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Abstract

This dissertation shows how three Russian authors estranged and challenged the notion of human
freedom as self-determination—the idea that meaningful self-authorship is possible in view of the finitude
that every human being embodies under different aspects of his existence, such as the individual and
collective awareness of the inevitability of death, as well as the narrative inclusion of any existential
project within multiple contexts of history, culture, and language, all of which are always given already.
At first glance to be free is to transcend these multiple limits. But this transcendence can only be absolute
if it sees infinity as a creative modification of meaning, whose foundational limits are eradicable.
Freedom as absolute transcendence has to be fundamentally suspicious of all totalizing claims, especially
those stressing their productive inclusion of unfinalizability as their ultimate source of legitimation. This
fundamental suspicion is the aegis under which Leo Tolstoy, Velimir Khlebnikov, and Andrei Platonov
approach the legacy of creative transcendence bequeathed by European modernity.

The two theoretical accounts of human freedom this dissertation uses are G.W.F. Hegel’s
Phenomenology of Spirit (1806/1807) and Martin Heidegger’s Being and Time (1927).

Chapter I explores Leo Tolstoy’s response to the cultural legacy of European modernity and its
absolutization of the individual project on the example of his novella the Death of Ivan Ilyich (1886),
whose narrative structure provides a key to its philosophical argument, namely that the privatization of
God via secular self-authorship is metaphysically unwarranted. Chapter Il is a comparative reading of
Velimir Khlebnikov’s Zangezi (1922) and Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit. Khlebnikov polemically
estranges Hegel’s account, positing the triumph of the poetic word as a historical standpoint of the human

triumph over death, evident in the interplanetary brotherhood of artists for whom cultural, political,



historical and economical boundaries become only a means to provisionally define multiple sites of future
creation. Chapter III examines the philosophical significance of the formal and thematic peculiarity of
Andrei Platonov’s prose in the Foundation Pit (Kotlovan) (1930). Platonov’s unique philosophical vision
is in his understanding of Soviet dialectics as half philosophical theogony and half Christological

ontology.
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Introduction: Russian Modernity and the Hermeneutics of Liminal Suspicion '

Entitled Three Easy Pieces: Tolstoy, Khlebnikov, Platonov and the Fragile Absolute of
Russian Modernity, this dissertation argues that the three Russian authors—Tolstoy, Khlebnikov,
and Platonov—confronted in their works one of the most paradoxical and contested notions there
are, that of human freedom. As I will show, they argued that just as there can be no freedom
without the questioning of the cultural, artistic, political, and historical limits society might
conceive as foundational to its institutions and practices, freedom is equally unthinkable if there
is no questioning of the paradigm according to which the hermeneutics of suspicion is carried out
so that its metaphysical, epistemological, political, ethical, and aesthetic limitations remain
unexamined.

Freedom from or freedom to? Freedom when? Freedom where? Freedom how? Whose
freedom? What is freedom? Why freedom and what does it have to do with finitude? Before
considering in more detail how three Russian authors estranged, challenged, and redefined the
notion of human freedom as self-determination and its relation to the notion of finitude, a quick
word is in order on how creative infinity in self-authorship is to be understood in relation to the
notion of limit as a condition of possibility for self-identity without which the world we live in
would lack intelligibility and determinacy. Fortunately for me, there already exist in history of
world literature two masterly narratives on the difficulties with which the concept of human

freedom is fraught. The first is Fyodor Dostoevsky’s Grand Inquisitor chapter in his last novel

"' T am extremely happy to express my gratitude to Professors Samuel Moyn and Roberto Mangabeira
Unger who in the spring of 2016 invited me to their seminar “Time, History, and Creation of the New” where I
explored many of the ideas presented here together with my Magnificent Seven: Dominic Akandwanaho, Audrey
Effenberger, Sarah Grammar, Sylvia Rosenberg, Alec Villalpando, Crystal Yen, and Jonathan Young.



the Brothers Karamazov (1879/80) and the second is the excerpt that features Joseph K.’s
execution in Franz Kafka’s The Trial (1927).

The Grand Inquisitor’s fictional conversation with Christ in the sixteenth century Spain is
well known. Head of the Inquisition thinks it impossible, in view of the well-functioning
institution of the Roman Catholic Church, the presence and acting of the author of its original
doctrine, one of the most radical approaches to self-construction the world has ever seen. The
philosophical argumentation Head of Inquisition gives emphasizes that the account of freedom
Jesus leaves behind is too empirically thin to be a viable model of human conduct. Human
freedom as Jesus teaches it, according to the Grand Inquisitor, is one that makes of the person
practicing it two super-human requirements: a) to view any set of situational constraints as
provisional and thus as capable of being overcome; b) to ignore causal regularities of the world
as having ultimate explanatory power, opening oneself to the world through faith as a place of
infinite possibilities into whose order of actualization scientific facts should be seen contributing
only an intuition, a heuristic device.

To believe that something represents an objectively existing situational constraint which
cannot be removed given the limited situational resources at hand, is, according to Jesus, not to
be free, but to always depend on the existing instances of experimental confirmation of what one
should simply approach intuitively. Conversely, to believe in God if and only if miracles of
various kinds present themselves in the world is not to believe in God but not to be able to
explain a certain physical occurrence and to worship this inscrutability. Jesus, according to this

conventional interpretation, is not someone urging people to completely disregard what is in the

2 My profound gratitude goes to Professor Philip Fisher and his course “The Classic Phase of the Novel”
during the discussion sections of which I in the fall of 2016 was lucky to see this connection in conversation with
my brilliant students: Kieran Austin, Peter Bermant, Mary Brooks, Ramon Galvan, Ben Garber, Robin Gewehr,
Lucas Giveen, Erik Godard, Andy Gordon, Ian Grant, Christina Kerner, Jessica Lin, Connor McCrosskey,
Christopher McKenna, Marissa Rodriguez, Graham Seagroves, Danielle Strasburger, Yoko Sudo, Sue Wang.
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collective knowledge base, and to thus liberate themselves entirely from the constraints imposed
on them through the partaking of the physical, chemical, and biological regularities constitutive
of how they are, but someone who is urging them to accept that these processes are only an
aspect of some bigger whole whose way of relating to other aspects should always have enough
room for paradox. An all-embracing system of knowledge is neither possible, nor should be
pursued. This is too vague, the Grand Inquisitor argues, and not to be a fiction, a certain
functional minimum has to be determined and institutionally provided before human flourishing,
happiness, and freedom are even mentioned as a social project.

The problem with this view, Jesus seems to counter, is that once the notion of the
functional minimum is introduced it is possible to extend its range so that personal freedom
becomes reduced to a limited number of energy configurations in which an “organism” can exist
without overstraining itself. While no one would dispute that life is a necessary, but not a
sufficient condition for human freedom, many would disagree over exactly what kind of life is
required so that a sufficient condition for human freedom is met. Jesus thinks that it has to be a
conduct of life that rejects all kinds of dogmatism in favor of innovation. The Grand Inquisitor
wants a compromise that he sees in the turning of Jesus’ radical doubt into the institutional code
of the Roman Catholic Church. This compromise is based on the idea that the three temptations
Jesus withstands in the desert, and through whose rejection God actualizes his true infinity as
inclusive of human finitude, can be sacrificed for the sake of an institutional integrity only from
within which a personal ascent to Jesus’ doctrine of human freedom is possible. The Grand
Inquisitor, then, suggests that Christianity can only persist if the original teaching appears, for
the most part, in a “blunted” form, oriented more toward the functional stability of a society than

the radical unsettledness of an individual life story.



The Grand Inquisitor is said by Alyosha Karamazov not to believe in God. If he did, he
would not be able to keep the unwritten doctrine secret. His doing so can mean only one thing—
he thinks he knows how people actually are, and he thinks that the way they are is such that if the
doctrine of radical doubt were taught to them in the absence of the grounding effect of the church
as an institution, Christian community would have died long ago because people would prove
unable to bear the burden this experiment in radical indeterminacy requires of them. And to
avoid thus risking to entirely lose a possibility of access to freedom as actually revealed by God
through Jesus is to invest one’s descriptive account of what a human being is with the ultimate
explanatory power. And this, Jesus taught, is exactly what must never be done with anything we
might learn in the empirical world. To understand how what happens in the desert reveals to us
the connection between freedom and finitude we must now look at what is asked of Jesus.

The reason the Inquisitor thinks the three requests in the desert are the most profound
philosophic insights of all time must lie in the fact that Jesus as God rejects as a free agent some
radical ideas about the qualities of the true absolute. Is absolute freedom a freedom in the sense
of one’s total independence from every possible form of determinate being? Is it a freedom in the
sense of being free from conceiving infinity as an uninterrupted process of spatial extension or of
the extension of a mathematical set? Is absolute freedom a freedom in the sense of being able to
conceiving infinity as inclusive of finitude, limit, and determinacy? The problem with Jesus’
refusal to altogether remove the three sets of limits by resorting to the power of miracle, mystery,
and authority—his very temptation to do which suggest that God appears as a finite human
subjectivity—is that this temporary suspension of finitude would contradict God’s acceptance of
infinity as inclusive of finitude. Any violation of this inclusion of finitude would mean a

possibility of finding a pretext for making any of the three limits a part of the functional



institutional minimum without which there can be no human freedom. But to do so would be to
worship the empirical.

Perhaps, then, the true significance of Jesus’ refusal to even temporarily lift the
restrictions of finitude to which he too is subject lies in his choosing to let finitude be and thus in
his relinquishing of the absolute as an exclusive notion? But God’s voluntarily willing for
something less than himself to come into existence is the primary act of creation, God’s act of
self-sacrifice through which the world comes to be. In human history this is mirrored by God’s
recognition of himself in Jesus’ choice to let something less than he is, be. But this also means
that God must give everyone opportunity to doubt his existence as is evident from the fact that a
world without God is in principle conceivable in human imagination. And because it is God’s
will that is involved, and to be what it is this will must be able to choose to let something less
than it be, we are left with the position of radical doubt. This latter, while acknowledging a
possibility of a more perfect level of being associated with its source that lets doubt itself be—
more particularly this is evident in the very generosity of excess without which there would be
no doubt—cannot take itself to be the ultimate proof of there not being only an evil demon. The
silent kiss of Jesus, then, acts as reminder of God’s will that lies beyond all of its physical
manifestations, yet at the same time points to itself as a beyond of that beyond. Thus, it is the
voluntary letting be, through the act of love, of what is less than it. It is the silence of the radical
indeterminacy which the believer voluntarily embraces. It is the originary self-sacrifice of God
who chooses to exist as human history in which he encounters himself in the form of his ultimate
Otherness.

Dostoevsky’s account of the main paradox of faith as highest degree of human freedom is

thus as follows: to be free is neither to depend on the fact of stability or intelligibility of the



world, attributing them to some extra-systemic entity, nor is it to seek a complete independence
from the objective mode of our consciousness which is eradicable from our experience of the
world. This is so because any absolute affirmation of this kind would still depend on what is
being negated. Freedom as Christ sees it, according to Dostoevsky, is one’s openness to the
world of experience that does not see as its only two options blind conformism to the background
practices of culture or the unbridled individualism turning the world into a mere contest of wills.

The only artist to have captured the power of the false dichotomy the Grand Inquisitor
uses to explain to Christ why man has to be made happy is Franz Kafka:

After a brief polite exchange about who was responsible for the first of the tasks to come- the
men seemed to have received their assignment without any specific division of labor-one of them
when to K. and removed his jacket, his vest, and finally his shirt. K. shivered involuntarily,
whereupon the man gave him a gentle reassuring pat on the back. Then he folded the clothes
carefully, as if they would be needed again, though not in the immediate future. In order not to
leave K. standing motionless, exposed to the rather chilly night air, he took him by the arm and
walked back and forth with him a little, while the other man searched for some suitable spot in
the quarry. When he had found it, he waved, and the other gentlemen led K. over to it. It was near
the quarry wall, where a loose block of stone was lying. The men sat K. down on the ground,
propped his m against the stone and laid his head down on it. In spite of all their efforts, and in
spite of the cooperation K. gave them, his posture was still quite forced and implausible. So one
of the men asked the other to let him work on positioning K. on his own for a while, but that
didn’t improve things either. Finally they left K. in a position that wasn’t even the best of those
they had already tried. Then one man opened his frock coat and, from a sheath on a belt that
encircled his vest, drew forth a long, thin, double-edged butcher knife, held it up, and tested its
sharpness in the light. Once more the nauseating courtesies began, one of them passed the knife
across K. to the other, who passed it back over K. K. knew clearly now it was his duty to seize the
knife as it floated from hand to hand above him and plunge it into himself. But he didn’t do so;
instead he twisted his still-free neck and looked about him. He could not rise entirely to the
occasion, he could not relieve the authorities of all their work; the responsibility for this final
failure lay with whoever and denied him the remnant of strength necessary to do so. His gaze fell
upon the top story of the building adjoining the quarry. Like a light flicking on, the casements of
a window flew open, a human figure, faint and insubstantial at the distance and height, leaned far
out abruptly, and stretched both arms out even further. Who was it? A friend? A good person?
Someone who cared? Someone who wanted to help? Was it just one person? Was it everyone?
Was there still help? Where there objections that had been forgotten? Of course there were. Logic
is no doubt unshakable, but it can’t with stand a person who wants to live. Where was the judge
he’d never seen? Where was the high court he’d never reached? He raised his hands and spread
out all his fingers.

But the hands of one man were right at K.’s throat, while the other thrust the knife into his heart
and turned it there twice. With failing sight K. saw how the men drew near his face, leaning



cheek-to-cheek to observe the verdict. “Like a dog!” he said; it seemed as though the shame was
to outlive him.

Described is Joseph K., a respectable bank officer, who is executed, on the eve of his thirty-first
birthday, for the crime no information about which he can get after his sudden arrest. The
description of the evening of his death is shocking. This effect is due to the precision with which
Kafka reconstructs the problem of being able to live an individual life authentically in a modern
world. Kafka deepens the argument Dostoevsky presents in the Grand Inquisitor. While self-
consciousness does imply a necessary awareness of self-negation through self-
instrumentalization for the sake of the other, it does not imply an awareness that subjectivation,
as the foundation of the social, may not have any ultimate metaphysical or theological
justification. The two executioners end up winding K.’s heart so that the immediacy of existing
without either surrendering to the average everydayness or seeking to distinguish oneself against
those who do, is made light enough to bear. These limits through their connection with the
ritualistic taking away of K.’s life reveal how the possibility of authentic existence is estranged
in the world of human culture, one of whose most powerful institutions organized religion does
remain. K’s ritualistic undressing in the quarry and his expected interception of the killing
weapon, upon which his voluntary termination of his own life must take place, both replay in
reverse the initiation into the social through enculturation. They also show the extent to which
people are forced to partake of the seemingly voluntary self-imposed categorial reduction of
one’s potential ability-to-be to the rigid framework of institutionally available roles and
instrumental scripts. By learning to always appear in an actor’s mask and reduce the repertoire of
emotions, thoughts, and actions to the range a particular role might suggest, man becomes a

subject position. He is a disembodied and distant average person, a random instantiation of

? Franz Kafka, The Trial, trans. Breon Mitchell (New York: Schoken Books, 1999), 229-231.
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background practices, one of whom K. sees in the window of the building facing the quarry. Man
becomes a person the narrative of whose voluntary double sacrifice (first of his power and then
of his life) in the distant past is now rewritten to enable an effectively functioning community of
distant individuals.

Kafka’s take on the problem of individual freedom in the social world is as follows: so
heavy is the weight of the indeterminacy and uncertainty our existential flexibility brings to our
awareness through our sheer ability to partake in multiple activities, achieving myriad short- and
long-term goals, that this burden requires a degree of narrative estrangement. Perpetual self-
construction at the highest level of artistic tension is impossible. It is only one of many possible
ways to be. And because this uninterrupted creativity is impossible, most intense spells of self-
creation are broken by the multiple acts of finitude acceptance. Yet these acts are estranged. One
can call a friend to talk about life, or get that long lonely load of liquor just to lose oneself for not
too long. One can have a personal ritual or an emergency plan to bring oneself back to life when
things get tough. Yet these ways of conduct have a degree of narrative concealment of the extent
to which persons and agents actually depend on one another. We all know that there is that
special kind of call to which one is now and then entitled. We all know that the emergency drink
is not just any drink in the bar. We all know the miraculous comeback scenario. We all know
there is something suspicious about how finitude is covered up in these narratives.

Coded as belonging to another, the creative infinity of the limited “me” appears as guilt,

C‘I” (13

as the principle possibility of the narrative self. My understanding that am” guilty of such
and such means that I understand the compatibility between the narrative of my life and the

actions of which I can think myself to be guilty. But by virtue of these actions being able to

appear as capable of belonging to me, the “me” in question appears as a narrative totality of



differently appraised actions and cognitive acts accompanying them. Because the self-grounding
character of the self as a self-moving form lacks a visible connection with the world of things, it
must be created. That is, while I can only live out the narrative of my life by constantly
instrumentalizing a variety of “stage props,” a category under which social roles, skills, and
equipment can be placed, it is impossible to imagine myself as some assembled thing capable of
spatial movement by virtue of being embodied, as well as of freely removing or adding details to
its current assemblage. I am the space-time of what I have envisioned for myself and where I am
currently living myself out. My “executive center” is not a thing, not a what. And because there
is hardly anything like it in our everyday life, we want to think of it as something external,
something object-like, something deriving from an external source of authority.

The mystification of authority in culture sheds some light on this self-imposed narrative
estrangement. It often appears in the form of a telling of a distant sacrifice someone else had
voluntarily chosen. Silenced is the fact that the now distant sacrifice involves much more than
the joy of being one with the world. K’s executioners do not simply kill him. The execution is a
staged performance running according to a script. But this performative estrangement of utility is
suspect. It suggests a degree of interpretative aberration inseparable from the ostensibly
immutable laws foundational to culture’s background practices. But the imposition of design on
the eradicable narrativity of culture seeks to conceal this aspect of interpretative aberration. What
we see, then, is that while the very principle of one’s unconditional reliance on any externally
given objective criterion in forming a judgment is also “sacrificed,” the necessity of categorial
determination is not. An intentional misinterpretation of cultural commandments is always
possible; what is not possible is to avoid some kind of interpretation altogether. To be is always

to be something. But being itself is not a what. The very act by virtue of which this something



comes to be may be of a nature wholly different than what is intelligible in the “what” of
anything. In bringing the two together, K’s execution, and the archetype of the foundational
sacrificial event seek to reconcile the “narrative break” between the singling out of a hero for
mortification and the act of execution itself. And yet this reconciliation is a narrative covering up
the inscrutability of how being and existence stand in relation to one another. In its appeal to a
systematic formalization as a source of its legitimacy, this reconciliatory narrative admits of the
radical break between determinacy and existence.

In the case of K., the narrative trajectory of his execution is readjusted through the
superaddition of multiple events that have to come to pass before the hero can die. This
technique serves to implicitly contain the act of rejection of an externally imposed criterion as
well as the rejection of a possibility to ever do away with the objective mode eradicable from our
experience of the world. Nothing can be truly external to the determinations of the human mind,
yet it experiences itself in such a way that what it as a knowing confronts is seen independent
and separate from it. The sequential presentation of multiple events in K’s execution reveals one
of the most important mechanisms in the functioning of the narrative self. This narrative
multiplicity suggests that there is always a possibility of more important events to come, that
what is happening now may not therefore be as crucially important for the narrative totality.

But this double interpretation creates ambiguity. The narrative multiplicity itself can
either be read as a confirmation of the importance of the subject it presents via this metonymic
abundance, or as a confirmation of the impermanence and insignificance of this very subject
since it is expected to be superseded by other event multiplicities. This means that concealed is
the truth-making power of various cultural performatives and individual agents actualizing them,

both of which, appearing in the form of a narrative excess, provide legitimacy to cultural
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background practices. The metonymic dispersal, in a narrative, of the performative function is
only possible when multiple frames of intelligibility are articulated as pertaining to the human
world, including its physicality and materiality. Articulated again and again, these background
cultural intelligibles become seen as legitimate.

The winding of Jacob K.’s heart is the social construction of multiple categories of
otherness, whose envisioned overcoming in the distant future helps to establish multiple axes of
human temporality. One of the main paradoxes of human freedom according to Kafka, then, lies
in the fact that while each of the sacred centers of the multiple temporalities of human culture
involves a foundational narrative featuring an individual life, to remain sacred, these axes must
remain ultimately “other.” This can be accomplished either by deeming one’s life unworthy of
the ancestral fame through comparison, or by simply getting rid of the people who dare suggest,
while alive, that their life-project is one such sacred axis of temporality. As an organized form of
religion, then, Christianity, has long ago, according to Kafka, become a system of repression that
started to see itself as sanctioned by the Scripture. Repressed now is the very state of the soul
Jesus thought one must have to be free.

For a human being to be finite means to be subject to a number of limits imposed on our
experience of living in this world. While some of these limits like time, space, self, life, inter-
subjectivity may be constitutive of our experience in in a more fundamental way than others, like
what we see as minor social roles and equipmental skills, when we think of freedom we tend to
approach infinity as something that opens up once one or more limits are removed altogether.
This invites an analogy of some physical region of space opening up, in which, now, in the
absence of the solid mass that prevented a movement of anything in the past, one can finally

move. It is free space. This analogy is treacherous. We want an infinity that excludes finitude yet
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we forget that an infinity of this kind depends on what it excludes. A more accurate analogy with
physical space would suggest that the real infinity is the very power of imagination that unlocks
the meaning of movement every time it faces the dark unknown in the face of which there seems
to be little space for maneuvering. The only way to remove the mass is to reinvent what it means
to move.

Jesus’ radical rejection of all absolute standpoints other than his unconditional orientation
toward radical innovation and interpretative flexibility of the situation at hand is countered by the
Grand Inquisitor and his vision of the Church. While all social institutions are indeed inseparable
from human imagination and various categories this imagination has been creating throughout
history, the institution of radical innovation, whose key idea is the flexibility of conceptual
determination itself, may be just another institution claiming ontological and political primacy.
As such it is merely a competing ideology, which deprives the physical world of its full reality,
seeking investing with unlimited power one’s mental and psychic awareness. True, life, as a
necessary condition for freedom, should not be equated with its being a sufficient condition. But
the decision of fixing life as a necessary condition for freedom at the level of “being minimally
alive to be thinking and feeling to create”—and this only not to develop an attachment to finite
things— does seem to involve an externally imposed criterion. After all, “being minimally aware
to be thinking and feeling to create” implies a radical act of abstraction from many aspects of
human daily experience of being in the world. And if this criterion is only meant as a provisional
one, it is possible that the institutional falling of the original teaching into the untrue is nothing
else then the next provisional formulation of a solution to the same problem. In other words, the

Grand Inquisitor argues that if history is the ultimate judge of what’s right, then the original
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teaching has not survived its test, making the ideology of radical indeterminacy obsolete, this
failure legitimating the imperfect institutional approximation of the original doctrine.

The slaying of K. foregrounds another important aspect of individual freedom as it is
experienced within a finite world. K. is killed by two executioners. This means that K. is self-
conscious. The first Other depriving him of his individuality through the ritualistic disrobing and
mechanization of the heart is he himself trying to grasp his own being as connected to the
position of subjectivity in a self-contained philosophical system, fully autonomous from other
spheres of human life and systems of knowledge. The second Other is the narrative distance that
covers up the true origin of this unbearable authorship. This duplication of the “other than me”
figure points to the felt necessity to emphasize its otherness as true, authentic, real. All of the
said aspects of finitude and its relation to freedom, as well as the nature of how they are
connected with one another, are put to a vigorous test in the works of Tolstoy, Khlebnikov, and
Platonov.

Chapter I “To See Life as Ekphrasis: Tolstoy’s The Death of Ivan Ilyich” looks at the
narrative disconnect between the novella’s first chapter, where the protagonist’s death has just
been announced, and the rest of text where his life is reconstructed chronologically as a narrative
of moral corruption within the range of normal and socially accepted behavior. I show that while
Tolstoy, like Heidegger, believes in the creative freedom of human life, he thinks that the radical
unsettledness required for life to be experienced as an authentic self-creation in the now, has to
be enclosed within the horizon of Christian values. The seemingly absent party in Tolstoy’s
polemics with the celebration of human freedom as self-determination is Seren Kierkegaard,
whose insistence on the unique ontological position of one’s experiential singularity, that is,

existence, and its relation to God, has led to an understanding of freedom as unbridled existential
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individualism and a notion of cultural time being a multiplicity of temporalities each capable of
erupting in the estranged now of the human world. Heidegger explores the creative potential of
human incompleteness understood positively, and thus sees individual freedom possible only in
view of human access to the constantly changing personal interpretation of what it means to be,
the shaping of which is permeated with care—a hierarchy of meaning and significance
foundational to the existential project every one of us calls “me”—and cannot be completed
while the person is alive.

Tolstoy and Heidegger both agree that there exists a horizon of intelligibility acting as a
condition of possibility for a meaningful world inside which a thriving personal project of
existing can take place. Yet for Tolstoy the sheer fact that the world we live in appears in our
experience as a unified but changing topography of meaning and significance does not mean that
the origin of these multiple interacting hierarchies of values is some obscure philosophical deity
named World-Time and not the God of Christian scripture. To think so is to repeat the Protestant
privatization of Christian God in relation to Chronos of the Greeks now seen as the Primary God
of the modern world. For Heidegger the individual privatization of the World-Time in a
philosophical revelation is the only way to freedom understood as self-creation. For Tolstoy
freedom is unthinkable without admitting a limit to all kinds of knowledge and all systems of
knowledge formalization. This limit is real and it points to God.

My thesis in this opening chapter, then, is that the famous problem of chapter one is
Tolstoy’s Ivan Ilyich is Tolstoy’s articulation of the fundamental divide separating existence, as
what is given to all of us as the flow within an experiential singularity of our life-story, from any
attempt to deduce it as a philosophically category or otherwise formalize it. Existence to Tolstoy

is what the Good is to Plato. It transcends being in every respect. It infinitely exceeds the world
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in its glory. Existence is not a gift of World-Time. It is God’s grace and it may cease at any time.
Human freedom requires humility before the face of God. At the level of philosophical ideas this
means accepting the radical discontinuity between essence and existence. To argue that existence
is not an empty philosophical abstraction, which appears only when we remove all of the layers
of concrete determination structuring our understanding of the multitude of things that surround
us in the world, Tolstoy employs a narrative ruse. At the thematic level he suggests the radical
discontinuity between one’s life and others’ access to it, and at the formal the incongruence of
both of these viewpoints when taken in isolation. The principally different way in which these
two types of discontinuity appear in the same narrative serves to establish a reference to an entity
beyond the world which is as different from it as the two types of discontinuity are from each
other.

Chapter II “Zangezi and the Odyssey of the Russian Poetic Spirit” looks at the twenty-
one planes in Velimir Khlebnikov’s poem Zangezi. Appearing each as a separate section in a
chronicle that captures the becoming of the Russian Poetic Spirit as its history from the time of
the gods to the time when art becomes a new universal religion, whose dominant practice is
world-creation and self-authoring, these planes put human finitude in a new perspective. They do
so not only by claiming to have conquered death through the discovery that reality can be written
as text and that text can become reality. Khlebnikov’s poem as if supplies twenty-one out of
twenty-four film frames needed to experience his poem as a “cinematic” whole, always
converging in a different unique “now” that a singular personality experiences through the act of
reading. He reserves the twenty-second frame to situate the objective composite effect of the
heterogeneous material presented in the twenty-one frames of Zangezi, the twenty-third one to

contain the viewer’s unique interpretation as the latest event in the appearance of the Russian
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Poetic Spirit, and the last, twenty-fourth, to feature the individual experience as a dialogical
space between what one might think the Russian Poetic Spirit is and everything that has
happened during its odyssey, according to Zangezi, until the here and now of the reader.

My thesis in this chapter is that Zangezi’s main addressee is Hegel’s Phenomenology
understood as an account of logically necessitated historical events propelling humankind’s
institutional march to freedom. Among Khlebnikov’s primary intentions is to expose the aspect
of narrative imagination every philosophical system is trying to suppress. Rebelling against
Hegel’s vision of progressive history as an account of which the Phenomenology is often
understood, Khlebnikov playfully subverts the seriousness of Hegel’s account, selectively
appropriating some of its narrative strategies, including a presentation of historical individuals as
embodying a particular shape of thought, as well as a way of relating to the world and its
multiple sources of meaning. I also show that Khlebnikov chooses the poetic persona of Marina
Tsvetaeva as a narrative equivalent to the shape of consciousness Hegel refers to as Unhappy
Consciousness. Appearing as a culmination of the Russian poetic tradition, Tsvetaeva becomes
for Khlebnikov a symbol of a poet who through her dependence on a metaphysical beyond
remains under the spell of European Romantic inheritance, if under such a modified form of it as
the Symbolist practice of zhiznetvorchestvo (conflation of art and life). An absolute leader at the
level of formal innovations in twentieth-century Russian poetry, Tsvetaeva’s verse is thus seen as
the culmination of the poetic religion of transcendental dualism that must be overcome in a new
poetic religion of zhiznestroitel stvo, which assumes one’s creative identity with the world, and
thus a full control over reality, a kind of control that transcends all aspects of human finitude,

including death.
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Chapter III “Engineering Red Existence” looks at Andrei Platonov’s Foundation Pit
(Kotlovan). This novella describes the hallucinatory reality of the first five-year plan in the
USSR, depicting this period as a historical actualization of the Russian Absolute as a self-
sustained totality that comes to grips with its own subject-dimension, whose various forms it
extracts from the narrative depths of world history.

I first consider such staple features of Platonov’s style (excess, localization of the mental
in the physical, fusion of subjective and objective) and then argue that they are best understood
in light of Marx’s theory of surplus-value production and Hegel’s idea of the speculative
proposition [ Gesagte] (e.g. God is being) which is entirely different from the discursive
propositions we routinely use (e.g. this coffee is cold). Yet Platonov, as I argue, goes much
further than showing that in the void of the foundation pit, the working class discovers the
actualization of the philosophical theory on which the Russian intelligentsia has always been so
keen. Discovered in the foundation pit is the emptiness of self-determination as a philosophical
category lacking existence. The Russian intelligentsia’s two ideals, bespochvennost’
“uprootedness” and ideinost’ “idea-boundedness” appear, true to the spirit of a genuine
dialectical reversal, to the workers in the form of their absolute otherness. This absolute
otherness is the void of the foundation pit. This otherness is nothingness because it is the
absolute other of the cognitive power of abstraction, which is understood by the new ideologues
too abstractly, understood in disconnect from its positive function.

Platonov is far from suggesting that transplanted to the Russian soil, Western
philosophical import can only bring about annihilation of tradition in the Revolutionary carnage.
He is attuned to the hidden dimension of the Christian narrative strategies Hegel tries to purify

and to reinscribe into his philosophical system. This means that Platonov sees in various
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accounts of dialectical and historical materialisms instances of the crucifixion-resurrection trope
as the fundamental operation empowering the dialectical leap in German idealist philosophy after
Kant. Dialectical science is a modified theogony in which the immanent logical connection
between categories is a narratively estranged familial connection between gods and heroes, but
now with a new ontological term “emergence.” Platonov’s intuition, then, is that Jesus’
crucifixion and consequent resurrection provide a narrative analogy according to which an
ontological operator like “emergence” appears as a possibility for smaller or more “abstract”
entities, through interaction with one another, to generate larger or more “concrete” ones which
retain the qualities of their “abstract” precursors yet developing some new ones which these
precursors do not have. In other words, Platonov suggests that the famous Hegelian “sublation”
[Aufheben] is an ontological correlate of “redemption” which first involves an articulation of
human limit through death (crucifixion) and then the transcendence of it (resurrection).

Platonov’s answer to the question whether the elements of the Christian religious
narrative can be removed from the cultural fabrics of the new Soviet state is a resounding, no, for
he sees the project of the first five-year plan as permeated with Christian religious fervor, which
is made all the more strong through the presence of the religion of the dialectical science
claiming to be the only true system way of knowledge. This fact suggests for Platonov that new
forms of collective existence may feature only a cultural recoding of the old content into new
tenors. The foundation pit becomes a place, where, applied to the realities of Russian history,
Hegel’s narrative progression of institutionally determined subjectivities reverses itself,

becoming a self-devouring carnival of matter that lacks historicity.
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First: Life as Ekphrasis: Tolstoy’s The Death of Ivan Ilyich

1.0. Death and Dying in Tolstoy’s Death of Ivan Ilyich

This chapter® will focus on the ontological analysis of the narrative peculiarity of
Tolstoy’s The Death of Ivan Ilyich (1886) dubbed by Gary Jahn as the “problem of chapter
one.” I will inquire into the ontological significance of the narrative break that sets chapter one
apart from the account of Ivan Ilyich’s life put in a chronological perspective in the chapters
following it in the novella. With an eye on the story’s temporal weave, I will look at human
finitude in relation to its possible status as narrativity’s condition of possibility. I first show that
Tolstoy’s choice of the narrative break is grounded in his view of the individualizing power of
human finitude.® I then proceed to argue that this power is most strikingly revealed in the very
terminability of any human life understood as a possibility of being in the world, of existing as a
narrative project of self-writing. Using Martin Heidegger’s theoretical account of the structure of

human finitude in Being and Time (1927), I consider death as an outmost limit of human

* I wish to thank wholeheartedly Professor Justin Weir as well as my fellow students Tatyana Gershkovich
and Irina Ikonsky, together with whom I spent a whole semester reading Tolstoy and applying a wide range of
theoretical texts to his work, for helping me develop my grasp of Heidegger’s ontology of death in relation to /van
1lyich’s narrative peculiarity. Their probing questions about the exact nature of the relation between death as an
ontological structure of Dasein and the formal structure of Tolstoy’s text and its significance made me realize the
difficulty of Heidegger’s text as well as the immense potential for its application to literary criticism, all of which
spurred my curiosity and lead me to discover Hegel whose profound trace, even if contaminated by Kant and
Aristotle, is all over Being and Time. 1 hope that, now, six years later, I can finally make my story clear.

> See Gary Jahn’s The Death of Ivan Ilich: An Interpretation (New York: Maxwell Macmillan
International, 1993).

® For a general discussion on Tolstoy’s artistic renderings of the problem of the self see Irina Paperno’s
“’Who, What is 1?”: Tolstoy in his Diaries,” Tolstoy Studies Journal, 11, (1999): 32-60 and her most recent book
“Who, What Am I?”’: Tolstoy’s Struggles to Narrate the Self (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2014). My study of
finitude in Ivan Ilyich seeks to complement Paperno’s findings about Tolstoy’s artistic structuration of the self by
looking at the ontological dimension in Tolstoy’s investigation. As will become clear, I am after the ontological
structure of human self as an embodied temporal project and how it shows itself in the narrative fabric of this
novella, both of which can be said to be ontologically prior to the anthropological material Paperno uses in her
investigation of Tolstoy’s writing of the self.
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experience, which points to the individuating force of the meaningful convergence of the events
in the narrative project people refer to as “my life.” I conclude by approaching the problem of
chapter one from the point of view of Tolstoy’s moral take on the responsibility one has to
himself of leading an authentic life. The narrative break in Ivan Ilyich suggests that while one
can never directly experience death as a fact of life, it casts a shadow on what one does in life,
appearing as an ultimate promise of meaning which, among other things, sanctions to postpone
into some “remote future”’ the doing of what one should be doing in the here and now to exist
authentically®. What Tolstoy suggests is that one’s existential awakening to such a state of affairs
and active self-authorship following it are equally problematic, because the metaphysical
justification for an unbridled assertion of one’s individual project as it appears in the
privatization of God that takes place under the auspices of modernity is philosophically unsound.
All such an existential awakening can do is turn the world into a place where people, who think

they are gods, engage into a contest of wills.

" T highlight remote future not because I deny human temporality but because of the particular way in which
this temporality is experienced and is referred to, namely as a remaining volume inside a solid.

¥ As will be shown what is meant by authenticity is not so much one’s sticking to one’s beliefs and
persevering, but rather existing under the auspice of temporality that knows past and future as repositories of ideas
that in a productive interpretation ex-i[s]t into the present as the only actual reality we can experience. To be
existing authentically, then, means not to go into an intoxication of the Sartrean “existence precedes being,” but by
rediscovering another temporality, one of life as a totality of the unfolding quantum-forms, e.g. multiple activity
channels like me becoming this very writing that “creates” a different “me” and this “footnote,” that our projects are.
I say quantum-forms to leave open the question whether all there is is a multiplicity of acts that in a physical world
each have a “duration” or movement of forms where change is the succession of different assemblages each
involving a number of self-identical atomic units that are intelligible. So I could either think of myself as existing in
durations of various activities secondary to which is the equipment I use, or I could think of myself as the self-
moving equipmental reassembly whose most minute change in the number of intelligibles used in assembly in which
I partake (now typing) is technically an act and no activity channel is given a special status like a block of typing.
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I.1. Some Phenomenological Common Places

Human “access” to death is fraught with ambiguity. We all know that we are going to die.
But what do we know? That there will be an end to something like our still being able to do
another thing after this one? How will this end be experienced and by whom? It is certainly
unlike losing some physical object. Can it be a psychic object? We have all lost some people we
loved. But in what sense did we lose them and in what sense can we be said to still “have” the
people who are alive and well? In the sense that we know that our experience of them cannot any
longer involve the complexity like that of talking with them while both of us are still embodied?
In the sense that this kind of communication is still possible? While it is clear that death signifies
some kind of limit to our experience of the world, it is far from clear what that limit is, and how,
if at all, our awareness of our mortality should affect our life conduct.

Could it be that death is something in the face of which it is worthwhile to exist as a
project? In other words, while finitude under a guise of death suggests that the true infinity is one
of creative narrative estrangement of the limits without which our experience would not be
possible, it also invites a possibility of thinking about infinity as something opposing finitude.
This latter model invites spatial and numeric metaphors. Life is now seen either as an enclosed
volume or a number of units on a number line that can still be traversed while we are alive. The
game we all play is to change the relative rate with which this or that event from our life moves
us to the boundary or point we cannot imagine.

The ontological status of death is one’s ownmost ability to be to which no one else has
access. It is so because no one can do another person’s dying for them. It is something one

knows is uniquely hers. It is unique because the closing of further ways to be oneself will not
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happen as yet another event in one’s life. However else it also be experienced, this narrative
closing will, as a narrative totality, fix the meaning of individual events, whose interpretation has
not yet been fixed.

Dying, in other words, is an estranging experience of meaning negotiation, one in which
human life as an act of self-interpretation appears in its sheer otherness as a multiplicity of events
whose meaning can no longer be changed. The verb becomes the noun. Self-creation becomes a
finalized totality, whose every term is now known. But because in this form one’s life cannot be
seen by anyone who is still alive, dying should, more precisely, be defined as a personal
experience of the formalization of the ontological structure of the self. This structure is
“existence,” meaning that wherever I happen to be and whatever I happen to be doing, I live for
the sake of some “future me.” Any “present” setup is yet another step helping me to get to this
“future me.” And yet, if dying is simply a moment of vision we all have, in which we
understand what it means to be a person, and there is, therefore, little reason not to experience
life with the screaming intensity of a Dostoevskian hero, surprisingly few people actually exist in
this way “proximally and for the most part.” That is, very few people live like they understand
that their every action is an act of the renegotiation of the significance of the past in view of the
anticipated future. There must be, then, an ontological structure obscuring the immediate access
to the simple realization that “because I am mortal, only I can decide how and what will have
significance in the project of my continuous transcendence of myself that I call being me.” It is
so because the way this transcendence of self-rewriting happens presupposes an extended web of
dynamic relations connected to the environment I call “my world” so that the mere impulse
toward self-assertion is by itself insufficient to open up access to individual freedom and

authentic existence.
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For one thing, this is because as a social being I exist in an environment whose
background practices to be intelligible and familiar must be constantly reenacted with a restricted
degree of innovation. This gravity of the average understanding of how one does such and such
are in everything we do and are the source of the discomfort we feel under the scrutiny of the
vigilant eye of the invisible other, who is as if evaluating how well our particular solution relates
to some universal standard. Experienced as one’s voice of conscience, this internalized
“objective” point of view, this invisible judging other also has as if another function — to cover
up the real absence of any such authority. Conscience is not the noble assembly that tells you
how far you have strayed from what the right thing to do was in this particular situation. Rather,
the voice of conscience is your own voice telling you what one would do in a situation like this.
Why is it there? To cover up the fact that in every situation the range of actions is never fully
fixed and that the ultimate choice of what to do lies with the person deciding. You are what you
will now make yourself to be by acting in such and such a way. To have a voice of conscience is
to know that the situation you’re facing isn’t really that unusual. But it is that unusual because
the narrative project in question is one’s own. The disquietude one feels while listening to the
voice of conscience is the disquietude of a double knowing. It is an attempt to substitute one’s
realization that the unique solution to a problem will have to be found through a rearrangement
of available limit-tools, each serving a general function, for a vision of the situation having
already been solved in this particular way, and solved differently from how you solved it. The
fugue of conscience, in suggesting different ways to do or have done something articulates only
that the instruments of situational influence have general functions. This list of general functions,

useless in view of the unique situational challenges, acts more like a self-directed incantation,
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which is as if asking for a unique solution to appear from the midst of the “shuffling” of some
very general instances, mere examples of semantic correspondences.

What Tolstoy’s story shows convincingly is that it is not outright clear whether the
discomfort comes from the judging eye that somehow tells one what the right thing to do really
is. Rather, it comes from the fact that I each time feel that it is me, and me only, who, in the
inimitable individuality of my project, always faces radical indeterminacy and possibility of
failure, having to carry the burden of responsibility. Conscience, then, may very well be one’s
own terrified scream, if silenced through the worship of the physical that happens when she
entrusts herself to the stability of institutional conformism, over there being no real authority for
a correct narrative interpretation of general principles in a given situation. Because the
authenticity of one’s mode of existence is always relative to the particular existential project, to
be existing authentically, whenever this mode is available, would require such a psychological
intensity only few people would be able to survive.

Another obstacle to such an existential awakening is how we think about the space and
time of the human world as it is given to us in experience. Because consciousness is directed at
its object in a way principally different from that of how physical bodies standing side by side
may be, and because the character of our being in the world employs a dynamic relational
network that cannot be analogically represented as a sequence of frames depicting the physical
body of the life-experiencing agent amidst other physical bodies, we are most confused about
how human temporality structures our experience of ourselves. Our life-long exposure to
multiple physical objects with stable boundaries much too often implant in our minds a metaphor
of the “life-time still left” being the “volume still left for stuff to do,” “the volume of stuff done

constantly expanding and closing on the total volume of the life-container.”
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Death as finitude,” on the other hand, is not the “time is up” moment inherent in an
individual life. It is something completely different. It is that on the basis of which an individual
interpretation of the baggage of the past in view of the anticipated future creates the always
immediate present. It is the eternal present ““in” which” we all live, and which we experience as
always already differentiated into multiple hierarchical systems of meaning and significance.
And it is so because while the power to relate past and future is mine in view of my inherent
temporality, death appears as the outmost boundary of the narrative substratum of the present of

the individual stretchedness as a project in which the past and the future are negotiated.'°While a

discussion of how some critical literature approaches narrativity from multiple perspectives of

? What I have in mind is radically different from the psychologization of the narrative grammar, or, more
precisely, from the unconscious ontologization of the psychological. Consider Peter Brooks who says that “there can
be a psychoanalytic criticism of the text itself that does not become—as has usually been the case—a study of the
psychogenesis of the text (the author’s unconscious), the dynamics of literary response (the reader’s unconscious),
or the occult motivations of the characters (postulating an ‘unconscious’ for them),” in his Reading for the Plot:
Design and Intenstion in Narrative (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1984), 112. What would it look like? It has to do with
Freud’s “universal attribute of instinct and perhaps of organic life in general,” namely, “an instinct [that] is an urge
inherent in organic life to restore an earlier state of things,” in Brooks, Reading for the Plot, 102. It is rather clear
that Brooks has little to defend his choice of ontological principles other than his first borrowing Freud’s structure
and then suggesting an analogy between life and narrative. Why not Plato? Why not Hegel? For as long as literary
studies will continue to churn out fundamental ontological binaries like sjuzhet/fabula; metaphor/metonymy, or
argue about whether first principles are three (de Man), four (Kenneth Burke), or six (Harold Bloom) the field will
remain at the level of intuitive knowledge. The issue I take with most works in narrative studies is that their
descriptive vigor is rarely matched by the depth of a systematic analysis. Thus, more often than not we have a
motley of random observations, the pattern of whose connections and classification is as rarely justified as the first
principle chosen, e.g. “desire” is to account for such physical and metaphysical concepts as “duration,” “change,”
“identity,” “difference,” etc. It is rather obvious that virtually all such “metaphysics” will not withstand serious
philosophical scrutiny and will be quickly relegated to a series of similes, metaphors, and analogies. This is not to
say that an ontologically rigorous account of narrative is impossible.

1T am aware of the vast literature on narrativity and death. This dissertation complements the findings of
my colleagues working under the aegis of what we might call “psychological ontology” in that I approach death as a
guise under which the absolute negativity of thinking appears to consciousness as its own limit without which no
freedom of narrative concretion would be possible. The unique ontological perspective Tolstoy gives on death in
Ivan Ilyich is such that the divinity of the fragile absolute of Christianity, when understood as a universal license to
purvey one’s technology of the self worldwide, while treating the Bible as an imperfect approximation to a system
of speculative philosophy, can only lead to the Kingdom of the boor (mapctBo xama). The peculiarity of the triumph
of the average in Tolstoy’s story, then, lies primarily in its ontological stressing of the fact that the liberated self of
Modernity does not as Hegel shows in the Phenomenology reach a point when it understands the objective mode of
consciousness as an aspect of a subjectivity relating to itself and now sees the world as a totality of interconnected
narratives, but rather as something that sees itself as an entity that can now direct its will in its entirety to the
worship of the physical.
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duration and temporality, say that of desire, seems in order, the ontological direction of our
investigation, as has already been stated, obviates the necessity of so doing. It is so because we
are already investigating a possible connection of narrativity with the set of “eternal” categories,
without trying to locate the power for continuous discernment of lasting episodes “in” the subject
or posit this power as a derivative function of human nervous system.

It is also the inner “palpability” of the throbbing perspective one has on the world that
makes every individual narrative meaningful even when this meaningfulness is explicitly denied.
If human essence does exist, it does so by existing as an explicit interpretation what each of us
understands by being. We are always doing something already, trying to get something done.
Existing can be said to be a continuous self-exiting into what we do. We all—projects, selves,
narratives—are the very differentiating differentiation, the peeling away of something that once
done becomes final reality, and is no-longer an on-going process of potentiality conversion, from
the perspective of some ultimate “that for the sake of which” that cannot be fulfilled. There is not
one thing you can do to become yourself. It is the on-going recognition of oneself as a sequence
of realized aims in multiple contexts constituting one’s environment.

No one has dealt with the ontological significance of death for the human project at the
level of detail found in Martin Heidegger’s treatment of the subject in Being and Time (Sein und
Zeit) (1927). Its key concepts will cast light on our investigation of the ontological significance
of the estrangement of narrative perspective in Ivan Ilyich, allowing to put in a dialogical
perspective the ultimate foundations behind Tolstoy and Heidegger’s ultimate stance on how
human freedom is experienced and what counts as a life worth living.'' For Heidegger

temporality acts as the ultimate horizon of intelligibility of being, which at the level of individual

"I review critical works on Heidegger and Tolstoy in I.4. “Ivan Ilyich and Some Philosophically-minded
Critics”.
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life-project means that the world as experienced space always has a curvature (Care) which
individual consciousness as if creates out of the multiple action-regions it has been experiencing
since its very birth.

Let us give a detailed example that will help to put this into a perspective of our everyday
life. As I look at the computer screen typing these lines, I simultaneously differentiate at least
three different classes of objects. First, sense perception allows me to see, here, touch, smell,
taste various “coagulated places,” each separate from me. We might call these places world’s
aesthetic pixels. At the same time, I notice a certain asymmetry of how I am oriented toward this
aesthetic multitude. Each and every pixel is at a different distance from my body and its sense
organs, yet despite this I know and understand all these pixels just the same. In that sense, the
blackness of the keyboard resting on my knees is exactly in the same “where” and “when” of the
whiteness of the wall or the ceiling that I at the same time am experiencing through sight.

Aesthetic pixels are co-presents with functional regions: I don’t see the multiple stacks of
books as one object; I do not see the red of the pillow and of the book right before me as
belonging to one object, and yet I see both the floor and the ceiling as parts of this room. The
problem with these functional regions-pixels is that they only “overlap” with aesthetic pixels to a
certain degree. Moreover, the way I experience them requires a very different analogy. Aesthetic
pixels are like random points scattered around the conscious center that knows what they are.
Functional pixels are “contained” within the center around which aesthetic pixels are scattered.
Another way to think about them is to see them all located at the same distance from this very
center.

And then there is a third class of objects that coexists with aesthetic and functional pixels.

This class is based on a hierarchy of meaning and significance I attribute to different social roles,
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skills, and spaces. I am not merely seating in my room typing. Out of many possible
configurations of my “here and now” I choose one particular “assemblage” that can be called “to
type a few more pages in order to finish this dissertation.” I do this because I see this activity as
important and meaningful. And whatever I do and whenever I do it, I have always already
differentiated the salience of various multitudes of aesthetic and functional pixel clusters
according to what my topmost priorities are. This means that the third pixel order is one of
significance, and it affects how the orders of aesthetic and functional pixels are both experienced.
While it is common to see the world of things (referents of aesthetic pixels) as subsuming
the world of meanings (referents of functional pixels) and the world of psychological states
(referents of significance pixels), it is equally possible to see the world of psychological states as
primary to that of meanings and things. In other words, any multitude of an individual body and
function units I may discern in any one place are always seen from within a perspective of
project significance. Most importantly, this perspective implies that even before I get to the
“content” of aesthetic and functional pixels surrounding me, I have already differentiated them
into multiple perspectives of project significance. If I get hungry or too tired and can no longer
type a line, other regions of being will be freed up. An example of this would be my “eating at
the kitchen table” or “taking a quick nap on the futon” yet the way it will happen cannot be more
different than if it were to happen now when I am neither hungry nor tired. This ever-shifting
invisible topography of importance ontologically prior to the world of physical and logical
objects is what Heidegger calls Care. To exist, then, is to always be mediating among the
demands of multiple cultural temporalities that are always experienced as forming a hierarchy of

one kind or another. What is to exist authentically?
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Heidegger sees living, or existing, authentically as possible only in view of a fully
internalized life maxim that one’s life narrative consists not in rearranging the inherited
perspectives, but in recreating them in a unique way, the scale and exigencies of personal life
project serving as the only criterion. To exist authentically is to act in the here and now, to act in
the face of any possible discomfort that may arise over the absence of hard and universally
recognized rules according to which one is supposed to act. Because only she can exist
authentically who has understood that she herself is the ultimate source of the temporal priorities
framing her access to various structures of the world, the problem of traditional values and their
relation to the freedom of self-creation, in view of one’s vision of her possible self, immediately

arises.

I.2. Heidegger and Death as Narrativity

The place of the sacred, though he himself never uses this term, is in Heidegger’s
ontology equated with the differential curvature of Care, whose pull every individual subject
feels early on in life. Care, then, is akin to the very enclosability of one’s self-project. Its
multiple sites of self-worship the body allows to access as an intermediary for self-exiting into
the world. What does this mean in terms of how we are in our average everydayness? I am what [
do. But much of what I do depends on a changing set of priorities I set for myself. Many of these
priorities are affected, in terms of the “stage time” they get, by my personal history of
prioritization. The most counterintuitive aspect of this self-narrative is that despite all
prioritization actually happening in the here and now, in the very choice of activity as which to

exist, choosing to fix a set of anticipated priorities under the rubric of the “future me,” or
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remembered ones, under the rubric of the “me of the past,” creates a sense of movement along
the number scale of cosmic time. In this movement the “me of present” occupies one of the “now”
windows in between the two “now” windows already occupied by the “future me” and “me of
the past.” This is an illusion. I always exist in the now of the form of the activity my body allows
me to enter through offering itself as part of the equipment necessary for this or that assemblage
of my project in the world, an assemblage we might want call an “exit.” When we say “exit” we
mean an exit from a purely ideational state. If my existing is a continuous self-exiting or a
change in the choice of the activity forms through which I continue to write myself “out,” it is
clear that, strictly speaking, my (i) “future” and my (ii) “past” are just the two categories under
which I put what I (i) desire to experience and (i1) have a more or less distinct impression of
experiencing. Equally counterintuitive is the fact that every relational act involving items from
these two domains, when happening in the now, changes the range of what will be available for
my choosing during the next act. My acting in the now to bring closer an anticipated state of
events may change that number of relevant elements and connection among them, linking what I
“have an experience of”” with that of which I “do not yet have any experience.” Yet if the
renegotiation of the “past” is not drastic enough, it may equally break all rigid images of her
“future” self a person might have. In other words, according to Heidegger, we are all children of
Chronos. We are also oblivious of the fact that every single one of us is time as an ability to be
through various personal acts in which we worship ourselves through our bodies and the multiple
institutional “temples” of which we see many every day. The invisible topography of meaning
behind everything is the gift of a god whose name is Time and who has sacrificed himself to
appear as a finite being that exists in the form of a personal project. But if this is so, anything

sacred in culture is nothing other the hypostatization of what every one of us already understands.
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There are multiple temporalities; to say that they are experienced as an explicit hierarchy is to
say that the articulation of the fact of this horizontal differentiation cannot itself take the form of
one of these temporalities. Vertical differentiation can thus be seen as an act in which horizontal
differentiation is formalized.

Suggesting that interpretative differentiation should be subdivided into the categories of
sacred and profane is for Heidegger is the originary act of investing the on-going differentiation
of the world with transcendental meaning. The detailed instructions on how to build a meeting
tent and the arc that Moses receives from God posit the site where the divine and the human
interact as that which is most distinguished from all other artifacts that than existed. Another
example of this differentiation of the differentiation is the highly specific and extremely nuanced
aspects of his laws that God reveals in Leviticus as well as in the incredibly large amount of data
he requests his people to take in describing their world in Numbers. But the divine in the Tanakh
as that in whose name the most complicated descriptive differentiation is undertaken is very
different from the divine residing in the infinite differentiation of the interpretative freedom
embodied in the figure of an individual ethical agent like Jesus.

Whatever way Heidegger truly felt about his Protestant background we do not know. Just
as little do we know about whether in his turning to the pre-Socratic understanding truth as un-
veiling (é4n0s1a) as the unique perspective on being destroyed by the over two-thousand-year
history of Western metaphysics he still felt a longing for the Christian values as they existed
before gradually losing their originary meaning through their wide cultural acceptance in the
Catholic and Protestant world alike. One thing was for certain: Being and Time makes it clear

that he thought creative freedom of differentiation to be as much a human as a divine attribute.
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Recognizing the sacred as a privileged cultural form of narrative differentiation meant
overlooking one’s full freedom for self-creation.

Thus, the curvature of the topological map of the cultural practices that the world always
is becomes possible only in view of the human originary intentionality understood as the power
to creatively juxtapose one’s anticipatory future with one’s remembered past. Paradoxically,
experienced individually not as an acting background against which one unconsciously acts, but
as the authoring structuring of one’s self of which it is possible to take hold, Care becomes
capable of displacing the sacred, whether in traditional religious or contemporary secular forms.
Life as a series of unconscious attempts to cover up the unsettledness of how a human being
truly is and how a self-determining agent should be, if authenticity is the chosen mode of
existence, must, according to Heidegger, be rewritten so that the only intermediary providing
counsel is the very person living in the here and now.

For Tolstoy, who would just as Heidegger deny one’s blind conformity to the faceless
matrix of normativity as a life worth living, the sacred was never an externalized form of man’s
ontological structure of significance. The sacred would not be what it is had it been merely a
matter of perspective. The authenticity of one’s life could never be beyond “good and evil,” the
horizon of the sacred receiving its legitimization from God and God alone. It is through God’s
command and benevolence that the temporality of the world can exist as a diversity of cultural
practices. The narrativity of human life as an individualizing force is thus not something that
simply belongs to man in view of his mortality—thus a structural ontological peculiarity
whatever else it might be founded on—but only in view of all finite entities in this world taking
origin in and returning to God. If Heidegger equates human essence with human existence,

suggesting implicitly that man’s access to the divine is obscured, and everydayness conceals the

32



possibility of his existing as the truly divine differentiating difference, Tolstoy sees the
coincidence of essence and existence possible only in God. And God’s benevolence is such that
by embracing all there is he is the cohesive force behind the narrativity without which no

individual life story could or would be possible.

1.3. Ivan Ilyich and Some Literary Critics

A study of the “narrative metaphysics” that traces how the structures of our everyday
intelligibility of the world map onto narrative events and tellability (a set of qualities an event
must have to appear as worthy of being told) is to be written. The primary aim of the present
project, however, is much more modest. Choosing finitude as a point of access to the ontological
structure of the human subject or Dasein (the human subject whose epistemological and
ontological descriptions are informed by anthropological and psychological observations of how
people experience the world), in this chapter, I limit the scope of my investigation of human
finitude gua the phenomenon of death as it appears it Tolstoy’s story the Death of Ivan Ilyich. Its
existing toward death allows Dasein to comport “itself towards itself as a distinctive ability to
be.”'? One’s being-towards-death presupposes that ex-istence'* (taking a stand on one’s being
through what one does), facticity (a background of cultural practices against which one’s life
situation always has an interpretation), and falling (Dasein’s absorption in the world of
publicness) are constitutive to the existential conception of death. My search for the ontical

confirmation (concrete, everyday categories of human being like small talk, whose totality

'2 Martin Heidegger, Being and Time, tr. J. Macquarrie & E. Robinson (New York: Harper &
Row, 1962), 296.

T choose to typographically estrange “existence” as an ontological concept in order to emphasize the
strange and uncanny co-presence of the past (ex-) in the present (ist-) as well as their mutual “rewriting” through the
series of pro-jected states we associate with the anticipated future.
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comprise one’s subjective orientation as opposed to the twelve categories of the minimal self,
one example of which would be quantity) of the ontological structure of Dasein—an entity
whose essence is to understand itself “in terms of a possibility of itself”'*—finds in Ivan Ilyich
ample material to elucidate how Tolstoy’s use of death to present his take on crucial
metaphysical concerns compares and contrasts with Heidegger’s vision of death.

We will approach death as “the possibility of the impossibility of any existence at all”'®
and see if it can shed some light on the problem of the chapter one. At the same time we will try
to understand Heidegger’s account in the light of what Tolstoy may teach us about death and
dying. It is time to look at what the critical responses to the story have been focusing on.

The reading of Ivan Ilyich that is centered on its ethical message—a life wrongly lived—
remains influential in Tolstoy scholarship,'® the protagonist’s self-imposed spiritual blindness

precluding a possibility of a genuine spiritual reality and authentic existence.!” While some

' Heidegger, Being and Time, 33.
' Heidegger, Being and Time, 307.

1 See, for example, Charles Glicksberg, “Tosltoy and The Death of Ivan Ilyich,” in his The Ironic Vision
on Modern Literature (Hague:Nijhoff, 1969), 81-86; George Gutsche, Moral Apostasy in Russian Literature
(DeKalb, I11.: Northern Illinois University Press, 1986); Philip Ravh, “The Death of Ivan Ilyich and Joseph K,” in
Image and Idea: Twenty Essays on Literary Themes (Norfolk, Conn.: New Directions, 1957), 121-40; Boris Sorokin,
“Ivan II’ich as Johan: A Cruel Joke,” Canadian Slavic Studies 5 (1971): 376-79.

17 See, for example, Geoffrey Clive, “Tolstoy and the Varieties of the Inauthentic,” in The Broken Icon:
Intuitive Existentialism in Classical Russian Fiction (New York: Macmillian, 1970), 191-198; James Olney,
“Experience, Metaphor, and Meaning: The Death of Ivan Ilyich,” Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 31 (1972):
101-14. For a more recent and productive take on Tolstoy’s authorial strategies of asserting the authenticity of his
own life and fiction see Justin Weir’s Leo Tolstoy & the Alibi of Narrative (New Haven: Yale University Press,
2011). Particularly enticing and original is Weir’s application to Tolstoy of the Nietzsche-Derrida philosophical line
of suspicion-symptomatology, which has immense potential for literary criticism and questions of authorship. See
also Sean Burke’s The Death and Return of the Author: Criticism and Subjectivity in Barthes, Foucault, and
Derrida (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2008), as well as in The Ethics of Writing: Authorship and Legacy
in Plato and Nietzsche (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2010) and Authorship: from Plato to the
Postmodern: A Reader (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1995).
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scholars'® have examined the human world as a space of significance from which Ivan becomes
alienated, losing his I-self to the faceless matrix of the one [das Man]," Gustafson considers
Ivan’s suffering to be what makes his self-understanding possible, his illness a misapprehension
of the nature of human life as sin.” And yet, these readings have not yet attempted a detailed
phenomenological description of the experience of one’s awareness of death and the
inescapability of dying as a fundamental ontological structure. So doing, I believe, could show
that the awareness of death may reveal to oneself one’s power to live authentically in view of not
only being finite but also having a power to creatively rearrange various aspects of finitude.
Apart from considering death as what allows one to see Dasein’s essence as an ability to
be, it must be also examined from the point of view of inter-subjectivity as another dimension of
human finitude that allows individual freedom to emerge in light of the individual’s realization
of his radical dependency on the other. Exactly how the formal peculiarity relates to the pure
negativity of thought a human self must possess to be a self-determining entity remains to be
elucidated. What must be made clear, then, is whether it is primordial narrativity itself that
appears as an awareness of the difference between the perishing of the other as a physical body
and the perishing of the other as an event-embodiment of the view of the self as the sheer self-
imposed narrative change. That is, we are asking whether primordial narrativity appears as a

process irreducible to the realm of the objective, and as a threat of the world collapse that one

'8 See, for example, William Barret, “Existentialism as a Symptom of Man’s Contemporary Crisis,” in
Spiritual Problems in Contemporary Literature, ed. Stanley Hopper (New York: Harper, 1952), 139-52; Lev
Shestov, The Good in the Teaching of Tolstoy and Nietzsche: Philosophy and Preaching (Athens: Ohio University
Press, 1969), and Irving Halpern, “The Structural Integrity of The Death of Ivan II’ich,” Slavic and East European
Journal 5 (1961): 334-40.

' Das Man is the default gravity of the world’s social and cultural dimensions of recurrent intelligibility of
the multiple “algorithms” run in it.

*% Richard Gustafson, Leo Tolstoy: Resident and Stranger (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press,
1986), 155-160.
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feels, when venturing into a new territory where risk has to be taken and the possibility of
comfort in conformity is stripped away, so that one experiences isolation from the world and
finds himself in the realm of indeterminacy itself.

One of the first to ask “Why is this chapter there at all, and why is it placed at the
beginning of the story rather than in the end?” C.J.G. Turner sees chapter one not merely as a
dysfunctional vestige of the older narrative system that was discarded as Tolstoy kept working
on the story. The critic sees the first chapter as functional because:

The chronological displacement of this chapter enables it to suggest, by its structural position in
the beginning of the story, the social milieu in which Ivan Ilyich was to make his career and at the
same time, by its chronological position at the end of the story, the fact that milieu was
unchanged when his career came to an end.”’

Unlike Turner, whose solution to the problem of chapter one connects its formal
peculiarity with the influence of Ivan Ilyich’s milieu over the trajectories of his life project,
Gunter Schaarschmidt offers a complex linguistic model that allows for a dialectical discovery
that begins with “awareness to habit” and moves to “habit to awareness.” The chronological
disjunction that the peculiar positioning of chapter one thus creates can then be seen as a formal
solution directed to more adequately contain the contradiction of a knowing that breaks off its
dependence on the given. Placing chapter one where it would normally belong cannot be done,
for so doing would eliminate ““a narrative hiatus between the end of chapter twelve and the
beginning of chapter one, and the required adjustments would change the meaning of the
story.”**Gary R. Jahn questions Schaarschmidt’s account on the grounds that it is made to fit the

phenomenon it seeks to explain, offering his version:

*1' C.J. G. Turner, “The Language of Fiction: Word Cluster in Tolstoy’s The Death of Ivan Ilyich,” Modern
Language Review 65 (1970): 121.

2 Gunter Schaarschmidt, “Theme and Discourse Structure in The Death of lvan Il’ich,” Canadian Slavonic
Papers 21 (1979): 365-366.
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Regarding it as an introduction that, besides affording an opportunity for the traditional
presentation of the central characters and situation, is rich in implications for the theme, structure,
and dominant images of the subsequent text. Thematically, it establishes the contrasting postures
of decorous indifferences and spiritual unease as irreducible polarities in an implied debate about
the appropriate attitude to the protagonist’s death. Structurally, it creates an expectation of the
more complete portrait of Ivan and his life, which is supplied in chapters 2 through 12. In
accomplishing this, it incorporates one of the story’s central images: that of the enclosing or
bordering effect of the black frame of Ivan’s death notice and the edge of his coffin. These early
expressions of the force that confine and crush the protagonist are extensively developed in
chapters 2 through 12 and are ultimately reincarnated in the image of the black bag in chapter 9
and echoed again in chapter 12 when “what had been oppressing him and would not leave him
was all dropping away at once, from two sides, from ten sides, from all sides]...]Finally, it may
be suggested that chapter 1 performs the hortatory function of inviting the reader to assume the
role of observer and judge so conveniently abandoned at the very end of the chapter by Peter
Ivanovich’s hasty departure for an evening of cards. Thus, the reader is subtly instructed as to the
approach to be adopted towards what follows; deciding the significance of the death of Ivan
Ilyich has become the duty of the reader.”

Jahn’s nuanced treatment of the problem of chapter one suggests many a fruitful direction for

analysis. I should supplement Jahn’s account with my reading of how the narrative form Tolstoy

is using does relate to his exposition of the phenomenological experience of death and dying as

connected to human individuality, itself an unfolding project embedded in culture, history,

language.

Tolstoy’s decision to place the content of chapter one, that is, his phenomenological

description of the reception by Ivan Ilyich’s colleagues of the news of his death, in the beginning

of his narrative serves to capture and present death under the aspect of how it appears in

everyday life. The unifying theme of chapter one, then, is, in Tolstoy’s rendering death as the

death of nobody, that of a phenomenon belonging to no one in particular. That is, while everyone

registers a state of affairs under which no communication is possible with the human project

known under the name of Ivan Ilyich, the latter appears only in the form of anticipated changes

each of the people present during the conversation projects for himself. The individualizing

» Gary Jahn, The Death of Ivan Ilich: an Interpretation (New York: Maxwell Macmillan International,

1993), 38-39.
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narrative weave of Ivan Ilyich’s life is altogether absent from this collective reflection. Via the
juxtaposition the opening chapter where the death of Ivan Ilyich appears as if a composite
perception, an intersection of the points of view on this event by the people who knew him, with
the following chapters, where the linear narrative of Ivan Ilyich’s life is presented, formally,
Tolstoy captures the most widespread unconscious reaction to mortality. He shows people’s
fleeing from death. He thus captures one of the guises under which culturally coded is the
negativity of the here-and now, the transience of the human self constantly recreating itself and
in so doing fleeing by way of busying itself with the trifles of the everyday.

At the same time Tolstoy shows that the death of the other can only be imagined. It is
always someone’s project coming to an end, and never as one’s own, even though death as
coming to the end of writing of oneself cannot belong to anyone else, for it is always one’s own.
If the first chapter of the story shows the death of Ivan Ilyich as that which belongs to someone
else, the remaining chapters present a highly personal, most individuated account of Ivan Ilyich’s
being as dying. This is accomplished through a narrative of a progressive actualization of the
power to be the origin of one’s self as a self-created narrative. And this is an actualization behind
which a realization that the power to self-project, while connected with the world of things
cannot itself be externalized, never appears. By thus presenting two very different takes on death
within the narrative boundaries of a single story, Tolstoy shows the paradoxical doubling that
defines death as a constituent of human being-in-the-world that Heidegger calls being-towards-
death.

Examining how being-towards-death manifests itself in the everyday, the philosopher
observes that:

In the publicness with which we are with one another in our everyday manner, death is ‘known’
as a mishap which is constantly occurring — as a “case of death.” Someone or other “dies,” be he
neighbor or stranger. People who are no acquaintances of ours are “dying” daily and hourly.
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“Death” is encountered as a well-known event occurring within-the-world. As such it remains in
the inconspicuousness characteristic of what is encountered in an everyday fashion. The “they”
has already stowed away [gesichert] an interpretation for this event. It talks of it in a fugitive
manner, either expressly or else in a way which is mostly inhibited, as if to say, “One of these
days one will die too, in the end; but right now it has nothing to do with us.”**

The above excerpt accurately illustrates Tolstoy’s vision of death as presented in chapter one,
particularly by the narrative discord it forms with the linear narrative other chapters form. For
what is chapter one if not a “case of death” resonating “in the publicness with which we are with
one another?” Who is Ivan Ilyich if not that ‘someone’” whose death is the best corollary that as
long as one lives death remains understood “as an indefinite something, which, above all, must
duly arrive from somewhere or other, but which is proximally not yet present-at-hand for oneself,
and is therefore no threat?”

The narrative estrangement in the first chapter presents a vision of death as a
phenomenon of the everyday, as a perspectival plurality accompanying death in the public sphere.
Tolstoy’s depiction of dying as an ontological limit pointing to a possibility of an authentic
existence that remains covered up until the human project runs to its completion is so convincing
exactly because of the formal containment of various aspects of this phenomenon. It is never me,
so not here and not now. But it is me. It is me, but not me, the “I” of the here and now, but
another me, the “I” of the there and then. Because that other me, while fully real, hasn’t
happened yet, the necessity of acting in the here and now as the only truly real me can be
postponed indefinitely. By virtue of its inevitability, death as a limit of consciousness is
connected with the immediacy of one’s “self-moving” present. The pure negativity of thought,
among other things, conceives its power of negation as an event happening to a physical body. It

does so without registering that it itself is its own moving limit, meaning that consciousness

** Heidegger, Being and Time, 296-297.
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while irreducible to pure thinking alone sees its sense-certainty (my immediate awareness of the
heterogeneous sensory fields right now with no further elaboration) as a limit which belongs to
an altogether different ontological realm. But there is only one me. Before we turn to chapter
one, to see how, by rendering the death of Ivan Ilyich as that of a paradigmatic other, Tolstoy
captures the domestication of death in the everyday as constitutive to human culture by virtue of
using language and symbolic representation, we must consider some critical responses to the

story that philosophers and philosophically-minded critics have produced.

1.4. Ivan Ilyich and Some Philosophically-minded Critics

Philosophers and literary critics writing on philosophical motifs in Tolstoy in a
systematic way have approached the Heidegger and Tolstoy topic in very different ways, their
studies not particularly numerous.”> While only few share Walter Kaufmann’s conviction that
“Heidegger on death is for the most part an unacknowledged commentary on The Death of Ivan
Ilyich,”™ they seem to agree that Tolstoy’s profound artistic intuitions expressed in the story

either helps problematize Heidegger’s account of timeliness and the human,?’ or provide an

23 See Roberto Bernasconi, “Literary Attestation in Philosophy: Heidegger’s Footnote on Tolstoy’s The
Death of Ivan Ilyich,” in Philosophers’ Poets, ed. David Wood (London and New York: Routledge, 1990), 7-36;
Zoltan Hanady, “Ivan Ilyich and Existence Compared to Death: Lev Tolstoy and Martin Heidegger,” Acta Litteraria
Academiae Scientiarum Hungaricae, 27(1-2) (1985): 3-15 and “Bytie k smerti: Tolstoi i Khaidegger,” Croatica et
Slavica ladertina V (2009): 473-492; Natalie Repin, “Being-Toward-Death in Tolstoy’s The Death of Ivan Il’ich:
Tolstoy and Heidegger,” Canadian-American Slavic Studies 36, 1-2, (2002):101-132; William Spanos, “The Death
of Ivan Ilyich: A Temporal Interpretation,” in De-Structing the Novel: Essays in Applied Postmodern Hermeneutics,
ed. Troy Leo Orr (New York: The Whitson Publishing Company, 1982), 1-64; and William Irwin’s “Death by
Inauthenticity: Heidegger’s Debt to Ivan II’ich’s Fall,” Tolstoy Studies Journal XXV(2013): 15-21.

*® Walter Kaufmann, Discovering the Mind (New York, McGraw-Hill, 1980), vol.2, 214.
*" Bernasconi, unlike Kaufmann and Spanos, both of whom view Tolstoy’s moralizing as precluding him
from establishing a unity with Heidegger, asks whether he should take at the face value the philosopher’s expressed

self-renunciation of the moralizing tone evoked by his language. Bernasconi who, rightly points in his critique of
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additional line of evidence in its favor.”® They thus focus on a narrow range of philosophical
aspects of the two works, losing the sight of how these aspects relate to the formal and thematic
peculiarities of the text as a whole. Neither Bernasconi nor Spanos, let alone Kaufman, thinks it
worthwhile to connect, in a way other than offering of a symbolic reading, the narrative break
between chapter one and the rest of Tolstoy’s text with the Heidegger’s concept of ontological
difference or the peculiarity of death as finitude in relation to the individual. And because this
break is both formal and thematic it warrants more philosophical scrutiny because its double
character suggests an articulation of an underlying philosophical problem. That the “break” is
shown to be of at least two kinds irreducible to one another suggests that articulated a “thought,”
“concept” of a break. Of what this concept is I will try to make clear.

The standpoint from which literary scholars tackle the dialogue between various
ontological structures of being in its unique mode of existence available only to human beings is
such that at the expense of the methodological rigor and precision of meaning, which their
philosophical colleagues provide, they approach Tolstoy’s text looking for ways to show how his

method of addressing the fundamental structures of human existence furnishes an alternative

Kaufman and Spanos that a philosophical interpretation of the story carried in the spirit of Emmanuel Levinas will
lead to an impasse as far as “the question of the character and legitimacy of philosophical readings of literature,”
offers instead to focus on how effectively Ivan Ilyich serves Heidegger as anthropological data set with which to
probe his theory. He writes: “Heidegger’s reference to “The Death of Ivan Ilyich” serves not only to confirm the
account of everyday Being-towards-death, but also to mark a place where the factical idea of authentic existence
intervenes. As Heidegger subsequently admitted, such ideas had inevitably determined the formal analysis from the
outset. To put it in another way, Heidegger would subsequently attempt an existentiell confirmation of the
existential structures in an effort to save fundamental ontology from being reduced to the status of an arbitrary
fiction. Meanwhile, this footnote reference to Tolstoy’s story was a kind of holding operation, a temporary measure,
although perhaps not without permanent consequences for the meaning of Being and Time,” in Bernasconi,
“Literary Attestation in Philosophy: Heidegger’s Footnote on Tolstoy’s The Death of Ivan Ilyich,” 19, 21.

¥ While the way Spanos’ treats temporality in Tolstoy— the rapidly increasing perception of temporality in
the story mirrors its transformation in Ivan Ilyich— is convincing, his reading remains selective, and Bernasconi is
right in saying that he is “inclined to see only those aspects of Tolstoy’s story which are in conformity with his
picture of Heidegger,” in Bernasconi, “Literary Attestation in Philosophy: Heidegger’s Footnote on Tolstoy’s The
Death of Ivan Ilyich,” 15.
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system of thinking about eternal questions. Tolstoy is either seen as someone whose
understanding of the gravity of the existential predicament matches the profundity of
Heidegger’s vision, while using a different medium for its philosophical exposition,** or as the
author of the text whose juxtaposition with Heidegger allows putting the two classics in a

productive dialogue.>® One of such critics is Zoltan Hanady. As Natalie Repin explains,’' “he

% «“Tolstoy, in The Death of Ivan II’ich, has indeed succeeded in anticipating the main features of what
Heidegger calls the authentic understanding of death, being-towards-death. And while it would be indeed
problematic, on a variety of counts, to claim that Tolstoy constitutes a precedent to Heidegger’s existential analytic,
the comparison should underscore and make conspicuous Tolstoy’s merits as regards his subtle, highly original, and
in many ways “precocious,” in spite of his age, or perhaps because of it, fashion of relating to death. One has to be
aware of chronological seduction, which regrettably does not take into consideration the added value of
hermeneutical augmentation and reads the final result back into the beginning while losing the entire process of
mediation between the two. Consequently, what is obliterated is the historicity of understanding, which some claim
is the essential mechanism of human awareness and cognition. The entire analysis of this essay seems to warrant the
conclusions that it is Tolstoy’s uniquely sophisticated understanding of death that maintains readers’ interest in this
particular work, considered important even today on philosophical, not only artistic, grounds. To that effect,
however, Heidegger’s interpretation of death is essential in that it mediates, accommodates, and augments Tolstoy’s
philosophical relevance, for the former may be viewed as both as inadvertent elucidation of the latter and an
incentive to its reappropriation,” writes Repin in her “Being-Toward-Death in Tolstoy’s The Death of Ivan Il’ich:
Tolstoy and Heidegger,”131-132.

3% “Toncroit He co3man Gurocodun cMepTH, 9TO caeTan Hemenkuii purocop M. Xaiizerrep. Pycckuii
nUcaTeslb TBOPUII HE B )KaHpe TeopeTHdeckoil (unocoduu, a B xaHpe XyIoKeCTBeHHOH MeTadu3nku. Ho nx
MPOU3BEICHHS U CErOHS IOYYUTENbHBI ¥ aKTyalnbHbL. [loToMy 4TO TaM, TA€ HeT 3K3UCTEHIMOHAIEHOTO OTHOLICHHS
YenoBeKa K CMEpPTH, HeT M HacToAwero 3toca. O6a cephe3HO OTHOCHIMCH K CMEPTH, IOTOMY YTO CEPhE3HO
OTHOCHJIMCh U K %H3HU. OHU TOJIKOBAJIA CMBICI OBITHS C TOPH30HTA cMepTH. Xaiiaerrep u ToncToi, Kaxaplii
CBOMMH CpPEICTBaMH, Ha CBOHX (HI0CO(PCKOM H XyTOKECTBEHHOM S3BIKAX, IPEAYIIPEKAACT: CMEPTh SABIISETCS
KOHIIOM CYILIECTBOBAaHHS B MHpE. DTO O3HAYaeT He TOIBKO TO, YTO KaXKIBIil YEIOBEK CMEPTEH, HO M TO, UTO Jto0ast
BO3MOXKHOCTB UYeJIOBEKa HCTOPHUIECKH ClTydaiiHa, MPpexoAsia U HeIOBTOPUMA, CIIEA0BATENBHO, )KU3HD HEJIb3s
pacTpaTuTh OGecCMBICTICHHO U OecrienbHo. JKU3Hb He UMeeT 3apaHee JaHHOro cMbicia. OT HaC 3aBUCHT, IPUIAUM
T MBI e cMBIcT. He Tobko Hamta )Ku3Hb ()OpMHpPYET Hallle IPEACTAaBICHHE O CMEPTH, HO M HaIlle IIPEJICTaBICHUE O
cMepTH (popMHpYeT Hally u3Hb. OHO HaBA3BIBAET HAM BCEOOLINIT 0043aTeNbHbI HPABCTBEHHBIH 3aKOH, KOTOPOMY
BCE JIFOJIU JIOJDKHBI MOUUHATHCs,” writes Hanady in “Bytie k smerti: Tolstoi i Khaidegger,” 489-490.

(Tolstoy did not develop a philosophy of death; Heidegger did. The Russian writer created not in the genre of
theoretical philosophy, but in one of artistic metaphysics. Yet their works are still actual and informative today. It is
so because where there is no existential relation to death, there is no real ethos. Both thinkers treated death seriously
because they treated life seriously. They understood the meaning of being from within the horizon of death.
Heidegger and Tolstoy, each through their own means, in their philosophic and artistic languages, warn: death is the
end of existence in the world. This means not only the fact that every man is mortal, but also that man's every
possibility is historically contingent, finite and inimitable, and, that, because of this, therefore, one can't squander
life without living it in way that invites reflection and planning. Our life doesn't have a pre-determined meaning. It
depends on us whether what meaning it will have. Not only our life shapes our notion of death, but our notion of
death, too, shapes our life. It imposes on us a universal and necessary law which all people must obey.)

3! I must say that Repin’s patronizing attitude toward her colleague Zlotan Hanady, whose vision of the
historicity of understanding as an essential mechanism of human awareness and cognition is a “common and
recalcitrant mistake. ..characteristic of what is perhaps the most comprehensive study of the Heidegger-Tolstoy
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succumbs to the illusion that Heidegger’s analysis of death is already to be found in full-blown
presence in Tolstoy’s The Death of Ivan Il’ich,” while “the truth appears to be in the contrary,
that it was Heidegger whose work made transparent the significance of Tolstoy’s achievements
by showing the ripened version of it. Again, the problem lies in the mirror illusion of

hermeneutics.”**

While Repin may be right about the futility of thinking about the significance
of influence in view of other possibilities opening up through a dialogical reading, she, herself,
does not deliver what she promises. Following her extended summary of Heidegger’s magnum
opus in part one of her paper with a little other than a motley selection of quotes from Being and
Time and Ivan Ilyich in parts two and three, she does not give a detailed account of “the retrieval
of Tolstoy’s implied critique of everydayness and conception of death as implemented in the
story of Ivan Ilyich.”*®> Moreover, Repin errs in her sketch of Heidegger’s philosophy on
virtually every page of her article.’® All in all, Repin’s inquiry does not address the problem
literary scholars should be particularly attuned to. The problem is as follows. If death is what
allows an individual human project be as a whole, and if death is what makes oneself through the
state of anticipatory resoluteness be the master of her future, then there has to be a connection

between death and narrativity. This interpretative freedom that the dynamic interpretative

relating of the episode, in which we engage every day in defining who we are, must be connected

relation on the matter of death” surprises me even more than her omission to include any of the articles on the work
on Heidegger and Tolstoy in her bibliography.

* Ibid.
33 Heidegger, Being and Time, 102.

*For Heidegger specialists and readers with some philosophical training I provide here the examples
discovered on three randomly chosen pages from Repin’s “Being-Toward-Death in Tolstoy’s The Death of Ivan
1l’ich: Tolstoy and Heidegger”: on page 104 she writes “Death serves that very coil that produces the recoil from
inauthentic to authentic existence, which are both tied in a causal connection, but still do not operate automatically”;
on 107 “The fact that both Dasein and das Man die means that both must have some kind of recourse to death, which
in turn signifies that each of them does have some understanding of death”; and on 111 “This is the moment when
the question of the transition from existentiality to authenticity is posited”. There are many more.
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with human temporality as the horizon of intelligibility, including its “subjective corollary,”
one’s “inner curvature” Care [Sorge]. This means that what must be present is a perspective of
meaning and significance fundamental to how we arrange various elements of the world as we
experience it. This task remains unfulfilled, and I will try to contribute to the future solution of
this problem in this chapter.

The most succinct and precise” treatment on death and inauthenticity in Tolstoy yet
written is one by William Irwin, who, while stressing the effectiveness of the existential message
both texts convey,® does not tackle the question of how narrativity as such and the narrative
peculiarity of Ivan Ilyich are both connected with how Tolstoy understands the problem of
human rootedness in the everyday and of the resources available for turning one’s project into a
flourishing human life.

To avoid these pitfalls, we must proceed slowly. We will first look at the formal and
thematic peculiarities of chapter one and ponder its philosophical significance as a
phenomenological account of Ivan Ilyich’s death, that is experienced by the other, namely his old

friend Petr Ilyich. We will pay special attention to the stylistic devices Tolstoy uses to convey

3% Irwin understanding of Heidegger is more nuanced than Repin’s, but his account leaves much to be
desired. In his text technical errors, e.g., when he uses existence interchangeably with (Zu-sein) to be, occur together
with the overly simplified concept like “the One” (das Man) whose primary mode of being he lists as “a public
identity and meaningless chatter of the crowd,” but whose vital importance as partaking in the backbone of the
intelligibility of the totality of background practices he entirely misses, just as he does the paradoxical function of
the structural elements that Heidegger calls falling which has to do not so much with fleeing as choosing to go with
the flow, but with our doing anything we do being a certain aberration from the trajectory of the normal that
reinforces the social matrix nevertheless.

36 «As Heidegger would insist, the point in coming to accept the fact of one’s own inevitable death is not
morbid preoccupation. The contemplation of death is not meant to make us depressed and fearful in our actions.
Quite the contrary, coming to terms with the inevitability of our own death is just the thing to make our existence
authentic” If we can own the fact of our unavoidable death, we can own ourselves. For that we do not need to wait
for a deathbed conversion, why should we?” writes Irwin in his “Death by Inauthenticity,” 21. What he entirely
misses is that that kind of conversion for it to be anything more than a mere assurance of the kind “you’re free
because you are going to die anyway” requires a whole different structure of temporality, one with no past and no
future, but remembered past and anticipated future. Also has to be shown how our thinking about spatial boundaries
and extended entities conditions our thinking about temporality and existence as a continuous mode of being outside
of oneself always stretch toward some “I gotta to because.”
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the paradoxical presence of death in life in its appearance as an utmost limit of one’s personal
project distanced by multiple layers of signification. We will also examine the function of the
contrast the primary mode of access to death by the other, namely, its always appearing as a
perished body-thing that used to belong to some I-thing, that chapter one establishes in relation
to the rest of the story in which Tolstoy presents the individual temporality of Ivan Ilyich’s life
as a separate narrative.

We will then switch to Heidegger’s analytics of how human projects unfold as time,
paying particular attention to both divisions of Being and Time. So doing will allow us to avoid
reducing Heidegger’s nuanced account of self-determination, available to man in view of the
interpretative dimension of his project grounded in the structure of temporality itself, to an
existentialist doctrine urging one to be free because there is nothing to her being other than
existing in the now. In conclusion, I will discuss the sacred as it appears in the dialogical
perspective that a comparative reading of the texts of Tolstoy and Heidegger allows us to
establish. Before looking in detail at chapter one, we should briefly sketch the horizon of the
contradiction between Heidegger and Tolstoy’s thought over the ultimate source of intelligibility,
creative freedom self-determination, and the role of the sacred.

We have already seen that for Heidegger the sacred, if thought of as the privileged center
of meaning in a culture, that is, one whose foundation has its validation in a source external to
this culture, while it itself serves as the ultimate criterion for various laws and customs within it,
is just another manifestation, of predominantly institutional form, of the very externalizability
and universality of the perspective of meaning and significance. This perspective is operant in
the world subjectively and objectively but its ontological account might do well without the

Judeo-Christian God. Heidegger, in other words, is simply not interested in defining the place of
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God within the self-transcending system of world-time that enables the human project to exist as
a self-relational structure. Continuing the mystical tradition of Meister Eckhart and Hegel, in his
phenomenological anthropology, Heidegger seeks to completely sever his ties with the doctrine
of being as it appears most notably in the metaphysics of Thomas Aquinas, who suggests that the
structure of intelligibility in human life resides in God, because of which fact what something is
always derivative of the fact that it is. Heidegger does not see the separation of existence from
essence as either possible or necessary, suggesting instead that insofar as human ecstatic
temporality 1s predicated on World Time, man exists as a self-interpretation that is only possible
because of the world being a self-differentiating totality of what we could refer to as “quantum
forms.” The structure of these quantum forms is always already intelligible, and while capable of
modification, it is fully “compatible” with the “quantum ego” of the individual project. The
Aristotelian Eternal Mover makes in Heidegger an appearance only in its ensouled hypostasis as
a differentia differans, an entity capable of differentiating itself by recognizing itself in the series
of self-creative acts it can separate from the host of activity flows. I may be typing now, but [ am
never identical with the typing itself, always directed to achieve some goal.

With the assertion that a human being who has grasped the predicament of never existing
past his eternal now is the only kind of God there can be, even if God himself makes this state of
affairs possible in the still uncreated world, Tolstoy would never agree. While the will to freely
choose how to inter-relate one’s action within the boundaries of a personal life story is in part
meaningful in view of the temporal stricture that makes an individual life possible as a self-
conscious repository of experiences, this cannot be the whole story. For Tolstoy, to think that the
world is a multitude of shifting categorial positions, even if their totality included a detailed and

most sympathetic account of a limited point of view belonging to the human subject, is a wrong
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way to think about God. It is so because for Tolstoy existence is not a category that can be either
deduced or formalized in some definitive way.

To think that a complete system of immanently developing categories could ever answer
the question “Why is there something rather than nothing?”” without the figure of God is an act of
hubris, not knowledge. The sacred could never merely be a categorial inkling of the asymmetry
in which various ontological levels that comprise the givenness of the world stand in relation to
one another. The world is not as a secular garden with all things discernible in it together with a
realization that an individual project is, too, its flower. For the sacred always points to that
without which neither the world nor time nor man could possibly be, or that by virtue of whose
benevolence they persist. And the danger of forgetting God lies in giving up one’s creative
freedom and turning into a desire-satisfying mechanism, whose mode of existence is but a
sequence of automatic assemblages of human instrumental knowledge and contextually available
entities. The description in chapter one of the structuring force of interruption that frames Petr

Ivanovich as an acting machine illustrates this godless auto-pilot mode very well.

1.5. Ivan Ilyich: a Phenomenological Close Reading

We get in chapter one a glimpse at the eight hours in the life of Petr Ivanovich during
whose course he learns about Ivan Ilyich’s death, has dinner, visits Ivan Ilyich’s widow, and
goes to his colleague Fedor Vasilievich to play bridge. What makes this chapter particularly
effective is its phenomenological unfolding of Peter Ivanovich’s experiencing of Ivan Ilyich’s
death. What first appears as an obituary in the Vedomosti (The Record) becomes his participation
in a collective act of remembering of what Ivan Ilyich was like that changes into an assessment

of what his disappearance from work could mean for personal career advancement that changes
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into the reinforcement of feeling good about not being the one unable to dodge the blow of death
that changes into the seeing of Ivan Ilyich’s corpse in the presence of his family and listening to
the laments of his widow that changes into the pleasure of still being able to enjoy living as he
breathes fresh air, heading out to Fedor Vasilievich’s.?’

Everything he experiences after learning about Ivan Ilyich’s death is permeated by the
sense of the inevitable and final interruption®® of his own project that for now has been
postponed. Yet the ultimate interruptibility of the individual human project into which we are all
involved is concealed behind the multiple activity-switching acts that are available to us in view
of the different know-hows we find in our culture. The whole can be always split into multiple
intelligible activity-regions in which we choose to situate ourselves attending to some idea of
what we set out to do in life. This dual-potential account of interruptibility-based vision of

human time is exactly what Tolstoy recreates in chapter one together with his vision of the

37 The death of Ivan Ilyich appears for Peter Ivanovich as a succession of multiple activities-episodes
connected with it. The rapidity with which their succession takes place is best seen as fleeing that takes place
through a metonymic dispersal. To capture this fleeing more fully I estrange a summary of Peter Ivanovich’s
activities within the confines of a single sentence whose episodes are strung together with a visible degree of artifice.
I do this as descriptive approximation of how experiential unfolding of the subject takes place within a singular
consciousness in the form of multiple activity episodes.

¥ That is the sense of a connection between the sheer negativity of the absolute abstraction of pure thinking
(my ability to rapidly shift the item boundaries of the content appearing in my mind whether in relation to the
immediate sensory input from the outside world or not) and the necessity with which this power of negating
movement by negating itself as only being a negative movement generates determinate content in the form of
multiple limit-levels/cognitive dimensions-axis alongside which every item of experience can be seen as having
multiple “coordinates” (syn)thesized into the “one” accompanying the process of categorical determination. To the
question of dimensionality of the world of experience Hegel would insist that while no such dimensionality is
possible in the sense of a three dimensional physical world or a four dimensional time space, the most adequate
coordinate approximation of the experiential item would be one plotting the “hottest” aspect under which this or that
thing appears yet keeping in mind all other multiple categorical axis along which the less salient aspects of it are
nevertheless recorded. Idealist dimensionality, then, is akin to a hologram in which most real and closest is the
categorial source of highest situational intensity. The intuition of the inevitable interruption is one’s sense of there
being a connection between the possibility of differential conscious states related to personal narrative possible in
view of the absolute negativity of thinking and there being a limit to a number of moves a self-relating cognitive
center can make while having a unified cognitive experience unfolding under the aegis of a singular life story. In the
departing of the other, though, we tend to see the limit as an “objective notification” of running out of the “user
space,” not as another dimension guise of a self-limiting form because of which we are in the business of daily
(re)creation of ourselves to begin with.
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estrangement of the ultimate interruptibility through personal and collective framing of the
unsayable with different technologies of signification.

Petr Ivanovich learns about the death during the break while he is still at work, and this
news interrupts the course of the discussion. Petr Ivanovich interrupts his after-dinner routine
when he goes to see Ivan Ilyich’s family and is diverted by his widow from following Schwarz
to Fedor Vassilevich’s. The awkward thingness of the world interrupts the normal flow of
activities as a part of Praskov’ia Petrovna’s dress catches furniture, and Petr Ivanovich’s struggle
with the pouf is only brought to an end by Sokolov who interrupts this interruption by
announcing the price the family will have to pay for the place in the cemetery. Lastly, Petr
Ivanovich arrives in time to briefly interrupt the game of cards other people are playing by
joining it.

The functional significance of interruption as it appears in this narrative is double: it is
the sheer faculty to willingly engage in new activities, yet it is also the very tendency to overlook
the singularity of any life-event by categorizing it under the rubric of something familiar and
expected to be done in such-and-such a way.” Interruption is thus both the power to swerve from
any inertia-driven course one chooses to pursue in life, yet it is also the tendency not to swerve

into the position of experiencing the burden of radical indeterminacy which as one field of its

3% That is, while the ultimate differentiation between the situational particulars of the activity I “think-thing”
with a goal in mind and to what extent they actually conform to the “next imagined narrative episode of myself” will
always reside in me, for no official procedure can make my dissertation “actually” finished if I don’t see it that way
and equally no official denial of its actual conforming to its “thought to be finished” can make me see it as
unfinished or rule out the actuality of a dual conflicting perspective, there is nothing I can to fully complete myself
as a narrative project the way I can, for instance, complete another “tactical” move conforming to the always
shifting and unattainable strategy of “being me.” The point is that we tend to forget about the “empty” strategy
center and see, in the sheer possibility of switching between multiple courses of action, the freedom of self-creation
understood as the minimum degree to which one’s will in inhibited or as a widest degree of experiential dispersal
seeking to achieve the highest possible “number” of things done. Tolstoy convincingly shows the illusion of
empowerment through the cult of having things done. While multiple points of interruptibility would suggest a
possibility of instant self-change through an act of free-will, this does not happen as will instrumentalizes
intelligence reducing its scale of action to multiple technical problems occurring at various “tactical installments.”
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possibilities every human being is. Tolstoy captures how this tension plays out as our experience
of the space of human actions.

I have chosen the term “interruption” to foreground our switching between multiple states
and activities we routinely achieve without making it an object of philosophical reflection or
detailed phenomenological description. Another way to describe “interruption” would be to say
that it acts as a limit of multiple acts as which we exist. Every one of these acts has a unique
experience of temporality associated with it and could be called a chronotope, though not in the
sense Mikhail Bakhtin used the term. Writes Bakhtin:

We will give the name chronotope (literally, "time space") to the intrinsic connectedness of
temporal and spatial relationships that are artistically expressed in literature. This term [space-
time] is employed in mathematics, and was introduced as part of Einstein's Theory of Relativity.
The special meaning it has in relativity theory is not important for our purposes; we are
borrowing it for literary criticism almost as a metaphor (almost, but not entirely). What counts for
us is the fact that it expresses the inseparability of space and time (time as the fourth dimension of
space). We understand the chronotope as a formally constitutive category of literature; we will
not deal with the chronotope in other areas of culture.’ In the literary artistic chronotope, spatial
and temporal indicators are fused into one carefully thought-out, concrete whole. Time, as it were,
thickens, takes on flesh, becomes artistically visible; likewise, space becomes charged and
responsive to the movements of time, plot and history. This intersection of axes and fusion of
indicators characterizes the artistic chronotope.

The chronotope in literature has an intrinsic generic significance. It can even be said that it is
precisely the chronotope that defines genre and generic distinctions, for in literature the primary
category in the chronotope is time. The chronotope as a formally constitutive category determines
to a significant degree the image of man in literature as well. The image of man is always
intrinsically chronotopic.®

My understanding of the term is different because I do not restrict the concept of time-place to
the domain of various literary genres. Rather, I use it the way Aristotle, from the ontology of
whose Physics Bakhtin has derived it, would have used the term, if asked to apply Einstein’s idea
of time-space to the scale of individual human life in its everydayness. That is to say, [ use it as

the most elementary unit of time as it is experienced by us: the time of action duration. Because

%0 Mikhail Bakhtin, “Forms of Time and of the Chronotope in the Novel,” in the Dialogical Imagination:
Four Essays by M. M. Bakhtin, tr. Caryl Emerson and Michael Holquist (Austin, Texas: University of Texas Press,
1981), 84-85.
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every one of these actions-durations involves certain equipment, it is most fitting to call it time-
place and not time-space to avoid conceiving of space as some absolute container in which all
that happens “takes place.” Since most everyday activities require “equipment assemblage,” the
“where” of this or that action, in the sense of the “where” in which the action in question “takes
place” becomes strongly associated with this action. Yet while actions require assembled
“places,” the latter are a necessary but not a sufficient condition for the former. The significance
of “interruption,” in view of its connection with the multiple chronotopes of our everyday
existence, is, therefore, twofold. While the activity switching foregrounds the idea that we can
always find ourselves doing something else that has a potential of severing the burden of the past,
or the future imagined in a particular way, without sufficient self-reflection, “interruption”
becomes an act of subjective reorientation that equates a typical place of activity assembly with
the activity associated with it.

Tolstoy shows here how the notion of our physical space as the objective grid-like space
of science into which the sites of human activities are as if “installed” comes to be at odds with
another notion of space. This other notion is a notion of space that emphasizes it not as some
primarily physical locale, a certain where which determines an activity in question, but as a
primarily functional locale, a certain what of activity that determines the where. The fact that the
idea of ultimate interruptibility of one’s personal project infiltrates multiple spaces suggests that
while every one of those spaces is in principle capable of acting as a multiple locus of action,
there is typically a by-default mode of action associated with the physical boundaries enclosing
that space. That is, the fact that we are fluent with the rules of multiple cultural stagings in which

we are involved, much too often obscures our power to performatively modify the piece in

51



question, suggesting instead a way of existing as active participation in multiple stagings, each of
which offers limited or no degree of improvisation.

During its business hours, the courtroom is a place where cases are heard. When on their
lunch break courtroom workers can talk about other matters. Because of our familiarity with the
character of the by-default fragmentation of the world, its objective character weighs heavily on
how we think about space in time, forgetting that the particular arrangement of the physical
configuration of sites featuring various activities would be impossible without the interruptibility
which defines these activities as what they are by placing a temporal boundary upon them. The
repetitive, enclosed givenness of human activities lures us into seeing them as rooted in the
objective realm. Instead of seeing sites of activities as cultural temples where a local deity dwells
for as long as there is a religious service, we think of this service as something that itself
solidifies into the physicality of the temple and then recreates itself by itself.

This vision of human activity, in turn, leads one to thinking about time as a large region
of empty space that within the course of one’s life begins to get filled with things seen as
location-events. Yet the way Tolstoy describes Ivan Ilyich’s corpse suggests that the space as the
experienced space of human project is the exact opposite of the one dominated by the location-
event inertia. In fact, he equates the location-event inertia character with the property of a corpse:

The dead man lay, as dead men always lie, in a specially heavy way, his rigid limbs sunk in the
soft cushions of the coffin, with the head forever bowed on the pillow. His yellow waxen brow
with bald patches over his sunken temples was thrust up in the way peculiar to the dead, the
protruding nose seeming to press on the upper lip. He was much changed and grown even
thinner since Peter Ivanovich had last seen him, but, as is always the case with the dead, his
face was handsomer and above all more dignified than when he was alive. The expression on
the face said that what was necessary had been accomplished, and accomplished rightly.*!

I Leo Tolstoy, The Death of Ivan Ilyich, tr. Louise and Aylmer Maude (New York: Health Science
Publishing Corporation, 1973), 10. Unless otherwise indicated, this translation is used throughout this dissertation.
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The fixed certainty of the spatially-determined position of the dead is the intelligible with which
what once used to be associated with self-determination is now just a thing to behold; Tolstoy
lays bare the device in showing death interwoven within the tapestry of the background practices.
It is domesticated by being made a thing whose thingness masks the fact that it has nothing to do
with the empirical realm of perishable objects amidst which we find ourselves, that it is
principally different from croaking, perishing, or coming to an end.

Tolstoy treats this domestication subtly and on multiple levels. Firstly, the news of
anyone’s death always arrives in someone else’s actual reality, creating a stark contrast between
the ultimate disappearance of the world and the very buoyancy of existence as the source of
everything happening in it:

“Gentlemen,” he said, “Ivan Ilyich has died!”

“You don’t say so!”

“Here, read it yourself,” replied Petr Ivanovich. Handing Fedor Vasilievich the paper,

still damp [ceedrcuii, naxyuuii ewe nomep] from the press.*

The sensuous immediacy of the material medium through which the news conveys, signifies,
points to the certainty, the sheer presence of the consciousness whose intentional act is about to
capture some image of Ivan Ilyich. The way of being present of this consciousness, given with
the distinctiveness similar to that of the sensory experience of holding the paper, clashes with the
irreversible absence of a human person, which, in turn, forcefully suggests yet another inevitable
interruption awaiting the beholder.

Secondly, apart from serving as a proof of one’s being alive (I see a dead body, therefore
I am alive) the contemplated paraphernalia associated with the earthly affairs of the departed soul

create an exchange economy of loss. Appearing in the realm of language, the fact of loss

generates multiple networks of new meanings on which the weave of the social fabric depends to

* Tolstoy, The Death of Ivan Ilyich, 7.
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a large degree. It also serves to strengthen the pull of publicity, the indestructibility of the
intersubjective character of the totality of the background practices inextricable from the world
of human culture. It will happen to everyone, but we know what to do. At a funeral, the
collective narrative framing of an individual complexity extinguished becomes one of the
sacraments administered in the church of the everyday. The comforting presence of the
community that “has seen” and knows “what to do” suggests also that there is a right way to do
things, a right way to live, and that it, too, knows this way.

That everyone’s first thought of Ivan Ilyich has to do with his death as an opening for
“changes and promotions it might occasion among themselves or their acquaintances” is not
merely a depiction of a godless world driven by avarice and career ambition. Much more
important is that these changes are desirable precisely in view of the limited availability of the
privileges and identity that a professional position like the one that used to belong to Ivan Ilyich
might afford. This valuation of identity in view of its inevitable disappearance is what arouses
““in all who heard it the complacent feeling that, “it is he who is dead and not I.”* It becomes a
means to assert the meaning and significance of one’s living a life merely by virtue of having
some participatory power in one’s project. In this case dying is compared to a bad decision and
this is precisely Schwarz’s judgment, which he conveys when by winking at Peter [vanovich, he
as if tells him “Ivan Ilyich has made a mess of things—not like you and me.”

Peter Ivanovich inquires into what Ivan Ilyich’s last days were like, “as though death was
an accident natural to Ivan Ilyich but certainly not to himself”. Appearing as narrative, language
provides distance from the brute singularity of the traumatic event. The ultimate diffusion of the

sheer impact of the other’s death happens through its metonymic dispersal. Social sanity is

“Tolstoy, The Death of Ivan Ilyich , 8.
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resilient. Its symbolic fragmentation of one’s death supplies through ritual a scenario of the
always “untimely, tragic departure,” represented metonymically during the service through

- 44
“candles, groans, incense, tears, and sobs.”

The voicing of the funereal alphabet is an act of
social solidarity asserting the indestructibility of the run of things.

Tolstoy chooses Schwarz as a character most representative of this eradicable optimism
over the inertia of the everyday; he is someone “whose very look said that the incident of a
church service for Ivan Ilyich could not be a sufficient reason for infringing the order of the
session—in other words, that it would certainly not prevent his unwrapping a new pack of cards
and shuffling them that evening while a footman placed four fresh candles on the table: in fact,
that there was no reason for supposing that this incident would hinder their spending the evening
agreeably.”® For Tolstoy it is the same run of things whose corrupting influence masks the
radical indeterminacy of being by creating a semblance of human presence as a thinking thing
finding itself among other thinking and simply extended things.

The sheer momentum of the kaleidoscopic frenzy in which one exists as a changing
pattern of multiple engagements with things and people, an engagement directed primarily to
achieve personal goals, is what allows ridding oneself of the burden of responsibility.*® Instead
of fully appreciating the significance of there always being a space for choosing at all, one

chooses to be overwhelmed by the number of options she has and desirability of possible

outcomes. That Ivan Ilyich dies at forty-five, “a member of the Court of Justice” is, for Tolstoy,

“Tolstoy, The Death of Ivan Ilyich , 15.

* Tolstoy, The Death of Ivan Ilyich, 11.

%6 T am aware of the resonances this word might have, and do not mean it as another mythologeme of the
suppressive code of culture. Rather by responsibility I mean precisely one’s attunement of the practice of a unique

responding to one’s project and situation.
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only a physical confirmation of the truly wretched spiritual state into which he allows the inertia
of the everyday to take him as he is striving to achieve yet another interruption.

Because Tolstoy’s thematization of human oblivion through collective self-forgetfulness
by way of constant switching among various activities, as well as his thematization of the
necessary yet often lethal role of the influence of background practices over one’s personal
project of existing are both prominently present in chapter one, we now have to consider the role
of the narrative interruption in how chapter one stands in relation to the rest of the text. Other
than a profound observation that death is a unique phenomenon and that it is available to the
living as something mediated through the cultural practices whose purpose is to diffuse, through
however complex a system of signification, the mysterious substitution of the existing human
being with the rapidly decomposing physical body, chapter one’s position of radical distance
from the story is also Tolstoy’s self-conscious positioning of it in between the two literary
paradigms within the Russian tradition to which we could broadly refer to as classical and
modernist. By singling out subjective experience and suggesting that our grasp of reality is
conceptual through and through, many, by no means all, works of modernism, whether or not
their authors held any nuanced ontological and aesthetic views, posited the artist’s self as the
highest expression of the self-moving form. Insofar as human beings could exist as self-creating
projects, God was made Man and Man God.

If chapter one by itself is how the story could have been written, the contrast between it
and the rest of text is exactly Tolstoy’s interruption, his halting of the vogue for the assertion of
subjectivity that will come into bloom in the first third of the twentieth century. Tolstoy’s
artistic position is made all the more subtle by his phenomenological approach to the medium-

related possibilities for the perpetuation of the two sets of paradigm-related values. And it seems
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that he was particularly against the type of thinking that made inference from the fact that
Christianity became a first truly global system of temporality, suggesting that Jesus was only a
precursor to a long list of similar technologies, all of which, after having originated in an
individual knower could become a global know-how. Christ was not and could not be a simple
but confused intuition of a zero in a Cartesian system of coordinates or a historically contingent
observer. The relativistic pull Tolstoy could undoubtedly discern in European art circa 1880s
made all the more clear the dual danger of losing man as a subjectivity in the world, which could
either take place through his succumbing to radical skepticism of scientific explanation or
through falling under the spell of the solipsistic annihilation of the world, of which individual
consciousness was always capable. What Tolstoy convincingly shows is that put side by side the
two takes on the world in their incongruence give a much more truthful account of the
complexity of human being-in-the-world.

It is as if Tolstoy first offers the reader to consider a short story that posits death as an
infinitely remote phenomenon obscured by layers of discourse, and then presents a conventional
chronological narrative, which too can be read in a stand-alone mode, in which the reader has
access to the inner universe of the protagonist, within which a human gasping for meaning and
significance is elevated to the level of the universal while retaining its connection to a wholly
individual situation of Ivan’s life. Tolstoy’s conclusion is clear: authorial access and a detailed
rendering of his observations of the inner world of the protagonist, however naive or
authoritarian this narrative’s epistemological presupposition may seem to today’s reader, can
only be supplemented, not supplanted, by one or more external, “objective” points of view. And
yet the sheer multiplicity of narrative perspectives can do little to bring the reader to the real

protagonist of the story that can only be Truth itself.
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For Tolstoy, the multiplicity of interacting perspectives that are always involved in a
description of a unique situation attests not so much to the ontological primacy of the pluralist
view of the world, whose only mode of existence this dispersal into the multiple subjective
viewpoints, however substantiated, each individual and unique, may be, but suggest that the
world might have a source that fully transcends it.*’ It also suggests that the fullest understanding
of the exact fit of the subjectivity in question with those of others might be glimpsed in the
refraction of the protagonist’s actions via multiple subjective narratives. This would allow to
uncover some of the protagonist’s innermost motives, without necessarily suggesting a wholly
skeptical viewpoint.

To do this most effectively Tolstoy creates a system of correspondences between macro-
and microcosms. This he has already done in Anna Karenina (1875-77) in which he chooses the
railroad imagery as a symbol for the interconnectedness of everything in the world, and the
paradoxical relationship in which the laws of nature and those of society as second nature stand,
particularly when it comes to the different patterns of narrative framing with which the novel
abounds.*® The railroad imagery in Anna Karenina is multidimensional. It supplies a metaphor of
the moving location of the personal “where” through which the protagonist delivers herself into
the world of events (the train on which Anna meets Vronsky). Yet insofar as the moving train is

associated with the notion of momentum, as a force into which a physical body is turned as a

7 We could alternatively use the term “cosmic weave” here to suggest that there is something that secures
the very possibility if co-existence and interaction of these viewpoints. This ultimate source of everything is then
what secures the ultimate horizon for the possibility of the narrative perceptivity in culture and human personality.
The ever differentiated multiplicity of the world far from striking Tolstoy as an ontological fact pointing to the
presence of some deity also existing as in the human form as a difference that keeps differentiating itself, pointed to
another equally salient fact of that multiplicity existing at all, which fact seemed for Tolstoy to require God’s
presence in the world.

* For more on framing in Tolstoy see Amy Mandelker’s excellent Framing Anna Karenina: Tolstoy,
Women Question, and Victorian Novel (Ohio: Ohio State University Press, 1994) and Vladimir Alexandrov’s Limits
of Interpretation: The Meanings of Anna Karenina (Madison: Wisconsin University Press, 2004).
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moving mass that has both direction and magnitude, it suggests a certain conflict between private
and public.

Every individual human project is subject to reason as much as it is to its own emotions
and desires. It is impossible without the ever-present actuality of the faceless matrix of
normativity, or the realm of the social, necessary for the continued intelligibility of the world, or
the universal. Written over a decade later, Ivan Ilyich features a more nuanced account of the
tragic fall of the protagonist to the de-individualizing power of cultural momentum. This
momentum shows personal fall not as a possibility inherent in the secular world, but as an
unavoidable state of being of the individual human project, who cannot withstand the creative
intensity of the self as a continuous recreation of the world and chooses instead to be carried by
the multiple currents of the average understanding, whose primary mode of being is abstraction
that needs not be bothered with the particulars. Tolstoy does this without demonizing culture as a
fall into the untruth, but suggests that in the absence of a system of core values, there is a serious
danger of turning the totality of what has been collectively achieved by humanity, into a mere
multiplicity of means of differentiating one’s desires through inscribing them within multiple
systems of differential signification, the pattern of whose ever-changing hierarchy a given
culture can be said to be. The code is as threatening as is the increasing narrowing of the human
into a functional range of what today would be called subject positions. It is rendered as
threatening because the chronological narrative of Ivan Ilyich’s life shows this thingly dispersal
of the self, shows its spiritual death as actually happening on an account of Ivan Ilyich’s utmost
desires.

During his formative years Ivan Ilyich never opens himself up to fully experience life:

“All the enthusiasms of childhood and youth passed without leaving much trace on him; he
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succumbed to sensuality, to vanity, and latterly among the highest classes to liberalism, but
always within limits which his instinct unfailingly indicated to him as correct.”* In the absence
of life experience the unfailing instinct of this kind can only be the voice of average, de-
individualized understanding of what one does.”® Heeding to this voice is a self-directed course
for uprooting all sense of individuality, for living in blind conformity to the rigid matrix of “what
is done” is nothing other than reducing the complexity of one’s particular situation for the sake
of its safe interpretation by the Other, whose vigilant eye accompanies us in everything we do. In
a similar vein he attends to the sensual pleasures of life in the beginning of his career, still in his
early twenties. In debauchery Ivan Ilyich manages to remain immoral in the most moral way: “all
this was done was done with such a tone of good breeding that no hard names could be applied
to it. “I1 faut que jeunesse se passe.” It was all done with clean hands, in clean linen, with French
phrases, and above all among people of the best society and consequently with the approval of
the people of rank.””' Tolstoy exposes this take on morality as the mere behavioral consistency
with which the prevalent ideologems of polite society are employed by its members in a variety
of situations, but which in itself is bereft of any value other than functional utility.

The sly solicitousness of the crushing momentum with which the run of things paralyzes

the very faculty of practical reason becomes clear in the formalism with which Ivan approaches

¥ Tolstoy, The Death of Ivan Ilyich, 17.

>0 Heidegger describes the effect of the invisible, but always present eyes of the other that are always
looking. This is what he says in relation to one’s sense of responsibility “The One is there amidst everywhere, but in
such a manner that it has always stolen away whenever Dasein (the individual human project) presses for a decision.
Yet because the One presents every judgment and decision as its own, it deprives the particular Dasein of its
answerability. The One can, as it were, manage to have ‘itself” constantly invoking it. It can be answerable for
everything most easily, because it is not someone who needs to vouch for anything. It “was’ always the ‘they’ who
did it and yet it can be said that it has been ‘no one’. In Dasein’s everydayness the agency through which most
things come about is one of which we must say that ‘it was no one’.
Thus the particular Dasein in its everydayness is disburdened by the One [which] accommodates Dasein if Dasein
has any tendency to take things easily and make them easy,” in Being and Time, 165.

> Tolstoy, The Death of Ivan Ilyich, 18.
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his work in which “especially in his examinations, he very soon acquired a method of
eliminating all considerations irrelevant to the legal aspect of the case, and reducing even the
most complicated case to the form in which it would be presented on paper only in its externals,
completely excluding his personal opinion of the matter, while above all observing every

prescribed formality.”>

Tolstoy’s description of the increasing toll of this blind behavioral
momentum, with which the banality of evil reveals itself, establishes a parallel narrative to Ivan
Ilyich’s illness over whose diagnosis doctors never concur. The problem of chapter one, then,
also points to the disconnect between the spiritual and the material as well as to the problem of
establishing the temporal boundaries demarcating exactly when Ivan Ilyich falls ill.

Tolstoy suggests an alternative narrative of how Ivan Ilyich’s falls ill. And this alternative
ending has at least two readings. The first one stresses how his gradual loss of touch with the
spiritual element comes to an end when he himself first reduces his life aspirations to the realm
of the material and then comes to fully embody this very realm after he dies. The second
interpretation stresses the trajectory of a gradual loss of his materialistic orientation and of a
rekindling of the connection with the spiritual both of which the disease brings.

According to this alternative narrative, then, Ivan Ilyich dies for the first time, when after
his marriage, he begins to live through the thoughts of the future apartment about which he and
his wife are dreaming. Ivan Ilyich’s anticipated future is bereft of the network of dynamic
relations with the world but is thingly throughout: “On falling asleep he pictured to himself how
the reception-room would look. Looking at the yet unfinished drawing-room he could see the
fireplace, the screen, the what-not, the little chairs dotted here and there, the dishes and plates on

the walls, and the bronzes, as they would be when everything was in place. He was pleased by

the thought of how his wife and daughter, who shared his taste in this matter, would be

>2 Tolstoy, The Death of Ivan Ilyich, 19-20.
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impressed by it.”> In so far as the anticipated reaction of his wife and daughter only serves to
confirm his set of criteria behind his esthetic judgments, they become a mere extension of
himself, two things that reflect himself as a particular configuration of things that are not yet. In
so doing Ivan Ilyich relegates the human power of self-determination to the objective realm.

The emptiness of radical indeterminacy which is human essence in view of the uniquely
human way of being in the world via existence is substituted by a representation of a collection
of physical object whose actualization in the here and now his life is supposed to become. The
real death of Ivan Ilyich happens when he recognizes in the diagnosis of the famous doctor he
comes to visit, his own method of approaching individual cases. This recognition is a recognition
of entrusting the burden of situational interpretation and the responsibility lying therewith to the
average everyday gravitational pull of institutional functioning. This recognition is the
recognition of human culture reduced to the sum total of variegated institutional mechanisms,
each helping to reduce the complexity of any situation to a list of predicates, every one of which
a cognitive judgment could put under this or that category. What Ivan Ilyich sees during the visit
is how human spirit is made dead through the reduction of human subjectivity to yet another
physical mechanism whose aggregate the world is. In recognizing himself in the act of the
ontological reduction his doctor undertakes, he also recognizes the fact that for quite a while he

himself has already been dead.

1.6. Ivan Ilyich: In Search of Lost Self

Our reading of Tolstoy’s text has discovered the pivotal role of the narrative break

separating chapter one from the rest of the story. We have shown that as a compositional solution

>3 Tolstoy, The Death of Ivan Ilyich, 27.
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it serves well not only to suggest the discursive framing of the limit situation known as death,
thus preventing its full experience as foundational for human life as an individual creative project,
Dasein, whose ontological weave contains ungroundedness and interruptibility, but also to
highlight the importance of switching among different activities which occurs as a series of
interruptions whose rapid sequence and sheer diversity as if seek to cover up the ultimate
interruption to come.

Apart from expressing Tolstoy’s position toward the onset of the subjective clearly
discernible in European art around the 1880s, the stand-alone mode of chapter one invites us to
such a reading of the story which ponders how reading it alone measures up with reading of it
together with the narrative tracing of the inner history of the character, the news of whose death
is presented as a fact each recipient approaches only from a point of view of utility. Chapter
one’s special status allows Tolstoy to convey the temporality of individual life as a unique
system of experiencing the world.

We have taken Tolstoy’s decision to incorporate the descriptive technique what we would
identify with the phenomenological method in /van Ilyich as a clue to the possibility of an
alternative narrative of Ivan Ilyich’s dying. This alternative narrative is centered on the growing
presence of the thingly pull of the world in Ivan Ilyich’s creative project. His understanding of
life as a project, whose multiple relational networks interact in a way wholly different from the
interactions between things and his understanding of temporality are both skewed toward such an
understanding of being that forgets its fundamental difference from that of another entity
present-at-hand, a physical thing that instead of being used according to its function is merely

looked at, and no more. This happens because Ivan Ilyich falls into the inauthentic mode of
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existence, entrusting himself to the comforting inertia of the average understanding of the world
the one [das Man] always has to offer.

Ivan Ilyich seeks the most comfortable adjustment to the exigencies of the cultural
practices into which he is thrown by birth and not to their modification in view of the unique
interpretation of the Situation of his life-project. Death as an impossibility of any further
possibility suggests that this creative freedom is open to him. The existential reality of death is
attested by the call of conscience uncovering the nullity of one’s self-determination. Ivan Ilyich,
nevertheless, remains within the grasp of the fragmented temporality that posits future as a still
outstanding succession of frames “to be experienced.” Such an understanding of human
temporality overlooks the potency of the narrative component inherent in the very ontological
structure of the existential project. Yet this structure is transparent in its acts of self-
determination as the meaning-making power of the multiple connections between life events and
how they are grouped in the eternal now.

This oversight leads Ivan Ilyich to seeing “more” and “more” of “the present” grow out
of the past. That is, instead of thinking of the past as having weight and significance only in
relation to one’s anticipated state of being, he thinks the past as the origin to which many of the
structures found in his “now” are linked as causally determined. Thus no effort is made to
reinterpret what appears as the external situational necessity in terms of its relation to what
appears as the internal situational component; instead, by simply equating the two, he answers
the existential why with a gesture toward a series of past events all of which supposedly preclude
any other outcome in the here and now. Ivan Ilyich does not recognize himself in his own past

and his future in his present.
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While Tolstoy and Heidegger seem to agree on the lethal hypnosis of what the latter calls
the “inauthentic mode” which Dasein has to withstand to become a master of the future, it seems
that for Tolstoy the death of a forty-five year-old bureaucrat is emblematic of the spiritual
corruption of Russian society, one ushered by the advance of the secular culture with its
emphasis on the individual freedom of being in the world. Self-determination is capable of
leading to such a state of affairs which one of Dostoevsky’s character aptly dubbed a time when
“everything is permitted.” While Tolstoy himself never uses these words, his choice of the
epigraph for Anna Karenina “Vengeance is mine, | will repay,” which frames the tragic fall of
the character who dares to go against tradition seems to suggests that he did not think that
tradition should simply be cast aside as world-changers looked for new ways to do things. His
choice to omit the “sayeth the Lord” part of would otherwise be a quotation from Romans 12:19
suggests this much. One way to interpret this significant omission is to render it as “If you forget
God, you will kill yourself.” What would act as the ultimate horizon of intelligibility and
meaning in the world where “everything is permitted”? And what, according to Tolstoy, one’s
awareness of the ontologically authenticated right to self-authorship could and would do to an
individual who did not fear God?

In his investigation of how primordial time can temporalize itself as infinite, Heidegger
notes the essential relational structure of datability [ Datierbarkeit] that underlies such temporal

99 ¢¢

markers such as “then,” “earlier,” and so on. By relating a state of affairs to a designated instant,
the relating entity, Dasein, expresses itself as being amidst what it describes, thus, addressing
itself interpretatively to the above state of affairs. This bringing to the fore from the darkness of

all there is “based upon a making-present and is possible only as such”** and in it the ecstatical

character of the present lies. As an on-going individual datability of itself in the world, Dasein

>* Heidegger, Being and Time, 460.
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can be seen as an individual point, radiating into a multiplicity of event-episodes in an
interpretative making-present which collapses back into unity with any other such interpretative
act. The children of Chronos need no Christian God. They are godlike because their real self is a
narrative self. Tolstoy would simply think of this as a bad story.

It is clear that in the ontology Heidegger has to offer, there is no place for Christian God
and that the future reconciliation with the divine essence this ontology promises stands in
opposition to the paradigm of the eternal mystical return to the origin. Yet one’s true
understanding of God’s goodness, seen as the very possibility of free-determination overflowing
into the realm of the actual from the realm of the merely possible, would require as the only
positive program for action nothing short of a divine revelation. If all that was internalized was
only the logical consistency of Aristotelian metaphysical notions, but not the actual experience of
one’s mystical participation in the divine, a more likely option was the path of existential excess,
the path characterized by the unbridled self-affirmation in which one’s recognition of her
mortality serves as a license to pursue the infinite in the realm of sensual things. And this
strategy already had a name: nihilism.

For Tolstoy the increasing secularization of Russian society in the late nineteenth
century was bound to result in the spiritual corruption of people like Ivan Ilyich. In the absence
of the traditional system of values the possibility of narrative re-creation of oneself in a unique
way was for Tolstoy a possibility whose divine origin could never be approached, let alone
privatized. The dying Ivan Ilyich wants to ask for forgiveness (prosti) but whispers a request to
let him pass through (propusti). This is significant because his misspeaking points to the
overlooked potential of forgiving as a narrative reconfiguration of reality whose practice is

legitimated by the religious bond a community shares. As Hanna Arendt tells us “only through
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this constant mutual release from what they do, can men remain free agents, only by constant
willingness to change their minds and start again can they be trusted with so great a power as that
to begin something new.”>> Central to Christianity the institute of forgiveness as an act it is

the exact opposite of vengeance. Which acts in the form of re-acting against an original
trespassing, whereby far from putting an end to the consequences of the first misdeed, everybody
remains bound to the process, permitting the chain reaction contained in every action to take its
unhindered course. In contrast to revenge, which is the natural, automatic reaction to
transgression and which because of the irreversibility of the action process can be expected and
even calculated, the act of forgiving can never be predicted; it is the only reaction that acts in an
unexpected was and thus retains, though being a reaction, something of the original character of
action. Forgiving, in other words, is the only reaction which does not merely re-act but acts anew
and unexpectedly, unconditioned by the act which provoked it and therefore freeing from its
consequences both the one who forgives and the one who is forgiven.

The paradox of forgiveness is in that the logic of the narrative reframing of the situation, by
which the culprit is disengaged from what he has done, is rarely looked at as what has self-
determination as a ground of possibility. If I can elevate my relationship with another to a new
level by changing the frame of causal relations within which I might place a variety of life events,
I can surely forgive myself not in the sense of self-eradicating the guilt I might feel for doing
such and such, but by understanding that forgiveness is possible as the very change within the
networks of principle narrative connections that my life-story is. And this narrative is what
makes me what I am.

Forgiveness, then, is an ethical action pointing to the self-transcending essence of human
mind and to narrativity as a form in which the world worlds itself in its conceptual grasp. As
Julia Kristeva eloquently says:

Forgiveness emerges first as the setting up of a form. It has the effect of an acting out, a doing, a
poiesis. Giving shape to relations between insulted and humiliated individuals—group harmony
Giving shape to signs—harmony of the work, without exegesis, without explanation, without

>> Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998), 240-241.

%6 Ibid.
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understanding. Technique and art. The “primary” aspect of such an action clarifies why it has the
ability to reach, beyond words and intellects, emotions and bruised bodies.>’

But in thus ontologizing forgiveness Kristeva herself narratively detaches its “essence” from the
historical and religious contexts from which this practice is inseparable. All the more interesting
is that Jesus himself holds that not only God has the power to forgive, but that this power did not
stem from God.”® He thus sees God more as rational formative principle operating in the world.
Mortals have access to this principle in a way other than being mere vehicles to carry it.

Tolstoy’s choice to separate chapter one from the rest of the story, as well as his choice to
provide a detailed phenomenological description of the self-imposed activity of switching among
multiple activities, in which people in their daily life continue to “fall,” as well as a detailed
description of how spiritual corruption happens in a secular world with its thingly pull—all seem
to suggest that he has an unique answer to the questions of personal responsibility, authenticity,
and religious faith. While he sees the narrative curvature of an individual life possible in view of
its finitude, thus as a necessary condition for a life worth living, he thinks it way too limited to
approach Christian narrative as a late modification of the philosophical account of the eternal
self-differentiating mind of the Aristotelian system.

Tolstoy’s answer to the first alternative of secular understanding of God is clear. My
being-in-the-world is experienced as the flowing individual narrative differentiation of that
which from the start reveals itself as an astonishing intelligible diversity. It is a fact. But from the
fact that a there is number of ways to construe the relational configuration of forms comprising
one’s thought does not follow that completely ruled out is a possibility of a radical

epistemological break between that fact that something is and the fact that everything that is, is

>7 Julia Kristeva, Black Sun (New York: Columbia University Press, 1992), 206-207.
58 Arendt, The Human Condition, 239.
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always a something. When I open my eyes the multitude is always there, yet from this fact of
experience alone, it is in no way clear whether the “is” of this multitude is merely an abstraction
from the determinate concrescence as which this multitude appears in experience, or a
fundamental act that secures the “is” of any determination as actual and not merely potential.
Tolstoy the thinker is ready to define God as the irrefutable fact of there being existence
at all, if by existence is meant actual, not possible being. As a believer, he takes radical
uncertainty over any possibility of coming to faith through the rational deduction of the Divine
as a corollary of the limited creative freedom that man can experience. And no matter what the
narrative intensity of the doubt is, there is no way of knowing when the light will come. As he

himself said “God is that without which it is impossible to live.”*

> Tolstoy, PSS, 23:46.
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Second: Zangezi and the Odyssey of the Russian Poetic Spirit

II. 0. Zangezi and the Phenomenology of the Russian Poetic Spirit

This chapter presents a comparative reading of G.W.F. Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit and
Velimir Khlebnikov’s supertale [ceepxnosecmub] Zangezi (1921),%° the name of whose
narrative hero, I provisionally take to be, in part, an anagram of the German word
Seingeschichte (history of being),®' in part, an allusion to the famous protagonist of Frederic
Nietzsche’s Thus Spake Zarathustra (1883/91).% Approaching the intricacies of Zangezi’s narrative
structure and thematic range from the narrative and philosophic standpoint of the
Phenomenology is fully warranted given the importance Russian Silver Age artists placed on the
suggestibility and the world-changing power of the word [16yo¢]. For one thing, Hegel thought
reality as inclusive of a self-enclosed totality of discursive frameworks, each based on the

converging power of the word and having to be raised to the standpoint of historically actual

5 Unless otherwise indicated I am using Paul Schmidt’s translation of Zangezi.

%11 do not mean Seingeschichte the way Heidegger uses this term to designate the ontological “fall” of
being in western philosophy and the trivialization of the philosophy of presence that followed it. Seingeschichte is
meant, first and foremost, as the history of being whose role in Khlebnikov’s metaphysical system plays nothing
other than human language.

62 See Bernice Glatzer Rosenthal’s New Myth, New World: From Nietzsche to Stalinism (Philadelphia:
Penn State University Press, 2004) for an account that reconstructs the history of how Russian poets, philosophers,
and political activists had been creatively responding to Nietzsche’s ideas which fact influenced the nature of
esthetic and political claims and resolutions voiced by various representatives, among others, of Symbolism,
Futurism, Nietzschean Christianity and Nietzschean Marxism. In chapter three we shall discuss in more detail the
ways in which Hegel’s two key notions (Absolute Knowledge and Absolute Idea) were fundamental to Marx and his
dream of informational transparence elimination the labor-capital binary internationally and Nietzsche and his idea
of individual creative freedom as a continuous struggle to breathe life into the world of culture as a totality of dead
universals amidst which we all always find ourselves and into which every single form of an individuated act
immediately passes the second it reaches completion.
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formation before undergoing further logical concretion.® Khlebnikov’s anti-historicism, on the
other hand, is well known. As I will show in this chapter, the manner of the poetic word’s
journey in time, as it is conceived in Zangezi, is crucial to Khlebnikov’s understanding of the
logic underlying world history. This position reveals a significant influence of the still popular
interpretation of the Phenomenology as God’s journey to consciousness through history that
culminates in some kind of perfect unity named Absolute Knowledge [absolute Wissen].

I argue that Khlebnikov polemicizes with Hegel’s progressive model of human history by
granting the select historical formations (e.g. gods) the ontological status of Platonic ideas. The
triumph over death that in Zangezi takes place in the Plane Twenty One is a triumph of a future
world-historical individual freely choosing how much material from each of the twenty-one
plane-formations is to converge in his here and now. I conclude my comparative reading of
Zangezi and the Phenomenology, by looking at Khlebnikov’s estrangement of the analogy
underlying the structure of the subject in his work. Khlebnikov conceives events from the world
chronicle as partitioned into frames of a single film reel. Combining material from each of the
frames comprising the film of world history allows for the experiential singularity of the
observer approach history as a free dialogue of the past with the future. The consciousness of the
beholder is the projector displaying history on the screen of reality. God appears as an entity
continuously recreating itself in multiple configurative readings of the past by individual artists
as well as artistic communities.

A quick glance at the structure of the Phenomenology is now in order before tackling the
nuances of Khlebnikov’s poetic historiosophy in Zangezi as well as the story of how individual

representatives of Russian poetic logos figure in the narrative of its journey to the standpoint of

% This is only true of the last three sections of the Phenomenology: Spirit, Religion, and Absolute
Knowledge.
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Absolute Knowledge, the notion of the ultimate control over reality achieved through the power

creative ideas can have over life.

II.1. Hegel’s Phenomenology and Khlebnikov’s Zangezi: A Bird’s Eye View

Hegel’s project in the Phenomenology is to provide a dialectical deduction of a
standpoint from which to write a system of speculative logic. The book has eight sections: 1)
Sense-certainty; i1) Perception; ii1) Understanding; iv) Self-Consciousness; v) Reason; vi) Spirit;
vii) Religion; viii) Absolute Knowledge. In the language of Khlebnikov we could say that it has
eight planes. The dialectical progression starts from the point of view of Sense-Certainty, a
position of the philosophical observer who is merely aware of the ever moving limit enclosing
what his consciousness confronts in an act of knowing, but not more. The dialectical progression
in the Phenomenology culminates in Absolute Knowledge, a position of the philosophical
observer, who is aware not only of the historicity of human life, but also of the fact that a system
of speculative philosophy has been actualized through the work of history, and that the minimum
set of categories structuring the human subject, which human personality comprises as God’s
ultimate form of otherness, is yet to be presented.

In (i) Sense-certainty the investigation of forms of consciousness begins with a
hypothesis that no conceptual supplement needs to be provided to what one already experiences
in the here and now. The minimal ontological unit is thus nothing more than an independent
something coming forth to meet perception as a separate, independent whole. But this ostensibly
pure movement of differentiation with no further specification is more than a state of cognitive
awareness: it is perception. To be intelligible this ontological unit must be determined as a

something. This something has to appear in a way other than the indication of the fact that the
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boundaries of the multiple regioning limits we experience in the here and now are moving. This
means that an immediate knowing of any “this” is impossible, because the act of differentiation
of anything, or by anyone, or by anyone of anything from multiple other unified fields that are
“contextually adjacent,” requires further specification of what is meant in the act articulating any
“this.” Thus the minimal possible level of differentiation has to have a form “one/many” to be
intelligible. The simplest ontological configuration of this second-degree differentiation is,
therefore, a [perceptible] thing with properties which we approach in (ii) Perception.

Having made our new ontological unit a thing with properties or one of many, we now
face another problem. It is as follows. Unless we know how one thing with properties relates to
other things with properties through what each of them can do, it is impossible for us to assign
any properties to any enclosed region of space, signifying it as one thing. Because the boundaries
of one thing now appear as determined by multiple patterns of its connection with other things
we move to yet another level of epistemological resolution—that of (iii) understanding. It is so
by virtue of the fact that the realization that we would not be able to differentiate a particular
thing with properties from other things in its “environment”—unless we knew about the multiple
patterns of its interaction with other things [essences]—implies that what we first took to be
perceptible things must be primarily understood as “thought things” or functional positions
within some contextual whole.

In (ii1)) Understanding we investigate how intelligible functional positions of “thought
things” are determined. And sure enough another problem occurs. If our new things with
properties are multiple relational networks whose boundaries are defined in interaction, we are
back where we started, for what is it by virtue of which these networks neither mingle into one

indeterminate network nor are they individuated into ontological units among which there is no
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interaction at all? If we try to escape this difficulty by suggesting a further degree of
differentiation amidst essences to which we may refer to as event (appearance) and which
provides the minimum frame for our understanding of the functional interaction among these
essences, the question immediately arises as to the criterion used to differentiate the single event
frame from all other event frames. If we posit law (fact) as still a higher-order concept, the
problem recurs, for we cannot explain why there isn’t simply either one law of all laws or an
infinite number of laws. The only law operant within the realm of understanding is one of the
power to authenticate anything as actually occurring, to equate different aspects of the manifold
with a certainty of a scientific fact, and thus to assign to it a different ontological status. Essence
thus turns out to be the absolute identity of actuality and the transcendental unity of
apperception, or self-consciousness.

The supposedly detached position of the mind that has been running up until now the
phenomenological thought experiment aimed to describe multiple modes of differentiation
happening within consciousness—thus operant already in the immediate knowing of sense-
certainty—has reached a point where it must account for itself. It has to now admit that it’s the
mind of a living being, whose minimal interiority is its will projected into its environment as a
series of acts through which it asserts itself as living. In other words the self-identity of multiple
intelligible quanta with which we began our investigation has proved to be nothing short of the
unity of self-consciousness as the condition of possibility that is prior to anything differentiated
as actual.

What appears in the first three parts of the Phenomenology seen as an epistemological
narrative, whose provisional hypothesis of what constitutes a minimal ontological unit gets more

and more “concrete” as phenomenological description gets more nuanced, is easy to interpret in
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a very different key. This interpretation is centered not so much on first providing a most general
sketch of what is immediately given and then filling it in, but on the mythical narrative of
consciousness’ immanent development, which begins from the point of view of some Absolute
Being to culminate in the position of a dialogical space-time as which the phenomenological
observer comes to exists as the Universe and the Universe as the phenomenological observer. As
we will shortly see this is exactly the interpretation of the Phenomenology, some aspects of
which Khlebnikov chooses to creatively appropriate, subjecting it to a Platonic ontological
modification, and some of which he chooses to playfully subvert.

That Hegel’s project in the Phenomenology is centered on a dialectical reformulation of
the minimal frame of what is already understood and must be accounted for in the description of
the shape of consciousness is easy to show. Hegel’s epistemic orientation is evident from his
presupposing already some crucial structures of human knowing like memory, language,
subjectivity, objectivity, culture, scientific community, paradigm and others. This is in perfect
accord with the peculiarity of the method of investigation he employs in the Phenomenology: it
is not a science of logic, nor is it a philosophy of either nature or spirit; it is rather a meticulous
description of various modes of consciousness and hierarchies they form that we discover in a
thought experiment which can be replicated in the here and now of any the Phenomenology’s
readers.

The philosophic apprentice begins this thought experiment with the immediate certainty
of what she knows to slowly accumulate the logical concreteness, which the starting point lacks.
Throughout this journey a variety of ontological units (e.g. indexical, things, essences,
potentiality and actuality, subjectivity, objectivity) as well as cognitive faculties (consciousness,

self-consciousness, reason) supporting them are discovered. To Khlebnikov we now turn with an
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eye not only on his mytho-poetic modification of the first three sections of the Phenomenology
but also on his personal quest to overcome history through a discovery of a universal rational key
to all its events. His thought experiment was very different than Hegel’s ascent from abstract to

concrete.

I1.2. Khlebnikov’s Platonic Rebellion against Historicism

A vision of finitude that had much currency in Russian Silver Age Culture was one that
saw human finitude as an obstacle to be overcome by turning life into art and art into life.**
The consensus among Khlebnikov scholars has been that the poet strove to get away from all
totalizing accounts of history like the one often ascribed to Hegel® and saw it as originating in
time that unfolded not in a straight line but in repetitive ways, moving “in waves of
procession and recession, the crests and troughs representing similar and opposing forces.”*®
Made a philosopher of history by the 1905 naval fiasco of Tsushinama, Khlebnikov wanted to
unearth mathematical laws behind the chaos of historical forces, thus submitting it to

reason so that human destiny could be won once and for all. Looking at Zangezi’s formal

peculiarities in light of the polyphonic narrative of the Phenomenology, which Terry Pinkard

6 See Aage A. Hansen-Love, “Die antiapokalyptische Utopik des russischen Futurismus”, Russian
Literature XL-1II (1996): 319-354; Jean-Claude Lanne, “Mesure du destin (sud'bomerie) et poesie chez V.
Chlebnikov,” Russian, Croatian and Serbian, Czech and Slovak, Polish Literature 55 (2004): 279-97 and his
“L’histoire dans la pensée et I’ceuvre de Xlebnikov,” in La Geste russe: Comment les Russes écrivent-
ils l'histoire au XXe siecle? ed. M.Weinstein (Aix-en-Provence: Publications de 1’Université de Provence, 2002)
137-169.

% See for example A.E. Kulinkovich, “Velimir Khlebnikov kak osnovopolozhnik novoi, ‘ne-Gegelevoi’
filosofii,” in Doski sud’by Velimira Khlebnikova: Tekst i konteksty, eds. Nikolai Gritsanchuk, Nikita Sirotkin,
Vladimir Feshchenko (Moscow: Tri Kvadrata, 2008), 191-217.

% Andrea Hacker and Ronald Vroon, “Velimir Khlebnikov’s ‘Perevorot vo Vladivsotoke’: History and
Historiography,” Russian Review 60 (2001): 36-55.
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rightly describes as Hegel’s “most read, best known, and least understood work,”®” should give
us a more nuanced vision of Khlebnikov’s philosophy of history, whose main protagonist is the
Russian Poetic Spirit. In approaching the structure of the supertale as influenced by Hegel’s
narrative structure, I make as my point of departure the idea that the decision to isolate entire
historical epochs in the form of a self-contained narrative plane which is always co-present with
other planes-epochs has an openly anti-progressive character. Ironically, by stressing the
freedom with which narrative planes of Zangezi appear together in the experiential “now” of the
reader, as well as by trying to recreate the divine journey of the Russian poetic Spirit and thus
deduct the grounds of its creative possibilities, Khlebnikov makes his take on the narrative
journey of Russian logos all the more Hegelian. This so because in discussing the chapters
preceding to the one on Religion, Hegel unequivocally states that

As moments they are consciousness, self-consciousness, Reason and Spirit—Spirit, that is as
immediate Spirit, which is not yet consciousness of Spirit. Their totality, taken together,
constitutes Spirit in its mundane existence generally; Spirit as such contains the previous structure
shapes in universal determinants, in the moments just named. Religion presupposes that these
have run their full course and is their simple totality of absolute self. The course traversed by
these moments is, moreover, in relation to Religion, not to be represented as occurring in Time.
Only the totality of Spirit is in Time, and the Shapes, which are shapes of the totality of Spirit,
display themselves in a temporal succession; for only the whole has a true actuality and therefore
the form of pure freedom in the face of an other, a form which expresses itself as Time.*®

In other words, Hegel says that in the Phenomenology historical analysis starts only in the
chapter on Spirit, while everything preceding that chapter is a long dialectical deduction of the
multiple epistemic frames, many of which, like positions of subjectivity and objectivity, have
been in use, if without a proper philosophic justification, for a long time. The first five parts of

the Phenomenology, then, can be said to be approaching forms of knowing from a trans-

%7 Terry Pinkard, Hegel’s Phenomenology: The Sociality of Reason (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1996), 1.

% Hegel, Phenomenology, §679.
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historical perspective; Khlebnikov’s choice to switch to the transhistorical method of
presentation in order to battle Hegelianism does remain within the narrative framework of the
Phenomenology.

It is clear, then, that just as we are not to approach the Phenomenology’s system of
categories as anything other than a reconstructed, and dialectically justified narrative
describing multiple conditions of possibility for our fluid coping with things in the world, we
are not to approach isolated planes in Zangezi as occurring in temporal succession; rather,
language for Khlebnikov is the whole expressing itself as poetic Time.

Zangezi’s twenty-one diverse planes span a wide range of artistic material from the
Russian poetic tradition. This is evidenced by such different poetic ontologies of the
world as opening up through the phenomenological description of the performance of what can
be called is a pre-linguistic consciousness that appears as utterances of birds and gods in Planes
One and Two, as well as those featuring a more sustained presentation of what Khlebnikov
sees as poetic essence in a number of distinct and recognizable idiolects of artists like Fyodor
Tiutchev, Evgenii Boratynskii, Alexander Blok, Boris Pasternak, Marina Tsvetaeva, Vladimir
Mayakovsky, and Osip Mandelshtam in Planes Thirteen, Fourteen, Sixteen, and Twenty.
Understanding the centrality of the multiple seemingly autonomous planes of action, each embodying an
ontological level of its own, for the overall structure of the work, is instrumental in our discerning in
Zangezi a narrative dimension of a star-language [36e30nuiii s3v1x] chronicle of the experience
we should refer to as a journey of the Russian Poetic Spirit through a gallery of its shapes of

knowing.®

#«possible subtexts in the works of Velimir Xlebnikov remain largely unexplored. Results to date, coupled
with what we know about Xlebnikov, suggest that his extensive reading did in fact shape, the content of many of his
poems, prose tales, and dramatic works. Identifying subtexts may be even more difficult than has become the case
with the Acmeist poets: material for his creative work comes from literature, folklore, myth, natural sciences.
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This neither suggests that Khlebnikov either simply sought to furnish Hegel’s vision
of the journey of the “ absolute substance which is the unity of the different independent self-
consciousnesses which in their opposition, enjoy perfect freedom and independence: ‘I’ that is
‘We’ and ‘ We’ that is ‘I"”"° with Russian historical and cultural material, nor points at the
outright rejection of the popular Bildungsroman interpretation of the Phenomenology, construing
it as a naive account of progressive history of mankind, which contained within itself another a
curious reframing of Apocalypse as Hegel’s clearing way for his Science of Logic in which he
would tackle nothing less than the exact succession of the thoughts of God before the creation.
Rather, Khlebnikov’s offers a method of revising history that is much more radical than the neat
dialectical description of various patterns of progression and co-extension of different shapes '
[Gestalten] of consciousness in human history. Where Hegel, as is widely believed, saw as a
nexus of interconnected fundamental structures, each presupposing all others leading to it, and
each taking place historically in some concrete form, and capable of recurring, Khlebnikov saw
an unlimited freedom to recreate world, history, and language anew. God for him could
never be reduced to the province of speculative thinking. God was freedom understood as
a self-transcending creation inherent in the structure of the world. Yet the degree of

determinacy needed for creation meant that finitude was always a part of creative infinity.

Moreover, Xlebnikov often considerably transforms such borrowings. To make matters worse, Xlebnikov’s
manuscripts and papers are fragmentary, chaotic, and frequently confusing, and contrast strikingly, for instance, with
Blok’s systemized autographs...Establishing the semantic function of subtexts used by Xlebnikov is no less difficult
than identifying them. Many of Xlebnikov’s works— particularly the lyrics—are distinguished by a “confusing
plot”, unmotivated composition, imagery of uncertain status, neologisms. Such elements often make it hard to
formulate an overall interpretative framework within which one might account for a potential text or subtext,” points
out Henryk Baran in his “Xlebnikov and The History of Herodotous,” Slavic and East European Journal 22,1
(1978): 30-34.

" Hegel, Phenomenology, §177.

TA single narrative plane in Zangezi is thus also a configuration of the Russian Poetic Spirit in its
journey.
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In rendering human finitude a symbol of the antagonism between the spiritual and the material,
Khlebnikov presents in Zangezi a narrative of what it means to be a poet in different times. To
solve the riddle of being, to discover the laws of historical change, its diversity and

unpredictability, Khlebnikov listens to the tales of death coming from artistic prophets and

holy fools.

I.3. The Verbal and the Visual: Overcoming the Finitude of Language

Khlebnikov is one of the most innovative poets of the Russian avant-garde; his works
resist convenient classification and membership under the rubrics of various artistic movements
such as cubism, futurism, and cubo-futurism; it is much more difficult, if at all possible, to come
up with a satisfactory definition of what these movements were in prose and poetry than in the
visual arts; it is problematic to classify any work of art as belonging exclusively to one of the
said movements if it contains material that could just as easily be put under the rubric of another
movement. In the case of Zangezi, which is among Khlebnikov’s latest works, this is especially
true, for it can be seen as the culmination of his experiments in language and artistic thinking.”?
Programmatic collections, Trap for Judges (1910), and publications, “A Slap in the Face of
Public Taste” (1912), of different avant-garde groups, including the so-called cubo-futurists, in
which Khlebnikov had participated as a co-author of “The Word as Such” and “The Letter as
Such,” strove to enrich the expressive potential of the verbal medium through neologisms and
the amplification of the visual-auditory dimension of how the word is experienced, alive or on a

printed page.

7* Gerald Janecek, The Look of Russian Literature (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984), 145-146.
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We get a glimpse into the nature of interaction between the visual and verbal media in the
very beginning of Zangezi in the introduction to which the poet writes:

A story [povest’] is made of words, the way a building is made of construction units. Equivalent
words, like minute building blocks, serve as the construction units of a story.

A superstory [sverkhpovest’], or supersaga [zapovest’], is made up out of independent sections
[otryvkov], each with its special god, its special faith, and its special rule. To the old Muscovite
question about one’s orthodoxy, “How dost thou believe?” each section must answer
independently of its neighbor. Each is free to confess its own particular faith. The building block
of the supersaga, its unit of construction is the first- order narrative [povest’ pervogo poriadka].
The supersaga resembles a statue made from blocks of different kinds of stone of varying colors —
white for the body, blue for the cloak and garments, black for the eyes.

It is carved from the varicolored block [glyb] of the Word, each with its own different structure
[stroeniia]. Thus do we discover a new kind of operation [novyi vid raboty] in the realm of verbal
art. Narrative is architecture composed of words [rasskaz est’ zodchestvo iz slov]; an architecture
composed of narratives is a “supersaga.” The artist’s building block is no longer the word, but the
first-order narrative.’

Though the poet’s comparison of his own text to a multicolored statue made of narratives, which
in turn are composed from words, may seem a mere analogy in which a parallel is drawn
between visual aspects of architectural design and artistic principles of textual composition, it
reflects an innovative artistic practice of redefining the more traditional role of artistic texture
(faktura) by both poets and painters from the international and Russian avant-garde scene, as
well as the practice of turning faktura into one of their central aesthetic categories.’

Having shifted in their work the emphasis from the representational to conceptual, many
avant-garde artists now turned to the study of material itself. This allowed to discover new ways
in which human experience of space could be conceived. As a theme of artistic reflection faktura
also changed the laws of artistic composition on the plane. It was now used to express the
heretofore silenced aspect in any painting’s real life: not only that it was always a composite of

form and matter, but that it was a composite of two composites; to be fully actual one’s artistic

3 Velimir Khlebnikov, Collected Works, v. 2, 331.

1. M. Sakhno, “Faktura slova v kubofuturizme,” in Russkii kubofuturizm, ed. G. F. Kovalenko (St.
Petersburg: Dmitrii Bulanin, 2002), 155.
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vision had to find itself represented on some physical surface. Painters not only looked for
correspondences between geometric shapes and colors, color tonalities and different levels of
lamination, but they also introduced new materials such as newspaper clips, sawdust, and clay
into their composition in order to heighten the intensity of human experience of texture and its
multiple associations with sound or color.

The texture was not only associated with color, but also with various types of its
movement and their relationship with spatial forms. In studying these correspondences, the
painters tried to discover the spiritual nature of color. The texture was therefore also viewed as a
vehicle for emotional qualities, which was at the same time a medium of aesthetic influence; it
gave the beholder a new emotional experience as a result of perceiving novel combinations of
the material, paint, and the surface of the painting itself. The concepts of “noise” and “sound”
were because of this experimental technique added to the semantic field of “artistic texture.”
This is hardly, if at all, surprising: the idea of a correspondence between different sensory
modalities (synesthesia) had been around since the times of Ancient Greece; avant-garde artists
who worked with the visual media were quick to realize the expressive potential of their material.
This rediscovery of texture allowed to reevaluate the ways color, form, material, and space
related to one another in the compositions of Russian avant-garde artist: the visual element was
now complemented by and inextricably entwined with the audio and tactile sensory modalities
informing it.

The intense artistic collaboration between painters and poets of the Russian avant-garde
scene in the beginning of the twentieth century led to a high degree of convergence among many
of their artistic interests. Many avant-garde poets were profoundly influenced by the experiments

with texture in which avant-garde painters were involved. In 1913 Kruchonykh and Khlebnikov
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publish their manifest The Word as Such (Slovo kak takovoe) in which for the first time in the
history of Russian avant-garde culture they consider texture as containing the linguistic
properties of the textual fabrics, as well as its structure, qualities, and character.”” Texture is
seen as the linguistic fabrics of the text and its structural components, that is, it is seen as
something “material”; it is also seen as the character and quality of the “beyonsense” word
(zaumnogo slova) itself. The “beyonsense” language (zaum) features most extravagant
neologisms, as well as numerous cases of incorrect and unusual usage. Among the innovations in
the poetic texture are the practices of plastic deformation of grammar, semantics, meter and
rhyme, orthography and typography, color and the typographic layout of the individual words
and their letters.

The texture of the word is connected most intimately with the emotional, sensory
perception of the word itself. On an analogy with materials used in the plastic arts, the word, too,
is compressed and expanded, fragmented and randomly reassembled, its meaning made more
opaque or lucid. But the plasticity of the word together with its fluidity invites another analogy -
that of a living organism, whose psychological life allows to experience meanings, forms and
sounds it itself produces. The concept of the word’s fluidity is tied with that of color fluidity that
conceives of the color of an object as based on a unique emission of a geometric body. Another
factor affecting the concept of fluidity is the constant relational dynamics between the word and
its “object-based nature” that could be altered through a series of multiple deformations.
Virtually all avant-garde experiments with the word allowed both to create new words and
discover ways to work with the very texture of poetic and prosaic texts; and virtually all these
experiments are firmly rooted in the groundbreaking strategies of the avant-garde artists working

with various visual media.

*Sakhno, “Faktura slova v kubofuturizme,” 157.
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While Zangezi’s Introduction has suggested some ways in which to contextualize
Khlebnikov within the artistic activity of the Russian avant-garde, a more detailed and specific
examination of selected passages from the poet’s “supersaga” is now in order to appreciate the
relationship between the verbal and the visual together with some other formal and thematic
peculiarities in which this work abounds.

Plane One features a selection of different birds’ morning speeches addressed to the sun.
These utterances are presented as multiple series of words that despite having nothing to do with
human language constitute an example of natural or bird language, however impressionistic such
an application of a term may be from a point of view of formal linguistics:

Chaffinch (from the very top of the fir tree, puffing out its silver throat) Peet pate

tveechan! Peet pate tveechan! Peet pate tveechan!

Yellow Bunting (quietly, from the top of a walnut tree) Kree-tee-tee-tee-tee-ce- tsuey

tsuey-tsuey-tsuey-ssueyee.
Though the calls of these birds may seem a purely onomatopoetic record of the empirical
observations of ornithologists, of whom Khlebnikov was one, they are far from being transparent
since the onomatopoetic was shown to be complicated by semantic subsystems.’’ I agree with
Ronald Vroon for two reasons. First, stage directions indicate the movement and mood of
different birds and this may be relevant to a choice of emotionally dependent utterance, of which
there can be several, and all of which are typical for a bird in question. Second, all the birds vary

in how many letter strings they produce, how many letters each string comprises, and how many

times each string is repeated in different birds’ speeches to the rising sun. Janacek’s comment

76 Khlebnikov, Collected Works, v.2, 332.

" Ronald Vroon, Velimir Xlebnikov’s Shorter Poems: A Key to the Coinages (Ann Arbor, MI: University
of Michigan Press, 1983), 187.

84



that these utterances cannot be considered as proper zaum, for all the cries can be empirically
recorded and ultimately deciphered and codified by humans,”® seems to me to beside the point.

In Plane One Khlebnikov neither writes zaum, nor presents an example of some universal
language; rather, he shows language in its pristine, primeval form in which linguistic units are
the most accurate and organic approximations of emotional experience and the distance between
the signifier and the signified is not yet obscured by civilizational influence. By contextualizing
the letters of human alphabet in bird’s speeches, Khlebnikov is detaching the verbal medium
from its conventional framework, the existence in which leads human language to its ossification
and slow death.

Birds’ speeches allow Khlebnikov to tap into the natural laws that define the relationship
between language and nature; the poet uses the word and its letters in Plane One to establish a
dimension of musicality, accentuating the beauty of this often forgotten, but inherent aspect of
human language. If avant-garde’s painters strive to link concepts of sound and noise with those
of color and form, Khlebnikov tries to reestablish the relationship between sounds and words
with their letters.

The notion of the inherent musicality of language is further reinforced in Plane Two
where different gods speak with one another. Consider this short excerpt featuring the address of
one of the gods:

Veles  Broovooroo roo-roo-roo!
Peets tsape seh seh seh!

Broovoo rooroo roo-roo-roo!
Seetse, [eetsee tsee-tsee-tsee!
Painch, panch, painnch! I

"8 Gerald Janecek, The Look of Russian Literature: Avant-garde visual experiments, 1900-1930 (Princeton
NIJ: Princeton University Press, 1984), 146.

" Khlebnikov, Collected Works, v.2, 334.
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Gods’ language, full of rhythmic and sonic patterns as well as sounds resembling children’s
counting rhymes together with some elements of folkloric speech attributed to mermaids and
witches may very well be an example of this very dimension of musicality.*® Just like the
language of the birds in Plane One, the language of the gods in Plane Two has little to do with
human language. It is way too repetitive. But the nature of this repetitiveness is curious. Each
line represents a distinct phonological entity in which the repeating consonants function to
establish its identity; line-to-line variations in the patterning of these repeated syllables is what
creates an impression of a complete utterance.®' I disagree with Vroon’s interpretation that gods
in Plane Two are trying to utter their own names together with those of other gods to define their
own essence, while every god is a word trying to pronounce itself.** No sufficient evidence in
support of this interpretation can be found in the text. We simply have no way of knowing what
gods say to each other in their addresses. If anything Khlebnikov seems to heed the warning
Socrates issues in the Cratylus, Plato’s only dialogue on language and intelligibility:

The first and finest line of investigation, which as intelligent people we must acknowledge, is this,
that we know nothing about the gods themselves or about the names they call themselves—
although it is clear that they call themselves by true ones.®

And yet, Khlebnikov clearly wants to get to the level of verbal expression at which he would see
the laws according to which the recombination of vowels and consonants begets human language.
So doing will allow a glimpse into the now lost precision of the verbal approximation of
emotional and psychological states, which the primeval language was once thought to have.

Khlebnikov wants nothing less than language before its fall into culture.

% Janecek, The Look of Russian Literature, 146.

#! Ronald Vroon, The Structure of a Literary Process: Studies Dedicated to the Memory of Felix Vodicka
(Philadelphia: J. Benjamins, 1982), 584.
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Truly remarkable is the poet’s ability to present gods’ language so that it appears to
possess syntactic properties, which is what gives the reader a sense of each line being a complete
utterance in absence of such intelligible units to which it is common to refer as words. This was
congenial with the line of enquiry avant-garde artists also pursued across various visual media,
frequently juxtaposing in their collages several unrelated objects, which by virtue of their spatial
proximity would form multiple networks of conceptual relations. Khlebnikov is playing along
the border of sign’s legibility at the syntactic level: he is trying to arrive at a minimum level of
phoneme organization an utterance has to have to be experienced as complete. Like Cubist
painters he is looking for a minimum level of semantic articulation a shape has to perform to be
read as a sign.

Khlebnikov’s experiments with the verbal medium not only mirror a set of experimental
operations used by the avant-garde artists to explore the secrets of visual texture. They are
directed at discovering a visual dimension in language and speech. In Plane Eight the poet
introduces several star-language letters that are defined in terms of movement and space:

V means the revolution of one point around (circular motion).

L is the cessation of fall, or motion generally by a plane lateral to a falling point.

R is a point that penetrates a transverse area.

P is the rapid movement of one point away from another, and hence of many points, a multitude
of points, form a single point; the expansion of volume.

M is the dispersion of volume into infinitely smaller parts.

S is the movement of points out from one motionless point: radiation.

K is the encounter and hence the halt of many moving points in one motionless point. Hence the
ultimate meaning of K is rest, immobilization.

KH is a surface the serves to shield one point from another point moving toward it.

CH is a hollow volume whose void contains a different body. Hence a bent or curved shield.

Z is the reflection of a ray from a mirror. The angle of incidence is equal to the angle of reflection
(vision).

G is the movement of a point at right angles to the fundamental line of movement, away from it.
Hence height.84

84 Khlebnikov, Collected Works, v.2, 344.
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Having established several spatial and dynamic properties of star-language letters, Khlebnikov
creates a system of correspondences between human experience of space and the elemental units
of language. Brought to the foreground are some essential characteristics of the words lost in
history. The word containing one of these letters is used in reference to an object or a
phenomenon based on the spatial and dynamic properties of a given letter, e.g. the word laziness
because of the letter “L,” on this view, receives such an essential quality as “cessation of
movement.” Yet the above table of correspondences used to describe the star-language alphabet
also suggests a different way of sound articulation, one that reflects the spatio-dynamic
properties of both the letter and the word containing it. Janecek, who thinks that these definitions
are based on a kind of spatiality derivative from oral articulation, is being unnecessarily
reductive.® This is all the more so, given that one of Zangezi’s followers says in Plane Six that
“Alphabet is the echo of space” (“TIIpocTpaHcTBO 3By4HT uepe3 a30yky”’). Moreover, Zangezi
himself makes a similar statement in Plane Eight—"“Speech is an edifice built out of blocks of
space. Particles of speech are parts of movements. Words do not exist; there are only movements
in space and their parts—points and areas.”® Let us now turn to a more detailed analysis of these
analogical systems.

We find an extensive poetic elaboration of the above two statements in Plane Seven in
Zangezi’s description of the 1917 Revolution and the Civil war. The multiple events that took
place during that time are described not as people—but as letter-oriented. It is as if these latter

were some metaphysical elements akin to earth, fire, air, water, and ether. The revolutionary

% Janecek, The Look of Russian Literature, 148.
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turmoil appears as a series of oppositions between R and L, as well as K and G. The dynamics of
historical change is reflected as a succession of words containing these letters:

K in chains, in vain in chains (I tshchetno K neslo okovy)®*’
While G and R collide in combat

G falls. Cut down by R,

And R now lies at the feet of L

88
K in this song becomes an embodiment of suppressive, ultra-conservative politics of the old

regime, some supporters of which fought the Bolsheviks under Kolchak:

when K resounded in Kolchak.

K has knotted a whiplash

of shackles, decrees, kicks, commands, and rocks-

the prophets perished by means of these:

They all contain killing and death at the stake.*’
Having defeated R (“rasp of rapaciousness, insatiable war’s ha-ha”), L gains dominance over the
post-revolutionary Russia. The transformation Russia undergoes from a country torn apart by the
revolutionary violence to a devastated political state in which hunger, poverty, and brutal
executions of the old regime supporters are the price at which peace is obtained, is depicted by

the poet through the substitution of R for L in the words he uses to describe these two periods:

Then L began, and R declined and fell. (No L nastalo — R upalo)
The nation drifts idly in a vessel of laziness: (Narod plyvet na lodke leni)
the battering ram becomes a sacrificial lamb, (I porokh boevoi on zameniaet plakhoi)
and the roar of the storm becomes a stale roll. (a buriu bulkoi)90
The literal translation of the third line of above excerpt is “And the gunpowder of a combat he (L)

substitutes with an execution block.” If we keep in mind the definitions of these two letters, we

see their succession in porokh and plakha; we can this way appreciate the visual and spatial

¥7 1 provide transliteration in the block quotes to facilitate a Russianless reader's appreciation of the
musical aspect of Khlebnikov’s verse we are reading.

88 Khlebnikov, Collected Works, v.2, 342.
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dynamics of the described change. The explosion of tiny gunpowder particles creates pressure in
the gun barrel, propelling the bullet forward. Hitting a human body, the bullet often makes an
exit wound, and continues to move forward. Hence the gunpowder’s R becomes the exit wound’s
“point that penetrates a transverse area.” As regards the head that falls off an execution block, its
dynamics in space is fairly accurately reflected in the definition of L as “the cessation of fall, or
motion generally by a plane lateral (the surface on which the head falls) to a falling point.” The
events from two historical periods are thus not only described as a cosmic battle between R and
L, in which the words containing the former give way to those containing the latter, but they are
also rendered as essentially spatial events and their spatiality is concrete, even if not at the level
of sensuous concreteness. Khlebnikov enriches the expressive potential of the words he is using,
bringing into his text far more than what linguistic conventions would normally allow or account
for.

Notwithstanding his radical experiments, the poet does not abandon such conventional
poetic devices as alliteration, not even when he is assigning new visual and spatial properties to
different letters. He wants to have the best of both worlds:

The murmur of folklore (7y nishchikh lopof)

becomes the roar of an angry nation (Obraschaesh’ v narodnyi ropot)
the peasant’s lumbering step (Lapti iz lyka)

becomes the rumble of revolt! (Zamenish’ ropotom ryka./)91

The juxtaposition of the two words starting with R is a classic example of a poetic alliteration,
the primary purpose of which is to also imitate the very sound the word ryk (roar) is used to
mimic. On the other hand, since both ropot (rumble) and ryk (roar) contain the letter R, they also

provide a visual illustration of the chaotic movement of different sounds in the midst of the

%! Khlebnikov, CW, v.2, 340.
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revolutionary turmoil: the grumbling of the discontent people mixes with the peal of a cannonade
to become a “point that penetrates a transverse area.”

As we saw, the introduction of various elements establishing a sense of visual dynamics in
physical space, and the use of these elements to characterize different letters, allows the poet to
enrich the expressive potential of the words he employs to describe the Revolution and the Civil
war. These words, however, still belong to the standardized language. Because of this
Khlebnikov also explores the expressive potential of the “star-language” letters as autonomous
linguistic particles in a poetic text of Plane Eight in the section called The Songs of the Star
Language. 1t is truly astonishing that apart from being visual extensions of the already existing
words, the letters of the star-language, the way they are defined in terms of various types of
movement in space, function as autonomous semantic units of a poetic text significantly
exceeding other words in terms of their semantic capacity and economical use of textual space.
Using within a poetic text these “particles” together with common words makes it possible to
fully capture spatial dynamics of what is being described and also to make this description
shorter, substituting several otherwise crucial words for a combination of just two letters:

Within a haze of green KHA, two figures,
the EL of their clothes as they move,
a GO of clouds above the games they play,
the VE of a crowd that circles un unseen fire,
the LA of labor and the PE of games and songs.
The CHE of the young man in his bright blue shirt,
the ZO of his shirt —its glow and its gleam.
The VE of curls around his face,
the VE of curls around his face,
. the VE of branches on the pine tree trunk,
. the VE of stars, the night world turning overhead.
. A CHE of girls — golden shirts,
. a GO of Girls — garlands of wildflowers.
. A SO of rays of happiness,
. VE of people in a ring
. with ES of spring time pleasure,
. Mo of sadness, grief, and sorrow.
18. And the PI of happy voices,
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19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.
26.
27.
28.
29.
30.
31.
32.
33.
34.
35.
36.
37.
38.
39.
40.
41.
42.
43.
44.
45.
46.

Most of the syllables that appear in this excerpt are clearly defined in terms of space and the
specific range of spatial movement; they provide in every strophe visual supplement to the
images formed through the use of the first-level semantics associated with these words. VE, for
example, appears in strophes 8-11, 15, 20, 31, 33, 39, 43 to suggest the circular direction of
movement in which human figures, tree branches, river waves, and stars in the night sky all
participate in relation to Earth’s orbital rotation. Though it is the same syllable VE that appears

in every one of the above strophes, it serves to convey different, yet subtle nuances of the

the PE of peals of laughter,

the VE of branches when the wind blows-

a brief K4 of rest.

Maidens, men, more PE! More PI!

KA comes to us all in the grave!

ES of laughter, DA like a rope of hair,

and the groves — the KHA of springtime rituals,
the oak grove — KHA of the god’s desires,
eyebrows — KHA of springtime glances

and braids — KHA of midnight faces.

And MO of long curling hair,

and a LA of labor while all is in motion,

and the VE of merrymaking, PE of happy talk,
the PA of a white shirt sleeve,

the VE of dark braids in coils,

the ZI of eyes, golden RO of young man’s hair.
PI of laughter! PI of horseshoes and the clink of sparks!
MO to torment and longing.

MO to yesterday’s sorrow.

The GO of a rock high above them,

the VE of river waves, the VE of winds and trees,
GO - the night- world’s constellation.

TA of a shadow in evening — a girl,

and ZA-ZA of delight- her eyes.

The VE of people circling an unseen fire.

The PE of singing

and the RO of singing heard in silence,

the PI of voices, calling out.”

circular movement that poetic objects undergo.

92 Khlebnikov, CW, v.3, 342-343.
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To be sure, the circular movement of a crowd around the unseen fire (strophe 4) is
qualitatively different from either the movement of branches that bend in the wind and curl a
little bit (strophe 20), or a ripple spreading along the water. By combining within a syntactical
unit the size of a single poetic strophe a syllable denoting a general direction of movement with
words establishing its physical framework in terms of concrete objects, the poet is able to fully
depict one’s emotional experience of the scene as informed by the visual, audio and tactile
sensory modalities involved in this experience. A single syllable here has a context-dependent
semantic capacity that in some cases (strophe 20) equals to that of several words, if not sentences.

Khlebnikov also uses single syllables of the star-language in creating complex metaphors
core to which are the spatial and dynamic properties of the letters contained in the syllable. In
strophe 25 the groves are defined as the KHA of the spring rituals. KHA here evidently stands for
the movement reflecting the biological activity of vernal fauna. Since KHA is defined as a
surface that serves to shield one point from another moving towards it, in calling the groves a
KHA, the poet renders its static flora in terms of how its inhabitants move. These latter navigate
the forest, having to overcome the barriers of trees and tree logs, bushes and dense brushwood to
get to their prey, nests, offspring, and mates. Strophe 26 has a double metaphor in which the oak
groves are described as the KHA of gods’ desires. The reference is obviously to human love
affairs taking place in the forest. The static flora of the grove is evocative of the movement two
lovers produce as they navigate through oak trees to see each other. The static nature of the grove
becomes a barrier for human passion; the contextualization of KHA in this line allows adding to
its semantic field such aspects of human psychic life as passion and desire. Spatial movement is

shown as causally linked with affection and love.
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Not all syllables appearing in this passage, however, are either explicitly defined in the
leaflet of the star-language cited earlier. When aspects of movement and space are both involved,
even with the help of a good definition, the exact mapping of star-language letters onto the
realities of the physical world is often difficult to visualize. For example, it is not quite clear
what is the difference between PE (strophes 5, 19, 22, 31, 44), PI (18, 22, 35, 46), and P4 (32).
While all of these syllables do, to some extent, denote “the rapid movement of one point away
from another, and hence of many points, a multitude of points, form a single point; the expansion
of volume,” it 1s difficult, for example, to pinpoint the difference between the PI of happy voices
(18) and PE of happy talk (31). Both syllables, it seems, denote here a rapid expansion of the
sound produced during a pleasant conversation by a group of people, and yet, it is difficult to
appreciate the distinction between the two in terms of how this expansion is to be characterized
in terms of space and movement if these syllables are not interchangeable.

This problem is even more evident when we look at the line 32 “the P4 of a white shirt
sleeve.” If we are to accept Vroon’s interpretation that this excerpt describes a Ukrainian peasant
wedding,” P4 most likely describes an expansion of the air volume confined by the white
material of a shirt during a dance. To what extent, however, the movement in space denoted by
PA is qualitatively different from that of PE and P/ remains unknown and cannot be inferred
even when the whole of Zangezi is examined. The poet here may merely be suggesting to his
readers the infinite possibilities to convey most subtle nuances of human experience through
different aspects of clearly defined letters of the “star-language.”

In conclusion of our brief discussion of The Songs of the Star Language one critical

opinion has to be confronted. Ronald Vroon’s suggestion that this passage is reduced to a series

 Vroon, Velimir Xlebnikov’s Shorter Poems: A Key to the Coinages, 171.
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of essential movements’* seems to lack ground. As we have shown earlier, the poet
contextualizes the spatial and dynamic properties of the star-language letters, using them as
phonemes in standardized words and sometimes as autonomous lexical elements. This technique
allows Khlebnikov to get much out of such classic poetic devices as alliteration and compound
metaphor. At the same time, he manages to amplify the expressive capacity of verbal medium
through emphasizing the visual, spatial, and tactile aspects inextricable from human experience
of the world but often downplayed in “speech practices.”

So far we have seen Khlebnikov using the star-language letters as either phonemes of
already existing words or as one- or two- phoneme autonomous syllables used in conjunction
with open syntactic units that comprise several words. In Plane Nine we discover another poetic
technique featuring the letters of the star-alphabet involved in the experimentation with the
verbal texture of the word. Yet this time the poet adds star-language syllables to the root of an
existing word. He adds these syllables as prefixes in order to form a new word. The poet chooses
the word um/oom (mind), which denotes a rather abstract concept of human intelligence difficult
to define in terms of either space or movement. Khlebnikov is now testing the applicability of his
poetic discoveries to the process of new word formation in one of the most complex spheres of
any language—that of abstract expression:

PRO-OOM (Proum)
PRA-OOM (Praum)
PREE-OOM (Prium)
EXCL-OOM (Nium)
DEV-OOM (Veum)
OR-OOM (Roum)
ZA-OOM (Zaum)
FREE-OOM (Vyum)
VAV-OOM (Voum)
RE-OOM (Boum)

* Vroon, Velimir Xlebnikov's Shorter Poems: A Key to the Coinages, 171.
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BY-OOM (Byum)”’

Zangezi provides definitions of some of these words later in this plane. The words in this excerpt
fall into three categories: 1) the words whose meaning is explicitly defined by Zangezi himself
(proum, praum, nium, veum, voum, vyum, boum, byum); 2) the words whose meaning is not
defined but can probably be inferred due to the presence of one of the letter from the star-
language (zaum, roum); 3) the words whose meaning can hardly, if at all, be inferred with any
degree of certainty (prium). Strictly speaking, there is only one word (veum) from the first
category that is formed through the addition of the star-language letter-based prefix VE to the
root um. Veum is defined as the mind of discipleship and true citizenship, the mind of the spirit
of devotion. Such a meaning ties in neatly with the qualities of VE in terms of both space and
movement (the revolution of one point around another, circular motion). The nature of this
comparison is quite clear—the physical, intellectual, and spiritual movement of a proselyte is
like an orbit that a celestial body of a smaller mass makes around that of a bigger one.

The suffixes of all words from the first category are selective morphological borrowings
from the existing words of the Russian language. Um + prorok (prophet) becomes proum
(provision, foresight); um + praded (ancestor) becomes praum (the intellect of a distant land, the
ancestor-mind); um + ni (negation particle in Russian) becomes nium (the negating mind); um +
vognannyi (nailed) becomes voum (the nail of an idea, driven into the plank of stupidity); um +
vydumyvaiushchii (inventing, fantasizing), or vvdumka (invention; fib) becomes vyum (the

6

inventing mind). Of course, rejecting what is old leads to vyum®®; um + bol’ (pain)’’ becomes

93 Khlebnikov, Collected Works, v.3, 345-346.
% Khlebnikov, Collected Works, v.3, 347.
°7 This is my tentative estimate of boum formation, since there is hardly a word containing bo other than

bol’shoi (big) that immediately comes to mind when the description of human experience is concerned. The word
pain (bo!’) seems to me a good candidate, since pain is an important part of human experience.
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boum (the mind heeding the voice of experience); um + by (a conditional particle in Russian
similar to the English if) becomes byum (craving intelligence, called into being not by what is,
but by what is desired).

The textual space of this plane does organically bind neologisms formed through the
fragmentation and recombination of several words. This is followed by an eclectic appropriation
of their semantics as well that of the words formed via the agglutination of their star-language
based syllables as prefixes. What we have, then, are semantic units of the same order. In other
words, the conventional meaning of one of the words used in a neologism both define and are
defined by the presence of one or more letters of the star-language alphabet. Thus the word
praum is defined as the ancestor-mind because it inherits the meaning of praded (ancestor),
which in turn stands for what it does because it contains -pe, “the rapid movement of one point
away from another, and hence of many points, a multitude of points, form a single point; the
expansion of volume,” which reflects learning as a life-long process. Khlebnikov explores the
properties of spatial, temporal, and dynamic orientation inherent in the semantics of the words he
chooses to work with.

Transcending multiple artistic boundaries, Khlebnikov’s experiments highlight and
emphasize the presence of the visual element in language on three different levels: that of
synthetic texture of individual words (neologisms); the synthetic texture of poetic syntax (the
star-language letters and syllables used in conjunction with an open syntax structure); the
synthetic texture of the word’s conventional semantics (by highlighting the presence of one of
the star-language letters as part of a conventional word in order to strengthen its expressive

capacity).
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I1.4. Thus Spake Seingeschichte

Unlike Walt Whitman, whose numerous references to Hegel and whose attempts to
master his philosophy, after being introduced to it by Ralph Waldo Emerson, are well known, the
extent to which Khlebnikov was familiar with it, if at the level of sweeping generalities, is
unknown. This means that a critical view that Zangezi might have or be in its own trans-sense
world that need not to intersect with that of Hegel or any other thinker or artist must now be
contended. Among the recent proponents of this view is Krzystof Ziarek, whose excellent
Historicity of Experience: Modernity, the Avant-Garde, and the Event (2001) is one the most
theoretically sophisticated approaches to Zangezi:

When Zangezi remarks that words do not exist as entities or signs but find themselves in motion,
much as forces or occurrences do, he discounts the idea that experience, the “secret building
blocks of language,” remains prior to or independent from language. Representation depends
upon the distinction and separation of the represented from the medium or the moment of
representation. It relies upon the possibility of a mimetic reflection which doubles the mirrored
object, both instituting and suspending the difference between the thing and its representational
double. By contrast, Khlebnikov regards experience as inextricably interfaced with language: The
form experience takes is negotiated linguistically, with words playing a constitutive role in this
event. The event never transpires outside or before language but, instead, happens into words.
Beyonsense functions as the edge upon which the world opens itself as a linguistic configuration
of the particles of experience, the edge continuously blunted by the discursive practices and
linguistic convention. This noncontemporaneity, or, we might say conversely, a paradoxical
contemporaneity that lacks self-coincidence and presence, marks the “translation” constitutive of
experience. The phenomenality of being is structured as this translative event, nonsynchronous
with the representational optics.98

What Ziarek seems to be suggesting is that Khlebnikov’s ontology requires at least three pure
forms of sensibility structuring the subject: space, time, and language. But exactly what is this
opening up of the world that takes the form of a “linguistic configuration of the particles of
experience”? Does this mean that there is a network of multiple categories structuring my

experience of the event and that every one of these events is always “negotiated” with some

% Krzysztof Ziarek, The Historicity of Experience: Modernity, the Avant-Garde, and the Event (Evanston,
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“others” who also might have an account of what has happened? Exactly how linguistic is my
understanding of the difference between the possible, actual, and necessary? I am certainly using
language right now to represent what is being talked about, but there might very well be
categories of experience ontologically prior to language. Are we to understand
noncontemporaneity as a critique of time or history, a critique that stresses multiple temporalities
and histories central to which is an act of interpretation structuring what we understand as
experience? But what is it by virtue of which particles of experience have however transient a
duration of self-identity without which we would not be able to differentiate various aspects in
our many experiences? How is it that there is compatibility between the particles of experiential
content? Unless these questions are answered it seems that Khlebnikov is thinking what is
essentially the Platonic time on an analogy with how the subject of a conversation might exist,
more precisely, as certain interpretative “quanta” as which the participants exist while talking. In
so doing, he would be very close to Hegel’s idea of the historical time as a differential of
multiple temporalities, be these temporalities global or local. That he would not share the
philosopher’s idea about history having a goal does not prevent him from thinking of time
primarily as a time of culture and therefore existing as multiple temporalities.

If Khlebnikov understands the connection between time and history in a way surprisingly
similar to Hegel, perhaps we could find other grounds on which Zangezi escapes his system of
absolute idealism? Ziarek suggests another possibility:

Perhaps the most poignant indication of this tendency to transgress rationality and invert it against
itself is Khlebnikov’s description of the temporality of experience as an event by reference to an
impossible number (\—1), a number which indicates a temporal structure beyond the binary
opposition of presence and absence and points to a (non-)time that falls outside the scope of
representation. This peculiar “non-origin” dislocates experience, rendering it
noncontemporaneous with itself. Because of this noncoincidence, experience finds itself always
“out of joint” with the very space of representation.”

% Ziarek, Historicity of Experience, 189.
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On this view, Khlebnikov, insofar as he limits reason’s claim to knowledge, appears closer to
Socrates than to Hegel, his reference to V—1 (the imaginary number 7) being an implicit
admission that we might never get fully clear about why we are the way we are, let alone
explaining away the givenness of time and existence. But V-1 is an imaginary number which
belong to the number system whose main function is to provide a solution to a polynomial
equation. It is another way to say that complex numbers as a class are a mathematical
formalization of human capacity to solve problems, or even of human conceptual thought itself.
In choosing the square root of negative one to indicate a temporal structure beyond the binary
opposition of presence and absence that would point to a non-time, Khlebnikov again, if
unconsciously, pledges allegiance to idealist ontology: no binary opposition because there are
degrees to which anything is said to be; a non-time falling outside the scope of representation is
the first principle which cannot be adequately formalized through the use of the intra-systemic
axiomatic principles.

Further idealist affinities in Khlebnikov’s ontology come to the fore if we consider how
close his “pure words” are to Platonic forms whose best one-paragraph formulation belongs to
John Burnet who remarks:

The predicate of a proposition is always a form, and a particular sensible thing is nothing else but
the common meeting-place of a number of predicates, each of which is an intelligible form, and
in that sense there is no longer a separation between the world of thought and the world of sense.
On the other hand, none of the forms we predicate of a thing is present in it completely, and this
relation is expressed by saying that the thing “partakes in” the forms that are present in it. Apart
from these, it has no independent reality; and if we know all the forms in which anything
participates, there is nothing more to know about it.'”

Interestingly enough, from “Our Fundamentals” (“Hama ocnoBa”), Khlebnikov’s most detailed

and nuanced essay on language and word creation, we learn that:

1% John Burnet, Greek Philosophy from Thales to Plato (London: Macmillan&Co, 1914), 165.
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A word divides itself into the pure word and the daily existing word. We may even imagine a
word that contains both the starlight intelligence of nighttime and the sunlight intelligence of day.
This is because whatever single ordinary meaning a word may possess will hide all its other
meanings.'”’

Khlebnikov’s word, when it appears in an utterance is akin to Plato’s particular sensible thing: its
daily existing component may be seen as a form least fully present in it and its pure word
component either as a form more fully present or equivalent to the higher level concepts like the
Just, the Beautiful, and the Good. In this regard Zangezi’s address in Plane Eight contains an
attempt to politicize Plato’s ontology. Zangezi suggests that the limits of the sensible, the way
they appear to the exploited masses when the meaning of the word is dictated exclusively by
convention, can easily be overcome because in the physical world words appear as movement,
which fact means that conventions are temporary and could be changed.

Have you heard all I’ve said, heard my speech that frees you from the fetters of words? Speech is

an edifice built out of blocks of space.

Particles of speech. Parts of movement. Words do not exist; there are only movements in space

and their parts- points and areas.

You have broken free from you ancestral chains. The hammer of my voice has shattered them,;

. . . 102

your frenzied struggle against those chains has ended.
Striking here is not only the parallel between Zangezi’s audience and the prisoners of Plato’s
cave. The movements in space as which words exist are the forms whose reflection the Platonic
space as a receptacle can be said to be. If we were to express this idea in Platonic terms, we
would say that the exploited masses would be urged to overcome their dependence on the
conventional meaning of sensible particulars in their life because the degree to which these exist

is determined by the fullness of these particulars’ partaking in different forms as well as by the

compatibility of multiple forms, time itself being their “moving image.”

1% Rhlebnikov, Collected Works, v. 1,377.

192 Khlebnikov, Collected Works, v. 2, 344-345.
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But perhaps Ziarek is right when he attributes Zangezi’s unusual literary form and
constant movement across multiple generic artistic boundaries to:

A typical modernist gesture of undoing the unity of the literary text and present language as a

complex and layered structure existing on several planes, this particular hybrid geometry of

language constitutive of Khlebnikov’s conception of the relation between reality and language? 103
At first glance this explanation seems right. And it seems all the more convincing in view of the
fact that Khlebnikov supersagas are “concerned with the nature of destiny and predestination,
with humankind’s attempt to wrest the threads of life from the hands of Fate...The heroes of the
supersaga are those who have attempted to defy the gods and demigods of history and usually

. . 104
perished in the process.”"

But the innovative structure this generic form requires and employs
cannot account for the ultra-conventional presentation of Khlebnikov’s material in different
planes, as well as for the pattern of their narrative succession. Why is the pure language of nature
in Plane One is followed by the language of the invisible gods in Plane Two and by that of
people in Plane Three?

Is the poet following the narrative convention of another genealogy only to subvert it the
next Plane? But this does not happen; instead we get in Plane Four an excerpt from the
impenetrable Tables of Destiny in which an attempt is made to extract, using mathematical
notation, the laws of human history, and in Plane Five Zangezi the prophet arrives. The arrival of
the prophet is perfectly in line with the narrative transition in the Phenomenology to the section
on Self-Consciousness, where: “in the Concept of Spirit, consciousness first finds its turning

point, where it leaves behind it the colourful show of the sensuous here-and-now and the

nightlike void of the supersensible beyond, and steps out into the spiritual daylight of the

193 Ziarek, The Historicity of Experience, 203.

104 Khlebnikov, Collected Works, v.2, 276.
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present.”'?

What are we to make of the fact that the image of Zangezi changes from plane to
plane not only in terms of how he is perceived by his audience but also in terms of the poetic
personae he comes to embody? Is this not the movement of the subject matter in a systematic
dialectical inquiry as it appears in Aristotle and Hegel?

How are we to account for Zangezi’s appearance in Plane Twenty-One to deny rumors of
his suicide published in a newspaper? Is it a mere coincidence that the two planes circling the
work, itself “to be continued,” are those in which the reality of primordial language stemming
from sense-certainty as ““a richest kind of knowledge, [one] of infinite wealth for which no
bounds can be found, [one] that appears to be the truest knowledge; for it has nothing yet omitted
from the object but has the object before it in its perfect entirety”'*® is contrasted with the reality
of Absolute Signification, in which the status of reality of any sign is defined exclusively
through its relations to other signs? It seems much more plausible that the structure of Zangezi
points toward its being a historical account of poetic language. This account is a systematic
attempt to capture and order the logic of the historically unfolding events in a way that denies the

progressive idea of history the way it appears in Hegel’s Phenomenology, while retaining the

narrative flexibility of the latter.

19 Hegel, Phenomenology, J177.

1% Hegel, Phenomenology, 91.
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I1.5. Back to the Future: Zangezi and the Prison House of Language

Resonating with Hegel’s project in the Phenomenology is Khlebnikov’s idea of
liberating man by imposing rational design on what would have otherwise been forces of blind
fate that made him ignorant:

Because what confronts him is an alien world, something outside him and in the offing,
on which he depends, without his having made this foreign world for himself and
therefore without being at home by himself as in something his own. The impulse of
curiosity, the pressure for knowledge, from the lowest level up to the highest rung of
philosophical insight arises only from the struggle to cancel this situation of unfreedom
and to make the world’s one’s own in one’s in one’s ideas and thought.'”’

If Hegel emphasizes the necessity to overcome the very idea of otherness in its multiple
guises as something external to the community of knowers, Khlebnikov sees the stifling effect
of culture as originating in the loss of the primal unity between man and nature. The poet
reconstructs some of the early configurations of this unity in Planes One and Two.

In Plane One, through birds’ morning speeches to the Sun, Khlebnikov directs our
attention to a possible genealogy of human language as it exists in its early phases lying outside
the fetishism of'a contemplative perspective, outside the notion of being a mere instrument to
convey the multiple meanings which structure our world as we know it. In so doing, he also
refers to his very first poem “Ptichka v kletke” (Bird in a cage) whose main theme is the loss of
primeval unity with the world at the price of which human culture appears as self-differentiating
system of signification.

O yeM moenb ThI, ITUYKA B KiIeTKe?

O ToM 11, KaK Monanach B CETKY?

Kak rae3apImko T Bujaa?

Kax Te0s ¢ monpyxkoii KiieTka pa3myduna?
Wnu o cuactun TBOEM

B Munom rae3apinike cBoem?

7 G.W.F. Hegel, Aesthetics, tr. T. M. Knox (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1975), vol. 1, 97-98.
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Wiy kak MyIIeK Thl JIOBHJIA

N ux nerkam HOocHIa?

O cBoboze i, necax,

O BBICOKHX JIH XOJIMaX,

O nyrax Ju 3eleHBIX,

O nomisIx 1M NPOCTOPHBIX ?

Cky4HO OCTHSKKE Ha KepI0UKe CUICTh
M u3 okoHIIa HA COJTHIIE TJISIE€Th.

B conneunrsie JHU Thbl KyITaclbCs,
Ilecneit yyHOM 3aIMBaeUIbCA,

Crapoe BCIOMUHACIIb,
Caoe rope 3a0bIBaellib,
CeMeuKkH KITIOCIIb,
JKanHo BOTUYKY MBEIIIb.

108
Here, just like in Zangezi, the language of cultural captivity is juxtaposed with the originary
language to which the artist wants to come back. That is, the lost language appears in stark
contrast with the one used to describe captivity: it is not as an instrument, with which one’s
objects of thought are communicated to another, but the self-sustaining duration of meaning that
once accompanied the life of animals and humans.

But in this case, language is Being, and its self-sustaining dispersal is akin to existence,
the divine light by virtue of possessing which anything can come into actual, not potential being.
The now and here of the birds is the one of pure contingency, one involving categorial
determinacy which is not understood as projected by the mind, but as the “unconscious”
movement of “attention,” only as a succession of the multiple moments of sense-certainty and its
content. The succession of the sounds they make serves as if an analogue notation for their

immediate awareness of things in the world, an awareness that is opposed to that of mental

determination whereby all objects are structured through language and focalizing attention. Any

1% Khlebnikov, Tvoreniia (Moscow: Sov. pisatel’, 1986), 41. (What are you singing of, bird in a cage? / Of
how you got ensnared? / Of how you made your nest? /Of how the cage separated you from your friend? / Maybe
you’re singing of how happy you were in/ Your cute little nest? / Or how you were catching flies /And gave them to
your children/ Of freedom or forests/ Of high hills/ Of green fields/ The poor little darling is bored, sitting on a
perch,/Looking at the Sun from a little window/In sunny days you swim/Loosing yourself in a beautiful song/
Remembering the old days,/ Forgetting her sorrow/ Pecking seeds/ Drinking water thirstily — translation mine).
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possible object of knowledge thus collapses into a sensory state that corresponds to it at the level
of sensory apprehension, and so does the distinction between fact and knowing.

Birds live in a mystical union with nature: their songs say no-thing to us because there
can be no determinacy for Being. As animals “they do not just stand idly in front of sensuous
things as if these possessed intrinsic being, but, despairing of their reality, and completely
assured of their nothingness, they fall without ceremony and eat them up. And all Nature, like
the animals, celebrates these open Mysteries which teach the truth about sensuous things.”'*” But
the certainty, contingency, and transiency that characterizes one’s fluid coping in the world in the
pure now, pure here, and as a pure “I” are all lost in the determinacy without which there can be
no content of experience. The birdcage that a boy birder carries in the end of Plane One becomes
a powerful metaphor for human language as a prison-house of determinacy, a precondition for
intelligibility in the world. Because it is a whole, multiple operative limits are always already set
in a particular relationship to one another, allowing meaning to be created in the form of a
differential predicate attribution.

Yet the death of the mystical unity with nature becomes precisely the event that opens up
a possibility of an infinite interplay between the signs. The capitulation of immediate knowledge
to space, time, and language is far from a simple acknowledgement of epistemic finitude; rather,
the very admission of concrete content via differentiation through the imposition of multiple
boundaries also becomes a moment when the instrumental view of language and reason comes
into being.

The language of the birds is in Khlebnikov’s cosmogony Logos appearing to itself as

“Light [which] disperses its unitary nature into an infinity of forms, and offers up itself'as a

' Hegel, Phenomenology, §109.
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sacrifice to being-for-self, so that from its substance the individual may take an enduring
existence for itself.”''" And it is exactly language as the interaction of the individuated life forms
that is described in the language of the gods. Khlebnikov reserves Plane One for the birds and
not gods because he thinks that the language of birds is not as much removed from the pristine
state of originary logos as utterances of the gods, a notion thoroughly infused with the corrupting
character of cultural oblivion.

The equally unintelligible—for us—Ilinguistic exchange of the gods in Plane Two marks
the advent of the world in which apart from God’s self-contemplation as Light sacrificing itself
to itself to appear as a multitude of stable individual forms, we now have a world dominated by
God’s self-perception. The god Ulinkulu who is described listening to the noise of a beetle that
had eaten tunnels in a log of its [his] wooden body of (a god) is emblematic of how gods stand in
respect to nature: they appear as this nature, its forces and things with properties whose totality
together with the laws regulating their transition in time nature can be said to be:

The innocence of flower religion, which is merely the self-less idea of self, gives place to
the earnestness of warring life, to the guilt of animal religions; the passivity and
impotence of contemplative individuality pass into destructive being-for-self.'"!

The simple stability of the spiritual atoms as forms not yet having actual existence is now
put into motion so that each form is determined through the pattern of the interacting whole. At
the level of human religious consciousness this is a collective identification of the tribe with a
particular animal it thinks to form its essence. At the level of its epistemic powers, god’s self-
perception, appears as what allows to a single consciousness experience plural qualities as
properties of a thing that make it different from other things by virtue of those predicates being

repeatable qualities. If the immediacy of perceptual awareness is due to concatenation, that is, the

"9 Hegel, Phenomenology, §688.

""" Hegel, Phenomenology, §689.
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mere succession of properties as the sole source of unity of the perceived object, setting the cut
off point for relevant properties becomes problematic as the many properties satisfying the
contiguity and continuity criteria within one’s perceptual field rarely lumped into one. If unity
precedes this succession, however, then, the bare substratum collecting all the relevant properties
is bound to lose the determinacy perceptual awareness offers. Either the object is essentially one
that appears to me as many, or it is essentially the many that appears to me as one, me being the
source of unity.

Since Plane Two features a description of a series of verbal exchanges between several
gods whose host is hovering above the earth and since the number of gods is potentially
unlimited, as well as their attributes and accidents, we now see nature not as a world of
immediate awareness of sense-certainty, but as a miracle of perceptual awareness whose main
object is things with properties. Because of the fluidity with which multiple universal aspects of
an individual entity come to the foreground in one’s perception, it is clear that we are already
dealing with multiple contextual “object positions.” But because “object positions” are
determined by other “object positions” we need a higher order concept to allow for a “relevant
grouping.” We might call this concept “event” but its appearance signals another problem — there
always being multiple events. In case we choose “law” or “schema” as yet another concept to
account for our ability to group only the events that are relevant the question arises how
spontaneous hybridization of multiple schemata is possible. We have arrived at self-
consciousness as the law of laws and what secures the actuality status of a relevant law in a given
context. The position of self-consciousness is of utmost importance for Zangezi’s overall
composition because this is a position, which multiple poetic personae assume each stressing a

different aspect of it. Let us look more closely at the Hegelian equivalent of a poetic voice, that is,
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a way to relate different aspects of experience within a single worldview relegating different
elements of what is experienced (e.g. sensible particulars, fluidity of thinking) to different places
within a hierarchy of being.

The ostensibly detached phenomenological participation of the observer turned out to
have the effect of a situational meaning focalization. One might arrive at a complex equation
explaining how the world is but the cognitive structure authenticating the identity of its left and
right sides may not itself be capable of formalization. This structure is self-consciousness.
Because we are now in the domain of self-consciousness, it is not going to be enough to limit the
scope of sense-certainty to the mere act of choosing what to do in which a self-conscious agent
periodically engages. Qua self-consciousness, sense-certainty is at the very least the animal’s
choosing of a behavioral item as conditioned exclusively by a number of situational exigencies.
But this means that the unity of the animal’s mind is also one of many, an episodic consciousness,
a series of outwardly directed impulses. So each biological genus is our new thing with
properties, that is, an interiority as a specific range of desire realization. For this interiority to be
self-conscious it must experience itself as not just its will temporarily interrupted by the will of
another, but as something being at the mercy of extermination of another the way its
environment has been up to its mercy up until now. This interruption of a self is a replay of the
interruption of the thing, except it is experienced and not merely fixated as actually existing in
the realm of things. The section on self-consciousness is a section on consciousness’s awareness
of it triple limit: its dependency on life (master-slave); its dependency on another for positions of
subjectivity and objectivity (inter-subjectivity in stoicism and skepticism); its dependency on the

differential symbolic coding of what it experiences seeking to assign various aspects of this
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experience to wholly different yet interacting ontological realms (Empirical World and the
Immutable God).

The realization that the dual subject of self-consciousness (myself as a thing for another’s
will-self, but also a will-self for which multiple things and will-selves are) is determined as a
connection of meanings is stoicism. Thinking here is equivalent, in so far as it determines the
various contexts to which “of the master” and “master of”, to essence the way it appeared in the
third section on consciousness. We know what a thing is from the pattern of its interactions with
other things, or through multiple dynamic contexts. Similarly we know what one is from how
one relates to her own determinations of thought within herself. One’s realization that the power
of thought-determination is necessarily limited (the power of another’s will may not affect one’s
inner life, but in so far as this inner movement of thought claims independence it, too, is limited)
is skepticism. The Unhappy Consciousness is a form of self-consciousness that knows God’s
Law (the transcendental) as the condition of possibility for the experience of its singularity (its
possession of the inaccessible core of thinking as opposed to what can be challenged by others in
the inter-subjective mediation of meaning). That is, one’s awareness of thinking as ultimate
Subjectivity also contains within it, though implicitly, one’s awareness of ultimate Objectivity as
something external what makes the internal possible. Unhappy Consciousness thus is not a form
into which what begins as a tribal form of consciousness “develops” after the advent of
Christianity, but is a more detailed description of various levels of thought-differentiation within
self-consciousness. So the movement is as follows:

(1) Subjectivity (Work to unearth Mastery)

(i1) Objectivity (Question to unearth Thinking)

(iii)  Objective Subjectivity and Subjective Objectivity (Worship to Unearth Science)
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The uniquely Hegelian move here is to suggest that worshiping the transcendental is tied with the
notion of Scientific Objectivity. The world is seen as an intelligible multitude either because its
individual forms and knowledge are infinite or through the grace of God.

Self-consciousness shows us a triple interruption of consciousness, which it experiences
as a will in the world. Self-consciousness realizes that it is bound to other self-consciousness’s
yet it understands that because they may be bound to yet another self-consciousness, their
authority cannot be ultimate. It is the idea that that any Master can be an object to another master
in a way a sensible object belongs to a Servant. It is a thought of an invisible source acting as a
condition of possibility for the mastery of the master. But the idea behind this invisible source
may have come about as result of a configurative reading of an actually present physical plurality
whose different elements are experienced as a value hierarchy. Unhappy consciousness, then, is
the eradicable metaphysical aspect of human thinking insofar as our conceptual grasp of the
world presupposes differential value attribution to different aspects of what we experience (e.g.
Plank’s constant as a ruse to account in a mathematical way for an asymmetry of time and space).
From the point of view of human creativity this implies a narrative conceptualization of the
imperfect world against which the meaning and significance of what is to come is defined.

Of the poetic personae making their appearance in Zangezi, Tiutchev and Boratynskii in
Plane Fourteen can be seen as embodying Khlebnikov’s equivalent of stoicism, Mayakovsky in
Planes Ten and Fourteen of skepticism, Alexander Blok in Planes Thirteen and Sixteen of the
two irreconcilable sides of Unhappy Consciousness, and Tsvetaeva in Plane Twenty of some
aspects of the metaphysical dualism characteristic of Unhappy Consciousness. Just as Hegel’s
Phenomenology only has its three concluding sections to deal with world history and systems of

knowing arising in it, only some planes in Zangezi are historical, but in these planes the actual
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work of history appears as that through which the artistic standpoint is reached from which
Khlebnikov’s zaum can legitimately appear as a poetic equivalent of a system of speculative philosophy.
While a detailed study of this revelation is here not possible and should be dealt with in a
separate monograph, common to these shapes is a series of metaphysical dualisms of time and
eternity, the physical and spiritual, nature and culture, all of which converge in the tragic narrative
of'a creating soul, a prophet who is never at home in the world. Within the limits of this chapter
we can look at one such persona— Marina Tsvetaeva, an artist, whose work and life, best
capture the agonizing tension of her embodying a contingent, finite individual, who is divinely
inspired and thus also participates in the eternal. Our choice of Tsvetaeva’s artistic persona is
warranted in view of the fact that she appears in the last poetic plane of Zangezi under the name
of Gore (Sorrow). Her poetic persona is in a way a narrative culmination of the odyssey of the
Russian Poetic Spirit, whose highest narrative standpoint is the appearance of Zangezi himself to

deny the rumors of his death.
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II. 6. The Story of One Encounter

Of what Tsvetaeva and Khlebnikov thought of each other’s work next to nothing is

112

known, ' the extent of their mutual influence remaining virtually unexplored.'"® Our first task

12 E. Mindlin recalls Tsvetaeva saying “Poet’s deeds are his verse ...Khlebnikov is hiding from the daily
round behind this doctor’s note [Khlebnikov’ note of psychiatric assessment which read “Grazhdanin RSFSR Velimir
Khlebnikov, who does not have a permanent address, cannot be held responsible for his actions because of his mental
illness that this stamp confirms.”— A.G.]. It is his version of ‘don’t touch my work’; it is his way of saying ‘don’t
interfere in my creation.” He is not understood now, but one day he will be.” in Emil” Mindlin, “Iz knigi
neobyknovennye sobesedniki,” in Marina Tsvetaeva v vospominaniiakh sovremennikov. rozhdenie poeta, ed. Lev
Mnukhin (Moscow: Agraf, 2002), 164. Mark Slonim states that the Russian Futurists, especially Maykovsky and
Khlebnikov, were of great interest to Tsvetaeva in his “O Marine Tsvetaevoi: iz vospominanii,” in Marina Tsvetaeva
v vospominaniiakh sovremennikov: gody emigratsii, ed. Lev Mnukhin (Moscow: Agraf, 2002), 96. Zinaida
Kul’manova, who met Tsvetaeva in 1940, recalls that when she wanted to give the poet as a present a collection of
Khlebnikov’s poetry printed the same year, Tsvetaeva, though she obviously had known and read Khlebnikov, looked
surprised when she heard his name. See Zinaida Kul’manova, “Chto ia pomniu,” in Marina Tsvetaeva v
vospominaniiakh sovremennikov: vozvrashchenie na rodinu ed. Lev Mnukhin (Moscow: Agraf, 2002), 123-125. In
poetic texts the only exception is in Tsvetaeva’ Poema Kontsa (The Poem of the End) (1924): “PacctaBanue -
MIPOCTO MIKOJIBI / XJI€OHUKOBA COJIOBBMHBIN CTOH, / JleOenuHbIi....” (“Parting is only the moaning of a
nightingale from Khlebnikov’s school...”).

"31n the first, and, so far, only fundamental biography of Velimir Khlebnikov, Sofia Starkina’s Korol’
vremeni (St. Petersbutg: Vita Nova, 2005), Marina Tsvetaeva is mentioned to say that her work was for a long time
forbidden in the Soviet Russia (8), that like many of her contemporary colleagues, including Khlebnikov, Tsvetaeva
also turned to the character of Stepan Razin in her work (334), and that she sometimes appeared in the illustrious
Kafe poetov (Poets’ cafe) or in Domino amidst other prominent Russian poets (388). In her biography of the poet,
Byt i bytie Mariny Tsvetaevoi (Moscow: SP Interprint, 1992), Victoriia Shveitser mentions Velimir Khlebnikov
when talking about poet’s turning to Stepan Razin (169). In Marina Tsvetaeva: The Woman, her World and her
Poetry (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985) Simon Karlinsky lists formal and thematic parallels between
the two poets: in Khlebnikov’s “Zhuravl’’’ (The crane) and Tsvetaeva’s “Poema lestnitsy” (The Poem of a Stair)
respectively, they both used logaoedic meter (65) and developed the theme of the revolt of objects against people
(171); a poetic diary of 1921, a truly devastating year to the Russian literary community, Tsvetaeva’s Craft contains
in it a reference to Khlebnikov’s personality (107).

Michael Makin in Marina Tsvetaeva: Poetics of Appropriation (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993) notes the
two poets’ interest for Russian folklore materials (p.n. 42) and their using the technique of “collage” (p.n.56), or
citation, of the literary works of the past, as in the Igor Tale (Slovo o polku Igoreve), in their own works; this, the
critic maintains, allows them to establish a dimension of historical memory and evoke an emotional state associated
with it. In Marina Tsvetaeva: zhizn’ i tvorchestvo (Moscow: Ellis Lak, 1997) Anna Saakiants mentions Khlebnikov
twice: in Tsvetaeva’s conversation with Anna Akhmatova (743) and in an episode when, smiling, she remembers the
famous Russian futurist manifesto Poshchechina obshchestvennomu vkusu “A Slap in the Face of Public Taste,” one
of whose authors Khlebnikov was (40).

In individual articles and reviews touching on the Khlebnikov—Tsvetaeva poetic connection, G. Struve
notes a point of convergence between the poetry of A. Bely and V. Khlebnikov—both were strongly influenced by
Russian folklore, particularly Russian folk songs, at the level of word and verse structure—in his “Tsvetaeva,” in
Marina Tsvetaeva v kritike sovremennikov: obrechennost’ na vremia, ed. Lev Mnukhin (Moscow: Agraf, 2003), 87-
88. V. Orlov emphasizes their love for the principle of “korneslovie,” or poetic agglutination, in which the
researcher sees an attempt to get to the word’s deepest meaning and to derivate from it a whole slew of new words
related by sound. V. Orlov, “Silnaia veshch’ poeziia,” in Marina Tsvetaeva v kritike sovremennikov: obrechennost’
na vremia, ed. Lev Mnukhin (Moscow: Agraf, 2003), 308. V. Pertsov asserts that as a poetic phenomenon
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then is to examine the Tsvetaevan subtexts in Zangezi where they primarily appear in the two

addresses of Sorrow [Gore],'™*

a character entering the stage in Plane Twenty. Khlebnikov’s
nuanced portrait of Tsvetaeva reveals his preoccupation with understanding the enigma of the
rational formative principle behind the history of Russian poetry.

A quick detour and some methodological clarifications are in order. “Zangezi is

assembled and settled,” writes Khlebnikov in his diary on January 16,1922.""° Since the

manuscript saw alterations and corrections as late as April 1922,'"® by which time it was already

Tsvetaeva’s verse must be connected with the oeuvre of Boris Pasternak and Velimir Khlebnikov. V. Pertsov “Rets.:
Marina Tsvetaeva Izbrannye proizvedeniia,” in Marina Tsvetaeva v kritike sovremennikov: obrechennost’ na vremia,
ed. Lev Mnukhin (Moscow: Agraf, 2003), 5.

Since the first and only extensive comparative analysis of the two poets’ verse are only five—the four shorter works
on this topic belong to L. V. Spesintseva, “Khlebnikov i poeziia M. Tsvetaevoi 20-kh godov,” in VI mezdunarodnye
Khlebnikovskie chteniia (Astrakhan: Izdatel’stvo Astrakhanskogo Gos. Universiteta, 1998), 86-90, and “Obraz
Razina v poeme V. Khlebnikova ‘Ustriug Razina’ i v stikhotvorenii Mariny Tsvetaevoi ‘Sten’ka Razin,” in /1]
mezdunarodnye Khlebnikovskie chteniia (Astrakhan: Izdatel’stvo Astrakhanskogo Gos. Universiteta, 1989), 39-40;
and Tu. V. lavinskaia in “Semantika veshchi u Khlebnikova i Tsvetaevoi,” Russkaia rech’ 2 (2000): 20-24 and
“Semantika obraza cheloveka u Khlebnikova i Tsvetaevoi” in 4. S. Pushkin-M.1. TSvetaeva: sed 'maia tsvetaevskaia
mezhdunarodnaia nauchno-tematicheskaia konferentsiia, ed. V. 1. Maslovskii (Moscow: Dom-muzei Mariny
Tsvetaevoi, 2000), 268-272, and a monograph-length study is Sopostavitel 'nyi analiz obraznykh sistem chelovek,
veshch, priroda v idiostiliakh Velimira Khlebnikova i Mariny Tsvetaevoi that is Tu. V. lavinskaia’s doctoral
dissertation (Russian Language Institute, 2001)—V. Grigor’ev is correct in that Tsvetaeva scholars have paid little
attention to Khlebnikov’s influence on her work. V. Grigor’ev, “Khlebnikov i Puskin,” in Budetlianin ed. V. P.
Grigor’ev (Moscow: 1Azyki russkoi kul’tury, 2000), 626-627. He is also accurate in his estimate that a study of the
underlying connections between the works of two poets may discover many interesting facts not necessarily
confined to the levels of either language or poetry. V. P. Grigor’ev “Velimir Khlebnikov,” in Velimir Khlebnikov v
chetyrekhmernom prostranstve iazyka ed. V. P. Grigor’ev (Moscow: I1Azyki slavianskikh kul’tur, 2006), 338.

114 Because there is virtually no information whether Khlebnikov had actually read Tsvetaeva, my reading of
the text is bound by several methodological strictures. First, I determine the upper time limit for choosing Tsvetaeva’s
work that Khlebnikov targets in plane twenty and narrow this selection to those poems that he could have read
himself or heard someone read to him. Second, I address a possible objection that by late 1921 Tsvetaeva was too
minor a poet to be one of Khlebnikov’s targets in Zangezi, showing that the two had enough in common for him to be
interested in Tsvetaeva’s verse and her manner of self- presentation. My final step is to show that literary allusions,
polemical citations, poetic dedications, satirical descriptions, and anagrammed references to his contemporaries were
characteristic of Khlebnikov’s work.

15 Khlebnikov, SW, vol. 5, 447.

"% An obvious obstacle to this choice is the fact that literary material of Gore i smekh is dated by the June
20, 1920 in Khlebnikov, SW, vol. 5, 455. While a comparison of the two versions in clearly in order (unfortunately I
did not have access to Khlebnikov’s archives while writing this paper), by itself, however, a diary entry should not
and cannot serve as reliable marker with which to establish the time-frame of writing. Khlebnikov had never led a
systematic diary and would often return to some events from his life later, as he made of a post factum entry as we find
in Khlebnikov, SW, vol. 6(2), 338. Using April 1922 as an upper chronological boundary for selecting Tsvetaeva’s
poems for discussion until I have access to Khlebnikov’s archives seems warranted.
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at the printer’s, the upper chronological boundary for choosing Tsvetaeva’s verse that appeared
in literary journals and poetry collections should be set at this date. Similarly, Tsvetaeva’s poems
from Mileposts [ and II (Versty I and II) will have to be limited to those published in the literary

"7 We also need to show that by the

journals and periodicals before the two collections came out.
late 1921 she was a poet whose stature was enough for Khlebnikov to have heard of both her
verse and artistic persona.

By the late 1921, Tsvetaeva is the author of four collections of verse: Evening Album
(Vechernii al’bom) (1910), Magic Lantern (Volshebnyi fonar’) (1912), From Two Books (Iz
dvukh knig) (1913), and Mileposts II (Versty II) (1921). Her first is widely reviewed and well
received by the critics, including Nikolai Gumilev, G. Shanginian, M. Voloshin, and V.
Briusov.'"® In the early 1911 anthology of contemporary Russian poetry by the Masaget, two of

her poems appear alongside those of A. Blok, A. Bely, N. Gumilev, M. Kuzmin, M. Voloshin,

and V. Ivanov. Her verse becomes a poetic standard for younger poets: in his highly positive

"7 Another difficulty is in choosing from the poems included by Tsvetaeva in her collections Versty I
(Mileposts I) and Versty II (Mileposts IT). Unlike Versty I that was first published in 1921, Versty I was published
only in 1922, which poses a question whether Khlebnikov could have access to this collection before final drafts of
Zangezi were made. In her commentary to Versty I, Victoriia Shveitser writes that she examined its copy that
belonged to A.E. Kruchonykh, in Tsvetaeva, S, vol. 1, 300. Khlebnikov and Kruchonykh saw each other in
Moscow on several occasions during Khlebnikov’s last stay in the capital—between the evening of December 28,
1921 and the early May 1922 (Starkina, Korol” vremeni, 388-397). Although the two poets were no longer bound by
the strong friendship ties of their ‘futurist youth’—this is evident from the dying Khlebnikov’s request to his loyal
friend and proselyte Miturich not to write to the Briks, Mayakovsky and Kruchonykh to ask for help (421)—
Kruchonykh could have easily introduced Khlebnikov to Tsvetaeva’s Versty I. Given Tsvetaeva’s prominence on
Russian literary scene by the late 1921, it is little surprising that Kruchonykh would want to discuss this momentous
event with Khlebnikov when they met. Fortunately, the poems from both collections were written between 1916 and
1920 and many of them appeared in literary journals and periodicals. Many lyrics written by Tsvetaeva between 1917
and 1921, the poet chose not to include in any of her collections, publishing some of them in journals while leaving
others in final versions in her notebooks, as we learn in Makin, Marina Tsvetaeva, 52-53.

18 Makin, Marina Tsvetaeva, 18.
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review of Anna Akhmatova’s first collection Vecher (1912), emphasizing the poet’s refined
voice, Kuzmin compares her to Ilia Ehrenburg, Osip Mandelshtam, and Marina Tsvetaeva.'"”

If by 1915, the poet is “firmly infixed”'*” within the cohort of contemporary poets,'*' the
summer of the year following sees her verse appear in the first, third, fifth and sixth issues of
Severnye zapiski, and in Almanakh muz published in St. Petersburg. The poet’s verse is flanked
by that of Briusov, Akhmatova, Kuzmin, Mandelshtam, and Churilin. She is an active participant
of St. Petersburg’s literary life: an envoy of literary Moscow, she meets many Petersburg poets
during her stay in the northern capital.'** Already in the summer of 1917, Voloshin, in Poets’
Voices (Golosa poetov), asserts Tsvetaeva to be a poet of Akhmatova and Mandelstam’s
magnitude.'*® After some of Tsvetaeva’s Moscow cycle poems are published in the first issue of
Severnye zapiski later that year, Petersburg poets are much impressed by it. As G. Adamovich

would later recall:

The Petersburg poets were stunned by Tsvetaeva’s cycle — its beauty and the
unpredictability of her Moscow...One copy of the journal, having just been issued, was
passed around, and I still see Anna Akhmatova, a sense of a puzzled approval all over her
face, reading in a soft voice:

“And for me to be
dreaming free, for
me to hear bells
toll, for me early
dawns will rise at
Vagankovo.”'*

19 Saakiants, Marina Tsvetaeva, 42.

120 Saakiants lists Vyacheslav Ivanov, Valerii Briusov, Konstantin Bal’mont, “Tsekh poetov” (Nikolai
Gumilev, Sergei Gorodetskii), Anna Akhmatova, Mikhail Kuzmin, Igor’ Severianin, Nikolai Kliuev,” in Saakiants,
Marina Tsvetaeva, 42.

121 Saakiants, Marina Tsvetaeva, 53.

122 Shveitser, Byt i bytie, 141.

123 Shveitser, Byt i bytie, 173.

124 Shveitser, Byt i bytie, 383.
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Some four years later, in 1921, Tsvetaeva is invited by the Pervyi teatr—then still headed
by Vsevolod Meyerhold— to translate Paul Claudel’s “Téte d’Or” (Golden Cockerel) and work
on a production of Shakespeare’s Hamlet. Though she never accepted the offer to work on
Hamlet with Meyerhold and Mayakovsky, it was she, not Mayakovsky, who was expected to
write verse for that production.'® By the end of the year, then, Tsvetaeva is a poet of prominence,
well known and highly esteemed by contemporary critics, poets, and readers. It is very unlikely,
then, that Khlebnikov have not heard of her or not known of her verse. In light of the fact that
he led a nomadic life style, which precludes a possibility of our generating anything remotely
resembling a list of the works he had been reading during this time, we must admit that this
circumstantial evidence is all we can get.

Yet the mere familiarity with Tsvetaeva’s verse, for Khlebnikov to target her in his work,
let alone to depict her as a finite mode of the Russian poetic God, had to be grounded in a more
personal mode of spiritual encounter. One line of evidence suggesting how it may have
happened, as well as what kind of magnitude this encounter could have had, comes from
comparing the two poets’ reading history. Establishing the common textual horizon whose
elements inspired their works thematically and stylistically, while being capable of planting the
seed of the jealousy over not being the sole possessors of the transcendental realm of what they
each thought to be their paradisiac past, is another way to ensure that our hypothesis is not
verging on fiction.

The young Tsvetaeva’s favorite poets were Johann Goethe and Heinrich Heine, Friedrich

de Lamotte-Fouqué’s Undine, most likely known to her in Zhukovsky’s translation, being her

125 Shveitser, Byt i bytie, 186.
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absolute favorite.'*® Some of the thematic preoccupations of her verse from 1910 to 1916,
namely thoughts of the horror of the inexorable end and a fascination with the “chosen” status of
the lyrical heroine suggest Tsvetaeva’s strong attraction for Mariya Bashkirtseva (Marie
Bashkirtseff).'”” Gifted and sensitive persons, who like Bashkirtseva died young, attracted the
poet who always saw heroic, miraculous death as preferable to the disappointments and
frustrations of attaining maturity, another way to escape which a stay in the magical region of
children, the nursery, would allow.'?®

The spell of the romantic aura of Marina Mniszek’s persona was even stronger. The
notorious Pole belonged to a long list of the elect characters with all of whom Tsvetaeva had a
special bond that affected the choice of themes and characters in her verse. John of Arc,
Napoleon, Byron, and Alexander Pushkin together with his Pugachev all raised themselves “high
above the crowd” to be later vanquished by the mediocrities.'”’

In Mileposts I and 11, the two collections that form the bulk ofher verse written between
1916 and 1922, she turns to a wide range of themes and styles, whose major sources are folklore
and history. Tsvetaeva’ poem “Not Crying in Vain” (I ne placha zria) evokes the seventeenth
century Tale of Misery-Luckless Plight (Povest’ o gore-zloshchastii) and belongs to a large
corpus of her Apocrypha, that is, idiosyncratic, irreverent and often blasphemous versions of

130

sacred texts. ° The poet’s interest in historical characters is realized most fully in the Razin

cycle. Appearing in the third and last poem of the cycle, the mutineer’s dream draws its material

126 Simon Karlinsky, Marina Tsvetaeva, 27.
127 Saakiants, Marina Tsvetaeva, 43.
128 Karlinsky, Marina Tsvetaeva, 40.
12 Karlinsky, Marina Tsvetaeva, 67.

139 Makin, Marina Tsvetaeva, 32.
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from the Knight’s dream in Fouqué’s Undine and Zhukovsky’s verse translation of it that
appeared as Undina."®" Interested in the history of Moscow, Tsvetaeva is passionately involved
with its topography and history, both becoming a forcefully sounded central theme in Mileposts
1."*? Engaging with history through the events as different as Mongols’ nomadic invasions and
the French campaign of 1812 allowed her to find parallels with and precedents to what happened
in the Russia during the Revolution and Civil war as well as to escape the drabness and terror of
the present.'*?

The use of archaisms and colloquial as well as vulgar diction are two stylistic strains in

Marina Tsvetaeva’s poetic diction in Mileposts I

Her archaist manner comprised Church Slavic and Old Russian vocabulary and grammar
of the Russian Bible and of Orthodox prayers; also the remnants of chancery language of
pre-Petrine Russia, as well as her later deliberate imitation of the style of eighteen-
century Russian poets. Her colloquial manner likewise absorbed a number of linguistic
phenomena of various origins: uneducated and peasant speech, regional expression,
formulae from folklore and, where appropriate, deliberately coarse language.**

But of all literary and historical characters important to Tsvetaeva’s artistic identity, Pushkin was
the most prominent. Having found inspiration in his work and life, Tsvetaeva used the poet’s
confidence and charm in creating a charismatic personality of her own.'*

The premier poet of Russian Golden Age, with whom Futurists often compared

Khlebnikov himself, was equally important for one of the pioneers of Russian Futurism, who,

because the qualities he shared with Pushkin, namely the fascination with the proximity of love

13! Makin, Marina Tsvetaeva, 56.

132 Karlinsky, Marina Tsvetaeva, 65.
133 Karlinsky, Marina Tsvetaeva, 88.
134 Karlinsky, Marina Tsvetaeva, 63.

135 Stephanie Sandler, Commemorating Pushkin: Russia’s Myth of a National Poet (Stanford: Stanford
University Press, 2004), 214.
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136
and death, and with the presence of death in human life, proclaimed Pushkin’s soul a “sister”

137
of his own. The shaping of Khlebnikov’s artistic worldview, themes and style happen under the

aegis of Aleksei Remizov’s work steeped in Russian folklore and mythology: Khlebnikov’s
“...experimental work with the word (slovotvorchestvo) is connected with the artifacts of writing
in ancient Rus as well as with epics in general.”'*® But while the legacy of ancient Rus’ became
for him an inexhaustible source of literary themes, whose paradigmatic example describes
Sviatoslav’s death from the Pechenegs’ hand upon his return from the Byzantium campaign in a
short poem, “Pechenegs’ cup” (Kubok pechenezhskii) (1916), Khlebnikov’s interests were never
circumscribed by it. Drawn to history, Khlebnikov, like Tsvetaeva, was fascinated with Stepan
Razin and Polish history.

299

Having identified himself with the famous Russian mutineer in “Pesn’ mne’” (Song to
me) (1911), Khlebnikov casts himself as a rebel, a herald of the future, but also, in another of his
poems “Voina v myshelovke” (War in a mouse trap) (1919), as a lonely dreamer, a prophet who

is not understood. “I am a Razin with an unfurled banner of Lobachevski’s logarithms,” the poet

would later say in Razin (1920).

13¢ Contemporary poets who influenced Khlebnikov’s poetic making include Bely, Bal’mont, Mikhail
Kuzmin, whom the poet regarded as his master, and Aleksei Remizov, whom Khlebnikov esteemed to be a good
friend. Nikolai Stepanov, Velimir Khiebnikov: zhizn’ i tvorchestvo (Moscow: Sov. Pisatel’, 1975), 14-15. Walt
Whitman, the only poet an edition of whose collected verse Khlebnikov always carried with him during the last
period of his life, is also a major source of poetic influence. Stepanov, Velimir Khlebnikov, 61.

7 Henryk Baran, “Pushkin in Khlebnikov: Some Thematic Links” in Cultural Mythologies of Russian
Modernism, eds. Boris Gasparov, Robert P. Hughes, Irina Paperno (Berkley: University of California Berkley, 1992),
355-358.

18 Natalia Pertsova, Slovotvorchestvo Velimira Khlebnikova (Moscow: Izd-vo Moskovskogo Universiteta,

2002), 43.
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Khlebnikov passion for Polish history that he in a letter to Kruchonykh lists as source of
artistic interest for his work'* culminates in Marina Mniszek, a poem of some 400 lines, written
during 1908-1910, never to be published during his life. Recurrent in Khlebnikov’s poetry, the
images of a sorceress, “pol’ka,” a “Polish woman,” and “mavka,” an Ukrainian mermaid, are
associated with the character of Marina Mniszek, anathemized by the Russian Orthodox Church
and endowed with the black magic powers in the popular imagination.

Like Tsvetaeva, Khlebnikov admires Bashkirtseva’s diary which he studies in the early
1915.'° After its first publication in Russia in 1892, it was widely read, but toward the end of the
1900s its popularity significantly waned, the reading public increasingly deeming it too juvenile.
Khlebnikov and Tsvetaeva were the only two poets of their generation to mention their
fascination with the Diary. '*!

For both poets Russian folklore and myth, and the history of ancient and medieval Rus’
became a mother lode of artistic material and formal solutions. Both were fascinated with the life
and art of Pushkin as well as other exceptional, elect personalities like those of Mariya
Bashkirtseva, Marina Mniszek, and Stepan Razin, all of whom embodied the spirit of rebellion,
the spiritual heights one could reach, leaping ecstatically toward freedom of absolute self-
expression. Tsvetaeva’s verse, then, could never be alien to Khlebnikov, major differences in

their philosophical and aesthetic views notwithstanding. And, as I show below, the practice of

turning to world culture for literary characters was one of Khlebnikov’s artistic signatures.

13 Stepanov, Velimir Khlebnikov, 62.
140 K hlebnikov, SW, vol. 1, 453.

! Irina Shevelenko, Literaturnyi put’ Mariny Tsvetaevoi: ideologiia, poetika, identichnost’ avtora v
kontekste epokhi (Moscow: NLO, 2002), 22 p.n.
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The poet frequently engages in literary polemics with his contemporaries and
predecessors, making references to their works, casting them as characters, and “ciphering” their
identities. A dialogue with Khlebnikov’s artistic predecessors is at the heart of his poetry, the
two ideas central to his entire work—studies in the nature of language and time—both stemming
from a dialogue with Tiutchev’s “Umom Rossiiu ne poniat’.”'** While it is the name of the
modern hero of Khlebnikov’s Oleg Trupov (1915) through which the poet connects him to the
protagonist of Pushkin’s Evgenii Onegin, the “sun of Russian poetry” itself makes a solo
appearance to deliver an explanatory remark in Khlebnikov’s play Deti Vydry,'*whose list of
stage characters in its last part, or “sail” (parus), also includes such celebrated personae as
Hannibal, Cipius, Sviatoslav, Pugachev, Lomonosov, Razin, and Jan Hus. And the density with
which mermaids, devils, and witches populate Khlebnikov’s poetry and prose is matched only
by that found in the work of Gogol.'**

Khlebnikov draws from his list of Russian writers and poets in a manner very similar to
that of how Russian classical poets did from the world of Greek and Roman mythology. The
master of the chthonic realm, Dostoevsky represents the earthly world, while Pushkin and
Tiutchev both epitomize the celestial realm of the sun and stars. Together these three artists
create neither an impressionistic, nor an anthropomorphic landscape of Russian literature, but

145

establish the foundation for its harmonious aesthetic cosmos. ™ In his poems “Nastoiashchee”

(Present) (1921) and “Nochnoi obysk” (Night Search) (1921) Khlebnikov gestures toward the

142 R.V. Duganov, Velimir Khlebnikov: priroda tvorchestva (Moscow: Sovetskii pisatel’, 1990), 16.
143 Stepanov, Velimir Khlebnikov, 81.
144 Stepanov, Velimir Khlebnikov, 55-56.

15 Duganov, Velimir Khlebnikov, 101-103.
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bard of the beautiful lady through creating clear thematic and formal references to Blok’s
Dvenaditsat’ (Twelve)."*®

In 1909 the poet seems to have kept a “poets’ meeting diary”” which he had later turned
later into a series of poetic satires,'*” two of which “Kramora N 20i” and “Zhut’ lesnaya” taunt
the contemporary art scene. While Khlebnikov settles his accounts with the symbolists in the
former, in the latter he captures the episode of P. Morozov’s publicly slapping Bal’mont in the
artistic cafe Stray Dog.'*® The identities of the people who had witnessed this event—E.
Dmitrieva, F. Sologub, and Appolon’s editor Sergei Makovskii—are carefully ciphered.

As its title suggests, Khlebnikov’s play Markiza Dezes (1910) refers to Voloshin’s
famous mystification whereby the poetry of Elisaveta Dmitrieva (1887-1928) had appeared
under the exotic pseudonym of Cherubina de Gabriak. Also telling are this play’s “speaking
names,” which refer to the Stray Dog’s regulars, and references to his own poems, namely
“Predo mnoi varilsya var” and “Kramora N2o1” both of which targeted the poets from the Apollo
circle."” If the former poem hints at Sologub, Ivanov, and Gumilev, the latter does at Mikhail
Kuzmin, his identity concealed as Amazuk.

Written after the news of Gumilev’s execution had been received on September 1, 1921,

Khlebnikov’s “Litsedei” (Actor) (1922) not only tells the tragedy of Gumilev’s life, his poetic

and personal fate as well as of his tragic loneliness,'*® but also engages Anna Akhmatova in the

146 Stepanov, Velimir Khlebnikov, 219-220.
147 Khlebnikov, Selected Works, vol. 6(2), 338.
18 Stepanov, Velimir Khlebnikov, 118-120.
149 Khlebnikov, Selected Works, vol. 4, 380.

130 Stepanov, Velimir Khlebnikov, 239.
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151 her

line “Lilos’ pen’e i slezy Akhmatovoi’ (Akhmatova’s singing and tears were flowing)
name associated with harmony by way of contrasting the motifs of speech, music, poetry and
emotional expression with the lyrical hero’s blindness and numbness.'>

Occasionally, Khlebnikov devises entire poems as literary portraits: a portrait of
Lermontov appears in his poem ‘“Na rodine krasivoi smerti — Mashuke...” (In Mashuk - the
motherland of beautiful death) and of Mayakovsky in “Nash marsh” (Our march). In 1916, he
completes a poetic portrait of Vladimir Tatlin. Near the end of his carrier, he writes cycle of
poetic sketches featuring “Burliuk”,”Kruchonykh”, and “Priznanie” (Confession), a poem
dedicated to Mayakovsky.'

In polemicizing with Russian literary classics and his contemporaries, Khlebnikov has
them—their identities often concealed—appear as characters in his work alongside the world

historical individuals. In Zangezi some of them appear as part of the star language chronicle of

the Odyssey of the Russian Poetic Spirit.

I1.7. Station Tsvetaeva

Having addressed some of the methodological limitations of the comparative reading we
are about to do, we now turn to the text of Zangezi’s Plane Twenty, which, as we suggested
earlier, has a nexus of allusions to the verse and poetic persona of Marina Tsvetaeva and which

we will treat as one text for the ease of reference.

151 Rhlebnikov, SW, vol. 2, 255.

132V, N. Gvozdei, “K interpretatsii stihotvoreniya Velimira Khlebnikova “Odinokii litsedei,”” in VIII
Mezdunarodnye Khlebnikovskie chteniya (Astrahan: Izdatel’stvo Astrakhanskogo Gos. Universiteta, 2003), vol.1, 37.

153 Khlebnikov, Selected Works, vol. 2, 234-235.
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S rope. JItoOyr0 TOCKY 5
IToliMmy, Kak LapeBHY Tevyaib!
U Tak mpoXuBY s, TOCKYSI.

O, Berep, MHE KOCBHI MOYaJIb!
S xorTsiMu BOUJIaCs B TEJIO,
Pykamu craBuiia BUCKH.

A 1acTodka JacKOBO Iefa

O cTpanax, T1ie HETY TOCKH.
W, To4HO B MONIMHY, B MEHS
Cobpanach medaib MHpPOBas,
N s npocnapnsiio, KIsHS,

Kro xmeba nuiien kapasas.
3adeM Ke BbI, UM YMEPIITHX,
Kpbumamu mieckaau HyXapI?
S priO0O ObIOCS B UX BEpIlax,
Pycanka He3nemneii Bogpi !>
Cympak — ymHas nedass!
COTH?[ Ayl BO MHE TCCHUTCH,

S1 He3elIHAsA, BaM Kallb,

HeBop cies — mou pecHulsI.
[Tnsry KrrecuHckoro mpes rpodom
M B 3amke 1ym crky IToronkoit
Ilepen momuanueM 'upes.

A B 7IeTCTBE 5 TIO0OMIIA KIIELIKH,
BecenbIx cHerupen.

OHH 171a3aM MPOXOYKUX MUJIIBI,
OHM MAJIMHOBOH BECHOIO 3004,
Kax TeMHO-KpacHBIE IIBETHI,

Ha 3umneM BbIpoCiu KycCTy.

Ho Bce myCcTBIHHO, M HE ThI
CopBeliib I[BETHI ¢ CBOEH MOTUIIBI,
PasBeewib xu3HM IIyCTOTY.

MHe TONBKO YYIAUTCSA OCKA
I'HUIIBIX 3y0OOB BHU3Y JIMUMHEI,
I'ne yepBb TOCKYIOWINI UCKAT
OO0en 13 MEPTBEUUHBL.

Kak cuHeit 6a604Kku KpbLIO

Ha xammue,

Cie3010 YepHOii 00BeEIIO0

I'nasa mue.">

I’'m Sorrow. I will know the headstone of
Heartaches, as sadness knows a princess.
And all my life I’ll spend in longing-
Wind, come tear my braids to tatters!

I clutched my body with my claws,
Squeezed my temples with my hands.

Yet a swallow sang sweetly of places
Where there is no longing.

Sadness, universal sadness,

Fills me, like a reservoir in flood time.

I praise it with the curse of those
Deprived of a crust of bread.

Then why do you, eyes of the dead,

Seem awash with the wings of need?

I flap like a fish in their fish trap,

A mermaid of the otherworld seas.

Subtle gloom of evening!

The souls of hundreds are confined in me,
I am of another world, which makes you sad
My eyelashes are a net of tears

I dance like Kschessinska before a coffin
And in a castle of thought I sit like Potocka
Before Giray’s silence

When I was small I loved kneydls,
Cheerful bullfinches.

They are pleasing to the passersby’s eye
The raspberry spring of their throat

Grew like dark red flowers

On a winter bush.

But it’s desolate all around, and it is

Not you who will pick flowers from

Your own grave, fill up the emptiness of life.
I see a growl of rotten teeth underneath
The countenance where a bored worm
Sought a carrion dinner.

As a blue butterfly’s wing

On a stone,

A black tear has lined my eyes.

Lines 21-24 contain a triple reference to Tsvetaeva’s posing as a Pole and boliarynia

(sic!), a noble woman of an ancient lineage, she was keen on doing in her verse as early as 1916.

Thus line 23 “I am sitting in Giray’s silence” refers to Pushkin’s Bakhchisaraiskii fontan (The

154 Khlebnikov, Selected Works, vol. 5, 347.

155 Khlebnikov, Selected Works, vol. 5, 351.
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Fountain of Bakhchisaray) in which a Tatar Khan Giray’s is trying to win the love of his
beautiful captive, a Polish Countess Maria, who lives separately from his harem. Line 21 “T am
dancing like Kschessinska before a coffin” mentions Mathilde Kschessinska (Krzesinska), a
famous ballerina'>® who made her carrier at the Imperial Mariinski Theatre of St. Petersburg,
where she danced with the Imperial Ballet, which granted her the title Prima ballerina assoluta
in 1896. Marius Petipa, arguably the world’s most influential ballet master and choreographer to
have ever lived, had in 1894 invented this title for the Italian ballet virtuoso Pierina Legnani and
never consented awarding it to Kschessinska, who despite her being born in Russia belonged to a
Polish family notorious for the superb dancing skills of its members, a clan of Polish “dance
nobility.” The illegitimate appropriation of the title by the Imperial Ballet makes Kschessinska a
pretender, a motif associated in Tsvetaeva’s verse with the political adventurer Marina Mniszek.

Connected to Mniszek is an unscrupulous opportunist Sophie Potocka, known, before her
second marriage, as Sophie de Witte, who is, most likely, mentioned in line 22 “And, like
Potocka, I sit in a castle of thoughts.” Called in European aristocratic circles “the Beautiful
Greek” and “La Belle Phanariote,” Potocka brilliantly used her extraordinary beauty to

manipulate men in power and work her way up to be accepted into the aristocratic milieu.'”’

136 Apart from her gift as a dancer, the ballerina also had a spell over men. Her liaisons first with Nikolai

Mikhailovich Romanov, Sergei Mikhailovich, and Andrei Vladimirovich Romanov, not to mention Nicolas II himself,
allowed her establish powerful connections at the Russian Royal Court. She used these connections not only to amass
riches but also to resolve professional conflicts as a result of one of which Sergei Volkonsky, who had been the
Director of the Imperial Theatre between 1899 and 1901, was dismissed from his post by the Tsar himself. Orlando
Figes, Natasha’s Dance: a Cultural History of Russia (New York: Metropolitan Books, 2002), 454.

7 In 1791, when his highness Prince Grigorii Potemkin first met Potocka in Paris during one of the balls
given by the Prince de Nassau Siegen, she was twenty five years of age and eleven years married to Major de Witte,
son of the Governor of the Polish fortress of Kaments-Podol’sk, who in 1779 bought her for 1000 ducats, putting an
end to her being a teenage courtesan, the only profession known to her by that time. Simon Montefiore, Prince of
Princes: The Life of Potemkin (London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 2002), 460-461. After Poland had accepted the
constitution on May 3, 1791, Potemkin, who by that time had already made Sophie one of his spies and lovers, had
ordered her to establish a close relationship with the richest ‘kinglet’ of Poland, Felix Potocki, in order to make him
side with the Torgovitska confederation. Olga Eliseeva, Grigorii Potemkin (Moscow: Molodaia gvardiia, 2005), 511.
It was not long before the two were married. Remembered for her passionate incestuous affair with her stepson Yuri,
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Though she married into Polish nobility, Sophie always remained an outsider, for she was an
aristocrat-“imposter” with a courtesan’s past and no noble lineage.
While the myth of Polish noble past and the imposter motif appear in Khlebnikov’s other

1
works!'>®

the probability that their appearance in Gore’s address in connection with Marina
Mniszek is purely accidental, having nothing to do with Marina Tsvetaeva’s verse and poetic
persona, is very low.'” In view of how important this identification was for her sense of self-
identity, so much so that the poet thought of herself as related to Mniszek.'®

In “Babushke” (To Grandmother), a poem dedicated to her maternal grandmother who
was Polish, a portrait of a real person is mentioned. By virtue of the two of them having the

same name, a young romantic Polish woman is connected with Mniszek the Sorceress, whose

magic spell over Tsvetaeva’s verse '°' was as strong as that over the poet herself.'®> Appearing in

whom she had thrown out from her estate after the death of her husband in 1805, Sophia Potocka also managed to
accumulate a fortune and not to lose her reputation until her very death in 1822. Montefiore, Prince of Princes, 496.

58 In Ladomir (1920) Khlebnikov mentions Mathilde Kschessinska’s beautiful dance and also the castle
that she coaxed for herself through her connections at the Russian royal court. Marina Mniszek-related motifs of a
Polish woman imposter, and sorceress, implicated the painter Kseniia Leonidovna Boguslavskaia-Puni to whom
Khlebnikov was attracted in the late 1913 early 1914, and who would have become a reason for a duel between him
and Mandelshtam, had it ever followed the scandal in the Stray Dog on the night of November 1913. While in “Zhut’
lesnaia” the poet called Boguslavskaia-Puni, “Marina Mnishka,” in the verse his 1913-1915 verse, he also uses
characters of “vorozheia” (sorceress), “pol’ka” (polish woman) and especially “mavka”— an Ukrainian or Galician
mermaid which looked as a beautiful woman from the front and as an assembly of spooled intestines from the
back— to refer to the painter. Khlebnikov, Selected Works, vol.1, 498-499.

139 That the poet was turning to Boguslavskaia-Puni five years after his passionate attraction cannot be ruled
out. Another possibility, although this is also unlikely, is that he reworked some his own poetry, be it personal names,
rhymes and thematic associations. One example of this is the Gireia — snegirei rhyme in lines 23-25 that we also find
in Khlebnikov’s early poem ‘“Narod podnyal verhovnyi zhezel...”: “Chto sdelal ia? Narodnoi krovi temnykh snegirei
/ Ia brosil okolo pylaiushchikh znamen, / Podrugu odevaia, kak Girei, / V snop umen’shitel’'nykh imen,” in
Khlebnikov, Selected Works, vol. 2, 7.

160 «“Her maternal grandmother was a Polish noblewoman, Maria Bernacka, and her mother was Countess
Maria Leduchowska. The poet was thus descended, on her mother’s side, from three generations of Marias, all of
whom were Polish and aristocratic and all of whom died before the age of forty. This circumstance gave rise, in her
poetry, to the myth of her Polish roots, ‘Polish pride’, and a possible personal connection with one of her favorite
historical personages, Marina Mniszek (Maryna Mniszchowna, ca. 1587-1614), whom most people remember from
either Pushkin’s or Musorgsky’s Boris Godunov,” in Karlinsky, Marina Tsvetaeva, 3.

1! Makin, Marina Tsvetaeva, 208.
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at least four of her poems, Mniszek seems to have embodied the two opposite, yet equally
important elements of Tsvetaeva’s identity. One had to do with the faithfulness and love of
Marina Mniszek’s as witnessed by her jumping out a window on the enemy spears to follow the
path of False Dmitry, who kills himself first, while another did with Mniszek the epitome of
mortal, empty beauty from which evil springs. This dark, demonic side of Mniszek the poet
abhorred, for with it she has also come to associate the risk of getting hurt after the mutual
exposition of vulnerability in a love affair, whose wounds, in the case of the one she had with
Sofia Parnok were still all too fresh.'®

Tsvetaeva was not alone in drawing connections between herself and Marina Mniszek.
Other poets, too, suggested there was a connection between the two Marinas. Mandelshtam and
Parnok, for example, both mentioned the Polish pretender in connection to Tsvetaeva to amplify
the themes of rebellion and sexual transgression. To the subtlety of Mandelshtam’s “Na
rozval’niakh, ulozhennykh solomoi,” Sofiya Parnok preferred the extreme openness of her
“Sonet of 1915”—...in your soul - how little of me she gets, / Bettina Arnim and Maria
Mniszek!” concluding with “Where is your Goethe? And where is your False Dmitry?”'**

Since references to Tsvetaeva’s association with Mniszek had circulated in the Russian
literary circles for at least four years before the first draft of “Sorrow and Laughter,” one of the
provisional titles of Zangezi’s Plane Twenty, Mathilde Kschessinska’s dance beside a coffin

mentioned in line 21 refers to Tsvetaeva the pretender, who first articulated her arrival in

162 Shveitser, Marina Tsvetaeva, 130.

163 Saakiants, Marina Tsvetaeva, 254-255.

164 o o o
“...B mymie TBoe—Kak Maio eif Mens, / bertuaa ApanM u Mapus Muaunmek!” “I'ne 'ere tBo#t! U roe

1BOM Jhxe-Imutpuii?”
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“Nastanet den’ pechal’nyi govoriat” (A sad day will come to pass, they say), a poem that appeared

in the first issue of Severnye zapiski in 1917 and was later included in Mileposts I:

Mo ynuuam ocraBiennoit Mocksbl / [Toexy — s1, 1 moOpenere Bol. /W He onuH TOpOroro
orcraner, / W mepBbIii KOM O KpBIIIKY Ipoda rpsiHeT, —/M HakoHel- To OyAeT pa3peleH /
Ce0suttoOMBBIi, OMUHOKUM COH. /1 HUYero He HaJ0O0HO oTHBIHE / HoBompecTaBieHHOH
donapoine Mapune.'®

(Along the streets of an abandoned Moscow/ I’ll make my way, and there you, too, will
plod, / neither of us lagging as the first / clod clatters down onto the coffin’s lid; /I
shall finally be released from this self-involved and solitary dream. / From now on
there’ll be nothing more Marina the late lamented noblewoman [boliaryne], needs)

Tsvetaeva’s illegitimate appropriation of boliarynia (6ongpgitg) is akin to that of
ballerina assoluta (6osngpunHa) by Kschessinska. The source of her “Polish pride” is further
travestied in line 24. The little Sorrow’s favorite food is kletski, a type of kneydl especially
popular in Ukraine and Poland. The royal opulence and intellectual sophistication of Tsvetaeva’s
much-coveted aristocratic upbringing strongly clash with a more prosaic, if not rustic, reality of
her childhood. Meanwhile, a blow is dealt to the luscious sentimentality that permeates
Tsvetaeva’s first three poetic collections the main source of material for which came from her
childhood reminiscences.

Aside from the Polish myth and the pretender motif, Khlebnikov parodies several easily
recognizable aspects of the young Tsvetaeva’s verse—the lyrical hero’s obsession with death,
the tonality of her straining voice characterized exclusively by the lament and profound grief
over the forever lost paradisiac garden of childhood. To show this Khlebnikov uses a number of
formal and thematic devices.

The strophic pattern of the concluding lines of Gore’s address (37-40) “Kak cuneit
6abouku kpbuto/ Ha kamue,/ Cne3oro uepHoii 06Beno / I'na3a mue” conform to the “rickety”

logaoedic verse (rasshatannyi logoed), a patterned alternation of meter in several heterogeneous

1K hlebnikov, Selected Works, vol.1, 217.
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strophes, and stand in a stark contrast to the rest of the poems, its even strophes notably shorter
than the odd. The richness and originality of her strophics unparalleled in Russian poetry,
Tsvetaeva is the “absolute champion” of formal innovations in the history of Russian poetry.'®
Accounting for about thirty percent of her verse are logoeds and antic meters (poetic meters in
their tonic embodiment). Both, then, are at the heart of her poetic experiments.'®’ Khlebnikov’s
choice to write the last four lines of the address in “rickety” logoed is no accident, for it
underscores the formal peculiarity of the above excerpt even more, pointing, in a way, to
Tsvetaeva’s strophic signature. The affinity of the four lines “O6Bena MHe r1a3a KOJab1IOM /
TeneBrM — Oecconuta. /Omnena MHe ri1a3za oeccoruna / TeHeBbIM 12.eH110M”168 from one of
Tsvetaeva’s poems dedicated to Sophia Parnok'®® with the concluding lines of Sorrow’s first
address supports our conjecture of Gore’s prototype.

Having seen sufficient evidence in favor of the hypothesis that Zangezi’s Twenty-One
planes comprise a narrative polemics with the institutional march of human freedom as it appears
in Hegel’s Phenomenology and that the poet targets the artistic persona of Tsvetaeva as his
Russian Poetic equivalent of the Unhappy Consciousness, we must also consider a possibility

that while Khlebnikov renders Tsvetaeva as Gore, the historical persona behind this mask is not

1% Efim Etkind, “Strofika Tsvetaevoi—(Logaedicheskaya metrika i strofy),” in Marina Tsvetaeva: trudy I-
go mezhdunarodnogo simpoziuma, eds. Robin Kemball, E.G. Etkind and L.M. Geller (Bern; New York: P.
Lang, 1991), 309.

167 Etkind, “Strofika Tsvetaevoi,” 307.
168 Tgvetaeva, Selected Works, vol.1, 224.

1 Although this poem could have been read by Khlebnikov only in a 1922 edition of Mileposts I—it was
never published before the collection came out—the poet’s turning to the image found in abundance in Tsvetaeva’s
early and mature verse (eyes in general, and black and blackened eyes in particular) is emblematic. Khlebnikov’s
using the verb o6BoauTh (using the eye-liner analogy, I would translate it here as “to define”) is also a loaded choice:
present in the concordance dictionary of Tsvetaeva, it is altogether absent from that Akhmatova. Although by itself
the above observation falls short of a proper statistical method of idiolect comparison, I will occasionally resort to
such frequency comparisons, for they can be illuminating.
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Tsvetaeva, but Akhmatova, or some other poet. After all, it is just as tempting to see the stage
name Sorrow (Gore) as containing a hidden reference to Akhmatova’s maiden name Gorenko
and to interpret Sorrow’s “aHeBoa cie3 mou pecHurbl” (line 20) as an overt reference to
Akhmatova’s reputation as a “muse of crying” (My3a 1uiaga).

While the frequency of the word tear(s) sleza/y in Akhmatova’s first five collection of

verse Evening (Vecher), Beads (Chetki), White Flock (Belaia staia),Wayside Grass (Podorozhnik)

and Anna Domini is about one ninth'®' of that of Tsvetaeva, that Khlebnikov saw young
Akhmatova as a poet of grotesque sentimentality is unlikely since Akhmatova’s early verse is
virtually devoid of the kind of sentimentality in which Tsvetaeva’s early verse does abound.

Plentiful enough—there are fountains of it: “pontans! u3 cne3 matepei” (the fountains of
mothers’ tears)'’— tears and crying, in the poem “Vtoroe puteshestvie” (Second Journey) get a
whole verse to themselves in “Slezy” (Tears):

Cre3nl? Mbl I1aueM o TeMHOU miepeanei, /e kanmensOpa HUKTO HE 3axer; /
[Tnadem o Tom, uTo Ha Kpsiiie coceaneii / Ctasut cHexok; / [11adem o FOHBIX, O BEITHUX
Oepeskax, / O HecMOJKaloIeM 3BoHE B TeHH; / [ladem, kak AeTH, O BCeX OTronockax / B
Matickue aHuU. //TonbKo cie3aMu MbI yTh 0003Ha4YMM / B Mup yrmoeHuit He JaHHBIH Cyab00ii ... /
W nax 031011mM KOTeHKOM MBI utadeM, / Kak Hax coboit. / OTHATO BCe, — ¥ IOKOH M MOJTYaHbE. /
Mutelit, THI MHOTO 13 cepania yHec! / Ho He cymen yHecTn Ha mpomadbe / Heckoipko cies.

Tears? We are crying of the dark living room, //Where no one has lit a chandelier /

We are crying that on our neighbor’s roof / The snow has melted // We are crying of the young
birch trees / Of the unceasing jingle in the shade/ We are crying like children, of all the voices
heard/ in May. // With tears do we draw our itinerary into/ The world of pleasures which one’s
fate does not bring / We cry over a kitten who is cold as / we would cry over ourselves. // All is
taken away: calm and silence / Darling, how much, you took / away from my heart! /But you
could not take away all of my tears.'”'

Contributing to the atmosphere of profound grief and mourning, the motif of tears and

crying survives into Tsvetaeva’s mature verse, becoming a hallmark of her straining muse that

170 Tsvetaeva, Selected Works, vol. 1, 9.

7! Tsvetaeva, Selected Works, vol.1, 110.
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allows, among other things, to set it apart from that of Akhmatova. As Shveitser perceptively
notes: “Covering her inner burning, and separating, distancing the author from her verse,
Akhmatova’s ostensible composure is opposed to the Tsvetaevan uproar in verse. In
Akhmatova’s verse harmonically bound are things that are irreconcilable at first glance, for
example, black magic and prayer noted by Tsvetaeva. Tsvetaeva is a poet of extremes and
disharmony, both of which are embodied not in not crying, but weeping poems that, even if

172 .
»17 Tsvetaeva’s, then, is a

predominantly loud, always, even if in whisper, scream of pain.
“weeping muse,” whose logoeds, the highest degree of violence imposed on verse through form,
set her apart from her many contemporaries. Unlike the latter, who through the extensive use of
dol’nik, taktovik, and aktsentnyi stikh were moving toward the absolute liberation of poetic
language, vers libre,'”® Tsvetaeva strove to “create an ultimately conflicting system: on the one
hand, a most dynamic, oriented forward, oral speech, and the rapidly hurdling meter and

strophics on the other. The clashing of opposed elements—statics and dynamics, artifice and

ingenuousness, schematics and spontaneity—Iliberates the energy unforeseen in Russian

poetry.” ™

Besides its peculiar metric and strophic patterns, the disharmony and tension in the
lyrical hero’s straining voice is also evident in the repertoire of her themes. These include the
classic metaphysical opposition of good and evil with a reversal of the traditional emotional

valence assigned to both elements, the color black now firmly connected with passion and seen

172 Shveitser, But i bytie, 144.
173 Etkind, “Strofika Tsvetaevoi,” 324.

174 Etkind, “Strofika Tsvetaevoi,” 326.

132



as positive.'” At the visual level this psychological orientation is mirrored in Zangezi: stage
directions suggest that Sorrow appears in a white dress and wide-brimmed black hat; Khlebnikov,
it seems, had an accurate, if intuitive, grasp of the crying tension of Tsvetaeva’s poetic tonality
described by her students years later. The emotional turmoil resulting from the tragic
incompatibility between the individual and universal are essential to Tsvetaeva’s poetry. The
lyrical hero’s every attempt to live an “earthly” life fails, every encounter with the world 1s
catastrophic: “The lyrical hero’s condition is that of extreme discomfort, and sickness: suffering,
spiritual discord, dissatisfaction and other negative emotions.”'’® The entire second sequence of
Miles II points up the above disharmony. Tsvetaeva’s voice is one of the Unhappy
Consciousness, of “the tragic fate of the certainty of self that aims to be absolute... the
consciousness of the loss of all essential being in this certainty of itself, and of the loss even of
this knowledge about itself—the loss of substance as well as of the self.”!’” Pitting being against
objective existence, poetry becomes for Tsvetaeva a vehicle to temporarily transcend the
restraints of facticity and existence, whose intricate ornament in the form of cultural practices
and historical contexts never stops weaving itself. Yet Tsvetaeva’s existential lacerations are not
the only quality of her verse that makes Khlebnikov pick her as an exemplary poetic voice to

illustrate a metaphysical position.

' Liudmila Zubova, Poeziia Mariny Tsvetaevoi: lingvisticheskii aspekt (Leningrad: Izdatel’stvo
Leningradskogo Universiteta 1989), 117.

176 Svetlana El’nitskaia, Poeticheskii mir Mariny Tsvetaevoi (Wien: Wiener Slavistiche Almanach, special
issue 30, 1990), 304.

"7 Hegel, Phenomenology, §752.
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Notwithstanding Tsvetaeva’s wide poetic recognition by the early 1922, she is still being
called a poetess.'™ In their reviews of Tsvetaeva’s first collections, some critics relegated the

poet to the camp of “women’s poetry” whose very notion she always rejected together with her

179

membership in it. "~ Mandelshtam’s article “Literary Moscow” (Literaturnaia Moskva) (1922)

echoes the then current attitude toward women’s poetry:'*

Jist MOCKBBI camblif TevatbHbIN 3HaK — GoropoaquyHoe pykosenre Mapunsl L{BeraeBoi,
MEPEKITMKAIOIIMIACS ¢ COMHHTENBLHON TOPIKECTBEHHOCTBIO METEPOYPrcKOi Mo3Tecchl AHHBI
PaggoBoii... Xymiiee B urepatypHOil MOCKBE — 3TO KEHCKast T033usL... Ananic u Mapuna
LBeraeBa npopountibl, crona xe u Copus [laprok. [IpopouecTBo Kak oMalHee pyKoJIeue.
B T0 Bpems Kak IpUITOAHATOCTb TOHA MYKCKOH ITO33HH... YCTYITHIIa MECTO HOPMAJIbHOMY
HICTIONTb30BAHUIO TOJIOCOBBIX CPEZCTB, AKEHCKast 033 MPOAOKaeT BUOPUPOBATH HA CAMBIX
BBICOKHX HOTaX, OCKOPOJISIS CITyX, HCTOPHUIECKOE, TTOITUIECKOe UyThe. be3Bkycuria u
rcTopuieckas Gapib cTrxoB MaprHs! [[BeTaeBoii o Poccum... — HeM3MepuMO HIDKE CTHXOB
Ananwc, et ToIIoC moI4ac JOCTUTAET MY>KCKOW CHITBI M TIpaBAbL.”

For Moscow the saddest portent is Marina Tsvetaeva’s Madonna-like needlework, her
response to the dubious solemnity of the Petersburg poetess Anna Radlova. Women’s
poetry is the worst aspect of literary Moscow...The vast realm of parody, in the most
serious and formal meaning of the word, has fallen to the lot of women in poetry.
Feminine poetry emerges as an unconscious parody of both poetic inventiveness and
reminiscence. ..

Adalis and Marina Tsvetaeva are prophets, as is Sofia Parnok. Their prophecy is a kind of
domestic needlework. While the elevated tone and intolerable bombastic rhetoric of
men’s poetry has subsided, yielding to a more normal use of the vocal apparatus,
feminine poetry continues to vibrate at the highest pitch, offending the ear, offending the
historical, poetical sense. The tastelessness and historical inaccuracy of Marina
Tsvetaeva’s poetry about Russia—pseudo-populist and pseudo-muscovite—is much
inferi%rl to the poetry of Adalis, whose voice at times achieves masculine force and

truth.

178 poliksena Solov’eva, Zinaida Gippius, Mirra Lohvitskaya, Lyubov’ Stolitsa, Adelaida Gertsyk,
Cherubina de Gabriak, Margarita Sabashnikova, E. Kuz’mina- Karavaeva, Anna Akhmatova were all called poetesses
for some time. For more the word ‘poetess’ see the Tsvetaeva chapter in Svetlana Boym’s Death in Quotation Marks:
Cultural Myths of Modern Poet (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 1991).

' Shveitser, Byt i bytie, 134.
'80 Though Khlebnikov’s views on women’s poetry need not to be fully consonant with those of
Mandelshtam, and the poet finished Zangezi before the article came out, it is likely that he shared Madelshtam’s

discontent with women’s, and specifically Tsvetaeva’s poetry.

181 Osip Mandelshtam, Sobranie sochinenii v dvukh tomakh (Moscow: Khudozhestvennaia Literatura, 1990)
vol. 2, 275-276.
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Khlebnikov’s journey for “domestic needlework” continues in a series of references he
makes to Tsvetaeva’s early verse, as is in “cympak — ymHas nedains”’ (line21) whose “dominant
theme is the grey area between childhood and adulthood, full of tension and sexual anxieties.
Hence the frequent depiction of the disquieting passage of day into night—evening, as the title

95182

suggests, is a favorite time.” °° What may seem a random instance of Khlebnikov’s use of poetic

agglutination technique (xoprecnosue) cympak-ymuasi, whereby the semantic field of both words
is extended through their phonetic proximity, is, as should become clear from the verse I analyze
below, is a reference to Tsvetaeva’s first three collections. Khlebnikov targets them because of
their juvenile quality. They are lyrical journals in which the Eden of childhood is worshipped
and the very thought of leaving it, as we have also seen earlier in the case with Tsvetaeva’s
fascination with Bashkirtseva, is associated with the heroine’s awaiting to repeat a heroic,
miraculous, and premature death.

By calling cympaxk (twilight) ymnas nedans (intelligent sorrow) Khlebnikov refers to the
importance of the evening reading of which Tsvetaeva’s talks repeatedly in her verse. Consider
“Knigi v krasnom pereplete” (The books with red bindings):

W3 pas merckoro xutbs / Bel MHE IpuBeT mpomansHbIi nniere, / Hemsmennsmme npy3ss/ B
IIOTEepPTOM, KpacHoOM meperuiere. / UyTh nerkuii / BIydeH ypok, / bery Tordac xe k Bam ObiBaio. /
— “¥Yx mo3mHo!” — “Mawma, mecsaTh CTpok!”.../ Ho k cuacTpio Mmama 3a0niBasia / JIposkaT Ha
JOCTpax OroHbKu... / Kak xopomro 3a/ kauroit goma! / Ilox ['pura, /Illymana u Kron / 5
y3HaBana cyas061 Toma. / Temneer... B Bozayxe cBexo.../ Tom B cuacThe ¢ bakku mosoH Bepsl. /
Bort ¢ dpakenom Ungeen o / boyxmaer B cyMpaxe memiepst. ..

From the heaven of children’s life / You’re saying goodbye / Loyal friends / In a worn out, red
binding. / As soon as my easy homework is done. / I run to you. / “It’s too late!” “Mom, Just ten
more lines!” / Luckily, Mom would forget / The lights are flickering / It feels so good to be
reading / While listening to Grieg, Schumann, and Cui /I would learn about the fate of Tom / It is
getting dark ... The air is fresh /Tom in his happiness with Becky / is filled with faith. / Here Joe
the Indian/ is walking in the darkness of the cave.'®

182 Makin, Marina Tsvetaeva, 18.
183 Tgvetaeva, Selected Works, vol. 1,20-21.
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Yet others fragments like “CoTHst nym Bo mue TecHutcs” (A hundred souls are confined
inside me) found on line 18, also point to a longing to be reunited with the universal soul in
“Prayer” (Molitva), a poem from Evening Album.

A xaxay cpasy — Bcex nopor! // Beero xouy: ¢ aymioii usirana / Matu nop necHu Ha pa30oi, /
3a Bcex cTpajaTh Moj 3ByK opraHa / M ama3oHko# Muathes B Ooii; // ['amaTh 1o 3Be31am B
yepHoii OaiiHe, / Bectu pereii Biepen, CKBO3b TeHb... / UTOO OBLT JICTEH/IO0N — JICHh BUEpaIHHIA,
/ Ytob Obit 6e3ymMbeM — / Kaxplid JieHs! // JIto0Imo u KpecT u/menk, u kacku / Most ayma
MrHOBeHH# cie.../ Thl 1aJl MHE ISTCTBO — Jiydliie ckasku / M naii MHE cMepTh — B CEMHAIIATh
ner!

I want to travel all roads // I want it all — I want with a Gypsy Soul /To go and rob while singing /
I want to suffer while the organ is played /And to be running to fight like an Amazon // To tell
fortune looking at the sky from the black tower / To lead children forward, through the
shadow.../ So that yesterday would be a legend / So that everyday would be madness! // I love
crosses, silk, helmets / My Soul is a trace of many moments.../ You gave me a childhood that is
better than a fairy-tale/ And now give me death — at seventeen!'®*

Sorrow’s “hundred souls” then is also Tsvetaeva’s willingness to appropriate multiple souls,
assert multiple identities through acting out multiple roles, her refusal to subject to historical,
cultural, and linguistic mechanisms of determination.

While “3auem e Bbl, oun ymepiux / Kpbutamu mneckanu Hyxasr?”” (Why do you the
eyes of the dead splatter with the wings of need?) lines 13-14 and “Onu riaa3zam mpoxoxux
Mutbl, / OHU MaJTMHOBOM BECHOIO 300a, / Kak TeMHO- kpacHble 1BeThl / Ha 3uMHEM BBIpOCITH
kycty. / Ho Bce mycteiHHO, 1 He Thl / CopBenib 1IBeTHI ¢ cBoeit moruiibl,” (They are pleasing to
the eyes of the passerbys/ With the crimson spring of their tail/ Like dark red flowers/ They grew
on a winter bush/ But all is empty, and it will not be you/ who will pick flowers from my grave)
26-31 are a double riff on Tsvetaeva’s preoccupation with death, the poetic imagery of the
former allows linking it with “Sovet” (Advice), a poem from Magic Lantern dedicated to

Tsvetaeva’s deceased mother the grief and pain over whose loss permeate the entire collection:

184Tsvetaeva, Selected Works, vol. 1, 56-57.
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...BrenyT KpbUIBIIIKK KX, a Ha caMbix koHIax / LllenectsaT cepeOpucthie Oiiectku. / Uto MHE
JIeNIaTh, IUTS, 4T00 Y Mambl B ri1a3ax / He nqpoxkanu nedanbHbie cine3ku? // [LnenyT KpbUbIK
WX | IIyMST y 1Bepel. / Bee 11Bera Th yBUaMIIG, Bce Kpacku! / Uem MHe Mame moMmoub? OTBeuait
ke ckopett!”/ — “S ckaxy: pacuenyii ee B riia3ku!

Their wings are shining and on their very end / Silver scales are rustling/ What should I do, child,
so that mom would not have/ Sad little tears in her eyes? // Their little wings are splattering and
are making noise at the door. / You will see all colors, all paints. / How do I help mom? Answer
me now!” / “Here’s what I say: kiss her little eyes!'®

The motifs of miraculous and heroic death as a way to escape the unbearable burden of having to
live in an earthly world (lines 26-31) reappear now as a direct reference to Tsvetaeva’s “Idesh’
na menia pokhozhii” (Looking like me, you walk), one of the few poems from Juvenile Verse
published in 1915 during her life in issues 5-6 of Severnye zapiski:

Wnemib, Ha Menst moxoxkuid, / ['naza ycrpemisis BHU3. / 51 nx omyckana — toxe! / [Ipoxoxuii,
octanoBuch! // TIpoutn — cienotsl KypuHol / Y makoB HaOpaB Oyker — / Uto 3Banu MeHs
Mapunoii / U ckonbko MHe ObL1O JieT. // He mymaii, uro 3mech — Moruia, / YTo st HosBIIIOCH,
rpo3sL... / S cnumkom cama nmoouna / CMmesTbes, Korna Henb3st! // Y1 kpoBb nprimBana k xoxe, / U
KYJIp{ MOW BWJIUCK... / S Toxe OvLna, npoxoxuii! / [Tpoxoxkuii, ocranoBuce! // Copsu cebe
crebenpb qukuii / U srony emy Benen: / Knanoumenckoi 3emisiHuky / KpynHee u cnaiie HeT. //
Ho tonbko He cToit yrpromo, / I'naBy onyctus/ Ha rpynab. / Jlerko 060 Mue nmogymaii, / Jlerko 060
MHe 3a0yab. // Kak nya Te0st ocBemaer! / Tol Bech B 30510T0OM MbLIH... / — W mycTh TeOs HE
cmyiiaer/ Mok Tooc u3-moj 3eMJIu.

You are walking, you, who looks like me, / Casting your eyes down / I too used to cast them
down! / Please stop! // Do read, as you pick / A bouquet of buttercups and poppies / That my name
was Marina / And how old I was. // Do not think that this here / Is a grave, and so that I will
appear, threatening you... / I myself loved to laugh / When I was not allowed to! // And blood
rushed to my skin / My hair curled... / I too was, you hear! /Please stop! // Pick yourself a wild
stem / And a berry after / There is nothing bigger / And sweeter than the strawberry that grows at
the cemetery // Do not stand sulking / Having dropped your head to the chest / Think of me for a
while / Forget me in a while // Look at how this sunray is casting light on you / You are all
cover?gcé with golden dust / You should not get uncomfortable / Hearing my voice from under the
earth.

In addition to the motif of miraculous and heroic death that ties this verse to the Gore excerpt,

Khlebnikov also alludes to Tsvetaeva directly through the association tsvety—Tsvetaeva, while

185 Tgvetaeva, Selected Works, vol. 1, 79.

186 Tsvetaeva, Selected Works, vol. 1, 139.
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another, more subtle reference is found in line 16 where she is implicated as “Pycanka
He3zemHel Boapl” (A mermaid from faraway waters).

Tsvetaeva’s early verse is replete with themes from children literature: myriad fairytale
characters dwell in the poetic world of her first two collections. Appearing as undina, naiada,
rusalka, the mermaid is a folkloric character to which Tsvetaeva keeps turning in her later years,
as in the case of the Razin cycle.'®” The poet’s fascination with the world of fairy tales reveals
itself in “Dusha 1 1imia” (Soul and name), a poem that comes out in the collection Volshebnyi
fonar’ and that becomes for Tsvetaeva a space where she foregrounds her connection with the
water element trough her name (Lat. marina “that of the sea’):

[Toka orussmu cmeercs Oai, / Jlyma He ycHeT B iokoe. / Ho ums bor mue unoe nain: / Mopckoe

oHO, Mopckoe! // B KkpykeHbe BaJibca, IO HeKHBIN B3/10X / 3a0bITh HE MOT'Y TOCKH 5. / MeuTsl

uHbIe MHE ozian bor: / Mopckue onu, mopckue! // Tloer orasimu mansmid 3ai, / [Toer u 30Ber,

ceepkas. / Ho nymry Bor mue unyto nai: / Mopckast oHa, MOpcKas!

While the ball is laughing with lights / My Soul will not fall asleep peacefully / God gave me a
different name / It is of the sea, of the sea! // In the movement of the waltz, while hearing a tender
sigh / I cannot forget my longing / God gave me different dreams: / They are of the sea, of the sea!
/I The room is singing with lights / It is singing and calling, twinkling / But God gave me a
different Soul / Tt is of the sea, of the sea!'®®

“Pycaiika He3nemnrHei Boawl” thus refers to Tsvetaeva’s fascination with Undina, to her
rejection of everything earthly and claiming the sea her true habitat, one in which she can most
fully exist. Yet the “mermaid of foreign waters” is almost immediately subjected to a satirical
lowering in “SI pe160t0 Obtocs B ux Bupmax’ — where the highly romanticized figure, mermaid, is
now made just a fish that flaps, the verb “6utscs” (to flap) appearing in its colloquial form

(bvrocs versus 6br0Ch).

187 Unlike Tsvetaeva, Akhmatova only used the word “rusalka”; in her first five collection of verse it
appeared only twice.

188 Tsvetaeva, Selected Works, vol. 1, 122.
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Clashing several literary registers in lines 4-6 in the Zangezi excerpt we have been
looking at “O, Betep, MHe KOCBI MOYaJb / Sl KorTamu Bouiacs B Teno / Pykamu cnaBuna Bucku,”
Khlebnikov moves on to target Tsvetaeva through dissonance. Now it is Tsvetaeva’s verse from
the cycle Craft (Remeslo), whose poems were also published in Trinadtsat’ poetov (1917),
Vesennii salon poetov (1918), Poeziia revoliutsionnoi Moskvy (1921?) and known in Moscow
where Tsvetaeva read them to most diverse audiences.'® Khlebnikov alludes to Tsvetaeva’s
valedictory poem “f sty kaury nocsemaro Betpy” (I dedicate this poem to the Wind), her remake
of the “Yaroslavna Lament” part of the I/gor Tale: “O Betep, BeTep, BEpHbIN MOI CBUIIETENb, /
Jlo MutsIx oHecH, / UTo exedacHo s Bo cHe ceepiaro / [Tyrs — ¢ Cesepa na FOr.”"° Casting

99191

herself as Igor’s wife Yaroslavna, Tsvetaeva’s lyrical hero repeats in her “Lament” " the famous

Yaroslavna line “O Betp, Berpro!” (O Wind, Wind!)'*?

The grotesque lowering of poetic register in “...MHE KOCbI MOYaTh / Sl KOTTSMU BIIUJIACs B
Teno” serves to expose Tsvetaeva’s appeal to Russian history, her special bond with it and
her cultural mission as its keeper. Yaroslavna’s lament becomes a hysterical cry of a peasant
woman. The use of the verb mochalit’ (to strip into fibers), of the first person singular vpilasia

instead of vpilas’, as well as the choice of the word kogti (claws) instead of nogti (nails)— the

latter absent from Tsvetaeva’s poetic language altogether—all suggest Khlebnikov’s deliberation

189 Khlebnikov, Selected Works, vol. 2, 355.

190 Tsvetaeva, Selected Works, vol. 2, 83. (O Wind, Wind, my loyal witness, / Carry to the people dear to
me, / The news that I travel / from North to South every night).

! Makin, Marina Tsvetaeva, 45.

12 Viewing Russian folklore as an inexhaustible source of poetic themes and linguistic discovery,
Khlebnikov often overlaid the present with the past, making them two complimentary layers co-existing within one
textual space and shimmering from under one another. Thus, in Vauchka Malushi (1909) the poet compares
contemporary St. Petersburg to Kievan Rus’, its primal unity long lost. Besides numerous Russian mythical, the
poem has strong thematic parallels with the Igor Tale. Given how important the Russian medieval culture was for
Khlebnikov, scarcely surprising that his ‘poetic ear’ was attuned to the Igor Tale references in the verse of Tsvetaeva,
or any other poet.
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and utmost care in finding the means to be precise in indicating his addressee. The theme of the
exaggerated role of angst in Tsvetaeva’s verse that this brings to mind, also refer to Tsvetaeva’s
anxiety over motherhood that most fully shows itself in the poem “Ts1 Oyznenp HEBUHHOIM,
TOHKOH...” from her Juvenilia, dedicated to her daughter and first published in the third issue of
Severnye zapiski in 1916: “Ho Oyneris i TB—KTO 3Ha€T— / CMEPTEIHLHO BUCKHU C:)KUMATh, / Kak
HX BOT ceifuac cxumaer / Tost mononast Math.”' > Verging on despair, Tsvetaeva’s apprehension
over the responsibility she had over the life of her beloved daughter rang to Khlebnikov
unpardonably sentimental. The nervous squeezing of one’s temples, it seems, had become for

him one of the trademarks of the straining lire of Marina Tsvetaeva.'"*

II. 8. Tsvetaeva and the Beauty of Transcendental Suffering

The multiple Tsvetaevan contexts in Sorrow’s poetic themes and imagery converge into a
portrait of great complexity, one that captures the idiosyncrasies of her early poetic style in a
collage-like manner. Excessive sentimentality, the grief over the expulsion from the Eden of
childhood, fascination with mystical and glorious death as an alternative to this exile, and
attraction to and imaginary identification with Marina Mniszek—all these were for Khlebnikov
characteristic of her early and later period. Clearly discernible in Sorrow’s voice is Tsvetaeva’s
existential strain, her travestied rejection of the finite world and aspiring for the absolute. The

opposition of byt [the everyday] and bytie [being] that turns the world into a vale of sorrow is at

193 Tsvetaeva, Selected Works, vol.1, 167. (But who knows if you will, / Squeeze your temples with the
same lethal force, / Your mother / Is squeezing them now).

194 Unlike Akhmatova (one instance), Tsvetaeva often used the word ‘temple(s)’ in her poetry. She was
arguably the only prominent Russian poet of the early twentieth century to use this image so expressively.

140



the very heart of Tsvetaeva’s weeping muse. Writing verse is what gives to the lyrical hero a

sense of union with the unchangeable and yet even more distant from it:

The fact that the unchangeable consciousness renounces and surrenders its embodied
form, while, on the other hand, the particular individual consciousness gives thanks, i.e.
denies itself the satisfaction of being conscious of its independence, and assigns the
essence of its action not to itself but to the beyond, through these two moments of
reciprocal self-surrender of both parts, consciousness does, of course, gain a sense of
unity with the Unchangeable. But this unity is at the same time affected with division, is
again broken within itself, and from it there emerges once more the antithesis of the
universal and individual. '

But while acknowledging the world and its capacities as a gift from above, the Unhappy
Consciousness, in creating, feels embarrassment for secretly enjoying these gifts in a way that it
now starts feeling that it has not renounced itself. It now blames its body for its inability to rise

above individuality and free itself from the constraints of human physicality:

Consciousness is aware of itself as this actual individual in the animal functions. These
are no longer performed naturally and without embarrassment, as matters trifling in
themselves which cannot possess any importance or essential significance for Spirit;
instead, since it is in them that the enemy reveals itself in his characteristic shape, they are
rather the object of serious endeavor, and become precisely matters of the utmost
importance. This enemy however renews himself in his defeat, and consciousness, in
fixing its attention on him, far from freeing itself from him, really remains forever in
contact with him, and forever sees itself as defiled; and, since at the same time this object
of its efforts, instead of being something essential, is of the meanest character, instead of
being a universal, is the merest particular, we have here only a personality confined to its
own self and its own petty actions, a personality brooding over itself, as wretched as it is
impoverished.'*

In order to achieve a genuine self-renunciation, the poetic soul must surrender its own
will as a particular will, and entrust itself to a mediator who is no other than the artist herself.
Through the creation of artistic worlds, a poetic soul feels itself connected to the immutable. And
through the collective effort of inner artist-priests, mortality as human finitude is reduced to a

mere sign over which, just like over any other sign, the masters of the new world now have

195 Hegel, Phenomenology, §222.

19 Hegel, Phenomenology, 19135-136.
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control. In this world below everything will be made an object of artistic study. Language
proclaims its reign.

Having devoted much of his life to studying the essence of language, which the poet
thought to express collective consciousness, and of time, which he thought a key to the laws
governing Russian history, Khlebnikov strove to derive the original principles that underlay the
primal unity of the universe, that, he thought, were still discernible in how language exists.
Central to this unity was the diversity of all things existing. The problem of one and many which
is as old as philosophy itself never left Khlebnikov, whose artistic solution of this problem in
Zangezi was to create narrative planes similar to the consciousness stages in the Phenomenology
yet grant each of these planes a status similar to that of a Platonic idea, one of an eternal self-
identity, which an intelligible cannot not have. The play’s open structure reveals just as much—
the thematic, stylistic, and formal diversity of Zangezi’s building blocks posits the multiplicity of
languages, of spatial and temporal plans, and of events and fates as various manifestations of one
primal principle of the universe, the sustained unity of its ever-changing manifold. Assembled in
the consciousness of its reader, Zangezi, in so far as it involves a dynamic creative recombination
of the multiple elements, each of which is a part of a plane-idea, becomes time understood as a
moving image of eternity, or as how Plato understood it. There was one important difference,
however—the reader was now the new demiurge creating time. In the realm of aesthetics, this
self-propagating diversity revealed itself to Khlebnikov in the form of artistic ideas’ capacity to
generate the new.

As a narrative of Language-Spirit, whose self-alienation sets nature and history in motion
in Plane One, Zangezi focuses on the history of Russian poetry. In the gallery of poetic types

Tsvetaeva appears as the straining muse of twentieth-century Russian verse and the Russian
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poetic equivalent of the Hegelian Unhappy Consciousness. Her tragic discord with the everyday
world made her primary way of being-in-the-world, Tsvetaeva continues the thematic line of
Russian Romanticism, whose true metaphysical origin harks back to Russian medieval literature.
But just as the despair of the Hegelian Unhappy Consciousness is temporarily overcome in the
Phenomenology in the advent of the Renaissance scientific objectivity, the performative
excesses of Sorrow’s transcendental beyond becomes the last station before the Russian Poetic
Spirit can see the world as a totality of signs from which new worlds can be created in an infinite
number of ways. Khlebnikov thought the arrival of this infinity was near: “We believe in
ourselves, we reject with indignation the vicious whispers of people from the past who still

delude themselves that they bait our hills. Are we not gods?”""’

197 Khlebnikov, Collected Works, vol. 1, 321.
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Third: Engineering Red Existence

... Tax uayt nepxkaBHbIM I1aroM,/ [lo3aam —rononusii niec,/ Briepenn—c KpoBaBbIM
(narom,/ U 3a Beroroit HepuauMm,/ U ot mynu HeBpeauM,/ HexHON NOCTYNBIO HAJABBIOKHOM,
/ CHEeXXHOU POCCHITIBIO )KeMUyKHOH,/ B Oenom BeHunke u3 pos —/ Bnepenu—Hucyc
Xpucroc.
Alexander Block “The Twelve” '*®

“If any would not work, neither should he eat”.
(Thessalonians 3:10)

Ceactuka Bepbl CTsHyJIa Juia/Basuionckas a30yka HamuIa Ha nainbiax/Mcropuuecku
orpaBaaHHbIi MeTo 1/ I1oxupanus ChIpo 3eMin/ITO JIM HE TO,
4TO HaM Ham0?!/ITo 1M He TO, YTO HaM Hao?!

1
I'paxcnarckas O6opoHa, “Pycckoe mone SKCIepuMeHToB”

II1.0. Approaching History in the First Century after Max Sebald (A.M.S.)

On a hot summer day in the year of our Lord 1795, Daniel McGinnis, eighteen years of
age, saw a clearing close to the eastern end of an island among whose magnificent red oaks he
had already been wandering while not working on a farm. He discovered a circular depression,
approximately thirteen feet across, above which stood an old tree hanging from one of whose
branches was a tackle block with a piece of a decayed rope. Daniel came back the very next day
with his friends John Smith and Antony Vaughan to find strange symbols engraved on the walls

of the pit, and a layer of logs at about every ten feet under the flagstones barely covered with

198« Onward still the Twelve go striding; /In their rear —a starving cur; /And with bloody banner leading,

/Hidden by the howling storm, /Safe from human hurt or harm, /In a chaplet of white roses, /Stepping through the
pearly snow dust, /Shrouded in the snowy mist, /In the distance — Jesus Christ,” in Alexander Blok, Selected Poems
tr. Alex Miller (Moscow: Progress, 1981), 317-318.

199 “The swastika of faith constricted our faces, / The alphabet of Babel got stuck to our fingers / A

historically legitimated method of / Devouring damp earth / Isn’t this what we need?! / Isn’t this what we need?!” in
Grazdanskaia Oborona, “Russian field of experiments.”
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earth. When eight years later the three returned to continue their excavation they found at about
ninety feet into the pit a large stone bearing an unknown inscription.

Since 1803, when, for the first time, the pit flooded to the 33-foot mark, many people and
commercial companies tried to get to the treasure buried on Oak Island located just off the coast
of the Province of Nova Scotia, Canada. The frequent collapse of the bottom of the shaft into
either a natural cavern or system of booby traps led many to conclude that the pit is a sinkhole
and a system of natural caverns, others to maintain that the entire beach where the Money Pit is
located was at some point converted into a giant siphon whose man-made tunnel feeds water
from the ocean into the pit.

The Oak Island treasure hunt has been on for over two centuries; many have perished,
entire fortunes lost. Some say that the Money Pit holds the pirate treasure that may have served
as the gold reserve to Sir Francis Drake, Captain Kidd, John Every, or Blackbeard himself, all of
whom interfered with the imposition of new norms on the uncharted territories, especially after
the Treaty of Westphalia in 1648, as capital’s link to labor began to loosen and land became
territory. Others claim that it has the missing jewels of Mary-Antoinette that she entrusted to her
maid as the Palace of Versailles was stormed by Revolutionaries, as the split between deism and
materialism that underlay humanism and a commitment to the happiness of the humankind as the
fundamental value of the Enlightenment turned into the violence of “the coldest and meanest of
all deaths, with no more significance than cutting off a head of cabbage or swallowing a
mouthful of water.”*”° Others yet suggest that inside the pit are the papers that prove Francis
Bacon’s authorship of Shakespeare’s play, or that it may be the resting place of the Holy Grail,
or even the holy Arc of the Covenant. One of the people who visited the island as part of the Old

Gold Salvage Group of 1909 and who followed the news of and developments in the treasure

200

Hegel, Phenomenology, §590.

145



hunt was Franklin Delano Roosevelt, who during his first presidency saved capitalism through
state intervention, showing that Ford’s belief that corporate power could regulate economy as a
whole was little more than a kind of controlled, back-to-the-land utopianism.

And while the idea of the great American visionary, even if ignorant on every subject
except automobiles, had little practical utility, for he kept insisting that “self-help was the only
means of combating the economic depression,” his recognition that a new politics of labor
control meant new principles of labor management based on aesthetic and psychological aspects
of labor reproduction, created a populist democratic society in which mass production was
inseparable from mass consumption.

At the heart of Fordism was F.W. Taylor’s The Principles of Scientific Management, the
work that suggested new ways to maximize production efficiency by breaking down each step in
the labor process into component motions that were further fragmented according to the rigorous
standards of time and space. Taylor’s approach to maximization of labor efficiency, if by
reducing man to an entity whose main function was value transfer, mirrors Marx’s description of
how in its movement capital

reduces the sound sleep needed for ... restoration, renewal and refreshment ... asks no questions
about the length of life of labor-power. What interests it, is purely and simply the maximum of
labor power that can be set in motion in a working day. It attains this objective by shortening the
life of labor-power, in the same way as a greedy farmer snatches more produce from the soil by
robbing it of its fertility.”""

Lenin was fascinated with Taylor because he believed that American means of production could
build American-like technology. Before the NEP he saw the task of the Soviet government in
setting the people in all its scope to learn to work:

The Taylor system, the last word of capitalism in this respect, like all capitalist progress, is a
combination of the subtle brutality of bourgeois exploitation and a number of its greatest

201 Marx, Capital, 376.
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scientific achievements in the field of analyzing mechanical motion during work. The elimination
of superfluous and awkward motions, the working out of correct methods of work, the
introduction of the best system of accounting and control, etc. The Soviet Republic must at all
costs adopt all that is valuable in the achievements of science and technology in this field. The
possibility of building socialism will be determined by our success in combining the Soviet
government and the Soviet organization of administration with modern achievements of
capitalism. We must organize in Russia the study and teaching of the Taylor system and
systematically try it out and adapt it to our purposes.*”

The socialist state, Lenin reasoned, need not exploit the workers to appropriate the surplus value
but would simply redistribute the increased production among the workers and peasants. The
Bolsheviks believed they could eliminate capitalism’s political apparatus but keep the economic
one.

And while the Soviet Union continued to marvel at the image of America as a land of
inventors, industrial scientists, and system builders—its workers mercilessly driven to harvest
the grain, cut the wood and dig the minerals to be imported in exchange for a largely American
technology—Stalin lauded Taylorism. This shift of Taylorism from the limited domain of factory
organization to one of national economy was following the logic of the now exiled Trotsky, who,
fearing the total industrial collapse of the young Soviets in 1918, urged for militarization of labor,
a project that saw a state-wide application of Taylorism in its extreme form.

Whether Ford’s Architect, Albert Kahn, was really convinced that the Russian people, no

203
d,”” or because of

matter under whose rule, had, after centuries of tsarist rule the right to be helpe
his 250 billion dollar government contract to project and equip virtually all of Soviet military
industry, his firm Gosproektstroi remains the only foreign company to have designed and built

for the Soviet Union over five hundred projects and educated four thousand specialists. While

Stalin’s collaboration with Kahn ended in 1932, after he realized that England offered more for

2021 enin, PSS, vol.7, 332.

29 Dmitrii Kmel nitskii, Zodchii Stalin (Moscow: NLO, 2007), 27-41.
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the foreign currency the Soviet Union received for the grain it kept supplying during the Great
Famine, the industrial projects that Gosproektstroi had built became the resource centers around
which the population of the entire country was supposed to be as Stalin is thought to have said
“more or less uniformly distributed.”

Stalin celebrated American efficiency as “that indomitable force which neither knows,
nor recognizes obstacles; which continues on a task once started until it is finished, even if it is a
minor task; and without which serious constructive work is inconceivable,” and he also believed
that “the combination of the Russian revolutionary sweep with American efficiency is the
essence of Leninism.”*"

But this meant that he now saw the country’s entire population as labor reserve. To
ensure the uniform distribution of human resource, people were fired so that within 24-hours,
having lost the privilege of buying bread at the state-regulated prices, they were either forced to

register at labor exchange (birzha truda) that sent them to the places from which there was no

return, or leave the city if they did not get a passport by the state-imposed deadline.

III.1. Andrei Platonov, Dialectical Proposition, and the Phenomenology of Collective Ascension

Like no other twentieth-century Russian literature text Andrei Platonov’s novel the
Foundation Pit (Kotlovan)™ captures the historical complexity of the paradigm to which one
could refer as Soviet “objectification of the human” under whose aegis the first five-year plan

had unfolded. Andrei Platonov’s stylistic experiments expose the methodological limitations

204 Stalin, PSS, vol. 20, 36.

2% Unless otherwise indicated, I am using Robert Chandler’s 2009 translation of Kotlovan and Nauka 2000
edition of the Russian text.
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inherent in how dialectical and historical materialism®*® conceived of the human; the state-wide
frenzy to quantify the human appears as the grotesque instrumentality and functional
transparency of the new language that the Young Soviet Russia speaks in Platonov’s work. The
kind of instrumentality behind Platonov’s trademark “tongue-tied prose” [kosnoiazychie], as |
will first argue, is informed by Platonov’s philosophical polemics with Karl Marx’s Capital,
more precisely, with the Hegelian systematic dialectics constitutive to its method of enquiry. I
will then show that a single most important device associated with what I would call a “hyper-
conscious awkward awareness” of the predicating self in Platonov prose is nothing other than the
estranged Hegelian “dialectical sentence.”*"’ At the level of Marxist doctrine this dialectical
sentence also appears in the form of an enlightened proletariat’s awareness of the necessity of
appropriating the means of production and surplus value, its reality grounded in the state-wide

commitment to maximum transparency in communication. Platonov shows as inevitable the

206 Historical and dialectical materialism, a.k.a. istmat and diamat, are the two umbrella terms I am using
here largely to designate two major conceptual approaches to speculative philosophy in the USSSR throughout the
twentieth century, not to ascribe homogeneity to either of these “movements.” It would not be an exaggeration to
say that while diamat was primarily engaged in reassembling the three parts of Hegel’s Encyclopedia of
Philosophical Science so that the latest discoveries of natural sciences would correct the always provisional
unfolding of logical moments, while istmat was akin to Hegel’s famous Lectures of History of philosophy in that it
sought to discern in the empirical thickness of world history the formalization of this or that category. For more on
how dialectical materialism was used as an “empty signifier” in the struggle for power during the 1930s see in
Daniel Todes and Nikolai Krementsov’s “Dialectical materialism in Soviet science in 1920s and 1930s,” in W.
Leatherbarrow and D. Offord Ed. 4 History of Russian Thought (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013). For a
fundamental study of Marxism and its intellectual offspring see Leszek Kolakowski’s Main Currents of Marxism: its
Rise, Growth, and Dissolution (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1978).

27 Exactly what the speculative or philosophical sentence is will be made later in this chapter, for this
concept cannot be adequately described in disconnect from Hegel’s Method in the Phenomenology and Science of
Logic. In a word, speculative sentence can be defined as a way of communicating information that breaks from the
expected short-hand manner of using words. For instance, my inquiring if that is coffee in someone’s hand, does not
typically have a form which features an estranged description of that coffee as a beverage held in a container, itself
an extended physical body, and whose chemical composition is such that health benefits are derived from coffee’s
phenolphthalein. Now imagine that while having that kind of conversation, I will be changing my description of
what that cup contains depending what I learn from my interlocutor in addition to the psychological states I’ll infer
her to have based on her report so that a sip of coffee she takes then becomes, if she feels that there is too little time
to submit an article on time, a bitter black share of the lagging work contingent, and the cup itself, a heavy,
ineffective equipment now made all the heavier. This gliding of the subject of conversation interspersed with the
series of retroactive “injections” of the mental into the physical and vice versa is at the heart of Platonov’s
dialectical sentence with a proviso that its scale than becomes that of world history where the Young Soviet Union
gets a random re-staging of the events that took place within the World-Spirit.
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conflict arising from any attempt to fully embrace the negativity of human subjectivity within the
boundaries of any one paradigm of rationality. He argues that the interpretative situational
transcendence, any community of people has because of the negativity of the process-oriented
nature of thought-determination, cannot itself be “localized” as a single factor in social life akin
to capital circulation. Because human subjectivity necessarily implies “situational ambiguity,” in
view of the inter-subjective negotiation of anyone’s intended meaning, the closest one can come
to calculating the incalculable, that is, the extent of ideological aberration, is through the
imposition of an ontological framework approaching the world as plurality of physical entities.
In my reconstruction of this ontological orientation toward the transparent functionality
of language used in communication, whose vision permeates the language of Kotlovan, I do not
turn not to either the philosophy of N.F. Fedorov (1829-1903), from whom Platonov inherits the
peculiar coupling of positivist thought and eschatology, or Alexander Bogdanov (1873-1928),
whose attempts to blend Marxism with neo-positivism strongly influenced Platonov’s
worldview.”* Rather I choose as my standpoint the absolute idealism of G.W.F. Hegel’s
Phenomenology of Spirit (1807) and Science of Logic (1812-1816) the radicalization of whose

work Marxism>” has been taken to be.?'® Even though there are multiple studies of communism

2% Thomas Seifrid notes that this productive double influence of Fedorov and Bogdanov “allowed
Platonov...to preserve the political and economic vocabulary of Marxism and remain within the context of an at
least nominally Marxist vision of history while adhering to a vision of being which was contradictory to, and in the
end even seditious of, materialism,” in his Andrei Platonov: Uncertainties of Spirit (New York: Cambridge
University Press, 1992), 25.

299 This tendency in Marx is discernible as early as his /844 Manuscripts where he takes the Master-Slave
part of the “Self-Consciousness” section Phenomenology to be the meta-structure of the relation between labor and
capital.

19 1t seems that Lenin was convinced that “It is impossible completely to understand Marx’s Capital, and
especially its first chapter, without having thoroughly studied and understood the whole of Hegel’s Logic.
Consequently, a half-century later none of the Marxists understood Marx!” in PSS, vol. 7, 180, and was well aware
of the detrimental effects of vulgar materialism. “Intelligent idealism”, wrote Vladimir II’ich, “is closer to intelligent
materialism than stupid materialism,” in PSS, vol. 7, 276.

150



as a religion, notably absent from virtually all of them is a discussion of how the immanent
religiosity of the thought of Hegel and Marx resurfaced in Soviet history in ways different from
its reliance on ritual, the sacred/profane dichotomy, or sweeping generalizations about the

1,2!! stable ethnic traits,”'* as well as attributions of apocalyptic or nihilist orientation

Russian Sou
to the Russians in view of “their religious-dogmatic quality of spirit.”*'*> Approaching Platonov’s
project in Kotlovan with an eye on the narrative of a willing self-estrangement of God into
history, as well as how the motif of this estrangement were developed by Hegel and Marx, will
allow a detailed reconstruction of Platonov’s vision of how multiple axes of temporality are
established in human culture as well as his critique of metaphysical attempts to formalize all
aspects of human being in the world in a self-sustained and fully autonomous system of
knowledge.

I will also look at the main paradox of the novel: the irreconcilable difference among

different characters’ experience of the foundation pit as what is supposed to be one and same

I Berdyaev writes in relation Russian communism being an international as well as national phenomenon
that it’s best understood as determined by national history, peculiarity of its national roots connected with the
peculiarities of Russia’s national character and historic destiny: “But in the Russian soul there remained a strong
natural element, linked with the immensity of Russian itself, with the boundless Russian plain. Among Russians
‘Nature’ is an elemental power, stronger than among Western people, especially those of the most elaborated, i.e.,
Latin culture. The nature-pagan element entered even into Russian Christianity. In the typical Russian two elements
are always in opposition - the primitive natural paganism of boundless Russia, and an Orthodox asceticism received
from Byzantium, a reaching out towards the other world. A natural dionysism and a Christian asceticism are equally
characteristic of the Russian people. A difficult problem presents itself ceaselessly to the Russian- the problem of
organizing his vast territory. The immensity of Russia, the absence of boundaries, was expressed in the structure of
Russian soul.” Nikolay Berdyaev, Origins of Russian Communism (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1960),
8.

212 Such as “dogmatism, asceticism, the ability to endure suffering and to make sacrifices for the sake of its
faith whatever that may be, a reaching out to the transcendental, in relation now to eternity, to the other world, now
to the future, to this world, ” in Berdyaev, Origins, 9. Berdyaev also believed that “the bringing together of
principles which are antinomies and polar opposites is characteristically Russian. Russia and Russian people can be
characterized only by contradiction. On the same grounds the Russian people may be characterized as imperial-
despotic and anarchic freedom-loving, as a people inclined to nationalism and national conceit, and a people of
universal spirit, more than others capable of ecumenic views; cruel and unusually human; inclined to inflict
suffering and illimitably sympathetic. This contradiction is established by all Russian history and by the eternal
conflict of the instinct of imperial might with the instinct of the people’s love of freedom and justice,” in his Origins,
18.

13 Berdyaev, Origins, 9.
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thing,”'* namely, a foundation for the future edifice in which all of the proletariat would live. The
vision of the happy future infinitely removed from the present is contingent on defeat of the
irrational by science. Platonov shows that this vision of rational fulfillment is itself
fundamentally religious in conceiving the overcoming of the duality between the transcendental
and empirical selfhood in the beyond. This dream of full reconciliation with scientific reason is
yet another version of Christian apocalyptic narrative. Platonov shows the epistemic, ontological,
and ethical bankruptcy of the political vision based on the idea of transparent inter-subjectivity
rooted in the communal self-sacrifice qua total labor-mobilization and the pervasive self-
instrumentality it presupposes. To do this, the author subverts the neat logical procession of
historical shapes of knowing that consciousness undergoes in Hegel’s Phenomenology. The
foundation pit becomes a place of historical regress in which the shapes of consciousness
actualized by the world spirit in Hegel’s system begin to materialize in a way that defies reason.
The second coming of Christ does not happen. What happens instead is the historical coming of
the transcendental subject, a foreign God, and absolute negativity of Hegel’s philosophical
system, which the Russian intelligentsia gets in the world of Realpolitik as a result of its two

main articles of faith: bespochvennost’ and ideinost’.

2% This paradox is all the more striking in view of many of the pit workers dreaming of their future
salvation escape:
“Kaxxaplif 13 HUX IpUayMal cebe naero OyIyIiero criaceHus OTCIola — OIWH JKelall HApacTUTh CTaX U yHTH
YUYHUTBCS, BTOPOH OXKHIall MOMEHTA JUIS TIepeKBaTH(UKAILHI, TPETHH jKe MPEIIIOYNTall IPOUTH B TIAPTHIO
U CKPBIThCS B PYKOBOJSIIEM alapaTe, — M KaKIBIH ¢ yCepAueM PBUT 3eMIII0, IOCTOSTHHO IOMHS 3TY CBOIO HJICHO
cnaceHus ’(48).
“Each of them thought up for himself an idea of future salvation from here- one hoped to accumulate a work record
and go off and study, another was waiting for a chance to retrain for a new occupation, a third preferred to make his
way into Party and disappear in the apparatus of leadership- and each of them dug the earth with zeal, constantly
remembering this idea he had of salvation(43).
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I11.2. In the Captivity of a Metaphor®"

In one of the first studies of Platonov’s language by Western Slavists, the poet Alexei
Tsvetkov writes that

The totality of Platonov’s stylistic devices is so original and personal, that, in view of the absence
of anything similar in other languages, namely in English, it becomes an insurmountable obstacle
for any translator. Even the western literary scholars whose knowledge of the language of the
original is near native find in Platonov’s system a code to which they have no key. Much more
common, however, it is the very existence of the code that is contested.*'®

Tsvetkov’s comprehensive classification of the multiple ways of in which semantic deformation
happens in Platonov, is, to be sure a giant leap forward in comparison to the majority of Soviet
monographs on Platonov’s style, most of which have either managed not to mention his style at
all, or to succinctly conclude that “Platonov’s language is highly complex, while the author, can
really make one lose his temper, so hard to read he is at times, for he ‘moves his tongue like an
elephant does his trunk.””*!”

Whereas he is right about Platonov’s ability to capture some of the paradoxical tensions
of post-revolutionary Russia and its language, Tsvetkov does not reconstruct the cultural
paradigm showing us how in his prose a unique world is disclosed, meaning given, and truth

revealed. Platonov’s linguistic quest is all the more unique in that it articulates some of the

215 This section is connected with II1.0. through its thematization of representation [Vorstellung] as the
human mind’s double tendency to (i) conceive of meta-cognitive relations in the form of physical entities interacting
with one another in space and time and (ii) estrange its own operative singularity through multiple versions of what
may be called an “originary event.” Under investigation here are the assumptions of a critical narrative that thinks of
itself as a beam of light that brings to view something that had happened in the past without admitting that its
method of knowing is more than a neutral medium to approach the subject studied. Thus I intentionally here choose
the critical views whose way of accessing the data rely on metaphorical thinking. I, then, too, perform a metaphoric
variation which involves a selective close reading of fragments that is crowned by my analysis of the triple
significance of the protagonist speaking name. My choosing to limit my associative stream to only three connected
units is a double homage to the Christian idea of the triune God and its speculative critique by Hegel, as well as to
Vladimir Propp’s observation of the triple folkloric event appearance.

1 Alexei Tsvetkov, The Language of A. Platonov, doctoral dissertation (University of Michigan, 1983), iii.

17 Tsvetkov, The Language of A. Platonov, iii.
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practices defining the intelligibility horizon of his time. But a careful and detailed account of the
background against which significance and meaning are established is exactly what we need in
order to understand Joseph Brodsky, who, writing about Platonov’s language, says that

His every sentence drives the Russian language into a semantic dead end or, more precisely,
reveals a proclivity for dead-ends, a blind-alley mentality in the language itself.... He starts a
sentence in a way familiar enough that you almost anticipate the tenor of the rest. However, each
word that he uses is qualified either by epithet or intonation, or by its incorrect position within the
context, to the extent that the rest of the sentence gives you not so much a sense of surprise as the
sense that you have compromised yourself by knowing anything about the tenor of speech in
general and about how to place these words in particular. You find yourself locked in, marooned
in blinding proximity to the meaninglessness of the phenomenon this or that word denotes, and
you realize that your own verbal carelessness, through trusting too much your own ear and the
words themselves. Reading Platonov, one gets a sense of the relentless, implacable absurdity built
into the language and that with each new—anyone’s—utterances, that absurdity deepens. And
that th%rlg is no way out of that blind alley but to retreat back into the very language that brought
one in.

So bureaucratese clashes with the rigidity of the dead language of cause and effect; entities from
different ontological realms coexist; language is made an instrument with which to achieve
perfect clarity in communication. It is tempting to see this as an introduction into a brilliant yet
grotesque world of a confused working class consciousness, one that through Russian
revolutionary Prometheanism is meant to “represent the way in which high-flown Marxist—
Leninist rhetoric was refracted in the minds of the country’s largely unlettered masses.”*" It is
difficult to see what exactly Brodsky means when he says that it would be “idiotically
simpleminded” to see Platonov as “another anti-Soviet satirical writer, with perhaps a surrealist

59220

bent.””"" In a way, he is right because what Platonov is after is not some caricature of a confused,

non-existing subject, a purely contingent intersection of various institutional practices and their

218 Joseph Brodsky, “Catastrophes in the Air” in Less than One (New York: Farrar Straus Giroux, 1986),
286-287.

219 Qeifrid, Andrei Platonov, 2.

20 Brodsky, Catastrophes, 283.
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discursive fields, but because he is after a very careful reconstruction of a language-bound reality
whose ontological, epistemological, and ethical commitments are conditioned by history.
Platonov’s language is weird.”*' It is utterly bizarre, highly eccentric, peculiarly deformed,
and exquisitely unpalatable. Its flickering semantics is viscous and unpredictable; it collapses
and implodes. I know of no other Russian writer whose language makes it so patently clear that
consciousness is not “in the head,” that language is “how we are,” and that the way we talk about
and relate to the world embodies a set of interpretative commitments to our existential projects,
of whose complicated history we are too often oblivious.*** Kotlovan’s opening paragraph is a
perfect access point to Platonov’s experimental labyrinth.

B nenb TpuanaTHIeTHs TMYHOMN jXU3HN BoieBy nanu pacder ¢ HeOONMBIIOro MEXaHUYECKOTO
3aBOJa, I/Ie OH JOOBIBAJ CPENICTBA /IJIsl CBOETO CYIIECTBOBAHUS. B yBOIFHUTEIBHOM JIOKyMEHTE
€My HaIMCalli, YTO OH YCTPAHSETCs C MPOU3BOACTBA BCIEACTBHE POCTA CIIa0OCHIBHOCTH B HEM U
3alyMYMBOCTH CPEAM OOIIEro Temna Tpy/a.

Boies B3s1 Ha KBapTUPE BEIM B MEIIOK U BBIILET HAPYXKY, YTOOBI HA BO3/yX€ JIy4llle IIOHSTh
coe Oyaymiee. Ho Bo3myx ObLT IycCT, HEMTOABHIKHBIE AEPEBbs OCPEKHO JEPKAIN JKapy B JIUCTHSIX,
U CKYYHO JIeXaJla TIbUIb Ha O€3/II0IHOM opore — B IpUpOJIe ObLIO Takoe IojIoKeHue. Bores He
3HaJ, KyJla €ro BJIeUeT, U 00JIOKOTUJICS B KOHILIE IT'OpPO/ia Ha HU3KYIO Orpally OJHOM ycaabOsbl, B
KOTOpO# Ipuydain 0€CCEMEHHBIX JeTel K TPYIY U MOIb3e.

On the day of the thirtieth anniversary of his private life Voshchev was made redundant from the
small machine factory where he obtained the means for his existence. His dismissal notice stated
that he was being removed from production on account of weakening strength in him and
thoughtfulness amid general tempo of labor.

In his lodgings Voshchev took his things into a bag; he then went to the outside so as better to
understand his future out in the air. But the air was empty, motionless trees were carefully
holding the heat in their leaves, and dust lay boringly on the deserted road— the situation in
Nature was quite. Voshchev had no idea where to head for, and at the end of the town he leant his
elbows 2%1 the low fence of a home where children with no family were taught to work and be
useful.

221 For a detailed investigation of the interplay between the peculiarity of Platonov’s “aesthetic code” and
the social, historical, and philosophical exigencies of his time see Mikhail Mikheev, V mir Platonova cherez ego
iazyk (Moscow, MGU, 2003).

22 Seifrid notes that “what distinguishes Platonov is the extent to which he was capable of rendering
explicit the epistemological substratum of language and making it a manifest theme of his works, and it is
undoubtedly his view of language as the privileged revealer of linguistic and, behind them, epistemological
presuppositions which led him to embrace verbal art as the natural medium in which to conduct ideological debate,”
in his Andrei Platonov, 173-74.

*2Platonov, Kotlovan, 21/1.
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There seems to be enough in this passage with which the journey of the outcast protagonist
Voshchev*** (from the Russian voshchina— both a honeycomb and an individual hexagonal wax
cell), who, after being expelled from the project of the energetic socialist construction, realizes
that the vacant lot where he has spent the night is one of the sites for the future Proletarian Home
[obshcheproletarskii dom]. This House is an exercise in confusion and absurdity, to warrant the

view about the “complex and ambivalent kind of parody”**’

that by applying a grotesque,
caricaturing distortion to the elements of the production novel, while remaining hyper-loyal to
their original intent, manages to creatively deconstruct official ideology as part and parcel of the
irrational element saturating the new Soviet cosmogony.

Perhaps this de-humanized world is only a temporary state expected to disappear with the
advent of technological culture? It would seem that Platonov’s language merely refracts a kind of
religious exaltation accompanying the collective readiness to sacrifice the present for the future

that Aleksei Gastev’s texts from the poetry of the working man’s strike convey especially well:

We will fulfill the dream of the first martyrs of thought, persecuted prophets of human power,
great bards of iron. To Babylonian builders we cry through one hundred centuries: again
breathing with fire and smoke your longing, iron altar is raised above the sky, a proud idol of
work is again raging.**

Anatoly Lunacharsky, another ideologue of Soviet enlightenment, also makes use of the

Babylonian imagery in depicting the new Soviet man.

22 1t is easy to see that the world-play is really triple here: voshhc(ina)-veshch’-vosh’. Voschev is an
individual living being but one appearing under a finite number of objective categories dimension. As an objectified
self he is a thing [veshch ] that is dispensable when compared with grandeur of the Communist dream of the arrival
of the Heavenly Kingdom, thus, a mere organism, a louse (vosh”’).

**> Thomas Seifrid, Andrei Platonov, 142.

2% Aleksei Kapitonovich Gastev, Poeziia rabochego udara (Leningrad: Sovetskii pistael’, 1968), 127.
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YemoBek 1Ie Kak MOT, CIIOTBIKAJICA, ITaJall, Tep3aJl cebs 00 OCTpbIC KaMHH, BAJIMJICA CHOBA U
CHOBA CBCPXY B MMpOnacTb, U CHOBAa HAYMNHAJI CBOI nyTb CI/I3I/I(1)3, U C€lI€ CKaJIbl, YIICIbS U TOTOKKU
nepen HuM. Ho YK€ BUHA CBCTJIasd BEPIIMHA l"Opr.227

Man walked with difficulty, stumbling, falling over, cutting himself on the sharp rocks, falling
again and again into the abyss, and again he would start his Sisyphean task, and before him were
more cliffs, crevices, and streams. But the bright summit is already in view.

Hans Gunter’s is correct in singling out Dostoevsky’s Great Inquisitor as one of the
principle interlocutor of Platonov in Kotlovan: the mutineers will not beget the giants who will
finish building the tower. But while the tower of Babel evidently stands for both the hope for
ideal future and the self-destructive element inherent in reason, Gunter, apart from likening it to
such impossible projects as Tatlin’s tower or Stalin’s megalomaniac Palace of the Soviets, does
not talk about how the symbolic and narrative aspects of this project in connection with the
historical trajectory of Russia and its place within that of the West. Was the Marxist theology
simply “further developed by Soviet Marxism-Leninism while based on the Judeo-Christian
eschatological model: The Garden of Eden-Original Sin/the Fall-Redemption and the Second
Coming?”*** After all, such a reading would be consistent with the enthusiasm that accompanied
the reception by many a great Russian artists like Alexander Block, Sergei Esenin, and Vladimir
Mayakovsky of the Bolsheviks’ seizure of power which they say as a portent of a new age that
provided ample for yet another system of mythopoetics.

To say that as a rejection of utopia, the grave is a symbol of a reversal of movement that
substitutes the positive ascending line of the tower for the negative descending line of the

foundation pit is not enough. In his commentary on the essence of Platonov’s language, Brodsky,

27 Anatoly Lunacharsky, Religiia i sotsializm, (St. Petersburg: Iz-vo Shipovnik, 1908-1911), vol. 1,189.
228 Anatoly Khazanov, “Marxism-Leninism as a Secular Religion,” in The Sacred in the Twentieth Century

Politics: Essays in Honor of Professor Stanley G. Payne, eds. Roger Griffin, Robert Mallett, John Tortorice (New
York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), 123.
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talks about “the revolutionary eschatology embedded in the Russian language”**’ but feels that
“there is no much point in going on about the roots of Russian millenarianism in great detail”
because “the species’ eschatological capacity is always one and the same.”**° Perhaps the
eschatological capacity Brodsky is talking about is to be found in the fact that common to both
the Enlightenment and the Darkness of superstition preceding it is the need for control, which
takes the form of conceptualization as well as animism? Adorno and Horkheimer stress the
presence in human civilization of a history of the growing dominance of instrumental reason that
is bound to culminate in a regression to mythology, constitutive of whose thought is the

. .. 231
“explanation of every event as a repetition.” 3

This is why myth

itself set off the unending process of enlightenment in which ever and again, with the inevitability
of necessity, every specific theoretic view succumbs to destructive criticism that it is only belief,
until even the very notion of spirit, of truth and, indeed enlightenment itself have become
animistic magic. The principle of fateful necessity which brings low the heroes of myth and
derives as a logical consequence from the pronouncement of the oracles, does not merely, when
refined to the stringency of formal logic, rule in every rationalistic system of Western philosophy,
but itself dominates the series of systems which begins with the hierarchy of gods and in
permanent twilight of the idols, hands down an identical content: anger against insufficient
righteousness. Just as myths already realize enlightenment, so enlightenment with every step
becomes more deeply engulfed in mythology. It receives all matter from myths, in order to
destroy them; and even as judge it comes under the mythic curse. 32

But if this kind of repetition is what allows for concepts, rules, and laws, just as it does for
empirical objects to be classified, to be differentiated from some higher-level concepts, rules, or
laws, instrumental reason appears as dependent on mythic thought in its negation of sensory
immediacy as a means to objectify experience. I do not think that the eschatological capacity

Brodsky has in mind is one that belongs to the instrumental negation of the immediate sensory

2% Brodsky, “Catastrophes”, 283.
2% Brodsky, “Catastrophes”, 284.

*'Theodor W. Adorno and Max Horkheimer, Dialectic of Enlightenment (Stanford: Stanford University
Press, 2007), 11-12.

232 Adorno and Horkheimer, Dialectic, 7-8.
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experience. His is a vision of the world where the alienated nature and human body are both
subjugated by science and become experimental objects capable of manipulation for the sake of
maximum instrumental efficiency. One thing Platonov exposes in Kotlovan is the ontological
relation between the temporalities of revealed religion like Christianity, and the way capitalist
and scientific practices seek to localize an actually existing individual consciousness as a finite
extended entity. Let us now look at several examples of how Platonov does this in his text.

Platonov’s language captures the drive toward the infinite accumulation and vision of a
limitless growth of wealth under the capitalist mode of production. Science becomes a road to
infinite knowledge. Nature and people are turned into a homogeneous material for infinite
production and scientific scrutiny:

Wnxenep [IpymeBckuii mogomen kK 0apaxy ¥ MOTIISJIEN BHYTPh Yepe3 OTBEPCTHE OBIBILIETO CYUKa;
OKOJIO CTEHBI criall YMKIIMH, ero OmyXIas OT CHIIBI pyKa JieKajla Ha )KHBOTE, U BCE TEJIO IIyMeENo

B nuTaroiell padbore cHa; 6ocoit Ko3/oB crai ¢ OTKPBITEIM PTOM, TOPJIO €ro KIIOKOTajI0, OyaTo
BO3/yX JIBIXaHUS MPOXOIII CKBO3b TSDKEITYIO TEMHYIO KPOBb, @ U3 MOTyOTKPHITHIX OJETHBIX TI1a3
BBIXOJUIM PEAKUE CIIE3bl — OT CHOBUACHUS UJIM HEU3BECTHOU TOCKH.

[IpymeBckuil OTHAJ TONOBY OT JOCOK U MOAyMaj. Baaieke cBeTUIIaCh 31EKTPUUECTBOM HOUHAS
MocTpoiika 3aBojia, HO [IpyIeBckuit 3Haj, 4TO TaM HET HUYEro KpOMe MEPTBOI'O CTPOUTENBHOTO
MaTepyana M yCTasbIX, HelyMAalOLHX JToei. >

Prushevsky walked up to the barrack and peered inside through the aperture of a former knot in
the wood. Chiklin was sleeping beside the wall; his hand swollen from strength, lay on his belly
and his whole body was rumbling in the nourishment of sleep. Kozlov was barefoot and sleeping
with his mouth open; his throat was gurgling as if the air of breath were passing through dark
heavy blood; and out of his half-open, pale eyes were emerging occasional tears- from dreams or
some unknown yearning.

Prushevsky took his head away from the planks and thought. Far away a nighttime factory
construction site was shining with electricity, but Prushevsky knew that there was nothing there
except dead building material and tired unthinking people.

Prushevsky sees people as objects, as men-machines. His seeing them in this light is informed by

science approaching nature as a homogeneous material substance governed by a set of universal

233 Platonov, Kotlovan, 32/18-19.
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and necessary laws.”" Nature becomes self-contained and self-explanatory, the cause of every

event in the world to be looked for and found only within the boundaries of the visible. And what
determines the utmost limit of the intelligible within the visible is labor:

Bce crisimye ObiH Xy b, KaK yMEpIIHe, TECHOE MECTO MEX KOXKeW U KOCTSIMH Y KasKA0ro OBLIO
3aHATO YKWJIAMH, U TIO TOJIIIMHE KU OBTO BUAHO, KAK MHOTO KPOBU OHH JIOJKHBI TIPOITYCKATh
BO BpEMsl HAIIPSUKEHUS TPyaa.

All the sleepers were thin, as if they had died; the cramped space between each man’s skin and
his bones was occupied by veins, and it was clear from the thickness of these veins how much
blood they must let pass during the tension of labor.

An embodiment of instrumental reason, Prushevsky can never get clear about why things in the
world always appear as already intelligible and mattering, as well as about the source of meaning
and significance that makes life worth living:

ITycTh pa3yMm ecTh CHHTE3 BCEX UYBCTB, TJI€ CMUPSIOTCS U YTUXAIOT BCE MTOTOKH TPEBOKHBIX
JBIDKEHUH, HO OTKyJIa TpeBora u ABMXKeHbe? OH 3TOro He 3Hal, OH TOIBKO 3HAJ, 9TO CTAPOCTh
paccynka ecTb BJICICHBE K CMEPTH, 3TO €IUHCTBEHHOE €0 YyBCTBO; M TOTJA OH, MOXET OBITH,
3aMKHET KOJIBIIO—OH BO3BPATUTCS K MMPOUCXOXKICHHIO YyBCTB, K BEUCPHEMY JICTHEMY JHIO

CBOCT'O HEITOBTOPUBLICT OCA CBI/II[aHI/IH.B6

Suppose that reason is the synthesis of all feelings, the place where all the currents of alarming
movements are stilled into resignation-but what gives rise to alarm and the movement? This was
something he did not know; all he knew was that the passion of reason is the pull towards death,
that this is only thing reason can feel—and then, perhaps, he might come full circle, returning to
the origin of feelings, to the evening summer day of his never repeated tryst.

Similarly, biological life as a condition of possibility for a mixed life in which reason and psyche

do not oppose each, but whose co-existence is what makes the peculiar creative infinity of the

human project unique, is often portrayed by Platonov as a mystery, a source of knowledge

3% T agree with Hans Jonas who thinks that “the philosopher will not be content with the assumption (fitting
as it is as a tool for scientist) that this sustained and far-flung process [the vast landscape of life on our planet],
moving through aeons with circuitous consistency, always trying itself in subtler and bolder creations, should have
been “blind” in the sense that its dynamics consists in nothing but the mechanical permutation of indifferent
elements, depositing its chance results along the way and with them accidentally giving rise to the subjective
phenomena that inexplicably adhere to them in a redundant byplay,” in his Philosophical Essays: From Ancient
Creed to Technological (Chicago :University of Chicago Press, 1980), 1.

235 Platonov, Kotlovan, 27/10.

236 platonov, Kotlovan, 104/132.
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insubordinate to calculation and explanation. Consider this description of the signs of life still
present in a person who is dying:

Ona nexxana ceffuac HaB3HUYb—TAaK €€ MOoBepHY UMKIMH I CBOETO MOLeNys,—BepeBoUKa
4epe3 TeMs B oJ00POJIOK JAepiKaa ee ycTa COMKHYTHIMHU, JJTMHHBIE, OOHAKEHHbIE HOTH OBLIH
MOKPBITHI TYCTBIM ITYXOM, TIOYTH IIEPCTHIO, BBIpOCIIEi oT Oone3Hel U OeCIpHIOTHOCTH,—KaKasi-
TO )1pf:13H;1;12,3 70)1(1/113111351 CHJIa MTpeBpalliaia MePTBYIO elle MPU ee KU3HU B o0pacTaroiiee mKypon
JKUBOTHOE.

She was now lying on her back—since Chiklin had turned her that way for his kiss. Her lips were
still clamped by the little piece of string around her chin and the top of her head, and her long
bared legs were covered by a thick down, almost fur, that had grown because of diseases and lack
of shelter; some ancient energy had reawaken and had begun to transform the dead woman-even
in life-into an animal growing a pelt.

And to blame for the hegemony of instrumental reason is not “technology [that] is the essence of
this knowledge, [that] aims to produce neither concepts nor images, nor the joy of understanding,
but method exploitation of the labor of others, capital.”**® To blame is the desire to possess
capital, seeing it, because of a dimension of potentiality inherent in it, as the “collateral” for
some perfect body of knowledge to come. While the notion of capital as “value in motion™ has
similarities with the expanding body of knowledge culled by social and natural sciences, the
essence of the mathematization of the world as a totality of commodities, that takes place under a
capitalist mode of production, is different. Insofar as the rapidity of business transactions
becomes the equivalent of the accuracy with which these measurements represent the world, the
idea of infinite capital expansion through total quantification has in it a promise of yet another
reconciliation. In order for this quantification to be possible the “universal equivalent” or
“money commodity,” has to be used as a provisional way to relate the abstract value of human

labor to human world understood as a totality of commodities.

27 Platonov, Kotlovan, 56/55.

2% Adorno and Horkheimer, Dialectics, 2.
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Platonov targets the notion of historical necessity. The spirit of Russian history replays,
in Kotlovan, some of the episodes already experienced by the Hegelian Weltgeist (“world spirit”).
Human labor has to become the purpose of itself much like the turning of money into a
commodity of commodities, which fact owes to “the social necessity springing from the
conditions of the process of circulation itself.”*** As a means to accumulate unlimited social
power, “the unceasing movement of profit making”** is a strong psychological factor behind
people’s striving to augment value. This, however, helps little to advance our understanding of

what it is about the money in circulation that allows it to appear as

[a] radical leveler, extinguish[ing] all distinction...self-moving substance which passes through a
process of its own, and for which commodities and money are mere forms and its entering into a
private relationship in which it differentiates itself as original value from itself as surplus —
value.*"

The reason why money can function as a mediator of commodity exchange in a way different
from the capitalist circulation, “the great social retort into which everything is thrown, to come

1,**? is not because monetized societies of the past denounced it as

out again as the money crysta
what destroyed the economic moral order. These societies did not share the infinite drive to
measure the world, which, its source already evident in Renaissance science, survived into the
Bolshevik utopia.

Paul Tillich holds the “spirit of capitalism” to be a “symbol for an ultimate, fundamental

attitude towards the world,” one he calls “self-sufficient finitude” [in sich ruhenden Endlichkeit]

which he discerns in natural and mathematical sciences that aim to show that “reality is governed

2% Marx, Capital, 234.
240 Marx, Capital, 254.
241 Marx, Capital, 256.

2 Marx, Capital, 229.
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wholly by its own laws and is rationally intelligible, technology that conquers time, space, and
nature,” and capitalist economy that “seeks to arouse and to satisfy every increasing demands
without raising the question as to the meaning of the process which claims the service of all the
spiritual and physical human abilities.”*** Like science and technology, then, capitalism takes a
form of self-elevation to “infinite finitude” when we see “the indeterminate freedom of
producing means for ends which in turn becomes means and so on without limit.”>**

In this light Brodsky is right to say that “like no other Russian writer before or after him,
Platonov was able to reveal a self-destructive, eschatological element within the language itself,
and that, in turn, was of extremely revealing consequences to the revolutionary eschatology with

which history supplied him as his subject matter ***°

and later when he says that he “speaks of a
nation which in a sense has become the victim of its own language; or, to put it more accurately,
he tells a story about this very language, which turns out to be capable of generating a fictitious
world, and then falls into grammatical dependence on it.”**®

To impose a worldview according to which man would exalt himself to “the posture of
lord of the earth”, to believe that “man everywhere and always encounters only himself” >’

while putting a ban on religion and on capitalism as the mode of production and knowing, meant

that the new Soviet reality was bound on a language whose extreme instrumentality was of the

8 Paul Tillich, Religious Situation, tr. H. Richard Niebuhr (New York: Henry Holt, 1932), 47-48.
4 Tbid.

5 Brodsky, “Catastrophes,” 286-287.

26 Brodsky, “Catastrophes,” 290.

7 Martin Heidegger, Question Concerning Technology and Other Essays, tr. Wiliam Lovitt (New York:
Harper and Row, 1977), 27.
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worst possible kind. This language belonged to a consciousness that had no awareness that the
spatial metaphors it used in its dealings with the world were only metaphors.

One could read into Platonov’s language the irony of the Marxist-Leninist alienation that
instead of bridging the gap between the workers and the value of their work, brings about a
fundamental estrangement of the workers’ way of being-in-the world, one that reconfigures the
role of the body as their point of access to reality through absorbed coping with things and as
temporal structures. One could see in the abrupt application of new ideology “the linguistic
confusion arising out of the collision between the colloquial speech instincts of Russia’s
unlettered masses and the bookish, abstract, figure-laden patterns of the assorted styles of writing
and speaking that had early coalesced into a recognizable ‘Soviet-speak.””*** To move past the
vision of Platonov as a writer involved in an ideological debate whose principle aim is to show
the aggressively imposed brand of Soviet materialism failed to solve “the antinomies of spirit

and matter,”249

we must carefully reconstruct the worldview behind Platonov’s language and see
how its constituents relate to what it is used to describe.

A number of able scholars have inquired into the significance of the foundation pit as the
novel’s master metaphor. While in his study of Platonov Kevin Platt moves past the “direct

equation of foundation pit and grave”**°

which he imputes to Eric Naiman’s article “Thematic
Mythology of Andrei Platonov,” his challenge “to recover the full figural significance of the

foundation pit and the collective farm” remains. Building on Platt’s intuition that “one must keep

in mind the essential ambivalence of these images, that can serve both as symbol of the death of

298 Seifrid, Andrei Platonov, 160.

249 Qeifrid, Andrei Platonov, 172.

250

Platt, Semiotic Catastrophes: Russian Literature and Revolutionary Social Change, 1700-1994. PhD
dissertation (Stanford University, 1994), 179.
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the past and of the birth of the future,” for “the dual potential of the central figures of the
Foundation Pit is matched by the dual potential of the social world and the characters depicted in
the work,” I will show in this chapter that Platonov’s big idea in Kotlovan is to estrange the idea
of historical necessity foundational to the Marxist vision of the new world order. In the context
of Russian history the abstract notion of historical necessity becomes a self-devouring carnival of
matter the shape of which the spirit of Russian history comes to possess. We see political
ramifications of an attempt to model human world on a system of speculative philosophy. The
reality of the foundation pit becomes the reality of a self-sustaining dialectical glitch.

Platt is right in pointing out that Kotlovan “stalls this process of natural and social
transformation in mid-leap, in an uncompleted trajectory that leaves the characters of the work
and the reader with the plenitude of meaning promised by successful and final transfiguration of
the universe, ... the endless, dull ‘endurance’ between past and future ... figur[ing] so often in
the work.”®" He is mistaken, however, in his estimate that the peculiarity of Platonov’s language
and imagery is primarily motivated by the merging of “the typical opposed images of past and
future society of the late twenties into an impossible moment of simultaneity” in which “the
absurd confusion of standard conceptions of the social past and future leads to an utter
breakdown of human language into nonsense.”*** Platt is mistaken because his reading of the
“dialectics come to life” sidesteps a dimension constitutive to Platonov’s worldview in Kotlovan,
namely, the writer’s philosophical polemics with an account of progressive philosophy of history

originating in Hegel. This also means that in the Kotlovan the surreal itself appears as the

2! Kevin Platt, Catastrophes, 179-180.

252 Kevin Platt, Catastrophes, 179-180.
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product of the dialectical unfolding of the Russian Spirit, informed by a productive collective
misreading of Marx’s first thesis on Feuerbach.

This thesis read that “The chief defect of all previous materialism (including Feuerbach’s)
is that the concrete thing [ Gegenstand], the real [ Wirklichkeit], the perceptible is considered to be
an object [Objekt] or [datum of] perception only and not to be a perceptible human activity, or
praxis, 1.e. it is not considered subjectively. That is why this active aspect or side has been
developed abstractly, in opposition to materialism, by idealism, which of course ignores real
sensible activity as such. Feuerbach wants sensible objects that are really distinct from thought
objects; but he does not grasp the fact that human activity itself is objective activity.”*>* In other
words, what if the reality Platonov is rendering is a reality in which consciousness is seen as the
highest degree of complexity in matter’s self-structuration? What if Platonov’s reality is one in
which the new Soviet man routinely localizes emotional and cognitive states as “contained
within” physical objects, as if consciousness were not an entity altogether different from a

sensible thing?

I11.3. A Slow-slow Reading

The novel’s first sentence begins with the words “On the day of the thirtieth anniversary
of his private life”. Why anniversary and why private life? Why not just write “when he turned
thirty” or “on his thirtieth birthday”? And why the “private life” [lichnaia zhizn"]? One answer is
that what Platonov here carries out is a complex parody of a society in which the postulate

matter determines consciousness has long ago become an article of faith. He does this by

3 Karl Marx, Early Political Writings, ed. Joseph O’Malley (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1994). 116.
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showing the extent to which official ideology shapes the narrator’s consciousness so that the
description of an event that has primarily personal importance is refracted stylistically to expose
some of its ideologems. Similarly, by mentioning the protagonist’s thirtieth birthday as an event
from Voshchev’s private life, the narrator tries to protect himself from a ludicrous but frequent,
first during the Red and later Great Terror, accusation of being part of some counter-
revolutionary organization and thus using ambiguity as a means to send a message to his fellow
saboteurs.

There is yet another important source informing the narrator’s emphasis of the individual
timeline of the birthday event. It has to do with how Marx defines value in the first chapter of
Capital. Unlike David Ricardo, who uses the concept of labor-time as value, Marx, stressing the
historical contingency in how social institutions function, says that “what exclusively determines
the magnitude of the value of any article is therefore the amount of labor socially necessary, or
labor-time socially necessary for its production.”*>* While this Marxist formulation leaves much

to be desired when it comes to the level of empirical reality and language use,**

its stressing of
the social, historical, and political dimension of value production without doubt influenced the
analytical method and categorical set of researchers working under the aegis of Marxism-
Leninism.

Platonov’s phenomenological move is to let language itself to expose one of the
narrator’s fundamental epistemological commitments. This commitment is most evident in his

determination to provide a most detailed and accurate description of the subject matter. It avoids

every possibility of misinterpretation and misrepresentation, for these might lead to the

% Marx, Early Political Writings, 129.

3 Because Marx does not elaborate the concept of labor-time socially necessary anywhere else in Capital,
it is little wonder that David Harvey who in the early 1970s taught Capital at John Hopkins to a group of literature
students who attended the seminars of Jacques Derrida never got past Chapter One.
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exploitation of one party by another. The enlightened proletarian mind remembers all too well
the days when someone in position of power would appropriate from and exploit everyone who
did not see the deep structure of multiple relations appearing as the “wealth of nations, where the
capitalist mode of production prevails as an immense collection of commodities.” The objective
account of what happens on Voshchev’s thirtieth birthday, which the flickering proletariat
consciousness provides in the very beginning of Kotlovan, shows us some of the ways in which
it is conscious of some of the categories structuring what it knows: it knows that value is socially
necessary labor time; it strives to be objective and thus by using the public/private dichotomy it
describes an event so that it is seen in exactly the same way by another observer; it feels insecure
and tries to prevent any possible ambiguity in what it says because it has experienced Russian
revolutionary terror firsthand.

We do not learn that Voshchev is fired from the machine factory because he became less
productive but are told instead that “he was made redundant” from a “small machine factory”
where he “obtained the means for his existence” and that his dismissal notice stated that “he was
being removed from production on account of growing weakness within him.” This level of
description does not approach the protagonist as an embodied mind existing as a shifting
singularity of the categorial synthesis whose multiple categories-dimensions are always co-
present but have a different degree of a “hologram clarity.” A good example of this latter is what
everyone of us now experiences as the immediate certainty of the actually existing unity of many
differentiated “ones,” each a “region,” miraculously “fused with” but “different from” all other
“regions.” The narrator’s voice here is as if oblivious of the fact that being told is a life story,
which belongs to an ontological entity whose mode of being is radically different from that of

physical objects. It is so because physical objects have no understanding of themselves as

168



temporal projects, but exist exclusively as physical entities among other physical entities. The
unfolding events are viewed as a chain that is subject to cause and effect; social reality becomes
determined by, not bound on, institutional practices. Noticeably absent from this world of the
homogeneous space and time of science is such an experiential aspect of human life as meaning
and significance, both of which are essential to the human existential project.

Platonov’s rendering of language in the first paragraph as a descriptive tool at the service
of calculus ontology, if of Soviet materialist variety—a science seeking to represent everything
there is in the world as a multiplicity of sets containing all possible functional predicates an
entity in question might have—suggests the unbridled enthusiasm of the Communist fathers for
the idea of scientific progress that will one day demystify how, at the highest level of
organization, matter becomes consciousness. This enthusiasm transfers into the hope infiltrating
the very language of the uneducated masses, whose predominant mode of being-in-the-world***
has never been that of deep reflection and who, by viewing language as something they routinely
use, are themselves “instrumentalized” by this idea. In the character of Engineer Prushevsky, an
intellectual heir to the tradition of militant skepticism first voiced by Dostoevsky’s underground
man, Platonov shows how scientific explanation falls short of getting to why things already
appear as mattering, and becomes an alienating force extinguishing life, an annihilating side of
the power of abstraction without which there would be no singularity of human experience:

Wnxenep [IpymeBckuil yxe ¢ IBaALATH MSATH JIET IOYYBCTBOBAJ CTECHEHHE CBOETO CO3HAHUS

1 KOHeIl JaJlbHeHIIeMy HOHATHIO XKU3HH, OyATO TEMHAas CTeHa IPEACTaia B YIOp MEPE ero
OLIYILAIOIIUM YMOM. M ¢ TeX mop OH My4HJICS, LIEBENACH Y CBOEH CTEHbI, U YCIIOKAaUBaJICs, UTO,
B CYIIHOCTH, CAMO€ CPEIUHHOE, ICTUHHOE YCTPOMCTBO BEIIECTBA, U3 KOTOPOTr0 CKOMOMHHPOBaH

% Being-in-the-world thus spelled refers to Heidegger’s fundamental ontology of Being and Time in which
he offers an existential categorical set of the self-aware narrative project which he plays against the Kantian subject
seen as a minimal set of processing functions inter-related in a way so that human experience is possible.
Heidegger’s being-in-the-world suggests that he thinks the set of Kantian categories necessary but insufficient to
account for much of what is actually experienced by the human subject “proximately and every day.”
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MUp U JIIOAW, UM IIOCTUTHYTO, — BCA HACYIIHAasA HayKa pacCIliOJIOKEHa €IIC 4O CTCHBI €ro
257
CO3HaHu:, a 3a CTCHOI HaXOAUTCH JIMIIb CKYYHOC MECTO, KyJlda MOKXHO U HC CTPECMUTHCA.

From as early as the age of twenty-five, Prushevsky the engineer had felt a constriction of his
own consciousness and an end to any further understanding of life; it was as though a dark wall
had appeared straight in front of his groping mind. And he had been in torment ever since,
moving about beside this wall of his and calming himself with the thought that he had, in essence,
already grasped the true innermost structure of the substance out of which the world and people
had been thrown together; the essentials of science all lay on this side of the wall of his
consciousness, while beyond the wall could be found only a boring place that there was really no
need to struggle towards.

Personal identity— itself a “flickering in the enclosed circuits of historical” that accounts for
“why the prejudices of the individual, far more than his judgments, constitute the historical

99258

reality of his being”“""—is opaque to instrumental reason. This suggests that integral to the

human is the pre-reflective sensitivity to possibilities of action. We see them in a polarized
perceptual field as in a field of action, so that a “host of signs which guide action”*’ is
constantly brought to view during our daily interactions with things-in-the-world. The accuracy
of scientific measurement and the precision in observation that such reduction allows are shown
as in a sense hyper-conscious yet still oblivious of the principles of the libidinal economy
involved in the subjugation of matter. The drive to homogenize the world, in which scientific
reason engages and which seeks to suppress the sensuous singularity of the human, is now
countered with some strong bodily impulse, whose exact origin and direction are not clear. The

conscious becomes the unconscious.

Wnxenep paccMoTpen IpyHT U JIOJT0, IO HHEPLHUU CaMOJCHCTBYIOLIET0 pa3yMa, CBOOOAHOIO
OT HAJCKAbl U KeJTaHUs YAOBIETBOPEHHS, PACCUUTHIBAN TOT IPYHT Ha CxKaTue U AedOpMaLHIo.
[Ipexne, Bo BpeMsi 4yBCTBEHHOH KU3HHA U BUAUMOCTH cHacThs, [IpymeBckuii mocumnran Obt
HAJEKHOCTh TPYHTA MEHEE TOYHO, — TEMEPh KE EMY XOTEI0Ch OECIIPEPBIBHO 3a00TUTHCS

0 IIpeAMeTax M YCTPOMCTBaX, YTOObl HIMETh X B CBOEM YME U ITYCTOM CEpJLE BMECTO APY>KObI
U TPUBSA3AHHOCTH K JIIOJSIM. 3aHATHE TEXHUKON TOKOsI Oy AyIIero 31aHusi odecreurnBao

27 Platonov, Kotlovan, 33/20.
28 Gadamer, Truth and Method, 245.

% Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, 112.
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[IpymeBckoMy paBHOIYIIHE SICHOH MBICTH, OJM3KOE K HACTaKACHHUIO, — M JIETAJIA COOPY>KEHUS
BO30YKIalll MHTEPEC, JIy4YIlIuii 1 Oojee MPOYHBIH, YeM TOBAPHUILECKOE BOIHEHHE

C €IMHOMBINUICHHUKAaMH. BeuHoe BelecTBo, He HyKaBIIeeCs: HU B JBUKCHUY, HU B KU3HH,

HU B HCYE3HOBEHMH, 3aMeHsUI0 [IpyrieBckoMy uTo-TO 3a0bITOE M HEOOXOIUMOE, KaK CyLIECTBO
yrpadenHoii moapyru.”®

The engineer examined this ground and for a long time, with the momentum of self-acting reason
that was free from hope and any desire for satisfaction, assessed it for compression and
deformation. In the past, during the time of sensual life and the appearance of happiness,
Prushevsky would have checked the reliability of the ground less precisely; now, however, he
wanted to attend without interruption to objects and mechanisms, so as to possess them inside his
mind and empty heart in place of friendship and affection for people. Engineering the peace and
stability of the future building guaranteed Prushevsky the indifference of clear thought, and
indifference close to delight — while the interest awoken in him by the construction detail was
something better and more reliable than comraderly excitement with like-minded people. Eternal
matter, needing neither movement, nor life, nor extinction, had come to take the place, for
Prushevsky, of something forgotten and necessary, like the being of a lost sweetheart

This eruption of the irrational is far from being a rare episode in Kotlovan. For one thing,
Voshchev is suffering from a very similar kind of existential malaise:

BoriieBy manu jionaty, OH Cxall €¢ pyKaMH, TOYHO XOTell J00bITh HCTUHY M3 3€MHOTO Ipaxa;
00e310/1eHHbIH, BolieB coriaceH ObLT U HE MMETh CMBICIIA CYIIECTBOBAHHUS, HO KeJIall XOTs Obl
HaO0JII0IaTh €r0 B BEIIECTBE Tejia APYroro, OIMKHEro YeioBeKa,—H1 YTOOBI HAXOIUThCS BOIH3U
TOr0 YeJI0BEKa, MOT [TOJKEPTBOBATh Ha TPYJ BCE CBOE ¢1ab0€ TENI0, NCTOMJICHHOE MBICIIBIO

1 6eCCMBICIICHHOCTB0. 2!

Voshchev was given a spade, and he gripped it in his hands with the ferocity of despair of his
own life, as though wanting to obtain truth from amid the earth’s dust; dispossessed as he was,
Voshchev was even willing to do without the meaning of existence, but he wished at least to
observe it in the substance of the body of another, neighboring man — and to find himself near

such a man he was ready to sacrifice in labor the whole of his own weak body that had been
exhausted by thought and senselessness.

There are multiple instances of descriptive orientation toward spontaneity as the principle
characteristic of the human subject understood as the primary locus of self-determination.
Human beings are subject to a wide range of psychic experiences, including that of a biological

organism and its vegetative desires. Sometimes the realization of the impossibility to fully

260 platonov, Kotlovan, 37/26-27.

26! platonov, Kotlovan, 28/12.
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subordinate to reason the unknown origin of life, desire, and pleasure leads to the state of a
profound depression:

SIBUBIIKMCH B TEXHUYECKYIO KaHIIEIAPHUIO paboT, [IpyieBCKkuii cel 3a COCTaBICHUE MPOCKTA
CBOEH cMepTH, 4YTOOBI CKOpee U HaJexkHel obecrieunts ee cebe. [lociae okoHYaHUs MPOEKTa
IIpymeBckuii yctan U CIOKOMHO yCHYN Ha auBaHe. Ha 3aBTpa eMy ocTanioch COCTaBUTh JIUIIb
O6’b$[CHI/ITCIH)HyIO 3aIIUCKY K IIPOCKTY, a 3aTEM HaWTH JOCTAaTOYHO MPEJICCTHYIO XXCHIIUHY JJId
OJTHOKPATHOM JIFOOBH C HE; IMOCJIe YAOBICTBOPEHUs JF00BH K [IpyeBckoMy Bceraa MpUuxoauiio
HOPMAaJIbHOE JKEJIaHUE CKOHYATHCS, U TAKOM %€ TOYHBINA pacyer OH cjenai U TENepb.

Back in his technical office of works, Prushevsky sat down to draft the project of his own death,
in order to secure it for himself sooner and with more certainty.... All that remained for the
morrow was to draw up an explanatory note for the project and then to find a woman whose
charms were adequate for single-fold act of love; after the satisfaction of love Prushevsky always
felt the normal desire to pass away, and now too he had made the same precise calculation.>”

At times Platonov shows desire reigning supreme as when Voshchev and Zhachev see the
Pioneer procession:

OnnHa mroHepKa BBIOSKAJa U3 PSJIOB B MIPUIICTAIONIYIO K Ky3HUIIE PIKaHYIO0 HUBY U TaM COpBaja
norpedHoe cebe pacTenue. Bo BpeMs cBOero JeiCTBHs MajieHbKas JKEHIIMHA HarHyJ1ach,
00Ha)XKMB POIMHKY Ha OITyXaIOIIeM Telle, U C JErKOCTHI0 HEOUTyTUMON CHITBI MCYe3Jia MIMO,
OCTaBJIsIs COXKaJICHHE B IBYX 3pHUTEsIX — BomeBe u kaneke. Bores, nia cede 1 odmerdenus
paBeHCTBA, MOTJISIENT HA HHBAIN/A; ¥ TOTO HATYJIOCh JIMIIO OE3BBIXOHON KPOBBIO, OH MTPOCTOHA
3BYK U MOIIEBENTUI PYKOIO B TITyOMHE KapMaHa.

One Pioneer girl ran out the ranks into a field of rye beside the forge and picked a plant she could
use. In the course of her action the small woman bent down, baring a birthmark on her swelling
body, and with the lightness of power that could not be felt, she disappeared past, leaving regret
in the two onlookers —the cripple and Voshchev. Voshchev, seeking equality for the sake of relief,
looked at the veteran; the man’s face was swollen with blood and had no way out, and he groaned
a sound and moved one hand deep in a trouser pocket.>*

Apart from the brutal facticity of the empirical selfhood’s claim to residence, this excerpt
emphasizes aberration [clinamen] as the very space of the individual. That is, Platonov sees
one’s ability to shift between various cognitive frames as that which always reminds oneself that
personal narrative synthesis is possible, all institutional commandments notwithstanding. Not

only the young Pioneer girl runs out of the ranks, even if to pick a plant she thinks she will use,

262 platonov, Kotlovan, 60/61.

263 Platonov, Kotlovan, 25/7.
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but the unintended consequences of her intended action (pick up the flower), itself not-intended
by her superiors, is to arouse desire in Voshchev and Zhachev. This unforeseen chain of events
also suggests that the range of context-dependent interpretations of an utterance is beyond the
immediate horizon established by the intention of the speaker.

Zhachev the cripple appears as a symbol of a strange kind of language that despite its
proclaimed course toward objectivity and scientific understanding of the world suppresses the
sensual particularity, describing erection as the movement of “one hand deep in a trouser pocket.”
What we see is a body castrated by the philosophical abstractions operating under a guise of
scientific reductionism. That some aspects of human being in-the-world appear only as part of a
double-speak suggests the presence within the nascent Soviet culture of the strand of a historical
memory of transcendental-empirical tension inherent in the notion of selthood in the West since
the time of Judaism. We also see that the remnants of “foreign” history, namely the protestant
disembodiment through work,”** are curiously blended with such quintessential Russian trait as
holy-foolishness. Zhachev is a new iurodivyi whose high degree of industrial “wear and tear”
authenticates his connection with God. Platonov inscribes this techno-mutant of the Novel of the

Real Man variety within the tradition of narratives of man arising from and dominating nature.”’

26% The denial of the empirical is also evident in the world whose domination over which Chiklin is helping
to establish by having “long ago left his spade and taken a crowbar, to pulverize the compressed layers of rock lower
down” and who is in “annulling nature’s old order [feels] unable to understand it,” in Platonov, Kotlovan, 13.

265 To provide an illustration from contemporary American apocalyptic frenzy, consider one of the final
scenes from Terminator I1 (1991). The crippled torso of the terminator crawling, half-skinned, to the cauldron with
the melted iron in order to be destroyed, reveals the dream of a future reconciliation with man’s true essence in the
beyond. (talk about the inherent ambiguity of the human). Half-human and half-robot, the crippled terminator is the
history of the rise of the techno-culture as an attempt to overcome the limitations of the empirical self. The machine
is crippled not only because science kills the complexity of what is by subduing it to the network of instrumental
correlations but also because the denial of the body as something finite, takes from of replacing it with something
build to last forever, i.e. with something infinite. Falling into the melted iron allows the man-machine to be
reconciled with his true essence—he now has no form because God, the unchangeable, is the realm of pure being
that corresponds to pure not-being, but at the same time he is reconciled with the empirical, the very thing in
denying which his individuality becomes possible to assert, because this deformation takes place on Earth, inside a
factory, in the cauldron with melted iron.
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Zhachev’s disabled body is the paradoxical space of the human subject in possession of double-
speak. In its striving to be objective, this subject “objectively” renounces its claims to the
exclusivity of the singular experiential position in an act of inter-subjective mediation of
meaning. Platonov shows us a hyper-conscious human subject trying to eliminate the subjective
aspect from the act of communication. As Hegel famously says in the end of his chapter on
Sense-Certainty:

If they actually wanted to say “this” bit of paper which they mean, if they wanted to say it, then
this is impossible, because the sensuous This that is meant cannot be reached by language, which
belongs to consciousness, i.e. to that which is inherently universal. In the actual attempt to say it,
it would therefore crumble away; those who started to describe it would not be able to complete
the description, but would be compelled to leave it to other, who would themselves finally have to
admit to speaking about something which is not.>*

Below is another example of a self-deconstructing sequence rendering impossible, all attempts to
use language to convey the experience of individual consciousness that is bound to the body,
finite, and resides in the realm of concrete-empirical. This thwarting of all hopes aimed at the
subject’s total control and transparency over the content of his experience, this sudden escape of

language can be traced all the way back to at least Nikolai Gogol:*®’

?*® Hegel, Phenomenology, 110

27 Consider how language functions to establish the ontological break in Gogol’s description of
Chichikov’s experience at the town ball:

“Bomeam B 3ai1, UNIHKOB AOJDKEH OBLT HA MUHYTY 38KMYPHTBH TJ1a3a, IIOTOMY 9TO OJIECK OT CBEUEH, JTaMIT U
JIAMCKHX TUIaTheB ObLI CTpamIHbiid. Beé Obu10 3amuto cBetoM. UepHbie (ppaku MENbKaIN U HOCUIIUCH BPO3Hb U
KyJaMH TaM ¥ TaM, KaK HOCSITCSI MyXH Ha OeJIoM custroieM padHHaAE B IIOPY JKapKOro HIOIbCKOTO JIETa, KOTia
cTapast KIIOIIHUIA PYOHUT U JEIHUT €r0 Ha CBEPKAOLINE 0OJIOMKH Nepel OTKPBITHIM OKHOM; JIETH BCE TIISMAT,
cOOpaBIIUCh BOKPYT, CIES JIOOOMBITHO 33 JBIKEHISIMU JKECTKUX PYK €€, MOABIMAOIINX MOJIOT, @ BO3/YIIHbIC
3CKaJPOHBI MYX, IIOJHATHIE JIETKAM BO3/IYXOM, BJIETAIOT CMENO0, KaK MOJIHBIC X035€Ba, U, ONIb3YysACh
TIOZICTIETIOBATOCTHIO CTAPYXH M COJHIIEM, OECITOKOSIINM TJ1a3a €€, OOCHIA0T JJAKOMBIE KYCKH, I/Ie Bpa3OUTHYIO, Te
IycTBIMHU Kydamu. HacelmeHHbIe O0oraThiM JI€TOM, 1 0€3 TOro Ha BCSIKOM IIary pacCTaBIISIOLINM JIAKOMBIE Oro/a,
OHH BJIETENIN BOBCE HE C TE€M, YTOOBI €CTh, HO YTOOBI TOJBKO MOKA3aTh ce0s1, MPOUTHCH B3a U BIIEPE] IO CaXxapHOH
Kyde, OTEPETh O/IHA O APYTYIO 3a/IHAE WM NIEpETHNE HOXKKH, WIN TI0YecaTh UMM y ce€0sl O KPBUIBIIIIKAMH, HIIH,
MIPOTSHYBIIHU 00€ TepeaHNe JaNKH, IOTEPETh MU y ceOsl HaJl TOIOBOIO, TOBEPHYTHCS U OISITh YIAETETh U OMATh
MIPUJIETETh C HOBBIMH JOKYYHBIMU 3ckanponamu,” in Nikolay Gogol, PSS, vol. 6, 14.
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Om cosnanus [Italics mine — AG] Mano4rCIEHHOCTH CBOEH apTeny YWKIMH CIIEIHO JoMaT
BEKOBOM IpyHT, o0palnas BCIO )KU3Hb CBOCTO TEJa B YAaphl O MepPTBBIM MecTaM. Cep/iie ero
MIPUBBIYHO OMJIOCH, TEPIICTMBAs CIIMHA UCTOIAIACHh IIOTOM, HUKAKOTO MPEIOXPaHSIOIETO caia
y UMKJIMHA TI0J] KOXEH He OBUIO — €ro CTaphbIe Kbl  BHYTPEHHOCTH OJIM3KO MOIXOIMITH
HapyXy, OH owywai OKpyxKaroliee 0e3 pacuera U CO3HaHUs, HO C TOUHOCTHIO. Korja-to oH ObL1
MOJIOXKE M €r0 JIFOOMJIH JIEBYIIIKA — W3 aJHOCTH K €ro MOIIHOMY, OpenyIeMy Ky/a Mormaio
TeIy, KOTOPOE HE XpaHWIO ceds U ObLIO IpeaaHHo BceM. B UnkinHe Toraa MHOTHE HYXKIAIHCh
KaK B YKPBITUU M [TIOKOE CPEIM €ro BEPHOI'O TEIlIa, HO OH XOTEJ YKPBIBATh CIIUIIKOM MHOTHX,
YTOOBI M CaMOMY OBLIO Yero YyBCTBOBATh, TOTIA )KCHIIIMHBI U TOBAPHUIIM U3 PEBHOCTH ITOKH TN
ero, a UuKIInH, mockys 10 HOYaM, BEIXOJIUII Ha 0a3apHYO IJIOIIAIb U ONpOKUObIGAL TOPTOBBIC
OYJIKH MJIM BOBCE YHOCHJI MX KyZa-HUOYIb MPOYb, 32 UTO MOMUICS 3aTEM B TIOPbME U 1el OTTyIa
IIECHH B JICTHHE BUIITHEBBIC BeUepa.

Because the clay was alien, and because he knew that his brigade was undermanned, Chiklin
hurried to break up the age-old ground, turning all the life of his body into blows at dead places.
His heart was beating as usual and his patient back was wearing away in sweat; Chiklin had no
protective fat beneath the skin- his aged veins and innards lay close to the outside and he sensed
what surrounded him without calculation or consciousness but with precision. Once he had been
younger, and the girls had loved him, greedy for his powerful body that wandered wherever it
wandered, reckless of itself and devoted to all. Many people then had needed Chiklin—needing
peace and shelter amid his faithful warmth—but he had wanted to shelter too many of them, so
that there would be something for him to feel himself, and then a women and comrades had
abandoned him out of jealousy, while Chiklin, yearning with nightmare melancholy, took to
going out into the marketplace and overturning the stalls, or simply carrying them away
somewhere, as a result of which he had languished in prison, singing songs from there into the
cherry-red evenings of summer.

What we see here is a dialectical reversal par excellence. The site of absorbed coping, where
Chiklin surrenders himself to the whirlpool of the know-how which lets him to be in the zone,
points to both a pre-meditated act that has its for-the-sake-of-which, and, at the same time, to the
pull this activity exerts on the disengaged, detached, contemplative stance a scientific observer

might have toward his surroundings. Chiklin’s mind begins to wonder as he travels along an

(The intense glare of the candles, the lamps and the ladies’ gowns, made Chichikov screw up his eyes for a moment
as he set foot in the room. Everything was bathed in light. Black tail-coats flashed and fitted singly and in swarms
here and there, like so many flies buzzing round the bright whiteness of sugarloaf in the hot month of July, when
some old housekeeper is breaking the loaf up into glittering lumps by an open window; the children gather round
and look inquisitively at the movements of her horny hands wielding the hammer, while the aerial squadron of flies,
upborne on the light air , dart in boldly as if they were masters of the domain and, profiting by the dazzling sun and
the feeble eyesight of the old woman they swarm round the tasty lumps singly or in throngs. Already satiated by the
abundance of summer, which proffers tasty dishes at every step, they fly here not to gorge but only to display
themselves, to saunter up and down the sugar pile, to rub their back or front feet, to rub them both together over their
heads, spin round and wing away, and then fly back in fresh irritating squadrons away.)

268 Platonov, Kotlovan, 29/19-20.
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elaborated chain of memory associations. We enter the subjective when the third-person
“anatomical description,” which makes a connection between the position of his veins and his
precise movement in the world that involves no calculation but mere felling, suddenly slips into
an extended excursus into the memories of his hedonistic youth. Chiklin’s promiscuity proclaims
a temporary triumph of human physiology. The vision of a conscientious Soviet citizen is now
reduced to that of a sad animal. Platonov’s post coitum omne animal triste est appears not as a
momentary aberrant psychological state, but as one of the moods, our attunement to which
always structures how we experience the world. Platonov, then, renders existential melancholy
as a point of access to the irrational. He shows it as constitutive of the human. It is inextricable
from the very flexibility of a human life seen as a self-interpretation. Singing into the cherry-red
evenings of summer, Chiklin attempts to escape the physical boundaries of his confinement via
his connection with the transcendental element of his selthood; unlike a physical body that is
subject to a relentless chain of the determinate states regulated by cause and effect, music, while
dependent on our ability to hear, expresses no-thing and represents no-thing.

Opposed to Chiklin’s sensuous particularity and connection to the irrational is the
character of Prushevsky, “not an old man but gray from the calculation of nature.” This is what
we learn about his worldview.

Becb Mup oH mpeacTaBisia MEPTBBIM TEJIOM—OH CYAWJ €0 10 TeM YacTsAM, KaKHe yKe ObUIN UM
o0palieHsl B COOPYKEHHUS: MUDP BCIOJY IOAJABAJICS €r0 BHUMATEIIFHOMY U BOOOpaXKaroleMy ymy,
OrpPaHMYEHHOMY JIMILb CO3HAHWEM KOCHOCTH IPUPOJIBI; MaTEPhsJI BCErJa CAaBajiCsi TOYHOCTH U
TEPIEHUIO, 3HAYUT—OH OBbLT MEPTB M IIyCTHIHEH.

He saw the whole world as a dead body, judging it by those parts of it that he had already
converted into structures: the world has always yielded to his attentive, imagining mind that was
limited only by an awareness of the inertness of nature; if material always gave in to precision
and patience, then it must be deserted and dead.*®

29 platonov, Kotlovan, 28/12.
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Prushevsky’s vision of Nature as a dead body to be subdued and transformed also suggests the
tension that exists between the idea of a transformation through creative appropriation of our
surroundings and the will to fully subjugate the world to some rational principle. The resolute
pull of labor is much too often appears in Platonov as a cover-up of the utterly unintelligible
fragility of human existence:

Ucromnennsiii Ko3nos cen Ha 3eMITi0 1 pyOMIT TOTTOPOM OOHAKHBIIHICS H3BECTHSIK; OH padoTal,
HE IMOMHSI BPEMEHHU U MECTA, CITyCKasi OCTaTKU CBOEW TEIION CUJIbI B KAMEHb, KOTOPbIN

OH paccekaj,—KaMeHb HarpeBacs, a KozioB nocrenenno xononen. OH Mor ObI Tak BeCh
HE3aMETHO CKOHYATKCS, U Pa3pyIIEHHBIH KaMeHb ObUT ObI €ro O€IHBIM HACIEICTBOM OYIYIIUM
pactymumM JroasM. [ltansr Ko3nosa oT ABM)KEHUS 3aTOIUITNCH, CKBO3b KOXKY OOTATHBAJIHChH
KpHUBBIE OCTpbIE KOCTH TOJIEHEH, KaKk HOXH ¢ 3a3yOprHamMu. BoriieB mouyBcTBOBaJ OT TEX
0e33aMUTHBIX KOCTEH TOCKIMBYIO HEPBHOCTD, OJKH/IAsl, YTO KOCTH MPOPBYT HEMPOUHYIO KOXKY

¥ BBIIIYT HAPYKY. "

Exhausted, Kozlov had sat down on the ground and was hacking the exposed limestone with an
ax. He worked without memory of time or place, discharging the remnants of his own warm
strength into the stone he broke up, the stone getting warmer as Kozlov himself grew gradually
colder. All of him could have imperceptivity passed away, and shattered stone would have been
his poor legacy to the future growing people. Kozlov’s trousers had gone bare from movement;
his sharp, crooked bones were like jagged knife blades tight against the skin of his shins. The
defenselessness of these bones filled Voshchev with anguished nervousness: the bones might tear
the flimsy skin and come out through it.

While this kind of attitude to the total reworking of the organic nature seems, among other things,
to have been prepared by the spread of progressive narratives of history starting with J. G.
Herder’s seminal work in 1774, the belief in the calculability of Nature and the human world
resulted in series of calamities in which the self-destructive essence of instrumental rationality
revealed itself. These eruptions of the escalated instrumentality into history were inseparable
from the kind of thinking based on our common experience with how predication works in a
sentence. That is, the grammatical boundaries of the sentence suggest a certain stability of the

grammatical subject, some of whose aspects, all supposedly independent of whether or not they

270 platonov, Kotlovan, 31-32/17-18.
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are articulated through grammatical predication, are revealed in the sentence as a statement of
what is objectively contained in the subject. Anyone familiar with the Proustian sentence (the
subject of the sentence becomes clear as the very unfolding of the series of adjacent and mutually
approximating clauses) knows why this view is problematic; the stable boundaries of all
sentences in a finished work, say, a novel, belie the connection between sentences, paragraphs,
events, episodes, chapters, let alone the multiple context “outside” the text itself.””!

If, to give another example, one takes unhappiness to be the individualizing force of the
family narrative, Tolstoy’s entire novel Anna Karenina then becomes the approximating whole
furnishing with detail the assertion made in the first sentence. The subject of Anna Karenina is,
on this view, the very movement of predication, which reveals the unique way in which a family
can be unhappy. Without dwelling on the importance of the hermeneutic circle and various ways
in which it has been challenged and defended by philosophers, we see that there are at least two
seemingly different ways to approach any given sentence. The first is to see it as identical with
the multiple interpretative contexts informing our entry into it. The second is to insist that it may
be read in isolation from these contexts—even if the idea of reading any sentence in isolation is
itself a “reading” that implies multiple interpretative contexts—and to approach the sentence in
question in this minimal way, a wedge between the notions of meaning and significance having
been firmly drawn.

Hegel delineates the difference between the reductive power of the still-frame predication
analysis, which he attributes to discursive thinking, and the infinite depth of the shifting center of
narrative gravity, which one sees in the relational totality of a speculative system. He does this

because he realizes that while nearly everyone understands what both these styles of predication

*"! The Proustian sentence then can be seen as a self-conscious descriptive function that also gets desperate
over its inability to fully capture the singularity of the experiential item and tries to compensate for it by a series of
detailed statements striving to include all of the relevant particulars.
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involve, even if unable to explicitly formalize this knowledge, it is the discursive thinking and its
predication that people tend to rely on in most cases. Instead, the subject should appear as the
predicational movement of the accidents that are “objectively contained” in what is being
described, whether or not we choose to engage in any predicational activity at all. Hegel
describes both ways:

For whereas, in its negative behavior, which we have just discussed, discursive thinking is itself
the self into which the content returns, in its positive cognition, on the other hand, the self is a
(re)presented Subject to which content is related as Accident and Predicate. This Subject
constizt%tes the basis to which the content is attached and upon which the movement runs back and
forth.

So there is a knower and an ostensibly independently existing subject this knower confronts in an
act of knowing. This subject is actually existent and is the source for all the details a contingent
situational interpretation might unearth. The said discursive thinking is a knowing self in the
sense of its power to temporarily contain the relevant accidents of the subject matter examined.
While it itself may contain the most recent “version” of what is being known, there is a sense in
which a certain state of affairs must hold true, separate and independent from the knowing
consciousness, for this knowing to be possible. The computer screen I am looking at right now,
on this view, is a concrete, sensible something, some substance, whose existence has nothing to
do with my experiencing as “to look at while typing” or as an abstract mathematical entity called
a “rectangle.” To see this screen from the point of view of a speculative sentence, one needs to
equate the existence of this screen with the narrative history of various configurations of how it
appeared in multiple experiential singularities of different people who each experienced it as a
very different something they used to achieve an aim they had. This is not say, that existence is

perception, but rather to suggest that every determination of a sensible entity, even if we choose

22 Hegel, Phenomenology, 9 60.
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it to be as abstract as a “sensible entity with magnitude” requires a consciousness that would
record a video showing the “fact that left to stand by itself through the night the computer screen
did not disappear.” This consciousness would already have to have and understand such ideas as
expressed by “fact,” “left to stand by itself,” “computer screen,” and “disappear.”
Understanding a philosophical or speculative sentence like “Being is the indeterminate
29273

immediate; is difficult because of the analytical pull of the discursive thinking:

Usually, the Subject is first made the basis, as the objective, fixed self; thence the necessary
movement to the multiplicity of determinations or Predicates proceeds. Here, the Subject is
replaced by the knowing ‘I itself, which links the predicates with the Subject holding them. But,
since that first Subject enters into the determinations themselves and is their soul, the second
Subject, viz. the knowing ‘I’, still finds in the Predicate what it thought it had finished with and
got away from, and from which it hoped to return into itself; and, instead of being able to function
as the determining agent in the movement of predication, arguing back and forth whether to
attach this or that Predicate, it is really still occupied with the self of the content, having to remain
associated with it, instead of being for itself.*”*

Hegel, in other words, ascribes our tendency to see any subject under investigation as having
existence independent of its “contextual meaning,” which he would say is its actual essence, as a
tendency to hypostatize the absolute power of abstraction that human thinking has. That is,
because there are multiple determinations among which I shift in my experience of the world, I
think that there must be some stable “ones” acting as ultimate referents of the “ones” of my
experience. Because the world is full of sensible things, I am tempted to think of these referents
as material substances. A processual unrest accompanying the shifting of the multiple epistemic
positions during categorial synthesis should not be thought of resembling physical movement.
Yet this happens when we forget that the subject matter is always “cognitively staged” even if
this staging explicitly stipulates a most minimal cognitive frame-category like one of pure

contemplation of a thing through the senses:

" Hegel, Logic, 81.

2" Hegel, Phenomenology, 9 60-61.
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The philosophical proposition, since it is a proposition, leads one to believe that the usual subject-
predicate relation obtains, as well as the usual attitude towards knowing. But the philosophical
content destroys this attitude and this opinion. We learn by experience that we meant something
other than we meant to mean; and this correction of our meaning compels our knowing to go back
to the proposition, and understand it in some other way.>”

99 ¢

What Hegel means is that the “subject matter,” “the situation,” “the thing itself” are nothing less
than the self-sustained “polyphonic ontological refraction” in which the meaning of the “truth”
of anything is the process of meaning-negotiation itself.

Let us look at the concrete instance of philosophical exposition that “rigidly excludes the

usual way of relating the parts of a proposition [to] achieve a goal of plasticity”*’®

and which
expresses subject as what is essentially true, that is, as “merely the dialectical movement, [a]
course that generates itself, going forth from and returning to, itself.”*’” The import of Hegel’s
method, as it appears in the opening passage from his Science of Logic, which I provide below, is
immediately clear. It is a model of exposition with which Platonov polemicizes in the Chiklin
excerpt to which I previously referred to as a “dialectical reversal par excellence” and whose
phenomenological reading we have done already. The opening of the Science of Logic provides a
good substantiation for the claim that the “dialectical movement ... has a content which is, in its
own self, Subject through and through. Thus no content occurs which functions as an underlying
subject, nor receives its meaning as a predicate; the proposition as it stands is merely an empty

form 99278

Let us tarry with the negative:

Being, pure being, without any further determination. In its indeterminate immediacy it is equal
only to itself. It is also not unequal relatively to an other; it has no diversity within itself nor any
with a reference outwards. It would not be held fast in its purity if it contain any determination or
content which could be distinguished from an other. It is pure indeterminateness and emptiness.

27 Hegel, Phenomenology, 9 63.
276 Hegel, Phenomenology, 9 64.
27 Hegel, Phenomenology, 9 65.

278 Hegel, Phenomenology, 9 66.
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There is nothing to be intuited in it, if one speaks here of intuiting; or it is only this pure intuiting
self. Just as little is anything to be thought in it, or it is equally only this empty thinking. Being,
the indeterminate immediate, is in fact nothing, and neither more nor less than nothing.””

If all we begin with is the aspect of unity or oneness which we “see” in the immediate givenness
of the multiple units of experience, yet if this isolated aspect appears the only thing we are
positing, we are bound to admit that nothing could be predicated of this oneness, not even that it
is. So nothing is added to the definition of being as the immediate givenness of experience as a
necessarily present negating function or difference as such. So the sentence “Being is the

))2
80 could be rendered as

indeterminate immediate
(Being) is )) the indeterminate ))) immediate ))))

to give through the typographic estrangement a better sense of the plasticity of exposition Hegel

has in mind. What we see here is a self-unfolding logical self. Being? Well, the sheer being of,

the is, the to be. But of what? Of no-one-thing yet. So where is it? In no-one-place yet. So

(Being) is )) the indeterminate ))) immediate )))) is nothing))))).

Hegel’s first sentence in the Science of Logic is not unlike the reversal of Chiklin’s
cognitive state. Chiklin’s train of thoughts first appears as a focused allotment of instrumental
intelligence to sensible objects for the sake of remedying the deficit of the labor force, which
actualizes the great proletarian plan. This train of thought then becomes a randomly unfolding
web of memories the last of which is centered on the consciousness in the act of detachment
from its objective mode. Platonov’s riff on the speculative sentence, then, captures a historical

instance of the unintended self-imposed dialectical reversal of the Russian Spirit as well as this

spirit’s objective being qua language and the latter’s most evident tension arising from the

" Hegel, Logic, 82.

%0 Hegel, Logic, 81.
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ambiguity due to the “mixing up of the [of] the speculative with the discursive methods, so that
what is said of the Subject at one time signifies its Concept, at another time merely its Predicate

»281 What happens to Chiklin’s unfolding of memories happens without

or accidental property.
any plan, yet it happens from his being conscious (of soznaniia) of the state of affairs against
which he must act. Also under attack are the consequences of the massive dialectical exodus
from the cave of “Russian civilizational backwardness”; an exquisite philosophical system,
having first been trivialized by Marx, is now estranged once more as it becomes a foundational
document for the new kind of philosophical sophistry and political rhetoric both serving to
justifying a collective sacrifice of whatever size.”*

Right after the liquidation of the kulaks Voshchev asks the political activist whether truth
is the due of the proletariat. The activist replies that it is rather “movement...along with whatever
the proletariat comes across on the way. Doesn’t matter if it’s truth or a looted kulak jacket—it’1l
all go into the organized cauldron till you won’t be able to recognize anything at all.”*** This
understanding of the Hegelian dialectics is as oblivious of Hegel’s warning that “from its very
beginning, culture must leave room for the earnestness of life in its concrete richness™*** as it is

of his insistence that in a philosophy properly done: “The real issue is not exhausted by stating it

as an aim, but by carrying it out, nor is the result of the actual whole, but rather the result

281 Hegel, Phenomenology, 9§ 64.

282 As Adorno and Horkheimer observe “language thereby becomes more than a mere system of signs.
With the concept of determinate negation Hegel gave prominence to an element which distinguishes enlightenment
from the positivist decay to which he consigned it. However, by finally postulating the known results of the whole
process of negation, totality in the system and in history, as the absolute, he violated the prohibition and himself
succumbed to mythology,” in their Dialectics of Enlightenment,18. This criticism is just only from the point of view
of how Hegel was understood by many of his readers.

8 Platonov, Kotlovan, 78-79. “A ucTuHa monaraercs npoxerapuaty? — crpocin Bores. —
[Nponerapuary monaraercsi JBIKEHUE, — MPOU3HEC aKTUBHCT, — a YTO HABCTPEUy IOMaaeTcs, TO BCe ero: OyIb
TaM UCTHHA, Oy/b Kynankas HarpabieHHast kKoTa — BCe TOWAYT B OpraHW30BaHHBIM KOTEN, Thl HUYEro He y3Haelllb
(71).

% Hegel, Phenomenology, 9 4.
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together with the process through which it came about. The aim by itself is a lifeless universal,

just as the guiding tendency is a mere drive that as yet lacks an actual existence; and the bare

result is the corpse which has left its guiding tendency behind it.”*®

II1.4. Between Analogical Imagination and Speculative Theogony

One way in which Platonov lets the enlightened consciousness of the liberated proletariat
to perform an unconscious dialectical reversal of its fully rational and informed point of view is
to show it as performing some contingent themes from the Phenomenology. The proletariat’s
blindness is as ironic as it is tragic, for in its reenactment of the events from the repertoire of the
World-spirit, it draws from some of the goriest pages of this chronicle. This is the case, for
instance, when the anonymous letter arrives to the kolkhoz, whose lack of concreteness
immediately points us to the terror of the universal will that reigned in France in the wake of the
Revolution of 1789.

[To mocnegarM MaTeprazaM, IMEIOLIIMCS B pyKe 00JJaCTHOI'O KOMHUTETa, BHIHO, HATIPUMED, UTO
aKTUB KOITX03a nMeHwu | enepanpHoii Jlmanm yxe 3abexain B eBaKoe 60I0TO IPaBoOro
ormroptyHr3Ma. OpraHu3aTop MECTHOTO KOJIEKTHBA CIIPAIINBAET BBHIIIEHAXOMSIYIOCS
OpPTaHM3AIHIO: €CTh JIM YTO MOCIIe KOJIX03a U KOMMYHBI OoJiee BhIcIiee U 0ojee CBETIIoe, Ta0bl
HEME/JICHHO IBUHYTH TYJla MECTHBIE OETHSIIKO-CePETHSIKIE MACChI, HEYAEPKUMO PBYIIIHECS

B JIaJTh UCTOPUH, Ha BEPIINHY BCEMUPHBIX HEBUINMBIX BPEMEH. DTOT TOBAPHII IPOCHT EMY
MIPUCIIATh MPUMEPHBIA YCTaB TAKOW OPTaHM3AINH, a 320/HO OJIAaHKHU, PYyYKY C TIEPOM H JIBa JIUTPA
yepHII. OH HE TOHUMAET, HACKOJIFKO OH TYT CIIEKYJIHPYyeT Ha UCKPEHHEM, B OCHOBHOM
3I0POBOM, CEPETHAIIKOM YYBCTBE TATH B KOJIX03bl. Henmb3st HE COTIacUThCS, 9TO TAKOW TOBAPHII]
€CTh BpEIUTEINb MMapTHH, OObEKTUBHBIN Bpar MmpoJerapraTa u JOIDKEH ObITh HEMEIEHHO U3bAT

13 PYKOBOJICTBA Hagcerma.>*

According to the latest materials now in the hand of the provincial committee,” concluded the
directive, “it is apparent, for example, that the activist committee of the General Line Collective
Farm has already gone rushing forward into the leftist quagmire of right opportunist. The
organizer of the local collective has asked the aforesaid organization whether there is anything

% Hegel, Phenomenology, 4 3.

26platonov, Kotlovan, 106-107/147-148.
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after the collective farm and the commune, anything higher and brighter to which he came
forthwith dispatch the local poor- and middle-peasant masses who cannot be held back from
hurtling forwards into the far distance of history, towards the summit of universal and
unprecedented times. This comrade asks to be sent model statues of such an organization,
together with appropriate forms, a pen and nib, and two liters of ink. He does not understand the
magnitude of the gamble he is taking on the sincere and fundamentally sound attraction felt by
the middle peasant towards the collective farm. No one can disagree that such a comrade is
wrecker and saboteur of the Party, an objective enemy of the proletariat, and that he should
forthwith and forever be removed from the leadership.

The tongue-tied quality of this missive points not so much to the confused state of the illiterate
masses as it does to the regnant political terror because of which all concretization is avoided lest
the writer be accused of imposing his individual will on collective will. To understand
Platonov’s irony we need to go back to the days of the French Revolutionary terror and see how
it is connected with the program of European Enlightenment.

In so far as the Enlightenment directs the negative power of the analytic frame to Faith, it
highlights the unsustainability of the dualistic worldview and insists that the dualist valuation of
all entities encountered in the physical world must be explained within a single frame of
reference, like the one allowing to assign ontological primacy either to pure matter or to pure
thought. And although Faith’s counteracting claim is equally appealing, in that it turns the
randomness, with which Pure Insight combines analytical fragments into which any aspect of the
world as a meaningful whole can be fractured, against itself, thus making any functional
debunking of religious practices look one-sided because nothing in them reduces the sacred to
the realm of objective reality, it recedes to the background because the ideology of the
Enlightenment has to offer more. It too posits an Absolute, perhaps best conceived as the infinite
potential of reconfiguring the world through scientific discoveries, but it fully rehabilitates the
objective world, managing to inscribe Faith within its new framework. It explains it away. Utility

now is what determines the true essence of the subject matter.
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The gathering together of the analytical fragments by the Pure Insight, now appears as
hierarchy of meanings whose new intermediary is the principle of functional utility. But equating
functional utility with the essence of anything is to deny the aspect of objective reality of this
very something, its independence, its being-in-itself. The objective reality of everything becomes
a mere appearance separating self-consciousness from any style of possession it may choose to
impose on this appearance. Insofar as the universal is now seen reduced to the individual
assessment of usefulness of anything, the whole world becomes nothing but the universal will of
all acting individuals. What’s really there is what we will choose to have as being there. The
degree to which anything is said to exist now is the degree to which its existence does not violate
everyone’s will. Only everyone together can be King.

The actualization of this form of the individual takes the form of sheer negativity; the
frenzy of destruction of all existing hierarchies of power-differentiation is what drives self-
consciousness to continue seeing in its activity all the proof it needs to take itself as having no
other essence apart from itself. But the unity of the individuals wreaking havoc means the
impossibility of the implementation of any positive program of action, because as something
universal toward which some individuals will be standing in a relation different than others, this
initiative will be seen as an attempt to impose one’s individual will upon the universal will and
thus as an act of oppression whose yoke the latter has sought to overcome. The prolonged period
of terror after the French revolution of 1789, in which people perish by necessity, since a positive
program of political action always has a possibility of being seen as infringement of the will of
others, brings the people back to their senses and unites them via differentiation without which
substantial actuality is impossible. It is possible to do away with the regnant structure of power

asymmetry, not with the determinacy inherent in any social structure.
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This reign of terror is the fury of destruction, whose participants sooner or later
understand that the only way not to fall under suspicion is by always being engaged in accusation.
But because everybody understands that this state of mind:

is thus the interaction of consciousness with itself in which it lets nothing break loose to become a
free object standing over against it. It follows from this that it cannot achieve anything positive,
either universal works of language or of reality, either of laws and general institutions of
conscious freedom, or of deeds and works of a freedom that wills them...

Just as the individual self-consciousness does not find itself in this universal work of absolute
freedom qua existent Substance, so little does it find itself in the deeds proper and individual
actions of the will of this freedom. Before the universal can perform a deed it must concentrate
itself into the One of individuality and put at the head an individual self-consciousness; for the
universal will is only an actual will in a self, which is a One. But thereby all other individuals are
excluded from the entirety of this deed and have only a limited share in it, so that the deed would
not be a deed of the actual universal self-consciousness. Universal freedom, therefore, can
produce neither a positive work nor a deed; there is left for it only negative action; it is merely the
fury of destruction.”

Platonov emphasizes the metaphysical bankruptcy of the German metaphysical import in a few
more places other than the impossibly abstract language of the letter: in the officials’ descriptive

288

reduction of people to sensible objects,” their constant reassurance of the inevitability of the

historic onset of happiness,”*and the immediately understood gap between the human world as

%7 Hegel, Phenomenology, 588-589.

288 «“Bmecto o/t aKTHBHCT 3aIIIChIBAJI IPH3HAKU CYIECTBOBAHHS: JIAMOTh TPOIIEIIIEr0 BeKa,
OJIOBSIHHYIO CEPBI'Y OT ITaCTYIIBEro yXa, IITaHUHY U3 PsHA U pa3HOe JPYroe CHapsDKEHHE TPYIAILErocs,
HO Hemmytero tena” (99).
“The activist duly began to list the things that had arrived with Voshchev, organizing a special column in the margin
under the heading: “Inventory of proletariat liquidated to death by the kulak as a class, in accordance with escheated
remnants.” Instead of people, the activist listed tokens of existence: a baste sandal of a bygone century, a tin ring
from the ear of a shepherd, a homespun trouser leg, and sundry other accouterments of a laboring but dispossessed
body” (123-124).
“ITamkvH BBIHYJ 3aIIICHYIO KHIDKKY ¥ TIOCTaBHJI B HEH TOUKY; Y’K€ MHOT'O TOUEK OBLIO H300pa’keHO B KHIKKE
[TamknHa, ¥ KaXkaas TOYKa 3HaMEHOBaJIa KaKoe-JIM00 BHUMaHUE K MaccaM™ (64).
“Pashkin took out his notebook and entered in it a dot; a great number of dots had been depicted in Pashkin’s
notebook, and each of them signified the full stop of some act of attention toward the masses” (68).

*¥ecyacthe HacTymuT neropuuecku” (34), “happiness will set in historically all the same” (22).
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experienced and theorized.*”® This is the kind of consciousness that belongs to a society in which
the last words of a dying child are not any different than a faceless bit of a “public code” floating
around.”' Platonov renders the ontological rift separating philosophy from life as what
inevitably shows itself when the veneer of certitude is broken down in the face of an approaching
death as in the scene describing the revenge of a kolkhoz bear that kills his past master:
Cepaiie MyXrKa caMOCTOSTEIHHO MOAHSUIOCH B IYIITY, B TOPJIOBYIO TECHOTY, M TaM CXKaJloCh,
OTIyCKasi U3 ceds ap ONacHOW )KM3HU B BEPXHIOIO KOXKY. My>KUK TPOHYJICS HOTaMH, YTOOBI
IIOMOYb CBOEMY CEPJILY B3JIPOTHYTh, HO CEP/IIE 3aMydHIIOCh 0€3 BO3yXa U HE MOIJIO TPYAUTHCA.
My>XMK pa3uHyJI POT U 3aKpHYajl OT TOpsl CMEPTH, KaJIEs] CBOM LIEJIbIE KOCTH OT COTJIEHUS B IIpax,

CBOIO KPOBaBYIO CUIIY T€JIa OT THUCHUSA, I'JIa3a OT CKPBIBAIOIIET OCA Oesoro ceera u JABOp
OT BEYHOI'O CI/IpOTCTBZl.292

The peasant’s heart had, of its own accord, risen up into his soul, into the cramped space of the
throat, and it had clenched tight there, releasing the heat of dangerous life into his outer skin. The
peasant twitched his legs, in order to help his heart to quiver, but his heart was exhausted without
air and was unable to labor. The peasant gaped his mouth wide and cried out from the grief of
death, pitying his intact bones against decomposition into dust, his red-blooded power of body
against decay as pus, his eyes against the disappearing light of day, and his home and yard against
eternal orphanhood.
Just as all other systems of objective knowledge, philosophy has no access to life as human
experiential singularity, the sheer givenness of the world as “particularly mine” and “my only
true world.” But the fact that subjectivity relates to existence in a way for which no official
religion can account does not mean that the traditional role of Orthodox Christianity in Russia

can be reduced to the celebration of the communal bond formed around the minimal sets of

biological necessities.

290 «“The snowy wind fell silent; an unclear moon came to light in a distant sky that was now emptied of
storm clouds and blizzards, a sky so deserted that it allowed for eternal freedom, and so sister that freedom was
unthinkable without friendship” (116-117).

“CHEeXXHBII BeTep yTHX; HESICHAs JIyHA BBISIBIUIACHh HA JalbHEM HeOe, OIOPOKHEHHOM OT BHXPEH U Tyd, Ha Hele,
KOTOpOe OBLIO TaK IYCTBIHHO, YTO JOITYCKAJI0 BEYHYIO CBOOOAY, U TaK XKYTKO, UTO JJISi CBOOOMBI Hy)KHA ObIIa

apyxo6a” (95).
1 “JIukeumupyit Kynaka kak kiacc. Jla 3apasctyer Jlenun, Koznos u Cadporos. IIpuser GeaHoMy
KOITX03Y, a KynmakaM Het” (75).

“Liquidate the kulak as a class. Long live Stalin, Kozlov, and Safronov...Greetings to the poor collective farm, but
not to the kulaks” (86).

22 platonov, Kotlovan, 79/91.

188



The new individuality arising in the Phenomenology in the wake of the Great Terror is
one of a universal self-legislation. Not so in Platonov. What we have instead follow the Red
Terror is another narrative reversal of the Hegelian World-Spirit: from the vacuity of French
revolutionary terror we travel to a human city based on the vision of the human as reduced to the
metabolism between man and nature. This is not even Plato’s city of pigs yet. The Russian
Revolutionary Spirit, at the stage of collectivization, reverses historical time, finding in one of
the moments of its becoming the stage of animal worship:

CHer majast Ha XOJIOJHYIO 3€MITIO, COOMPAsICh OCTATHCS B 3UMY; MUPHBIN TTOKPOB 3aCTEIIII HA COH
TPSUTYIIAA BCIO BUIUMYIO 3€MJTIO, TOJIEKO BOKPYT XJIEBOB CHET PAcTasil M 3eMJIsl ObLIa YepHa,
IIOTOMY 9TO TEIUIasi KpOBb KOPOB M OBEIT BBITILIA U3-TI07] OTOPOXK HAPYXKY M JITHHE MECTa
OroJMiIuCh. JIMKBUIMPOBAaB BECh MOCIEHUN IbIIIAIUN KUBOW HHBEHTAPh, MY>KUKH CTaJId €CTh
TOBSIMHY ¥ BCEM JOMAIITHUM TaK)Ke HAKa3bIBAIM €€ KYIIaTh; TOBSIUHY B TO KPATKOE BpeMsI €ITr
KaK IPUYacTHEe,—eCTh HUKTO HE XOTEJN, HO HaJI0 OBLIO CIIPATATh IJIOTh POIHON YOOMHBI B CBOE
Teno u coepeds ee TaM oT 00o0IIecTBIeHNs. VIHbIe pacueTIuBbIe MY>KUKH JaBHO OITyXJIH

OT MSICHOH €/IbI ¥ XOJFUIH TSDKKO, KaK JIBUTAIOIIUECS capan; IPYTUX JKe pBajio OeCIpephIBHO,

HO OHU HE MOTJIM PacCTaThCs CO CKOTMHON M YHHUTOXKAIH €€ /IO KOCTEH, He OXKUas TOIb3bI
skenynka. KTo Bnepen ycmen moecTh CBOIO JKMBHOCTh WJIM KTO OTIYCTHJI €€ B KOJIXO3HOE
3aKITIOYCHIE, TOT JISKAI B ITYCTOM I'pO0Y M JKUJI B HEM, KaK B TECHOM JIBOpPE, UYBCTBYS
OTrOpPOKEHHBIN TTOKOM.

Snow fell on the cold ground, meaning to remain for the winter; a peaceful shroud covered the
entire visible earth for its sleep to come; only around the animals’ sheds did the snow melt and
the earth become black, since the warm blood of cows and sheep had seeped out underneath the
boards, and summer places had been bared. After liquidating all their last breathing livestock, the
peasants had begun to eat beef and had instructed all the members of their household to do the
same; during this brief time they had eaten beef as if it were a communion—no one had wanted to
eat but the flesh of dear and familiar carcasses had to be hidden away inside one’s own body and
preserved there from social ownership. Some calculating peasants had long ago swollen up from
meaty food and were now walking heavily, like moving barns; others were vomiting continually,
but they were unable to part with their cattle and so they destroyed it down to the bone, not
expecting benefit of stomach. As for anyone who had managed to eat his stock of life in advance
or else released it into collective imprisonment—he lay in an empty coffin and lived there as if
confined in a snug home, sensing enclosed peace.

The new Soviet Eucharist in which the kulaks are shown here to participate is one that strips the
entire symbolic dimension of Christian sacrament away and with it the mystery of human

individuality and its world. Peering at the Russian Revolutionary Spirit from the depth of history

293 Platonov, Kotlovan, 86/102.
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is now the sacred of the Paleolithic hunters-gatherers who experience the self only in a ritualistic
animation of the now dead object of their worship. Let us consider a logical reconstruction of the
forms of religious worship a regress to some of whose aspects Platonov shows.

The religions of Paleolithic hunter-gatherers are plant and animal religions. Both can be
seen as ritualistic emphasis of the seemingly paradoxical relation between the oneness of some
perceptual entity and the multiplicity of the dynamic networks it forms with other such entities.
This religion of flowers picks the concrete sensible individual “cognitive frame function” to be
represented by what we might broadly refer to as plant. That is plant worship is a kind of
formalization of an insight that as a sensible entity a plant is one of a kind. As a growing thing,
plant is markedly different from its surrounding elements like soil, rock, or a body of water
nearby. It is a perishable life form that in its multiple instantiations appears as multiple short-
lived separate and independent objects. It seems that way because the multiple elements going
into the “plant-ness” of the plant are not immediately obvious to the consciousness encountering
itself as nature for the first time. Very few plants resemble animals in moving their bodies to
other physical or organic bodies through interacting with which they nurture themselves.

Animals, on the other hand, while having a body of which functional unity of its multiple
organs can be predicated, display their “nature” as involvement across multiple sites found in
their habitats: they instrumentalize themselves to interact with the environment and they
instrumentalize environment to maintain themselves. The animal thus becomes another
representative of what can be here called “essence” or a set of functional “powers” of life which
in the form of biting, gnawing, clawing are appropriated by man during the Neolithic Revolution.
The animal self-supporting instrumentality is exteriorized when first tools become portable

chopping teeth whose properties would not be detectible without the recognition of basic
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geometric relations. The animal appears as a “collection” of functional organs. That self-
supporting instrumentality is seen as a new configuration of consciousness is evident from the
burial practices framing man as inseparable from the functions that manufactured grave goods
are supposed to facilitate. The foraging man, whose instrumental knowledge is such that he
moves to where the resources are, is not worshiping plants and animals in the same sense an
agriculturalist does. The latter “makes” plants and animals and then truly worships them through
festive offerings in which a sacrifice of individual plants and animals becomes what elevates
them to the level of true intelligibles. This happens in the ritual when the act of sacrifice
symbolically separates what is being worshiped from all other physical entities. But the sacrifice
the way it occurs here is of a simplest kind: there is no celebration yet of the laboring power,
which connects the individual and the universal in the ritual, at the level of a communal practice.
The gods honored by the kulaks, are the gods of nature who have not yet appeared estranged
enough to be offered physical embodiment in the form of statues, dance, or food. The homo
faber of the foundation pit will discover his “true” self in the sacred monumentality of human
instrumentality best exemplified in the Egyptian mortuary cult and in the pagan festival of the
ancient Greeks. In Kotlovan the moment of the most basic form of animal worship quickly
transforms into a more developed kind.

The kulaks, through whose archaic form of worship the Russian Historical Spirit is
thrown back in time, are themselves sacrificed to a New Religion. They are expropriated and
banished so that the being-for-itself of the new Eucharist can reflexively succeed its being in-
itself (the excessive devouring of raw meat as a form of natural religion in which the deity
worshiped has not yet been objectified in a way so that it also appears differently than the animal

being hunted or consumed) the form of the kulak’ Holy Sacrifice:
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AKTHUBUCT BBICTaBIJI Ha KpbUIbllo OpriaoMa pymnop paauo, ¥ OTTyAa 3Bydajl Mapiil BEIUKOrO
10X0/ia, a BECh KOJIX03 BMECTE C OKPECTHBIMHU MEUTUMU TOCTSIMHU PAJIOCTHO TOMTAJICS HA MECTE.
Konxo3Hble My>XHKH ObUTH CBETIIBI JTUIIOM, KAK BBIMBITHIC, UM CTAJIO TEIEPh HUYETO HE KAJKO,
OE3BECTHO U MPOXJIAJTHO B AYIICBHOM mycToTe. Envceil, korma cMEeHUIACh My3bIKa, BBIIIICT

Ha CpeIHEe MECTO, BAAPHII TIOJOIIBOM U 3aTaHIICBAJI 10 3eMJIC, HUUYTh IIPH 3TOM HE CrU0asch
Y HE Moprasi OCJIBIMH TJIa3aMH; OH XOJIUJI, KaK CTEPKEHb, — OJIUH CPEIU CTOSINX, — YETKO
paboTast KOCTSAMH | TyJIoBHILEM. [IoCTereHHO MY)KHUKH PacCONEINCh U Hayalld OXa)KUBaTh
BOKDYT JpyT Apyra, a 0a0bl BECEI0 MOJHUIA PYKU W TONUIM JBUraTh HOraMu 1o rookamu. ['octu
CKUHYJIM CYMKH, KIMKHYJIM K C€0€ MECTHBIX JICBYIIIEK U MTOHECIUCh TTOHU3Y, 00IpO MIEBEIISICh,
a JJIsl CBOET'O YTOIICHbS IIEJIOBAJIH MTOIPYKEK-KOIX03HUIl. PajnoMy3bika Bce Ooee TpeBOKMIIa
JKU3Hb, TACCUBHBIC MY)KUKU KPHYAIH BO3IJIACKHI JOBOJILCTBA, OOJIee MEPEIOBbIC BCECTOPOHHE
pa3BUBANIHU JATBHEHIINI TEMIT Tpa3THUKA, U JaKe 0000IIeCTBICHHBIC JOMA M, YCIBIIIAB TYII
YeIIOBEUECKOr0 CYACTHSI, IPUIILIN ITOOAHHOUKe Ha OPrIBOpP U CTAIM PXKATh.”

The activist had placed the wireless loudspeaker out on the OrgYard porch, and from it came the
march of a great campaign, while the entire collective farm, together with the guests who had
made their way over on foot, was stamping joyfully on the spot. With their shining faces, the
collective farm peasants looked as if they had just been scrubbed, and in the emptiness of their
souls there was no pity or regret for anything and no knowing anything, and it felt cool. When the
music changed, Yelisey went out into the center, slammed down one foot, and began to dance
over the earth, not bending in any way or blinking his white eyes; he was moving like a piston,
alone amid the standers, and working his bones and torso with precision. Gradually the peasants
got into the swing of things and began to circle around one another, while the women merrily
raised their arms and began to move their legs beneath their skirts. The guests threw down their
nags, called the local girls over, and hurtled about close to the ground, moving spiritedly — and as
a treat for themselves they kissed their new collective girlfriends. The wireless music alarmed life
still more; the passive menfolk yelled out exclamations of satisfaction while the more progressive
ones developed the further tempo of the festival in all directions and even the collectivized horses,
hearing the din of human happiness, filed over one by one to the OrgYard and began to whinny.

Yet, in this kolkhoz Eucharistic liturgy the transubstantiation of prejudice into knowledge has not
yet happened. To be sure, what we see is a disenchanted collective performative action of a
community that has replaced the authority of organized religion with that of an organized science,
whose voice, in the form of a radio translation, is now orienting their bodies. This community
understands the elevating effect of one’s individual experience of partaking in collective
consciousness. It also understands that this elevating effect cannot be found in the world in the
way physical objects can be. But it does not see the hierarchy of values as inextricable from
human symbolic imagination to the same degree that existence resists philosophical

formalization. Two things are noteworthy about this dance: that it is a dance in which the

24 platonov, Kotlovan, (95/1 16).
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community bond of the “rodovoe telo” (“clan body”) is reestablished; that every dancer partakes
in a mystical communion in a way informed by the concept of labor relations. Platonov again
signals a double logical regress to the religious forms of the past. We also get a glimpse into the
ritual as a fragmentary system of metaphysics.

The perishability of the individual plant or animal does not affect our understanding their
“power” to persist. Ritual thus is not only a distinction between the universal and individual
aspects of the entity under consideration, but qua “sacrificial excess” it is a distinction between
the negativity of death and the negativity of constructive instrumental subordination. By making
something perish in worship without any benefit for the person, the natural perishing of this very
thing is now articulated as an object of thought. By because in this narrative estrangement of the
finitude of the sacrificial offering instrumental skills play an important role, the “accelerated”
death of the sacrificial offering recasts the extent of man’s instrumental imagination. It too
becomes an object of thought capable of being worshipped.

Egyptian pyramids are monuments to the constructive power of labor, of human
understanding as infinity of semiotic signification a religious consciousness presupposes. The
pyramid is put between light and darkness, life and death. Its sheer magnitude and shape, as well
as the fact that it is embodied in a stone material, points to the actuality of a syncretic union of
the visible tangible stuff and the abstracting power of human understanding itself. What comes to
view is the incommensurability of the world of geometrical forms and their actual embodiment
in the physical world. The “constructed” darkness of the pyramid is an attempt to isolate
darkness from light as a natural complex.

This arbitrariness is now attributed to an “event,” the “death” of the king, which can

become an event if its connection to the “laws” governing human events is indicated. And we

193



find this in the pyramid texts, written in hieroglyphs, which feature king’s accomplishments and
various spells. But this hieroglyphs use as their elemental forms the images of the entities whose
meaning they are trying to create. The pyramid turns out to be a monumental sign whose true
content is a self-referential system of signs: on the “outside” it is a decoration inserted in the
“body of nature,” on the “inside” natural shapes become inserted into the “body of a decoration.”
To become self-conscious this system of the mutual estrangement of the semiotic sign through
the instrumentality guided by human understanding, we need to have a “monumental proof” of
human subjectivity involved in this architectural ensemble. That is, the singularity of human self
must appear in an explicit way as part of the labor monument. Insofar as the peasants’ bodies are
instrumentalized in a religious ritual in a way similar to how their bodies are instrumentalized in
the project of the “proletarian home,” the foundation pit projects yet another phantom from the
past. Yet we do not leave the great building projects in ancient Egypt right away. Before moving
from the first monuments to the religion of labor to the reality or the Greek polis and its forms of
art religion the Russian Revolutionary Spirit has another narrative episode happen to it. This time
it is from the Exodus.

Platonov’s allusion to the Tanakh is clear. We learn this from the clouds of flies that
become intermingled with the snowy wind in which Nastya and bear the hammerer get caught
after the bloody Eucharist. In the foundation pit the fourth (flies or wild animals) and the fifth
(diseased livestock) plagues of Egypt recur in a hybrid form. The kulaks kill all their sheep,
which, left to rot in a barn become flies’ habitat and the source of food. This narrative
recombination in Kotlovan of the two separate events initiated by the God of Exodus not only

suggests that people are to blame in the misery they inflict on other people, but also the irony
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characterizing the discrepancy between the theoretical prowess of the new Soviet science and its
total oblivion of the past which the participants of the foundation pit are doomed to repeat.
Because the peasants participating in the Christian mass of liberation that features radio
as its equipment, are still united by the bonds of the “clan body,” also fused with their second
regress to the religious worship of the past is the aspect of cults and sacrificial rites which could
be seen as humanity’s first attempt to formalize the unconscious conceptual identification of an
individual deity with some of the categories constitutive of the human subject. The new dance of
the enlightened peasant, Platonov shows, is also a dance with which the Russian War God is
honored, its human and animal sacrifice having been already offered during the bloody Eucharist.
In this dance sacrificial offerings are made and this is another form in which individuality
is articulated in relation to the universal. In the act of relinquishing other human beings, the
kulaks, in the name of the Revolution, the divinity shows itself through the performance of
sacrificial excess. The Russian War God appears as what sacrifices itself. Insofar as human
worship is also a staging of the deity, the sacrifice made by a human individuality becomes the
sacrifice constitutive of god’s existence. Human sacrifice is the staging of the divine that is
inclusive of finitude. For one thing the people offering the sacrifice are allowed to appear and act
in what otherwise would have been some pure absolute essence (God before he created the
universe). As part of a cult offering, the enlightened dance points to a cyclical model of time, one
of'a pagan festival, whose recurrence allows for the mortal individuality to sacrifice itself to
appear under a guise of a more perfect form of itself in the name of some deity. The arrival and
stay of this deity is signified through the multiple labor channels centered on the object of
veneration whose riches can be used for personal needs as well as in the name of a particular god.

Kolkhoz barns and storehouses become temples of the Russian Revolution.
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Yet the fact that the peasants are described standing at first with “shiny faces looking as if
they had just been scrubbed” suggests that the new communion also contains within itself the
culture of the banished Orthodox Christianity. This delayed return to the Christian layer of
worship warrants more attention in view of the little Nastya’s death.

The being in- (the religion of excessive consumption and labor monumentality) and for-
(performing the self in cult worship) itself of the Russian Revolutionary Spirit is now thrown
back to the historical origins of Christianity, having survived two plagues of Egypt. It is no
longer the unconscious articulation of the self in the kulak raw-meat worship. Nor is it a
reformed version of the “clan body” whose performance of the individual event is coordinated
with the help of the instrument and is sanctioned by science. Human individuality must enter a
newly formed system of symbols. It has to happen in the form that has a separate narrative
articulation. This happens when a child dies.

B nonaenp Unkinuz Havan konaTh st Hactu creruansuyro Moruiay. OH pbll €€ IATHAALATh
4acoB MOAPsI, 4T00 OHa ObLIa ITy0OKa M B HEe He CyMell Obl IPOHUKHYTh HU Y€PBb, HU KOPCHb
pacTeHus1, HU TEIUT0, HA XOJI0T M 9YT00 peOeHKa HUKOTIa He TTOOSCITOKOMII IITyM KU3HH C
MMOBEPXHOCTH 3eMJIH. [ poOoBoe toske UUKIMH BBII0IOMI B BEUHOM KaMHE U IPUTOTOBKUII €IIIe
0c00Y10, B BUJIC KPBIIIKH, TPAHUTHYIO TUTUTY, a0kl Ha JICBOYKY HE JIeT TPOMaJIHBIN Bec
MOTHJIBHOI'O Ipaxa.

OtnoxuyB, UnkimiH B3su1 HapTio Ha pyku u OepexHO MOHEC ee KITacTh B KAMEHb U 3aKaIbIBaTh.
Bpewms Ob110 HOUHOE, BeCh KOIIX03 CHai B 0apake, ¥ TOIBKO MOJIIOTOOOEI], ITOYySB ABMKEHUE,
npocHycsl, 1 YUKINH JTa)t eMy MPUKOCHYThCs K HacTe Ha mpoIianbe.

At noon Chiklin began to dig Nastya’s special grave. He dug it for fifteen hours on end — in order
that it should be deep and that neither a worm nor the root of a plant, nor warmth, nor cold should
be able to penetrate it, and so that the child would never be troubled by the noise of life from the
earth’s surface. Chiklin gouged out a sepulchral bed in eternal stone and, by way of a lid, he
prepared a special granite slab so that the vast weight of the grave’s dust should not press down
on the little girl.

After he had rested, Chiklin took Nastya in his arms and carried her out with care, to lay her in
the stone and fill in the grave. The time was night, the whole collective farm was asleep in the
barrack, and only the hammerer, sensing movement, awoke, and Chiklin allowed him to reach out
and touch Nastya farewell.””

293 platonov, Kotlovan, 115/149.
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Because Christian story has an episode featuring the departure of the divine individual it can be
seen not only as a more detailed formalization of what actually takes place in time but also as a
more legitimate standpoint of knowing because it arises in the wake of a concrete historical
experience: the death of Greek gods after the advent of Greek comedy. In Kotlovan this
departing individual is Nastya. Platonov suggests that Chiklin’s digging out of a special grave for
Nastya is the recurrence of the foundational signification of the story of the death of the innocent
on which the early Christian commune is built.

For the community of the foundation pit the death of Nastya is as significant to establish
a dimension of collective memory as Jesus is for the early Christian commune:

The death of the Mediator as grasped by the Self is the supersession of his objective existence or
his particular being-for-self: this particular being-for-self has become a universal self-
consciousness. On the other side, the universal has become self-consciousness, just because of
this, and the pure or non-actual Spirit of mere thinking has become actual. The death of the
Mediator is the death not only of his natural aspect or of his particular being-for-self, not only of
the already dead husk stripped of its essential Being, but also of the abstraction of the divine
Being. For the Mediator, in so far as his death has not yet completed the reconciliation, is the one-
sidedness which takes as essential Being the simple element of thought in contrast to actuality:
this one-sided extreme of the Self does not as yet have equal worth with essential Being; this it
first has as Spirit. The death of this picture-thought contains, therefore, at the same time the death
of the abstraction of the divine Being which is not posited as Self. That death is the painful
feeling of the Unhappy Consciousness that God Himself is dead.”*°

This passage does not suggest that the death of the mediator in the Christian narrative is merely
an inkling of a metaphysical system with a clearly articulated concept of the subject and
existence, or as a metaphysical statement equating reality with the historically contingent
plurality of institutional practices serving as a background for any intelligibility. Rather, the
death of the mediator is the formalization of the signification behind cultural temporality. The

death of the mediator is a possibility of universal transfer of the individually created idea. The

*° Hegel, Phenomenology, 785.
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death of Nastya is the arrival of the new secular sacred consummated in the void of the
foundation pit.

According to Hegel the standpoint of knowing that is supposed to supersede the
configuration of religion is that of a system of speculative philosophy. But in the young Soviet
Russian of the Five Year plan, there is no moving to the last section of Hegel’s Phenomenology
called Absolute Knowledge. Instead, the new man finds himself in the collective grave of
metaphysical formalization. If there is one thing Kotlovan formalizes in the final scene, if by way
of representation, it is that existence remains an indivisible remainder that now replays the
Christian narrative in a melancholic key.

Platonov again reverses the Hegelian narrative of the triumphant march of Reason. The
emphasis the final scene places on the individuating act of religious experience not only suggests
that the reinvention of personal meaning is eradicable, but also through the lingering sense of
loss that there is always a limit to reason. Platonov’s take in Kotlovan on the religiosity of the
new state is a curious one. Dialectical and historical materialism both require a set of analytical
tools at its disposal as well as a sense of evolutionary pragmatism inherent in human history
whole logic it is to reconstruct. The monotheism of the Torah provides both. The new Genesis is
quickly written. The new God is the abstract Mother-Matter. Soviet Exodus is from the past of
Tsarist Russia. Soviet Leviticus is received from Reason itself through Marx and Lenin. Even
more important in this narrative estrangement of the Torah is a striving to recapture the primeval
unity with the world before the fall. But to get back to the cult of the Damp Mother Earth (Mat’
syra zemlia) Soviet materialism has to creatively estrange the dual origin of its religious
foundation. First, the polyphony of the pagan world has to be recovered through a return to

polytheistic practices now couched as unified but variegated sites of scientific worship of the
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world. Studying a single aspect of nature or culture, a single god, is—in so far as it abstracted it
from the whole, that is, all other gods, while dedicating to it a set of institutional practices, be it
equipment or multiple scientific hypotheses, as well as a privileged position within a value
hierarchy of other such cults or practices—the very turning of the whole of nature and culture
into multiple name-sites, infinite modes of a single god of matter, even if no longer understood
exclusively in relation to its agricultural wonders of change and generation. To reach unity with
the Mother Earth Soviet science has to fully dissolve the irrational sediment of human
subjectivity in the objectively observable and physically localizable sites correlated with
subjective states accompanying human activity. Materialist perfection, then, is akin to the full
fusion of man with the self-moving totality of matter, a sensuous oblivion of rationality, the
much-coveted return to the Garden of Eden. The new pagan was now beyond his old
superstitions. He simply knows all the voices in which Nature speaks. But this subject was also
melancholic. It was still possible to tell him that his loss was for a good cause but there was no
way of convincing him that he did not have the loss. But inasmuch as this was certain, any
elaborate philosophical system imposed on him from without was now subject to doubt. And

this doubt could only be overcome if a new myth was written.
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Conclusion: Between Myth and Reason

Our investigation of how Tolstoy, Khlebnikov, and Platonov carried out the liminal
hermeneutics of suspicion directed at the idea of freedom as self-determination is now finished.
We saw how each of the three authors questioned and challenged a technology of creative
infinity, as well as metaphysical, epistemological, ethical, aesthetical, and political aspects under
which individual freedom appeared.

In the Death of Ivan Ilyich Tolstoy performs a detailed phenomenological description of
how the anticipation of death or its proximity affects one’s understanding of the ontological
structure of human being, namely, of the fact that to exist is to relate one’s anticipated future to
what one think is available to him from the past in the narrative of the present. Because the self
thus conceived is essentially a narrative self, the interrelation of the narrative planes in the form
of disconnected ecstases of time (past, present, future) is an illusion. The three are united within
the narrative arc of one’s self whose only time is now. The connection between mortality and
narrativity seems to allow for the very possibility of one’s authentic life. One can lead an
authentic life because this project is bound by multiple limits, yet leaves ample space for one’s
creative modification of one’s existential situation. Yet the unbridgeable distance separating the
individuality of one’s death from the world, as well as the nearly infinite potential to change
one’s life story may suggest what Tolstoy sees as rather dangerous the cultural possibility, which
Russian society with the advent of the secular culture in the second half of the nineteenth century,
inherits from European modernity—Ilife without God. His peculiar formal and thematic solution
how to place chapter one in relation to the rest of the chapters in the novella, and to do it in a
way that defies the principle of chronological exposition, is his double statement on the secular

culture’s celebration of human creative infinity.
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While doubting the acceptability of general guidelines for one’s life conduct in one’s
individual narrative seems necessary, to be doubting the existence of God is not to be willing to
admit that one’s power of doubt, too, has its limits. The first major fictional work published by
Tolstoy after his crisis and the conversion of the late 1870s, Ivan Ilyich thus continues the study
of the cultural impact of European modernity on Russia and its dialogue with tradition he began
already in Anna Karenina. The ideology of affirming one’s freedom which modernity knows as
self-determination appears to Tolstoy most problematic not so much in view of its not having a
place for God, but in view of its suggesting a possibility that the new secular god was none other
than the self-determining individual himself.

To make a more compelling the argument that the position of God is unassailable and
that without his grace nothing can exist, Tolstoy needs to introduce the idea of an entity beyond
being. This has to be done in an oblique way. The narrative discontinuity of Ivan Ilyich serves
exactly to achieve this end. Just as much as death, as it is commonly understood, is beyond life,
and the authentic life is beyond a life unexamined, so, too, is God, as the only thing that truly is,
beyond the boundaries of the physical world. Tolstoy voices his main critique of how modernity
sees finitude in relation to self-creation—its infatuation with self-determination obscures the
simple realization that to be truly free one need to relinquish all claims to absolute power,
knowledge, or will. To do so is to mimic God’s ultimate gift of love.

Unlike Tolstoy, Khlebnikov sees all conventions as what needs to be broken, and creative
freedom to be oneself as exactly what man must understand as absolute in order to become god-
like. For him historicity within which as a horizon of intelligibility a self-determining subject
always finds himself can be narratively appropriated. In Zangezi Khlebnikov approaches finitude

in three primary ways: as a debilitating influence of Hegel’s thought on philosophy of history; as
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the inertia of the existing artistic boundaries poetry is hesitant to transcend; as voices of other
poets whose metaphysical orientation goes against his artistic credo, that there was no creative
limit to zhiznetvorchestvo. Khlebnikov sees history as the multiplicity of eternally existing
dimensions from which the present is assembled differently, each time through a configurative
reading in which each of the historical subjects partakes.

Khlebnikov settles his accounts with Hegel by creatively appropriating some of the
elements of his narrative system and playfully subverting others. His critique of the Hegel-
inspired narrative of modernity is that by making History a universal protagonist, Hegel defeats
the very standpoint he worked so hard to deduce. If History is what is real, what happens to self-
determination and why not simply entrust oneself to History and observe how Spirit marches to
freedom?

To overcome finitude understood as a multiplicity of formal and thematic constraints,
Khlebnikov extends the expressive capacity of language, playing at border of sign legibility, and
turning to avant-garde’s artistic practices in the visual media, as well as borrowing some of the
Cubits experimental techniques. Another aspect of finitude he sees in the metaphysical
orientation of other Russian poets like Marina Tsvetaeva is their transcendental dualism. This
worldview makes these artists see the world below as a vale of tears, and the one in the beyond
as the only real one to which the striving of their soul must be directed. These vestiges of the
Romantic poetic paradigm must be overcome if life is to equal art. While Khlebnikov’s take on
human finitude is radically different from Tolstoy’s, in that he sees real freedom as a freedom to
doubt every argument advanced to suggest that one’s power to create cannot be absolute, it falls

prey to irony. In urging everyone to forget the burden of the past and be innovative, the poet
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often finds himself several millennia back in time, thinking to be his innovation what humanity
has already achieved in the etymologies of the Upanishads or in Plato’s dialogues.

Platonov approaches the problem of human finitude yet from another angle. In Kotlovan
he investigates the linguistic and metaphysical foundation on which the vision of bright Soviet
future rests. Looking at the philosophical legacy of German Idealism that Young Soviet Russia
adopts as a guide to action, he quickly realizes the metaphysical bankruptcy of the system of
thought on which Soviet science is based. Insofar as Hegel and Marx both promise the arrival of
God’s Kingdom as some kind of historical closure, both become hostage of their narrative
imagination, in which elements of Christian narrative recur.

Platonov sees philosophical systems as mythical narratives, the main objective of whose
authors is to inscribe their names is human history. The building project that unfolds in the
foundation pit becomes for Platonov a place in which to test whether the logic of Russian history
is compatible with the logical advance of Spirit in Hegel’s Phenomenology. It is not. The
proletariat working in the foundation pit is made by Platonov to speak the peculiar version of
Russian whose stylistic features suggest that the proletarian consciousness is structured by
Marxist’s categories and a belief that consciousness is derivative of matter. But these enlightened
masses get drawn into the grotesque carnival of self-devouring matter, whose narrative episodes
replay those from Hegel’s logical gallery but often in reverse. Platonov sees life and existence as
what neither philosophy nor science can formalize: attempts to do so lead to the illusion of
mastery over the earth and the will to dominate. Platonov’s overcoming of creative infinity is in
one’s attunement to being itself and its constant slipping away from any ideological,

philosophical, or linguistic nets people may create in time.
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In carrying out their hermeneutics of liminal suspicion in relation to the legacy of
European modernity, Tolstoy, Khlebnikov, and Platonov each adopt a unique artistic solution to
the challenges this legacy poses. In the end Tolstoy sees human finitude in relation to freedom as
one’s ability to be humble in the face of God and in that state seeing the range of possibilities
open for one in life; Khlebnikov in a continuous creative emptying out of all preconceptions,
plans, and ideas, only to be able to always see the world anew; Platonov in learning how to
immerse into a state of meditative trance in order to hear the being of language and language of
being. In view of the paramount importance the artistic form has for each of the three works,
Tolstoy, Khlebnikov, and Platonov also articulate yet another type of finitude—an impossibility

of an independent and self-sustained system of knowledge, be it philosophy or art.
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