precisely what the reader is offered in this section and the next, which between
them contain around one hundred recalled vignettes. These are distinct episodes,
unconnected by narrative, recalled from the life of the writer between the ages of two
and thirty-two. They, therefore, quite neatly correspond to the period of 'youth' as
defined in Youth Restored.
These youthful recollections are as artistically satisfying as anything else that
Zoshchenko ever wrote; miracles of concision and clarity. taken together these
vignettes nonetheless feel dense with meaning. Yet, it is a meaning that always
manages to elude fixity or interpretation; one that seems tauntingly proximate, but is
always somehow already around the next comer. The reader thus feels perpetually on
the threshold of some sort of hermeneutic significance, but unable to capture this
perfectly in either thought or word. The recollections thus conform to a typically
symbolist notion of groping or growing towards some kind of metaphysical verity; a
kind of meaning that is always becoming, robed in words but ultimately ineffable.

20

A Pyman, A History of Russian Symbolism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. )994). p. 137.
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The Rozanov allusion noted earlier is perhaps especially relevant in this sense:
Rozanov regarded his "fallen leaves" as slivers of his very soul, artefacts of a living
essence that precede and exceed all discursive logic, philosophical aim or textual reworking: a sort of automatic writing of the divine life force.i' On the basis of the
centrality of potential, growth and becoming to the infant psyche, Rozanov modelled
his creative persona on a perception of the infant nature as a kind of biological
nirvana. Pyman notes the implications of this outlook for the literary word:

Words cannot be assigned an exact meaning ... they, too, have
'potential'. To write as the child plays, using whatever small things
come to hand, is to start off a process of growth and change.22
This is precisely the effect that is attained when the vignettes that make up the first
half of Before Sunrise are read together; the notion of an extra-linguistic truth
gestured towards but ultimately indefinable is an abiding feature of this written
'youth' .
This effect derives from the way that the narratively unconnected episodes in
Before Sunrise are rendered mutually suggestive through a dense pattern of
metaphoric and metonymic interconnectivity. In a way that is comparable to the
Freudian primary processes of condensation and displacement, the disparate vignettes
coalesce into a kind of unity through shared symbolic resonances. Some idea of this
can be gleaned from comparing two of the vignettes, for instance, the one entitled
'Someone has Drowned' ('Kto-to utonul') and the one called 'Yes, He's Dead' ('Da,
on umer'). In 'Someone has Drowned' the young narrator recalls witnessing a
drowned youth being retrieved from the river.

~: Ibid. p. l37. See also R Poggioli, Rozanov (London: Bowes and Bowes. 1962), pp. 26-28.
-- A Pyrnan, A History of Russian Symbolism. p. 133.
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He is white, like paper. Hs eyes are closed. His arms are spread out
to the sides, and his body is covered up with green twigs. Nearby a
woman is on her knees. She stares fixedly at his dead face.:!3
The narrator learns from a passer-by that the silent staring figure is the drowned
youth's mother and that her stunned silence arises from the enormity of her grief. The
narrator wills the corpse to move and renounce his death, "but he lies completely still,
and it becomes so terrifying to me that I close my eyes:,24
In the episode entitled 'Yes, He's Dead' ('Da, on umer') the narrator witnesses
another scene of a dead man mourned by a distraught woman, although this time it is
the narrator's father and mother. The narrator remains strangely detached throughout
the episode, watching from a door and unable to replicate the intensity of his mother's
grief. This detachment he imputes to his having "a closed heart" C-'zakrytoe serdtse'l),
a phrase echoing a comment his mother made about his father and himself in a
vignette from a few pages earlier.25 Driven mad with "awful grief' ("uzhasnoe gore"),
the mother imagines that her husband may simply be deeply unconscious and resolves
to test his mortality for herself:

Mother unfastens a pin from her blouse. Then she takes father's
hand. And I see - she wants to pierce his hand. I cry out with horror.
"There's no need to scream", says mother, "I want to look, perhaps
he's not dead."
She pierces right through the hand with the pin. I scream agam.
Mother pulls the pin out through the pierced palm.
"Look", she says, "not a single drop of blood. Yes. he' s dead ... 26
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As his mother begins to cry uncontrollably

again, the narrator cannot look any more:

"'I leave the room; 1 am shaking with fever.,,27 These two vignettes are distinct in
terms of narrative, time and character, yet they are similar in structure. There is the
same combination of dead man and mourning woman wracked by the unpredictability
of grief. The same bloodlessness

of death strikes the narrator: the paper white face of

the drowned youth and the pierced hand that will not bleed. There is even a shared
sense of premature death across the two pieces: the drowned youth is just eighteen;"
the father is forty-nine - "he's still young" says the distraught widow.i" Both scenes
share a moment of vainly willed defiance in the face of death: by the narrator in the
first; by his mother in the second. Finally, both episodes are too much for the young
narrator to bear: he closes his eyes in terror at the sight of the drowned youth; he
leaves the room in febrile horror having witnessed his mother's mutilating love for his
father. To be sure there are differences: most notably, the drowned youth is a stranger,
while the dead man is the narrator's
episodes

with the same strange

difference between his relationships

father; yet even here, the narrator regards both

detachment;

this has the effect of eroding

the

with the protagonists.

Shades of the same anamnestic archetype can be seen in many other vignettes,
Pallor and bloodlessness

accompany all men who, like the narrator's

father, represent

the dying old world of Imperial Russia. Thus, the imperious patron who has to be
petitioned

for a pension following

the death of the narrator's

father is "extremely

elderly, slender, pallid" ("ves'ma star. sukhoshchav. bleden,,).3o This is even more
pronounced in the episode entitled 'The Spirit is Higher, Young Man' (,Dukh vyshe,
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molodoi chelovek'), In this episode, the coquettish wife of a lawyer sends her
husband to swim in the sea while she indulges an awkward flirtation with the
adolescent narrator on the shore. As the lawyer changes for swimming:

I see his stunted body, his sunken, sickly chest, and his feeble arms,
devoid of musculature. Catching my gaze on him, the court official
mutters:
"The spirit is higher, young man. The spirit, and not the body - this
is our concern, our beauty."
Carefully stepping on the sand, Serge, as if walking on nails, ~oes
down to the water. His arms, thin and lifeless, dangle like whips. I
Although there is no actual death or grief, the lifelessness of the husband's sickly
physique evokes the powerlessness and immanence of death, while the wife's roving
eye, ever ready to alight on a new amorous object. indicates not grief. but a completed
mourning for an emotionally dead relationship. The husband' s invocation of the spirit
over the flesh has a degree of desperation, a delusional quality which serves only to
emphasize the pallid, formal, lifelessness of the whole scene.
This is just a small sample of the symbolic resonances which sound
throughout all the recalled vignettes; in this way all are bound into a web of poetic
significance that eludes either concrete meaning or linguistic schema. While
Rozanov's fallen leaves are left in this amorphous state, deliberately kept safe from
the 'deadening' effect of philosophical pretext or editorial plan. Zoshchenko s are
conscientiously edited. They are grouped by date and interspersed with a commentary
in the style of a detached 'analyst' figure; this in turn casts the voice that narrates the
recalled vignettes as something like an unknowing 'analysand'. Both voices remain

<01 BH)I(Y xaxnoe ero reno. BnaJIYJO 'laXOTO'lHYJO rpyn». VI )J(aJIKHePYKH, J1HWeHHble MYCKynOB.
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fully attributable to the author, so the effect that results is of an author re-reading that
automatic writing of his own soul which Rozanov was so anxious to leave untouched.
The process of ordering adopted by the 'analyst'

is paradoxical and strikingly

complex. The recollections are grouped in such a way that they recede in temporal
sequence: they proceed from 1912 to 1926, before going back to 1899 when the
narrator was five years of age and then proceeding to fifteen years of age, before
going back to the age of two years and proceeding to five. Importantly the dating
convention of these groupings changes half way through: the recollections from the
ages of eighteen to thirty-two are grouped by calendar year (i.e. 1912 to 1926);
meanwhile those from the age of two onwards are grouped according the narrator's
age without reference to the date. What this obfuscatory schema achieves is to hide
the fact that, although ostensibly covering the age range of two to thirty-two years of
age, there are in actual fact three years missing from the narrator's anamnesis: from
1909 to 1912 when the narrator would have been between fifteen and eighteen years
old. Crucially though, as with the telling photographic metaphor. the narrator seems
completely oblivious to these not insignificant gaps in the scientific objectivity that he
claims for his method.
As the narrator stretches his memory to reach further and further back in time
he runs up against a predictable hitch: the earliest years of infancy lie beyond the
threshold of memory. To some extent, this is a problem that the narrator had foreseen
all along: at one point he suggests the age of five as the earliest realistic source of
memory because before then he remembers "almost nothing",32 Yet. when his
recollections from this age yield nothing conclusive, he resolves to try and extend his
memory back even further to two years of age. At this point he reiterates the earlier
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problem of infant amnesia: "However, it turned out to be not so easy to remember
these years. They were obscured in a kind of deadening fog:,33 With some effort, the
narrator struggles to penetrate this symbolist-sounding fog of forgetting:

And there, through the faraway fog of oblivion, I suddenly began to
recollect something like separate moments, snatches, broken-off
scenes, lit up by some kind of strange light.
What exactly could light up these scenes? Perhaps, terror? Or the
psychic agitation of the child? Yes, probably terror and psychic
agitation cut through the obscuring wraps, in which my infant life
was shrouded.i"
It will be recalled that "psychic agitation" was to be the "magnesium light" that
illuminated the relevance of particular memories for the explanation of the narrator's
melancholia; as the definitive criteria guiding the direction of the anamnesis. it
therefore constitutes the first indication of the process of authorial selection and
interpretation which, while little commented on by the narrator, accompanies each
step in the autotherapy described in Before Sunrise. Indeed, the strange illumination
mentioned in the passage above is precisely this flash of penetrating magnesium light:
it is the flash of authorial interpretation and constructive intervention which
complicates the free association that the narrator ostensibly strives for. This of course
distorts the objectivity that the narrator claims for his approach: what purports to be
the impartial outcome of logical deduction begins to resemble a turn in an elaborate
piece of circular reasoning, the outcome of which was determined even before the
process of recollection commenced. Yet again though, the narrator seems unaware of
his transgressions against scientific method.
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The interpretative leaps and interventions of the narrator become an increasing
feature of the process as the reader reaches the end of the anamnestic part of Before
Sunrise: his editorial presence and the concomitant intrusion of his constructive

efforts at the expense of psychological observation becoming more acute. Gregory
Carleton has drawn attention to this aspect of Before Sunrise, noting that "the further
Zoshchenko's own search extends into the past, the more his empiricism slides.,,35
Indeed, as the narrator reaches the limits of his conscious memory without finding the
key to understanding his melancholia, his active interpretative interventions come to
completely overshadow any dispassionate observation of psychological phenomena.
Unable to stimulate any recollection from beyond "the thick grey fog" ("seryi plotnyi
tuman'")

of infant amnesia, the narrator becomes convinced that the reason for his

melancholic sufferings must lie shrouded in these early years of infancy." At this
point he invokes the presiding colossus of the Soviet science of the mind: Ivan
Pavlov. The narrator concludes that his melancholic sufferings must have arisen as a
result of neural connections formed according to a Pavlovian pattern during infancy:
"It seemed to me that my unhappiness could have arisen because erroneous
conditional connections were formed in my infant brain, which frightened me in later
life.,,37The reason for the resort to Pavlov here is that the extreme plasticity of the
Pavlovian mind seems to offer the narrator hope in his desire "to destroy these
erroneous mechanisms that have arisen in my brain:,38 It is crucial. however, to note
the order of this revelation: the narrator is intuitively convinced that the cause of his
mental ill-health lies in his infancy and that it is amenable to cure before he reaches
for Pavlov to justify his conviction. Pavlovian psycho-physiology does not lead the
3~
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narrator to his conclusion; that conclusion is actually already formed and Pavlov
provides a workable, ideologically acceptable conceptual vocabulary for the narrator
to dress up his conviction in the robes of scientific respectability.
However, the problem is that, for all the reassuring psychic adaptability it
appears to offer, Pavlov's conception of the mind as part of an open organic system,
shaped in normal function by the external environment, does not leave space for either
subjective knowledge or willed cure of mental affliction. Thus the narrator's yearning
to sever the erroneous neural connections he believes to lie at the heart of his neurotic
complex is hampered by the absence of a Pavlovian equivalent of the Freudian
transferential

space: the means

of bringing

the pathology

into

subjective

consciousness. In the end the narrator comes to dream interpretation as the only way
to overcome this problem. As he acknowledges himself, by the twentieth-century.
dream interpretation was all but synonymous with psychoanalysis; nonetheless. the
narrator tries to wrestle the technique from the Freudian strangleholdr'" The irony is
that he does this in ways which recall the arguments Freud himself used in
commending the technique to a skeptical medical establishment.4o Thus. he stresses
the classical origins of dream interpretation and he makes the argument that it offers a
temporary solution while neurological science is insufficiently developed to offer an
alternative:

Science is incomplete. Truth is the daughter of time. Other. more
accurate approaches will be found. For now though. with the help of
thorough dream analysis, we can catch a glimpse into the far away
world of the infant, into that world not controlled by reason. into
that world of oblivion, where sometimes the source of our
misfortunes originates."
,93:569-571.
40 S Freud,
The Interpretation of Dreams, in The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological
Works of Sigmund Freud (London: Vintage, 2001), Vol. 4.
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The narrator tries to recall his dreams and realizes that he is haunted by the recurrence
of three particular dream motifs: "And here I recalled that most often I see tigers
which come into my room, beggars who stand at my door and the sea in which I
swim:,42 In a way that recalls Freud, the narrator then begins to analyze these motifs
as complex constructions of the dream-work which are broken down further into a
complex of four "painful objects" ("bol'nye predmety") grounded in infant traumas.
These painful objects are: water (voda), the hand (ruka), the breast (grud') and
the stroke or blow (udar).43 The image of the tiger, primarily in its roar and predatory
nature, is held to be a symbol which combines aspects of the punishing and vengeful
'hand' and the shock of the 'stroke' or 'blow'. It is suggested that the preconscious
origins of the image are to be found in an infant operation performed on the narrator
without anesthetic.44 The image of the beggar, with his outstretched hand and hungry
lovelessness, unites the 'hand' that deprives with the 'breast' that nourishes, forming a
neurotic ambivalence directed at care, nutrition and ultimately all woman-kind. It is
thus unsurprising that the origins of the beggar motif turn out to be located in two
specific weaning traumas. The first pertains to the narrator's mother encouraging him
to wean by smearing quinine on her nipples, thus forming a pathological association
in the mind of the infant between women, food and poison." The second trauma
concerns an incident when the narrator's mother dropped him while feeding during a
thunder storm; the combination of the clap of thunder and interrupted feeding was
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apparently amplified by the terror of the mother which the infant narrator literally
"imbibed with her milk.'·46
There is a pleasing economy to the complex of "painful objects" uncovered by
this process. From the perspective of the melancholic narrator, their principal benefit
is that they allow the psychodynamics of his melancholic neurosis to be formed into a
narrative. Thus they are rendered at once visible to his conscious self, amenable to
understanding and, because all stories can be re-written, amenable to adaptation. In
terms of the cure he claims for himself, this allows the narrator to historicize his
depression by positing the cause of his neurosis in an infant reality that can be
plausibly rejected as having no meaning in the psychic world of the adult.
Importantly, these same "painful objects" resonate satisfyingly with the recalled
vignettes that make up the first half of the book. Turning back, for instance. to the
first recollection entitled 'I'm Busy" ("la zaniat'), the reader particularly notes that the
frustrated young wife making eyes at the adolescent narrator is described as "like a
young tigress from the zoological gardens - such bright, radiant. blinding colours:-47
What passed by as merely evocative description when read first time around. now
seems dense with psychological significance when re-read in the light of the "painful
objects": the image of the young, flirtatious. married woman as a caged tigress whose
bright coloration builds progressively to blinding seems to contain within itself the
ambivalent allure and threat that Zoshchenkos

dream analyses located in the

symbolic 'breast'. Moreover. it will be remembered that the tiger was a recurrent
dream motif linked to the 'hand' of punishment and the 'stroke' or 'blow': the
expectation of punishment is a potent part of the heady mix of burgeoning young
desire and conjugal proscription that permeates this whole episode. All the other
46 «51 BCOCa.nC ee M0J10KOM.»
47
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vignettes, with their catalogue of floods, drownings, storms, thieves. beggars. animals
on the loose and strained relations with women, are just as responsive to interpretation
in the light of the "painful objects". The extensive symbolic resonances that emerge
on re-reading the vignettes serve to lend a kind of retrospective credence to the later
dream analyses and the complex of "painful objects" in which they result.
Irene Masing-Delic characterizes this aspect of Before Sunrise as structurally
akin to a mystery story." By this, she means the way in which 'clues' set in the first
half of the book feed into the 'discovery' of the "painful objects" and create the
heuristic effect that is intrinsic to the genre. However, her metaphor is also interesting
in a perhaps unintended way: the heuristic aspect of any mystery story is carefully
constructed to create its desired effect; much the same can be said about the heuristic
aspect of Before Sunrise itself. The sense in which the revelatory outcome is subtly
constructed is implied by the way that dreams repeatedly appear as if in answer to
questions posed in conscious thought. Thus, Carleton notes that the narrator's dream
analysis "has the tendency not just to uncover but to produce the desired data".4Q
Pondering the place of the 'hand' in the tiger motif. for instance. the narrator suggests:
"And here, while analyzing this symbolic image of the tiger. I had a dream which
corroborated the accuracy and correctness of this symbol.t''" It is difficult in this to
separate the mutual suggestiveness of the two reflections; this is a problem because.
for the narrator's dream interpretation to attain the scientific objectivity he claims for
it, it is important that the dream be impartial and unmotivated. Another similarly

confused sense of dream, memory and desire impossibly entwined together can be
seen a page earlier:

48

1 Masing-Delic, 'Biology, Reason and Literature', p.79.
G Carleton, The Politics of Reception, p.l44.
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I remembered a dream from long ago. Perhaps it wasn't even a
dream. Perhaps my memory had preserved something which had
actually happened at some point; but this remained in my memory
as a dream.'
Again, it is difficult here to disentangle what causes what; the effect is that the
reliability of all the epistemological components of this process of self knowing
become equally prejudiced.
This situation becomes still more ambiguous when one realizes that the
specific infant traumas, the knowledge of which was instrumental in fixing the
meaning of the dreams, were arrived at primarily by raiding the stock of family
anecdotes. The narrator's knowledge of them thus preceded the interpretative project
described in Before Sunrise and so they hardly qualify as the outcome of objective
psychological observation. This is made explicit when the narrator actually describes
his mother relating his infant eccentricities (including the important weaning
traumas): "while recalling these eccentricities, mother would say that all this probably
arose because of her."s2 Not only has the narrator's mother planted these ideas in his
head, she even offers them as the plausibly sounding psychological origin for which
they later become used in the autotherapeutic narrative staged in Before Sunrise.
Zoshchenko's mother died in 1920, six years before the autotherapeutic process
described in Before Sunrise commenced; therefore this discussion and the crucial
information it yielded must have taken place before the dream interpretations that the
narrator describes. In fact. the reader does not even have to know the actual date of
Zoshchenko's mother's death to work out that it, and the crucial information about
weaning, predated the autotherapy described in Before Sunrise: her funeral is actually
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described in one of the book's recalled vignettes for the period 1917 to 1920,
implicating her in the process of recollection and making for a confusing circularity of
psychological reference.53
The narrator's claims of scientific objectivity are further dented by the fact
that his dream analysis stimulates a whole raft of extra recollections to confirm his
conclusions, but which he was strangely unable to recover during the anamnestic part
of Before Sunrise. Before relating a collection of such memories he admits:

I probably wouldn't have remembered these scenes if I hadn't
already thought about what I'm thinking about now, trying to
understand from where this pain, this joy and regret arise. 54
This sense of an interpretative logic creating its own corroborating evidence becomes
even more obvious in the later parts of Before Sunrise, especially once the narrator
has effected his cure. He reinforces his new outlook by dredging up other memories
which, although contemporaneous with the melancholic recollections of the first half,
seem to be free from the pathological symbolism that characterized the early ones.
That these memories confirm the new pattern of his thoughts is proudly emphasized
by the narrator. Before relating the story entitled 'Poor Fedia' ("Bednyi Fedia'), the
narrator notes: "This is a story from ages past. And I would not have remembered it.
but the conclusions which I reached unexpectedly revived this story in my
memory. ,,55 A similar sentiment is expressed at the start of the next recollection
entitled 'I'd Rather Go Blind' ('la luchshe oslepnu'):

"1 also wouldn't

have

remembered this story if my conclusions hadn't coincided with it:,56 The narrator's
pride in the way that memory now answers to his reasoned command is a reflection of
53
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his claim to have restored rational control over the subconscious elements of his
psyche. However, there is surely a danger here of the narrator. so to speak, having his
cake and eating it: if the memory is that susceptible to suggestion then it must further
call into question the objective validity of the earlier anamnestic section on which the
whole interpretative structure of Before Sunrise is built. However, characteristically,
the narrator still remains oblivious to these transgressions

against scientific

objectivity .

Escaping Melancholic Selfhood
All this raises the obvious question: what exactly to make of the narrator's
conspicuous but unacknowledged failure to live up to his own scientific standards.
The question is not insignificant, for whatever the reader takes from Before Sunrise
will be totally dependent on how he evaluates the outcome of the melancholic
autotherapy that is the book's self-proclaimed raison d 'etre. The transgressions
against scientific objectivity are altogether too blatant to be simply ignored by the
serious reader; yet, by the same token, they have to be reconciled with the spirit of a
book which, both explicitly and implicitly, demands that the narrator's autotherapy be
taken at face value. The way to move beyond this impasse can perhaps be deduced
from an altogether unexpected source: Tsesar' Vol'pes

sensitive analysis of Youth

Restored. In seeking to understand how the reader should approach the all-important
commentary in that work, Vol'pe identified three common modes of reading Youth
Restored: firstly, where the book is read as a straightforward scientific treatise which,
in its failure to attain methodological objectivity, can be rejected as flawed: secondly.
where it is read as a straightforward scientific treatise which, despite occasional error,
nonetheless makes valid, scientifically credible points; thirdly, where it is read as an
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ironic parody of the whole notion of scientific objectivity. 57 For Vol'pe none of these
strategies is completely adequate to understanding the complexities of Youth
Restored; instead Vol'pe posits an approach which acknowledges that:

The commentary [of Youth Restored] is written by Zoshchenko in
all seriousness. And although Zoshchenko shows his 'author' to be a
slightly naive philosopher of life, nonetheless Zoshchenko is
interested in 'elevating' the author, and not in enabling his
discrediting, he is interested in brinfing the 'authorial mask' closer
to his own authentic writer's voice.'
Although written with Youth Restored in mind, this observation would seem to
be equally perspicacious in relation to Before Sunrise. The three common readings
that Vol'pe discerns find ready examples amongst critical approaches to Before
Sunrise.59 However, much more importantly, Vol'pe's prescription of a nuanced
reading style which acknowledges both the seriousness of the narrative voice and the
small degree of distance separating it from the voice of the writer is essential to a

Ts Vol'pe, lskusstvo nepokhozhesti, pp. 232-235. Vol'pe never had the chance to extend this
perceptive understanding of Youth Restored to Before Sunrise; he was killed whilst trying to escape the
Leningrad blockade in winter 1941, almost two years before the latter work appeared. Nonetheless, he
was aware of the work on Before Sunrise (then under the working title The Keys of Happiness tKliucni
schast'iai and had been told by the author of its connection with Youth Restored (see p. 315 of the
same source). Thus it is perhaps not excessively inappropriate to apply some of his insights into the
early book onto the later one as well.
58 «KoMMeHTapHHnanacaa
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npH6nH3HTb 'aBTOpCKYIOMaCKY'K nOMHHHoMYnacarenscxoxy ronocy.» Ts Vol'pe, Ibid. p. 235.
59 Gregory Carleton would be an example of the first type: he interprets the transgressions
of objective
method as an indication of a failed attempt to secure definite knowledge of the self (see G Carleton,
The Politics of Reception, pp. 146-160). The second type of reader is reflected in those
psychoanalytically
or autobiographically
orientated approaches to Before Sunrise which seek to
understand the book as a simple transcription of Zoshchenko's own autotherapy (Examples include V
von Wiren, 'Zoshchenko' s Psychological Interests', Slavic and East European Journal, II (1967), I,
pp.3-22; I Masing-Delic, 'Biology, Reason and Literature', pp. 77-101; T P Hodge, 'Freudian Elements
in Zoshchenko's Pered voskhodom solntsa (/943)', Slavonic and East European Review. 67 (1989), 1:
1-28. See also Krista Hansen's autobiographical readings of the work: 'Kto vinovat? Guilt and
Rebellion in Zoshchenko's Accounts of Childhood', D Rancour-Laferriere (ed), Russian Literature and
Psychoanalysis (Amsterdam & Philadelphia: John Benjamins, 1989), pp. 285-302: 'Autobiography and
Conversion: Zoshchenko's Before Sunrise', J G Harris (ed), Autobiographical Statements in TwentiethCentury Russian Literature (Princeton: Princeton University Press. 1990), pp.133-153.) An example of
the third type is Rachel May who advances an interpretation of Before Sunrise as an ironic exercise
exploring themes of censorship, both public and private (See R May, 'Superego as literary Subtext:
Story and Structure in Mikhail Zoshchenkos Before Sunrise', Slavic Review, 55 (1996). 1. pp. 106124).
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proper understanding of the lonely melancholic narrator of Before Sunrise. A "slightly
nafve philosopher of life" describes him perfectly, his naivety telling principally in his
complete

unawareness

autotherapy.

Importantly,

of the scientific

limitations

the constructive

objectivity of the narrator's

autotherapy

of his self-styled,

and interpretative

scientific

efforts which erode the

are made fairly obvious for the reader; the

effect of this is to posit a degree of distance between the naive narrator and the writer.
To be sure, the narrator of Before Sunrise is brought much closer to the "authentic
writer's

voice"

Zoshchenko's

than in Youth Restored (or indeed any other fictional

work of

for that matter); narrator and writer share both name and biography, but

they are still not perfectly

synchronized:

if they were, the narrator

could not be

portrayed as naive. It is important to note, as Vol 'pe does, that this intimation of
naivety in the narrator's

voice does not function to ridicule or demean him; in Before

Sunrise it has the more subtle purpose of allowing the reader to see all the unscientific
obfuscation

behind the narrator's

technique,

without the narrator himself having to

lose faith in it. In this lies a crucial point: no matter how much the reader may doubt
the scientific claims of the therapy, the narrator is always utterly convinced by it. This
underscores

an important aspect of the therapy: it aims primarily at the creation of

subjective meaning; thus, its efficaciousness

will only ever be relevant in equally

subjective terms. In a very real sense it does not matter whether the technique is
scientific or not; it does not matter whether it convinces others through its objective
correctness; if it drives the narrator's

private melancholic torments into abeyance then

it has worked on its own terms and has achieved something of no little importance.
The subjectivism of this process breaks out into the open at the point of 'cure'.
The mock-objectivity

of dream analysis and anamnesis

description of the final confrontation

quickly coalesces

into the

with unreason as, quite literally, mortal combat
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at close quarters. As the narrator closes in on the subconscious basis of his neurosis,
he is struck by terror:
This terror held me tenaciously in its embrace; and it did not leave
me right away. It gripped me all the stronger the further I pushed
into that startling world, the laws of which I was for so long unable
60
to understan d .
Completely gone now is the language of science, to be replaced by a heightened
rhetoric of pitched struggle. As he pushes further into his subconscious, the narrator is
confronted by a horrifying vision:

The light of my reason lit up horrific slums, where terrors lurked,
where barbaric forces found a refuge for themselves, those forces
which had so darkened my life.6!
Those barbaric forces recall the references to the philosophy of Fascism as "a return
to barbarianism" ("vozvrat

k varvarstvu,,)~62 thus the struggle against subconscious

forces is again equated with the epic national struggle against the Nazi horde. This
association is reinforced by the narrator's adoption of military terminology to describe
the course of the struggle: "These forces didn't pull back when 1 carne right up to
them. They took up the fight; but this fight was already unequal.T'" The rhetoric of
battle continues as the narrator begins to prevail in his struggle with his subconscious
self: "my consciousness controlled his [the unconscious opponent's] activity. Already
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with ease, I parried his strikes. Already with a smile, I met his resistance:,64 It even
h
d, wen,
h
havmg
. grown we ak , ..the enemy ran. ,,65
holds unti'1teen

In the end, the cure turns out to consist in subjecting the subconscious psyche
to the dictates of reason. This is something that the narrator suggests with a series of
rhetorical questions once the battle is done and the cure has apparently been effected:

However, where exactly did the cure come from? Which
mechanisms were repaired? Why did age-old terrors bid farewell to
my person?
They bid me farewell only because the light of my reason
66
illuminated the illogicality of their existence.
However, the rather vague invocation of "reason" really raises more questions than it
answers. In fact, despite reason being evoked constantly throughout the remainder of
Before Sunrise and being elevated into the guiding motif of the latter half of the book.
the reader is never offered a conveniently explicit definition of exactly what the
narrator means by reason. The vagueness surrounding such a prominent term can only
function to invite readers to reflect on what might be meant by reason for themselves.
It is important to note in this regard, that the reference in the passage just quoted is to

"my reason"; it does not refer simply to "reason" in the abstract. Thus, the appeal here
is definitively not to some kind of abstract rationalism, much less to some kind of
Hegelian universal spirit. The healing reason that the narrator credits for his cure is
something rooted in the self; it is above all an attitude of subjective orientation in the
world.
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In fact, as the continuation of the passage cited above reveals. reason for the
narrator is more accurately a subjective orientation towards the world: adopting the
Pavlovian-sounding jargon that he has made his own, the narrator explains:

These terrors were tied up with those objects, which were not
dangerous in the way that the infant perceived.
To sever this conditional, erroneous, illogical connection - that was
the task.
I severed these connections. I separated the genuine unfortunate
events from the conditional objects of fear [those "painful objects"].
I invested these objects of fear with their true meaning. And this
constituted the cure. The absence of logic was cured by logic."
When the patina of Pavlovian terminology is rubbed away from this passage, the
reader is confronted with a kind of subjectively-willed psychological reorientation in
the world that has absolutely no basis in the Pavlovian theory of the mind. In fact,
more than Pavlov, this sense of the reevaluation of the individual psychological
relation to external reality recalls that Aurelian stoicism advanced earlier in Youth
Restored. For the narrator of Before Sunrise, reason would seem to reside primarily in
the exposure of internal psychic realities to the external world and their subsequent reappraisal in the light of the encounter. Interestingly, in this he approaches (although
almost certainly without knowing it) the Kleinian notions of integration and mourning
as psychological strategies for containing the depressive position. It will be
remembered that, for Klein, a degree of influence could be exercised over the
inscrutable, destructive forces raging inside the psyche through the appeal to objects
in the external world on which introjected psychic objects were based. By appealing
to the objective prototypes of internal objects in the external world, internal psychic
67

«3TH

crpaxs

6blJIH YBl3aHbl

C TeMH 06'beKTaMH,

BOCnpHIUIJl MJIa.neHeu. / Pa30pBaTb

sry

KOH He 6blJIH onacau

YCJJOBHYIO,neaepnyio

pa30pBaJJ 3TH CBJl3H. Pa3'bellHHHJJ nonnaaaue

6ellbl

3THM o6'beKTaM

3Ha'leHHe.

YCTpaweHHJI

ID{

HCTHHHoe

OrcyTCTBHe JIOrHKH JIe'lHJJOCbJIOfHKOR.»

3:628.

368

CBH3b -

B ToA Mepe,

OT YCJJOBHblX 06'beKTOB YC'I'paweHHII.

H

B 3TOM

KaK sro

BOT B lfeM 6blJIa sanaxa.

/ ~

Ilpanan

H 3aKJIJOlfaJJOCb H3JJe'leHHe.

realties could be rendered, to a degree at least, amenable to integration into the world
beyond the self. Thus, for Klein, as for the narrator of Before Sunrise. the 'rational' is
constituted by the rooting of selfhood in the world beyond the hermetic circularity and
interminable self-reflection of melancholic subjectivity,
This sense of finding some purchase over an otherwise unknowable inner
psychic reality in the world beyond the subject is a key element of the cure described
in Before Sunrise. Thus, just before the moment of cure, the narrator notes:

Before I would suffer defeat in the dark, not knowing with whom I
was fighting, not understanding how I must fight. But now, when
the sun had thrown light on our duel, I saw the pitiful, barbaric face
of my enemy. I saw his naive ruses, I heard his war-like cries, which
so terrified me before. But now, when I had learnt the language of
the enemy, these cries stopped frightening me.68
This idea of throwing sunlight into the dark recesses of the subconscious is a theme
that runs right through Before Sunrise. The sunlit duel is a telling metaphor in this
regard: the duel, traditionally conducted in the half-light of dawn to make the
individual duelists harder to discern, is now opened up to the full light of day with the
result that the absurdity of the struggle is made manifest. Thus. it is the appeal to
external reality that constitutes the redemptive light of reason for the narrator; it is this
turning outward which enables incompatible psychic realities to be confronted and
tamed, perhaps even to be overcome.
The dueling metaphor above illuminates another important aspect of the
reason invoked by the narrator of Before Sunrise: its definition is wholly dependent
on an acknowledgement, albeit implicit, of the existence of unreason. In the same way
as light is meaningless without darkness, so it is only in contrast with the earlier
68

«n paasme repnen nopaxenaa
Cl

B TeMHOTe, He 3HWI. C KeM JI 60PIOCb, He nOHHMaJI. KaK " ,LlOJ1)1{eH
60pOThC". Ho Teneph, xorna COJlHUeOCBeTHJlOMeCTO noenausa, " YBH,LlenlKaJJKYIOH sapeapcxyio
MOPny Moero apara, jl ysuaen HaHBHhle ero YJlOBKH.}l YCJlhlWaJJBOHHCTBeHHhleero KpHKH. xoropue
MeHJITaK YCTPawaJJHpaasure. Ho reneps, xorna " Ha)"iHJICJIJ13blK)'spara, 3TH KpHKH nepecrann MeH"
crpaunrrs.» 3:626.
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dueling in the dark that the transfiguring light of reason in this metaphor has any
obvious meaning. Thus, paradoxically enough, reaching an understanding of the
nature of human reason relies precisely on reaching a similar understanding of the
nature of human irrationality: those "naive ruses" and that "language of the enemy".
The implication of this is that reason, however ambitious the narrator's claims for it
may be, can never absolutely supplant the irrational without in tum supplanting itself.
This non-metaphysical understanding of human reason means that the cure which the
narrator claims for himself must, by necessity, be provisional. In fact this is something
that the narrator himself hints at heavily at several places in Before Sunrise. Shortly
after the cure has been effected he notes of the neural reflex which structured his
pathological associations:

I cannot say that this reflex has disappeared completely. Some
symptoms of a mechanical order remain. But logic has rendered
them completely harmless - they have stopped being accompanied
by terror. And on the strength of this they have gradually begun to
fade.69
The symptoms have thus been tamed perhaps, but definitely not abolished. However,
perhaps the most important statement of the provisional nature of the cure comes at
the end of the novel, just before the afterword; here the narrator asserts: ..It won't do
for the lowest forces to gain the upper hand. Reason must keep on winning.r" The
reason for this rather gratuitous translation is to emphasize the fact that the "winning"
referred to is imperfective: pobezhdat' rather than pobedit'. The significance of the
imperfective here becomes clearer when contrasted with the ending of Evgenii
Zamiatin's novel We (My, 1921) whose final line Before Sunrise recalls. Victor
Erlich, who noted the coincidence, contrasts the two lines in terms of the obvious
69
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irony in Zamiatin's example." however, just as important is the fact that Zamiatins
72

line is perfective to Before Sunrise's imperfective: "reason must win in the end:·

The Zoshchenko narrator's imperfective line suggests an iterative struggle in which
reason must prevail again and again. Just like Melanie Klein's, Zoshchenkos
understanding of the psyche eschews fixity, viewing the rational ego as a life's work
undertaken under the auspices of an open future.
This

interdependence

of

reason

and

unreason

IS

reflected

III

the

interdependence of the two halves of Before Sunrise: the 'rational' half would not
make sense without its 'irrational'

foundation; the aesthetic attributes of the

'irrational' foundation require the 'rational' half to achieve a sense of philosophical
completion. In fact, of the two, it is only the 'irrational" part that is aesthetically selfsufficient; this fact does not escape the narrator who anticipates readers. on
encountering the 'rational' half of Before Sunrise. begging him "to write in the way
he began.,,73 He explains that: "With the greatest of pleasure I would have fulfilled
this legitimate demand; however. the theme does not allow this to be done:·74 The
theme being the deliverance from the subconscious irrationality elaborated in the first
half of the book, the narrator's response would seem to make sense; however. the
importance of unreason to the whole undertaking and the need to find a means of
representing it remains.
V Erlich, Modernism and Revolution: Russian Literature in Transition (Cambridge MA: Harvard
University Press, 1994), p.177. Erlich notes of the coincidence that "there is no reason to assume that
Zoshchenko was deliberately echoing Zamyatin"; indeed We was branded anti-Soviet on completion
and remained unpublished in the USSR until 1988, so there can be little likelihood that Zoshchenko
encountered
the work legitimately.
However, it should be noted that Zamiatin was one of
Zoshchenko's teachers at the Petrograd House of Arts in 1921 when he was revising We: it is perhaps
not beyond the bounds of possibility that Zoshchenko encountered the book. or parts thereof. either in
manuscript form or through readings. Ultimately, all this must remain speculative: however. the
closeness of the citation. in terms of phraseology, theme and textual position. remains striking in the
extreme.
72 «[:,]a3YM .nomKeH nooemrrs.»
E Zamiatin, My in Izbrannye proizvedeniia (Moscow: Sovetskaia
Rossiia, 1990), p. 154.
73 «[ ... ] nacars TaK, KaK OH aaxan.»
3:642.
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It is interesting in this regard that the dueling in the dark passage quoted above

alludes to the discovery of "the language of the [irrational] enemy" that lurks in the
unconscious. If the narrator found the language of conquering reason in his
idiosyncratic, Soviet-sounding, Pavlovian voluntarism, then it is of no small
importance that this is complemented by a language of vanquished unreason worked
out mainly from the literature of Russian Symbolism. This tells particularly in chapter
headings containing the parts of the book dealing with the unconscious: the recalled
vignettes are mostly collected in the chapters entitled "Fallen Leaves' and" A Terrible
World' ("Strashnyi mir'); as suggested already, the first is an allusion to a work by
Vasilii Rozanov, but the second is also a Silver Age allusion, evoking a poetic cycle
of this name by Aleksandr Blok (1909-1916). This cycle includes the poems that
make up 'Danses Macabre' ('Pliaski smerti', 1912-14), one of the poems of which
also provides a title for the chapter in Before Sunrise in which the narrator analyses
his dreams of water: "Dark Water' CChemaia voda"). In fact, the opening stanza of
this poem is quoted in full in Before Sunrise:

Ancient, ancient dream. From the gloom
Street lamps are running - but where to?
Over there is only dark water,
Over there is only endless void."
The poem actually plays a definitive part in fixing the meaning of the water motif that
torments the narrator through his dreams. Noting early in the chapter a dream
characterized by "turbid, almost black water" C'mutnaia. pochti chernaia voda"), the
narrator immediately remembers the stanza just quoted and comes to the conclusion
that: "'I was running from dark water, from an "endless void' :,76 The closeness of the

C
« TaPbIA, CTapblA COHo113 MpaKa I ¢>OHapH 6eryT - xyna? I TaM - JlHWb LJepHaJIBona. I TaM - JlHWb
3a6BeHbe aaacerna.» A Blok, 'Pliaski smerti' in Stikhotvoreniia (Leningrad: Sovetskii pisatel', 1955), p.
358 [pp. 356-363]. For citation in Before Sunrise see 3:578.
76 «jI 6enaJI or LJepHoR BOllbl, OT '3a6BeHbJl aascerna'.»
3:578.
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fit between the dream and the poem makes the poetry seem almost subcutaneous, part
of the narrator's unconscious, perhaps even the language of that unconscious.
The reader is thus little surprised to learn that with the cure comes a rejection
of this Silver Age-inflected language of unconscious dream and memory. This
rejection is absolutely not a judgment on the quality of the poetry: the narrator
describes the "outstanding verses, outstanding poetry" ("otlichnye stikhi, otlichnaia
poeziia")

of his youth;77 Briusov is described as "not a bad poet at all" ("ochen'

neplokhoi poet,,);78 Blok is praised to the hilt: "Blok, like a focal point, united in

himself all the sentiments of his time. But he was a genius. With his genius, he
ennobled everything that he thought and wrote about.?" What the narrator claims to
take issue with is a kind of pervasive cult of melancholia that he finds in the works.
Talking of Briusov, the narrator asserts, without a hint of irony:

But how unbalanced he was! What melancholia overcame him from
time to time! What hysterical notes can be heard in his music, in his
thoughts! What a catastrophe resides in his heart!8o
However, there is perhaps a sense in which the narrator is castigating himself as
much, if not more, than Briusov: one feels that the narrator's impassioned rejection of
poetry so obviously ingrained in his soul has a great deal to do with the rejection of a
part of himself for which that poetry stands. He twice refers to it as poetry "of my
time" ("moego vremeni'v; moreover, he remains deeply affected by it: "I won't hide it
from you - tears appeared in my eyes when 1 suddenly recalled these forgotten

773:599.
78
3:600.
79 «OJlOK, KW< B q,OK)'ce, coenaaan B ce6e see lJYBCTBa csoero BpeMeHH. Ho OH 6blJl reHHJ:\. OH
ofinaroponan CBOHMreHHeM see. 0 qeM OH .llYMan, nacan.» 3:600.
80
«Ho KaKoi%OH HepOBHblJ:t!KaK8JI MeJ1aHXOJlWlononesaer ero no BpeMeHaM! KaKHe HCTepH'leCKHe
HOTKHCJ1blWaTCIIB ero MyJblKe, B ero MbICJ1J1X!
Kaxas xaracrpoipa npHCYTcByeT B ero cepnueb 3:600.
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sounds:,81 But. perhaps most revealing in all this is the narrator's admission that: "1
was crying for that sad poetry which was akin to me:,82
lfthe intertextual echoes of the Silver Age are invoked to be rejected as part of
the rejection of an irrational selfhood, divorced from reality, then it is interesting to
note that the rational selfhood advanced in its place is marked by its own intertextual
allusions. Perhaps most interesting among these is Tolstoy's A Confession (Ispoved').
The 'rational' discussion of the achievements, exploits and potentials of human reason
covers three chapters, the headings of which are 'Reason Conquers Death' ('Razum
pobezhdaet smert'), 'Reason Conquers Suffering' ('Razum pobezhdaet stradaniia')
and 'Reason Conquers Old-Age' ('Razum pobezhdaet starost"). These same three
human inevitabilities lie at the heart of Tolstoy'S spiritual and existential crisis in A
Confession; he is prevented from participation in life because: "I knew that there was

old age, suffering and death.,,83 The outcome of Tolstoy's crisis was a realization of
the faith needed to stabilize rational meaning; the citation of him in a section
concerned overwhelmingly with human reason has the function of enlisting precisely
this aspect of A Confession. However, it is not Tolstoy's Christian convictions that are
invoked, rather it is the notion of belief in a purely psychological sense: conviction as
a precondition of rational thought. It is interesting in this regard to note that the
narrator of Before Sunrise reverses the order of Tolstoy's depressing litany of
existential limitations: Tolstoy's builds from old age to death; the narrator's the other
way around. The inversion implies a sense in which Tolstoy's schema has been turned
on its head: the most obvious way being that A Confession is a personal work which

« He cKpOJOOT sac - y MeHJInOJlBHJlaCbcnesu Ha rnasax, xorna JI sapyr npHnOMHHlI 3TH n03a6blTble
3:599.
8'
8= «[H] OIUlaKHBaJO TY nesanssyio
n033HJO, KOTOPaJI 6blJla MHe CPOJlHH.» 3:599.
, «[3]HaJl. 'ITO ecrs CTaPOCTb, cTp8.llaHHJI, caeprs.» L Tolstoi, Ispoved', p.28 ..
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gives rise to a prescriptive philosophy of life; the narrator by contrast aims to reach a
personal truth from that same prescriptive Tolstoyan philosophy.
To some degree at least, the reader had been primed to look out for these
Tolstoyan echoes back in the prologue: in the dialogue with the physiologist,
Speranskii suggests the similarity of Before Sunrise to "Tolstoy's philosophy", which
"was useful only to him and no-one else."s4 To this, the narrator replies:

Tolstoy's philosophy was a religion, not a science. This was a faith
which helped him. I am already far from religion. I am talking not
about faith and not about a philosophical system. I am talking about
iron formulas, tested by a great scientist. 85
On the face of it, this passage repudiates any concern with faith; but it is artfully
contradicted by the intertextual allusions to A Confession that appear towards the end
of the book. The only way in which these two features of the text can be reconciled
(and, to be sure, they do demand to be reconciled) is by separating religious faith from
belief in a broader, psychological and epistemological sense: the Russian vera, like
the English faith or belief, supports both meanings. If the passage above is re-read in
this way, it can be understood to repudiate only religious belief C'I am already far
from religion") rather than faith as an epistemological category. This distinction is
crucial, because the narrower opposition between science and religious belief leaves a
small, no doubt heretical, space for personal faith in a scientific worldview: faith in
the validity, reach and progress of scientific knowledge. It is precisely this faith in
science that the narrator of Before Sunrise draws on for his cure; it is precisely this
faith in science that underlies the scientific pretences of his less than scientific cure.

84 «<I>HJlOCOqHfJl
Toncroro [...] 6blJla nonesaa TO.nbKOeMY Ii HliKOMY 6onbwe.» 3:452.
8S «<I>HJlocoqnlJl Toncroro
6bl.na penaraa, a He HaYKa. 3TO 6blJla aepa, KOTOPaJIeMY nouorna. 51 >Ke
nanex OT penHrHH . .51 rosopio He 0 sepe 11 He 0 CPHJlococpcKoA CI1CTeMe. 51 rOBOplO 0 >Ke.nelHbIX
cpopMynax, nposepeaux BenHKHM yqeHbIM.» 3 :452.
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It is telling that the narrator's invocation of 'scientific' faith is never directly

voiced. Like those melancholic textual truancies that punctuate his comic fiction, the
call to faith in Before Sunrise resides in the gaps: in the scientific inadequacy of the
narrator's 'scientific' cure; in the obliquity of intertextuality; and, perhaps the biggest
gap of all, the almost seventeen year autobiographical lacuna that separates the last
recollection and the time of the book's publication. The narrator explains that the
autobiography stops at this point because "from the age of thirty" the narrator, having
effected his cure, "became a completely different person"." However, we only have
his word for this, and the reader cannot entirely escape the suspicion that the
narrator's silence from this point on is required, as much as anything else, in order not
to shake his faith in his own cure. Indeed, surely even the most hard-bitten, scientific
reader would not begrudge him this, for, as the first half of Before Sunrise shows,
beyond his 'cure' all that awaits the narrator is the dead beauty of his own
melancholic underground.
The threatening

shadow of Dostoevsky's

underground

man, with his

deformed, self-lacerating consciousness, stands over the whole of Before Sunrise:
Zoshchenko's book adopts a looser, but still comparable bipartite structure to
Dostoevsky'S tale; it replicates a similar generational divide between a youth
characterised by romantic idealism and a maturity characterised by utilitarian
positivism; both books share a concern with the unreason at the heart of human
rationality; both books extol the need for individuals to create subjective meaning in
life; both books also share the same oppressive narratorial loneliness. There is even
room in the intertextual echo chamber that is Before Sunrise for a direct quote from
Notes from Underground (Zapiski iz podpo!'ia, 1864). Dostoevsky is cited as an

86 «C
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example of a writer whose mental ill health distorted his artistic vision; the narrator
misquotes a line from Notes from Underground in support of his claim: "too lofty a
consciousness,

and even any consciousness

is a disease,,87 Yet the citation is naively

self-defeating:

it misreads a line spoken by a character as pure authorial speech in

replication of an error Zoshchenko had had to endure on occasion with regard to his
own writings. In fact, the real effect of this citation is to prompt reflection on the
similarities between Before Sunrise and Notes from Underground, something perhaps
confirmed by the narrator's

observation

straight after his discussion

of Dostoevsky

that: "Perhaps, in this book of mine someone will see an error similar to the one that I
am now ta lkimg a b ou t .,,88

A Cure for Whose Ills?
In the dialogue with the physiologist

which is included in the prologue, the narrator

agrees to an injunction made by Speranskii against generalizing

from his experience

and making promises to his readers as regards a cure.89 Indeed he reminds himself of
this promise punctiliously throughout Before Sunrise. Echoing a similar line in Youth

Restored, he tells the reader that: "This is not a book of home cures ..90 Moreover. he
also makes two formal warnings to the reader which are tantamount to the injunction:
'don't try this at home.,91 However, there are times when the narrator chafes against
his promise. After the cure has been effected,

the narrator is clearly desperate

to

«CJIHWKOM sucoxoe c03HaHHe H .nIDKe BCSlKoe C03HaHHe - 60Jle3Hb.» 3:662. This is actually a
conflation of two nearby lines from early in the novel. firstly: "All the same. I am strongly convinced
that, not only a great deal of consciousness, but also even any consciousness is a disease" (<<Ho BeeTaKH 11 xpenxo y6e)l(JleH, qTO He TOJll,KO oseas MHOro c03HaHHSI, HO .lla)Ke H scsxoe C03H8HHe
60JIe3Hb»). But also: "[ ... ] to think too much is a disease, a real. full-blown
disease." (« ... cnHWKOM
C03HaBaTb - 3TO 60JIe3Hb, HaCTOSlIUU, nonaas 60ne3Hb.» F M Dostoevskii, Zapiski i: podpol'ia in
Sobranie sochinenii v desiati tomakh (Moscow: Khudozhestvennaia
literatura, 1956-58) T4, p.136-137.
88 «DbITb MO)KeT. H B 3ToR MoeR KHHre KTO-m160 YCMOTPHT OWH6KY, nono6HYlO TeM, 0 KOTOPblX II
censac rosopio.» 3:622.
89
3:452.
90 «3Ta KHHra He neqe6HHK.» 3:628.
91 3:606 and 3:689.

87

377

generalise from his experience; reminding himself of his promise to the physiologist.
the narrator retorts:

That's as may be! I am only talking about my life, about my days of
sadness and about days of deliverance.
I am not going beyond the bounds of my illness, which I managed to
get rid of.
No doubt, however, people, having my characteristics and my
sensitive psyche, can endure similar calamities. And here, I fancy, it
is possible to make some generalisation - within the bounds of those
illnesses that are generalized under the name 'psychoneurosis' .92
In this passage, there is a certain recalcitrance about his promise to the physiologist:
the narrator cannot help dropping in that not only was it "my illness", but that "I
managed to get rid" of it as well. reinforcing the extra-medical aspect of his cure: the
"generalized under the name 'psychoneurosis"

is also quite sly, gently reinforcing the

medical profession's own reliance on generalized symptomatologies.
In view of this it is worth looking at those warnings a linle closer. The first
warning is made during the period of dream analysis and occurs in the form of a
footnote related to a resurgence of melancholic symptoms during the autoanalysis. It
reads:

Let this [relapsed] state of mine warn the reader off similar
experiments. One can investigate the psyche and analyze dreams
only under a doctor's observation. This kind of self-treatment led to
difficult consequences for me. And only a professional ability to
think and analyze saved me from still greater misfortune. The reader
does not have to follow my example; that is more than dangerous"
92 «Hy 'ITO )«!
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rex 60ne3HeA, xoropue o606waJOTCSI Ha3BaHHeM 'ncuxoueapoa'.» 3:629.
93 «nYCTb 3TO Moe COCTOJlHHeocrepexer 'lHTaTeJlSI OT nOJl06HbiX OnbITOB. TOJlbKO non Ha6molleHHeM
spaxa MO)«HO npOH3BO.nHTb HCCneJlOBaHHe nCHXHKU H aHaJlH3HpOBaTb CHbl. Taxoe caaonexeaae
npHBeJ10 MeHJl K TJl)KenbiM npcnencraaaa.
H ronsxo nUWb npotpeccaoaansuoe YMeHbe nYMaTb U
aaanaaaposars
cnacno MeHSI OT ewe 60JlbweA 6e.nbl. l{HTaTeJlb He nonxes cnenoears
MoeMY
npaaepy, 3TO 60nee '1eM onacao.» 3:606.
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However, as so often with Zoshchenko, this is not nearly as unambiguous as it seems
at first glance. It is worth noting that there is a distance implicit in the articulation as a
footnote: Before Sunrise does not rely on a system of referencing in the way Youth
Restored

did and footnotes are comparably few and far between. In fact every

sentence of the warning seems to suggest its own implicit qualification. Firstly, the
threat of melancholic breakdown will warn off only those who are not already in the
grip of depression; for those who are the warning is essentially meaningless.
Secondly, the recommendation to seek medical assistance with dream interpretation
and psychological analysis is belied by the fact that the narrator's autotherapy was
premised precisely on his failure to find a medical cure. In fact, this particular line is
really more provocative than sincere, especially given the scepticism of the
contemporary Soviet medical establishment to precisely these non-scientific and nonmedicalized approaches. Thirdly, anyone ready to cede the core existential skills of
thinking and analyzing to professionals is arguably beyond cure, and would do well
both to heed this warning and, probably stop reading Zoshchenko as well. Finally, that
the example of the narrator should not be aped is implicit in the nature of the cure
which the narrator claims for himself: it is a subjective reorientation towards external
reality; it is learning the language of own's own unconscious. It is worth noting that
the effect of the last line is more to enjoin the reader to find their own cure than it is a
proscription of doing the same as the narrator: the reader "does not have

10"

("ne

dolzhen") heed the narrator's example, he is not told not to (,'dolzhen ne").
Virtually the same warning is repeated in the epilogue with the same ironic
reference to professional capacities for thought and medical supervision." However.
for all his punctilious reiteration of it, the narrator does actually break his promise to
94
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Speranskii in Before Sunrise. Reflecting on his reasons for writing the book. the
narrator insists that: "I am writing it with the hope that it will be useful to people.T"
Remembering his undertaking to Speranskii not to promise anything to readers. he
decides to go ahead anyway:

But 1 am promising to a moderate degree.
To some, perhaps, my book will bring respite, amusement. To
others it will return mental balance. A third group it will anger. and
force to think things over. It will force them to come down from
Olympus to listen to the pronouncements of an ignoramus to whom
happened something that only happens to dogs."
As in Youth Restored, there is the same acknowledgement of readers seeking
entertainment and distraction, although where they might find that in a demanding
book like Before Sunrise is not indicated. There is also an explicit acknowledgement
that the book is intended to help those in states of mental distress and alienation. This
has been implicit throughout Before Sunrise and is articulated with some clarity in the
discussion of suffering towards the end of the book. Noting that science had already
found the "keys" to ameliorating many sufferings. the narrator suggests:

However, keys have still not been properly fitted to those complex.
intimate mechanisms which arise in the depths of our psyche and
which act on us, as we have seen, to such an inordinate degree.
Not without timidity I tried to fit these keys. That's as may be. if
people say that these keys don't fit their. perhaps, sophisticated
mechanisms, then I'll reconcile myself to this, I'll go away like a
locksmith, who picked at the lock for a bit, but didn't open it
because of his under-qualification or by reason of evening drinking.
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«JI nanry ee C HMe)l<JloR, '{TO OHa 6YJleT nonesna JlIO.lUlM.» 3:641.
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In general - I don't know how it is for other doors. but for my door
the keys fit.97
This is precisely the kernel of the therapeutic gesture that the narrator makes: he
offers up his experience to anyone it may help. Central to his outlook is a respect for
the subjectivity of illness and suffering, and a good-natured willingness to accept the
limits of his insight. Indeed, one feels that, even if the narrator's experience does not
prove directly useful, then, to extend his own metaphor, it at least gets those locked
out thinking about keys and locksmiths rather than languishing in vulnerability on the
stairwell. It is interesting that the passage opens with an assertion (polite and in the
passive voice, but an assertion nonetheless) of a space beyond universal medical and
scientific knowledge. In fact, the image of the half-trained. drink-befuddled locksmith
is arresting and stands in stark contrast to the professional thinkers and analyzers
invoked in the warnings. and the detached Olympians referred to in the passage
quoted earlier.
It is perhaps at this point that one begins to realize who those distant
Olympians are, or at least who some of them are. Perhaps the most obvious candidates
are those god-like Pavlovian mind-doctors whose cold neurological perspective
clouds out all other discourses of mental being-in-the-world. In this respect. it is not
insignificant that they are invited to listen to the experiences of a dog: dogs were. of
course, the species of choice for Pavlov's various experiments. In a similar vein. back
in the prologue, the narrator had described the role of literature in medicine as akin to
having "a conversation with a dog", thus implying the need to represent the patient-
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eye view in the medical encounter." In fact, for readers who could cast their minds
back to Youth Restored, it might even be remembered that the author-figure in this
work had described himself as "the dog on which" he "performed

all the

experiments." Thus the mind-doctors are being enjoined to listen to their patients, to
take the occasional view from the experimental cage, and possibly even to learn
something from Zoshchenko's bungling, but good-natured locksmith of the soul. It is
interesting that, when viewed in this way, the narrator's adoption of the Pavlovian
language of reflexes for his own 'canine' needs actually acquires quite a sharp
satirical edge; although easy enough to miss the first time round, this satirical
underside can still cut the heart out of all the obsequious praise of the Pavlovian
genius that is everywhere in Before Sunrise.
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There are, however, higher gods on the Soviet Olympus and the reference to
Pavlovian neurologists is sufficiently oblique to allow the metaphor to embrace other
referents. It is, perhaps, at this point that one might recall the unconvincing
association of the narrator's mental travails and the national struggle with Fascism.
There is something slightly 'bolted-on' about this strand of Before Sunrise, but it is a
constant presence throughout the book and demands to be taken seriously. It emerges
at several points in Before Sunrise, but perhaps most significantly in the passage
immediately preceding the one challenging Olympians to come doV'.'11from the
mountain. Restating the question of timeliness, the narrator asks himself:

What drives me to write this book? Why in the grave and menacing
days of war am I mumbling on about my own and others'
indispositions from days gone by?

«[P)a3rOBOp c c06aKOA»; 3:451.
For an example of the latter see the prologue where Pavlov is credited with any and all utility that
resulted from the narrator's method; asked by Speranskii whether his method was Freudian. the
narrator answers: "Absolutely not. It was Pavlov. I made use of his principle. It was his idea." (<<BOBce
HeT.3TO 6bIn Ilaanoa. jI nonssoaancs ero npJ1"UHnOM.3TO 6bIna ero anes.») 3 :452.
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Why speak of wounds not sustained on the field of battle?
Perhaps this is a post-war book? Perhaps it is destined for people
who, once the war is finished, will be in need of similar psychotherapeutic reading?loo
This perhaps would not have been an unrealistic ambition, for, as Anna Krylova has
shown, by 1944 (the year after the first half of Before Sunrise appeared and was
promptly banned) Soviet writers were beginning to interpret their ideological mission
as 'engineers of human souls' in terms of a mandate for concerning themselves with
the post-war rehabilitation of war invalids, including those psychologically scarred by
the fighting.l'" However, there is no guarantee that Before Sunrise would have fared
any better the following year: as Krylova shows the topic remained politically
contentious in reflection of "the Soviet leadership's

deep anxiety over the

psychological state of post-war Soviet society:,102 However, we will never really
know what might have been because the narrator decides that the time for the book is
now and re-rehearses the by now familiar argument about the book striking a blow
against Fascist irrationalism in the name of human reason.
If the narrator's confronting and overcoming of his own unreason is to have
any significance in the national struggle against Nazism, it would depend on the war
against Germany being construed as a comparable struggle between Soviet reason and
Nazi unreason. This reading of the narrator's struggle in the context of the national
struggle is the kernel of the propagandistic point that the narrator claims for Before
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Sunrise in as much as it posits the Soviet Union as the bastion of humanistic reason

holding back the tide of barbaric irrationality. However, this positing of the narrator
as a microcosmic instance of an international confrontation between forces of reason
and irrationality is not at all easy to contain within this simple propagandistic schema.
This is because the narrator's conquest of unreason in the here and now was
dependent on his rooting out of irrational forces within his own psychic history: it is
the irrational prevalence of infantile obsessions without a grounding in mature.
contemporary reality that constitutes the heart of the narrator's neurotic unreason; it is
also the ruthless exposure of these sources of unreason to the demands of that same
contemporary reality and the consequent 'forgetting' of the irrational significance
which marks the prevalence of reason. The problem. from the point of view of a
propagandistic reading, is that if one then inverts the metaphoric association and reads
back from the narrator's struggle with unreason to the Soviet one, then one is left with
the clear suggestion that the Soviet battle against unreason should ultimately include a
confrontation with its own sources of historical irrationality.
To be sure, the narrator leaves the metaphor as a one-way comparison;
moreover. the reader is not at all invited to invert it. However. it is surely in the nature
of metaphoric parallels that they can be read both ways; the curious and attentive
reader, the kind Zoshchenko never ignored in his writing. will surely be unable to
resist the temptation. Should it be done, the reader is then led to look for instances in
the history of the Soviet Union where infantile obsessions without realistic grounding
jeopardised the rational working of party. state and society. This would seem to offer
a perfect description, albeit in psychological terminology. of the rampaging political
madness of the purges. It should be noted in this regard that Before Sunrise is a work
whose genesis coincides quite closely with the historical trajectory of the purges
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themselves, from their gradual inception in the mid-thirties through the high-point of
repressions in 1937-38 to their slowing by the end of the decade. Just as Youth
Restored. with its concern with over-work and mental exhaustion. carried the imprint

of the Soviet culture during the first piatiletka and the Great Leap Forward, so Before
Sunrise is a book marked, scarred even, by the experience of the purge. In this context

the painful dissection of pre-revolutionary biographical details and revolutionary
credentials that is so prominent in Before Sunrise perhaps acquires more sinister
historical echoes. But perhaps the most important inflection of all is the way in which
the history of the narrator's neurotic complex is so starkly marked by terror (strakh);
terror is everywhere in Before Sunrise: it runs throughout the recalled vignettes. it
saturates the dream analyses and it is an aggravating feature of all the relapses that the
narrator endures.
This all-pervading terror makes many of the descriptions of his struggle sound
particularly ominous when re-read as social allegory. For instance, during the final
confrontation with his neurosis the narrator experiences acute melancholic terror:

There is no doubt. this was an extremely severe case of
psychoneurosis. The main arteries along which life flowed were hit.
Food and love. water and the punishing hand predetermined the
saddest finale. Death was inevitable. Death from hunger. terror and.
perhaps, even from thirst. A fear of punishment and a persecution
complex could have a place in the finale.
This finale could easily be called mental illness. Meanwhile all this
was only a violent response (more precisely. a complex of
responses) to the conditional stimuli. Moreover the response was
expedient from the point of view of the unconscious animal psyche.
The basis of this response was a defensive reflex. The basis of the
response was protection from danger, animal terror, infantile terror.
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Reason did not control this response. Logic had been destroyed.
. .
1m
An d terror acte d to a pernicious extent. When this account is re-read in terms of the Terror it becomes immediately
suggestive. The sense m which ordinary life becomes suddenly untenable, the
pervasive fear of punishment

and paranoid delusion, the threat of personal

destruction, all these could equally describe life during this baffling period of
institutional madness. The suggestion of inappropriate defensive responses to spectral
threats based on infant perceptions seems a particularly convincing explanation of the
purge dynamic: that desperate un-masking of non-existent enemies with non-existent
affiliations

to

implausible-sounding

organisations

whose

names

(Trotskyite,

Menshevik, White Guardist) more often than not evoked threats more salient to the
regime's infancy. Even the psychological terminology does not seem entirely
inappropriate. Meanwhile, the last paragraph of the passage might well stand as an
epigraph to the whole era of the terror.
Read in this way, the parallels asserted between the narrator's and the nation's
struggles have less of a propagandistic purpose and function more as an oblique call
for reform: they invite a sincere acknowledgement of. and collective moving on from
the irrationalities of the past and the re-orientation of the Soviet system towards
external reality and an open future. That invitation to distant Olympians might equally
apply to party cadres and ultimately to the leadership itself. whose abstract reasoning,
in its detachment from life, threatens always to slip into the persecuting, self-

103

«HeT

COMHeHHJl,3TO 6bIn BeCbMa T'I)KeJlbl~ cJlyttaA ncaxoaeaposa.

3alleTbi 6blJlH rnaaaue

aprepan,

no KOTOPblM crpyanacs
)KH3Hb. / Ella H mo60Bb. BOlla H xapaiouias
pyxa npenonpenenana
ne'laJIbHeitwHA <pHHaJl.rH6eJlb 6blJla HeH36e)KHa. rH6eJlb 01 ronona, crpaxa H. MO)Ke1 6bITb, llalKe 01
)J{a>KllbJ. Crpax HaKa3aHHJl H MaHHA npecnenoaanas
MOrJIH HMeTb MeCTO B <pHHaJIe. / ')TOT <pHHaJI
J1erKO 6blJlO Ha3BaTb nCHXH'leCKOA 60ne3Hbto. Me)J{llY TeM 3TO 6blJl ecero nHWb 6YPHbli:l OTseT
(aepaea, KOMnneKC OTBeTOB) Ha YCJlOBHble paaapaaorrena.
npHtteM OTBeT ueneco06pa3Hblf:! C TO'lKH
3peHHA 6eCC03HaTeJlbHOA )J{HBOTHOAnCHXHKH. B ocaose 3TorO OTBeTa nexan 060POHHbli:l pedmexc. B
ocnose OTBeTa 6blJla 3aUlHTa OT onaCHOCTH, crpax )KHBOTHoro. crpax
MJlaDeHua. Pa3YM He
KOHTpOJlHpOBaJl3T01 OTBe1. JIorHKa 6blJla uapyuiena. VI crpax neacraosan s ry6HTeJlbHOA CTeneHH.»

3:625.

386

lacerating. irrational frenzy of the philosophical

underground.

Of course. ordinarily

there was no room at all for such bold, philosophically-extensive

debate in Soviet

culture, but the loosening of political controls during the war perhaps made this seem
momentarily possible. In a way the narrator was correct, this was a book for its time:
it was written for that brief window of opportunity

in the middle of the war when the

tide had turned definitively at the front, people had begun to return from evacuation
and there was a growing sense of anything being possible. This breathless optimism
tells particularly in the afterword to Before Sunrise. The narrator describes sitting in a
hotel room in Moscow having returned

from evacuation

and listening to news of

advances by Red Army troops on the Dnepr in October 1943.

And so, the dark army, the army of fascism. the army of gloom and
reaction wends its retreat.
What happy and joyous words! However. it could not be otherwise.
It could not be that people would win who carne out against
everything that is dear to humanity - against freedom. against
reason; for slavery, for the bestial howl in place of humane speech.
Our valiant Red army is chasing off and destroying
whose dark thoughts have become darker still.lo4

the enemy.

Needless to say, that period of optimism was short-lived; it was quickly followed by
the re-imposition

of traditional Stalinist control and Before Sunrise disappeared

along

with the fleeting period of hope that it was written for.

Before Sunrise clearly represents something new in the Zoshchenko oeuvre: it
has a breadth of philosophical

ambition that few. if any, of his previous works can

match. However, it also marks a new achievement

in writing melancholia

public realm: Before Sunrise manages to bind the melancholic

into the

self into the national
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story in a way that is without precedent in his previous works. It bravely projects a
melancholic truth into the public realm, and in the process diagnoses socio-political
pathologies through the lens of the narrator's private ones. This is already aeons away
from the reticent, voiceless, textual truancies of Zoshchenko's melancholic aesthetic
of the twenties. However, the comparison with the work from the twenties begs one
final (and impossibly melancholic) question: if, as this study argues, those
melancholic silences in the twenties spoke to and of the writer's own suffering
beyond words, then where precisely in Before Sunrise does Zoshchenko the writer's
melancholia reside. This is not quite the same as that of Zoshchenko the narrator, for,
as was suggested earlier, while the narrator is a biographical composite of
Zoshchenko, in his depiction as a "naive philosopher of life" he is not perfectly
synonymous with the figure of the writer. Moreover, it should be noted in this regard
that Zoshchenko always emphasized the literary above all else in Before Sunrise: in
the prologue he insisted to Speranskii that "this will be a literary work"; lOS in a private
letter to his wife and son. he also de-emphasized the autobiographical aspects of the
book, insisting that, "this is not an authentic biography. this is literature:,I06
This is not, of course, to say that the biographical details contradict in any
way: there is every indication that they do not. It is rather to question the extent to
which the melancholic truth of the narrator of Before Sunrise reflects that of the
writer, and, by extension, to question the extent to which Before Sunrise overcomes
that fundamental unwritability of melancholic selfhood which has been encountered

~
6yner nareparypsoe npoasaeneaae.»
«.JTO
3:451.
106 «['3]TO He ecrs nO.DJlHHHlUI
6HorpaQ>IDl. 3TO nareparypa.»
Letter to V V Zoshchenko of 17.11.43
collected for publication by V V Buznik, 'Iz pisem M. M. Zoshchenko k V. V. Zoshchenko (19411954), in N A Groznova et al (eds), Mikhail Zoshchenko: materialy k tvorcheskoi biografii, 3 vols. (St
Petersburg: Nauka, 1997-2002), Vol. 1, p.94. The assertion was in response to his wife's quite
understandable. i~: at the portrayal of th~ir marriage in Before Sunrise as. for his part. an emotionally
detached acquisrnon of a mother substitute. The offending incident is the episode entitled .A New
Path' ('Novyi put"): see 3:501.
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again and again in this study. In this regard. it is important to remember that Before
Sunrise only purports to be an account of an autotherapy and not that therapy itself. In

looking for the real melancholic self of the writer one is thus definitively directed
elsewhere; but where to exactly? A clue perhaps comes at the moment of cure, when
the narrator, collapsing exhausted from his intra-psychic duel, notes that: "My
weapons - paper and pencil - lay by my side.',lo7 As much as anything else, the cure
is written: in unknowing accordance with Klein's notion of creative reparation and in
a foreshadowing of Kristeva's

idea of melancholic art. the deliverance from

melancholic inwardness apparently comes through writing. But, if Before Sunrise is
not this written cure, then, one might ask, where is it and why was it not possible to
offer this to the reader instead?
At this point it is worth remembering the fact that the anamnestic end-point of
Before Sunrise is the breakdown of 1926 and 1927. after which the narrator claimed

to be an entirely new man. As argued earlier in this study. this same period marked
the onset of all those experiments in authorship and situated reading that came to
characterize so much of Zoshchenko's fiction of the thirties. It is surely not too great a
jump to conclude that the original, actual. written cure is contained precisely in these
post-1927 works that had already been offered to the reader and that have been
discussed in the last few chapters of this study. Support for this concl usion is perhaps
to be found in the following passage where the narrator of Before Sunrise denies the
anticipated accusation that his cure has taken away his literary gift along with his
melancholia, rather, he insists that:
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My hand has become firmer, my voice clearer. and my songs more
joyful. I have not lost my art. And the sureties of this are my hooks
ofthe last twelve years. The surety is this book of mine.'!"
It will be recalled that in those books of the previous twelve years. a

melancholia, based in the writer's own history of mental ill-health, could be found in
the textual disjuncture created by the interpolation of the author-figure. If the
melancholic truth of the writer in these works resided in this textual disjuncture. then
it seems natural to tum to comparable gaps in Before Sunrise in pursuit of the writer's
melancholy in this book as well.
Surely the most intriguing such gap in Before Sunrise is that yawning three
year hiatus in the anamnesis between 1909 and 1912 that was suggested earlier in this
chapter. Moreover, it is interesting to note that it was in 1911, pretty much in the
exact arithmetic centre of this anamnestic blank space. that Zoshchenko the writer met
Nadezhda Rusanova-Zamyslovskaia,

that femme fatale

who stalks so much of

Zoshchenkos fiction and who recurs throughout Before Sunrise under the name of
Nadia

V.I09

All this raises the tantalising possibility that Nadia

V

may lie near the

heart of the writer's own particular melancholic truth in Before Sunrise. There is
certainly something archetypal about Nadia V as she appears in the book: despite her
relatively late chronological position in the period of the anamnesis. she is actually
introduced surprisingly early in Before Sunrise. in the second vignette at the start of
the anamnestic section in fact; moreover, as the narrator's (and the writer's) first love.
she seems to prefigure all the other doomed romantic liaisons and troubled relations
with women in the recollections that follow. This makes for something of a suggestive
structural prominence which is only compounded by the narrator's curious reluctance
to allow the image of Nadia V to be conflated with, and thus reduced to. a totalizing
108
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Freudian schema; at one point, confronting the fears that coalesce around the image of
Nadia V the narrator fiercely rejects the notion that these are sublimated fears of his
own mother:

But she was not like my mother at all. In her appearance there was
absolutely no resemblance. That's as may be. I also was not terrified
by the image of my mother. I was terrified only of that which was
connected with the hand and thunder. II 0
There is a curious sense here of the narrator's intuitive need to keep Nadia V apart, in
a separate psychological category; a sense that is only overcome by appeal to his own
all-embracing mythology of "painful objects". However, having been party to all the
artful evasion, empirical instability and circular reasoning behind the genesis of the
"painful objects", neither the reader nor the writer can accept as definitive this appeal
to the narrator's own totalizing mythology. This then leaves an oblique and ill-defined
intimation of Nadia V's separateness, at least in the narrator's psychological selfperception.
Yet, all this only ever remains at the level of suggestion: Nadia V ultimately
remains a bafflingly-silent, looming presence in Before Sunrise. In the final count the
problematic image of Nadia V, who haunts so much of the book. remains unresolved
as a kind of melancholic lacuna at the heart of the work that ultimately resists
reduction to the terms of the narrator's own curative mythology of painful objects. or
indeed to any other curative mythology for that matter. Thus, for all the book's
innovation, experimentation, ambition and complexity, and without detracting from
the genuine development that Before Sunrise represents in Zoshchenkos long textual
engagement with melancholia, there nonetheless remains a sense in which the
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ultimate unwritability of melancholia persists in it: in some ways we have not really
come so very far from that early melancholy aesthetic of textual truancy after all.
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Conclusion
This study has argued throughout that melancholia. whether named or unnamed.
latent or manifest, inflects Zoshchenko s work to a significant degree. Whether
functioning silently within larger aesthetic structures or being addressed discursively,
melancholia and melancholic traces inhere across a wide variety of works: early or
late, comic or serious, short or extensive. While the obliquity of it clearly varies
across different works and particular periods in Zoshchenkos
melancholia nonetheless

remains an abiding

artistic career,

feature of the writer's

artistic

imagination. For this reason alone Zoshchenkos textual melancholia is a worthwhile
object of study in its own right However. as a unifying strand extending across the
oeuvre. it is also of particular relevance to the ongoing critical project of uniting the
comic and serious halves of the Zoshchenko canon. Reading the melancholia across
Zoshchenkos

oeuvre makes obvious the limited nature of the insight into

Zoshchenkos writing that results from regarding separate parts of his creative output
in isolation; it thus provides a further demonstration of the enormous importance of
considering the canon holistically and of properly situating individual works within
that canon.
Exploring the nature and development Zoshchenkos

textual melancholia

across his artistic career reveals the existence of a consistent melancholic vision
rooted in the writer's own sufferings that underlies all of Zoshchenkos melancholic
writings; yet, at the same time it provides evidence of the significant textual
developments which transform that vision from the unvoiced absence at the heart of a
comic aesthetic into a more generalized, discursive and philosophical engagement
with melancholia. The case of Zoshchenko s textual melancholia thus strongly points
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to a complex inner unity of the Zoshchenko oeuvre through all its gradual evolution in
form, style and technique.
This notion of pronounced textual evolution within the context of a consistent
authorial vision is particularly important for a proper understanding of Zoshchenkos
literary engagement with melancholia. As the foregoing analysis has suggested, the
melancholic

truancies

which

voicelessly

structure

the comic

aesthetic

that

Zoshchenko honed throughout the twenties are gradually brought into greater
discursive relief through the introduction of a more or less parodically inflected
authorial voice from the late twenties onward. As this study has tried to emphasize
throughout the emergence of this voice does not supplant the underlying melancholy:
rather its optimistic inflection brings that melancholy into starker relief as the
wordless textual or intertextual supplement to the joyful optimism of the discursive
surface: in a sense, the authorial voice provides the light against which the dark can
assume a meaningful shape. Both the optimism of the authorial voice and the
supplemental pessimism of the unvoiced melancholia thus remain locked in mutual
dependence on each other for their very definition: being two parts of the same
dialectic, they become inseparable aspects, both of the literary effect achieved in these
works, and of the authorial persona at their centre. It is crucial to note that this effect
is contingent upon the authorial voice never managing to solidify into self-sufficient.
monologic discourse. Indeed, this is precisely the case in all of Zoshchenko' slater
works: although it grows increasingly direct and is brought closer and closer to pure
authorial speech, in none of Zoshchenkos

mature literary works does the authorial
"

voice ever completely attain the appearance of self-sufficiency. To be sure. the parody
shrinks, losing all of the comedy and much of the pejorative inflection: however. it
pointedly fails ever to attain the appearance of perfect synchronisation with the
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putative voice of the writer: while the mask is stretched progressively tighter across
the writer's face than is the case in the earlier work. the narrative voice in the mature
work remains no less of a mask.
This insight, while crucial to a proper appreciation of Zoshchenkos textual
melancholia, is also important for a broader interpretation of the later works. By
emphasizing the complexity, polyphony and enduring metaphysical reticence of these
later works, it ameliorates a contemporary critical tendency to view these mature
works, particularly Before Sunrise, as straightforward. monologic and even piously
homiletic. This latter tendency perhaps owes something to Komei Chukovskii's
important memoir of his long friendship with Zoshchenko. Chukovskii ruefully noted
Zoshchenko's conscious abandonment of comic irony in the early thirties and
described the writer's subsequent development as a thirst "to teach and preach"
("'pouchaf' i propovedovat ').) Chukovskii even set this development in the context of a

supposed tendency on the part of certain Russian writers (he presumably had Gogol
and Tolstoy in mind) to tum their back on art in favour of proselytization and
pedagogy.' The problem with this view is that while it offers important insights into
Zoshchenko's personality. motivations and attitudes as a writer. being a memoir.
Chukovskii's opinion is neither primarily based on. nor entirely coincides with. the
texts themselves. Whatever his personal motivations might have been. Zoshchenko s
works, even the late ones. simply do not preach. The conscious avoidance of any form
of ultimate narrative closure in any of the works would undermine any overt attempt
at homily. Moreover. the intricate structure of an optimistic narrative palimpsest
overlaying unregenerate melancholic pessimism makes for a poor propagandistic
vehicle. To be sure, the author's enjoining of the reader to embrace future-oriented

: K .Chukovskii, Sovremenniki. p. 544. The account of the disavowal
- Ibid, p. 545.
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of irony is at pp. 538-539.

optimism. social adaptation and immersion in the collective is heartfelt and sincerely
articulated. However. this is only one aspect of the authorial voice in the later works:
the melancholic pessimism that the overt discussion evokes introduces a note of
ambiguity that checks the propagandistic

excesses to which the 'author'

IS

occasionally vulnerable.
Thus Chukovskii' s view of the simple-hearted didacticism of the later works is
open to challenge. When Zoshchenkos mature works are read in the context of his
career-long textual engagement with melancholia they acquire a new narrative
subtlety, discursive sophistication and pedagogical reticence. The authorial voice in
these works is tempered by the melancholic undertow which it itself evokes. and the
apparent didacticism of the authorial voice is interrupted; its polemical thrust is split.
being directed as much toward itself as to others. This instance of self-interrogation
softens the pedagogical edge of the authorial voice and makes the didacticism
immediately harder to discern. To this must be added the fact that the tendency in all
the longer, mature works to emphasize the subjective particularity of knowledge and
experience weakens any putative moralization, as do the works' origins in careful acts
of reading, both of self and other. Moreover. the sustained concern. especially evident
in Youth Restored, The Sky-Blue Book and Before Sunrise, with exposing the limited
reach of abstract ideas is hardly consonant with 'teaching and preaching'. To be sure.
the later works are not without their agendas: while evoking and acknowledging the
wordless truth of the melancholic self. they consistently urge adaptation to the
demands of social Being and external reality. However. in this they do not display
significantly more didacticism than could be found in much of the satirical work of
the twenties. That the mature works offer a different reading experience to that of the
earlier cornie stories hardly needs saying: they are of course longer: they are much
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less funny. often deliberately unfunny and what humour remains is frequently much
more acerbic: they make fewer allowances for the superficial reader and also demand
more in terms of attention, memory and mental dexterity from the diligent one.
However, they are not markedly more didactic than their predecessors: if their points
are frequently made more trenchantly than might have been expected in the work of
the twenties, then this reflects a more pronounced philosophical ambition in the
mature works and not a regrettable lapse into cant and homily.
The greater philosophical ambition that characterises these later works is also
intimately connected to Zoshchenko's textual struggle with melancholia. In fact, the
single most important critical benefit to accrue from the study of Zoshchenkos
textual engagement with melancholia is the insight this affords into the ideational
content of Zoshchenkos art. Zoshchenko has, of course, long been acknowledged as a
comic writer of rare genius: he is also widely valued as an innovative prose stylist:
however, he remains generally underappreciated as a thinker. This is unfortunate. for
the existential outlook that motivates Zoshchenkos attempts to give textual shape to
his melancholia has a philosophical profundity which speaks far beyond the limits of
either his own time or those of his particular psychopathology.
Zoshchenko's textual engagement with melancholia grapples with a dilemma:
the yearning to voice the subject-centred truth of melancholia while eschewing
pathological self-obsession. The horns of this dilemma are surely most pronounced in
Zoshchenko's melancholic aesthetic of the twenties. That early authorial model,
typical of the comic fiction of the twenties, whereby an intricately, but privately,
written self was repeatedly committed to textual anonymity, would seem to be prone
to private 'melancholizing'. Yet, alongside this, those frequently melancholic textual
truancies. while in all likelihood speaking to and of the author's own melancholy,
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nonetheless attain a more objective, aesthetic function by becoming an indispensable
aspect of the existential satire that these pieces enact. It is this satirical function of
melancholia that is strengthened and developed in the mature fiction. where its
philosophical ambition is greatly enhanced.
Thus Zoshchenko fashions his melancholia into the kernel of a generalized
philosophical outlook. In this regard, it should be noted that Zoshchenkos
melancholic writing, while ostensibly more confessional,
restrained in its discussion of the particularities

later

remains remarkably

of the writer's own melancholia:

there is no extended agonizing over symptoms; there is no attempt to heroize his
sufferings (quite the opposite in fact): there is also no direct reflection on the
particular

(rather than the generic) causes of his pathological grief. These particulars

are not necessarily hidden (one thinks here of the significant frequency of allusion to
the Rusanova-Zamyslovskaia affair for instance). but they are referenced obliquely.
seldom discussed in their own right and are never allowed to predominate.
Zoshchenkos philosophical melancholia does not lead to a reading of melancholy in
the world in the mode of. say. Robert Burton: rather. in Freudian fashion. it locates
the source of melancholia in the disjuncture between self and world. and. going
beyond Freud himself. locating it in the more particular disjuncture between self and
word.
In this way Zoshchenko' s melancholia

comes to assume a particular

philosophical and existential importance: its wordless, causeless grieving comes to
stand for the surplus of subjectively experienced. embodied existence over that which
is reducible to Being in language; it becomes the result of that residual aspect of
subjective existence which refuses to yield to collective ontology. That is why it is a
suffering beyond words, and why it colours language with a morbid pallor. This
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notion of melancholia
has obvious

lying in a psychological

similarities

with Kristeva's

realm beyond the bounds of language

understanding

impossible mourning for a primal immanence

of the condition

lost with the subject" s birth in speech.

Indeed, this similarity tells in the fact that both Kristeva and Zoshchenko
suggest amelioration
as possible,
perhaps

of the condition by re-inscribing

into discursive

also

where

overwhelmingly

they

reality, particularly
differ.

Kristeva

poetic terms, as (following

new, foreign to the language'",

as the

the melancholic

through writing.

seems

subject, as far

However,

to see this

Mallarme)

seem to

here is

re-inscription

in

a search for a "'total word,

one which is capable of "capturing the unnameable:,3

She thus tends to look to those poetic moments of lyrical immanence with the word as
key to bridging the symbolic gulf separating the melancholic
of language." Zoshchenko,
unbridgeably

by contrast, always makes the gulf explicit. perhaps even

so. He rigidly maintains those melancholic

as unvoiced interruptions

disturbing

the discursive

testimony to the limits of language, his melancholic
pragmatism

subject from the realm

and philosophical

spaces intact. leaving them

surface of the text. Standing as
silences constitute

reticence worthy of the Wittgenstein

a linguistic

who insisted that

"what we cannot speak about we must pass over in silence". ~
Indeed, melancholia

in Zoshchenko

always remains resolutely wordless. This

is perhaps more obviously the case with the early comic fiction: however. even when

it is addressed more directly in the later works, melancholia
capacity

to speak for itself.

melancholia

remains a wordless

rational and optimistic
3

Even in the explicitly

still never acquires the

therapeutic

Before Sunrise.

absence only given shape by the self-consciously

voice of the authorial narrator: when called on to speak for

Black Sun, pA2.

See especially her discussion of Gerard de Nerval (whose metaphoric "solei! noir de la melancolie"
provid7s the titl.e for Kristeva's book). Ibid. pp. 139-172 .
. L Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, trans. D F Pears and B F McGuinness (London:
Routledge & Kegan Paul. 1961[ 1921]). p. lSI.
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itself. it can only do so mediated through the intertextually appropriated words and
images of others. Yet this voiceless presence contains all of the existential insight of
Zoshchenkos important melancholic truth: the subject will always fail to perfectly
lose (or perfectly find) himself in the collective embrace of language; he will always
fail to attain a complete purity of Being in language.
This melancholic insight, its origins in psychopathology notwithstanding,
elucidates an important aspect of the general human condition: language will always
be more or less unequal to the total experience of subjective Being. Just as it is in the
nature of embodied humanity to aspire to a purity of linguistic and social Being, so it
is also in their nature to fail in this aspiration to a greater or lesser degree. That this is
a human or linguistic failure, and not just a melancholic one. is perhaps confirmed by
those legions of hapless skaz narrators and bemused Zoshchenko heroes who
comically skirt around the melancholic void at the edge of language and social Being.
Moreover, in their profusion of naive misunderstandings and baffling eccentricities.
all these heroes unknowingly demonstrate the inescapable fact that. for all its
inadequacy, there is no meaningful alternative to Being in language. A common
thread that runs through all of Zoshchenkos work is the implicit assumption that
language, for all its inadequacy, is all that stands between the subject and himself.
And as the bewitching beauty. but ultimate meaninglessness of the infinite symbolic
regresses making up the first half of Before Sunrise make clear. Zoshchenko. like
Dostoevsky and Tolstoy before him, had absolutely no faith in the stability of a
psyche turned in on itself. Not presented with any alternative to language and social
reality, the challenge of Zoshchenkos melancholia for the individual thus becomes
learning to live amongst the silences and blanks of a socio-linguistic reality that can
only ever imperfectly absorb the full experience of embodied selfuood. The reader is
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shown the necessity of finding a meaningful

subjectivity

in the discursive realm. but

also of accepting the ultimate distance of this discursive subjectivity from the actual
experience of selfhood: in a sense, he is urged to learn how to live parodically,

at a

certain remove from his own sense of self. This is a theme that in essence does not
change from the earliest work to the latest; readers are always urged to establish
themselves properly in the external world, to fashion a meaningful,

personal, socio-

linguistic existence, but also of not losing sight of the fact that that existence will
never wholly coincide with their sense of themselves.

The cost of not adequately

accepting this need to live both within and without language is the endless cycle of
melancholic

torment

that

Zoshchenko s textual

prompted

engagement

with

melancholia in the first place.
This sense of fashioning one's own place in a discursive realm fundamentally
insufficient to the ineffable fullness of selfhood has a special resonance in the Soviet
setting because

of the extremity.

inflexibility

discursive reality. As several commentators
importance
and Evgenii

have stressed

realm."

Indeed,

of Soviet

in its Stalinist variant. Both Keith Livers

the centrality

mythology of Stalinism, a mythology and civilisation
in the discursive

collectivity

have noted. the Word assumed a special

in Soviet culture, particularly
Dobrenko

and radical

Boris

Groys

of the Word in the cultural
founded and justified primarily

has depicted

experiment, and indeed the very idea of communism

the whole

itself. as an attempt to effect the

"linguistification" ("Versprachlichung") of socio-economic

reality..

7

.

This centrality of

the Stalinist Word surely goes some way to explain the uncommon
regime's efforts to dominate, mould and micromanage

Soviet

tenacity of the

Soviet discursivity. In a culture

K Livers, Constructing the Stalinist Body, pp. 124-125. E Dobrenko, 'Iskussrvo sotsial'noi navigatsii:
ocherki kul'tumoi topografii stalinskoi epokhi', Wiener Slawistischer Almanach. bd. 45 (2000), p. 128
~pp.93-134J.
B Greys, The Communist Postscript, trans. T H Ford (London and New York: Verso. 2009 (2006]). p.
xv, pp. 1-31 and pp. 55-74.
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so completely founded on a pervasive and inflexible discursive reality. the need for
the individual subject to find a meaningful

home in that social and linguistic reality

acquires a more than usually pronounced

existential

urgency. Thus. Zoshchenko

s

textual melancholia, by staging the aporetic clash between an intrusive, inflexible and
demanding

social and linguistic

reality

and an effusive,

unstable

and dependent

subjectivity, really cuts to the heart of the Soviet totalitarian experience of the 1930s.
By posing an existential choice between personal adaptation to the rigorous demands
of Stalinist

discursive

Zoshchenko's

textual

reality

and the chaos

melancholia

and pain

invites reflection

of alienated

on accommodation

selfhood,
with the

regime through existential necessity rather than ideological zeal. It thus complicates
the simplistic

dichotomy

of opposition

understandings

of the era, particularly in the West: in hindsight. it perhaps also invites

reflection on the almost superhuman

and support

that continues

to dominate

qualities required to offer genuine opposition

within Stalinist culture.
This same reflection on the existential

demand for accommodation

with the

regime can perhaps also be extended to the writer himself. Reading Zoshchenkos
urge for adaptation

in the context

of his textual

acceptance of the regime is primarily existential.
moral or political metaphysics;

melancholia

reveals

that his

and not based on any principle of

if Stalinist reality is the only external reality. then the

subject has no choice but to ground himself in that reality. to some degree at least.
Zoshchenko's

loaded

necessary existential

silences
immersion

the reach of subjective
impossible restrictiveness

choice.

and poignant

truancies

in a restrictive

discursive

represent

the scars

of a

reality that exists beyond

In this context. the oblique note of protest at the

and irrationality

of this reality in Before Sunrise becomes

both braver and more poignant than might otherwise appear. For all this. however. the
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relevance of Zoshchenko s existential vision, while very much a product of its time. is
not anchored in the particularities of the Stalinist context. It is in the nature of human
Being to confront the melancholic necessity of subordinating a plenteous selfuood to a
conversely pallid discursive existence. Twenty-first century humanity, while usually
spared the excesses of Stalinist discursivity, nonetheless has not escaped the basic
melancholic dilemma Zoshchenko describes; in an intensely mediated world in which
humankind is relentlessly urged to find self-realisation in commodities both textual
and physical, alienated modems in the twenty-first century are perhaps almost as
much in need

of Zoshchenko' s melancholic

contemporaries.
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counsel

as were

his Soviet
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