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Abstract

Anywhere I Lay My Head:
Politics and Poetics of Private Space in Early Soviet Literature and Film

Slaven Svetinovic

Chair of the Supervisory Committee:
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Slavic Languages and Literatures

In an article about his visit to Moscow in the winter of 1926-27, Walter Benjamin claimed that
“Bolshevism has abolished private life.” Benjamin’s frequently quoted statement highlights a key
feature of Soviet society in the post-revolutionary period: the attempt to politicize and “make
public” almost all aspects of everyday life. As part of the campaign to create a “new way of life,”
Soviet ideology and government policies sought to accomplish a dramatic transformation of
basic features of private life and the supposed “bourgeois” values of privacy, family, and
marriage. One of the most drastic changes was the policy of uplotnenie (alternatively translated
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as “consolidation,” “condensation,” or “tightening”), which reconfigured living space by
dividing apartments and other dwellings, ultimately leading to the creation of one of the most

potent symbols of the Soviet experience: the kommunalka, or the communal apartment. From its



inception and through the Soviet period (and beyond), the communal apartment would play a
central role in Soviet life. This dissertation examines how popular literature and cinema of the
1920s, the period of the so-called New Economic Policy (NEP), addressed this transformation of
everyday life, and of living space in particular. Two broad questions frame my project: How is
private space constituted and circumscribed in popular literature and film of the early Soviet
period, given the intrusion of the state in most aspects of everyday life? What do some of the key
literary and cinematic works of the NEP era tell us about the notions of the public and the private
during this period of Soviet history? The “battle” for space — and more specifically, private space
-- is a major trope in some of the most well-known works of literature and cinema from the first
decade following the revolution. By focusing on the works of two writers of fiction, Yuri Olesha
and Mikhail Zoshchenko, and one filmmaker, Boris Barnet, this dissertation examines the
tension between the public and the private in the context of NEP and the ways private space
functions as a site of negotiation between opposing ideologies and explores the role of literature
and film as means of resisting and mitigating — through laughter, play, and parody — the shocks

of such traumatic policies as uplotnenie.
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INTRODUCTION!

In an article about his visit to Moscow in the winter of 1926-27, Walter Benjamin
claimed that “Bolshevism has abolished private life.”> Benjamin’s frequently quoted statement
highlights a key feature of Soviet society in the post-revolutionary period: the attempt to
politicize and “make public” almost all aspects of everyday life. As part of the campaign to
create a “new way of life,” Soviet ideology and government policies sought to accomplish a
dramatic transformation of basic features of private life and the supposed “bourgeois” values of
privacy, family, and marriage. One of the most drastic changes was the policy of uplotnenie

99 <6

(alternatively translated as “consolidation,” “condensation,” or “tightening”), which reconfigured
living space by dividing apartments and other dwellings, leading to the creation of one of the
most potent symbols of the Soviet experience: the kommunalka, or the communal apartment.
From its inception and through the Soviet period (and beyond), the communal apartment would
play a central role in Soviet life, providing a microcosm of Soviet society and serving as a kind
of a social experiment for the Soviet vision of the domestic sphere.

This dissertation examines how popular literature and cinema of the 1920s, the period of
the so-called New Economic Policy (NEP), addressed this transformation of everyday life, and
of living space in particular. Two broad questions frame my project: How is private space
constituted and circumscribed in popular literature and film of the early Soviet period, given the
intrusion of the state in most aspects of everyday life? What do some key literary and cinematic

works of the NEP era tell us about the notions of the public and the private during this period of

Soviet history? The “battle” for space — and more specifically, private space — is a major trope in

! All translations in this dissertation, unless otherwise indicated, are mine. Special thanks to Dr. Barbara Henry and
Dr. Galya Diment for their help with certain translations.

2 Walter Benjamin, “Moscow, ” in Reflections: Essays, Aphorisms, Autobiographical Writings, trans. Edmund
Jephcott (New York: Shocken Books, 2007), 108.



some of the most well-known works of literature and cinema from the first decade following the
revolution. Whether in the stories and novels of Mikhail Bulgakov, Yuri Olesha, and Mikhail
Zoshchenko, or the films of Abram Room and Boris Barnet, the domestic interior, with its beds,
sofas, and pillows, serves as the main setting for the drama and often provides the main catalyst
of narrative conflict.

Michel de Certeau refers to “private space” as the “protected place at one's disposal
where the pressure of the social body on the individual does not prevail, where the plurality of
stimuli is filtered, or, in any case, ideally ought to be.”* De Certeau’s description thus consists of
two major components: the lack of intrusion of the social (or public) into the individual sphere,
and the ability to contain or filter outside stimuli on the senses. Both of these aspects are crucial
in the Soviet context, where implementation of communal living not only meant state regulation
of individual space, but also drastically impacted one’s sensory experience and the ability to
filter stimuli. By focusing on the works of two writers of fiction, Yuri Olesha and Mikhail
Zoshchenko, and one filmmaker, Boris Barnet, this dissertation examines the tension between
the public and the private in the context of NEP and the ways private space functions as a site of
negotiation between opposing ideologies and explores the role of literature and film as means of
resisting and mitigating — through laughter, play, and parody — the shocks of such traumatic

policies as uplotnenie.

SCOPE
I have limited the scope of the dissertation to period of NEP, defined as roughly between

1921 and 1929. Conceived as a temporary measure to stabilize the economy following the civil

3 Michel de Certeau. The Practice of Everyday Life, Volume 2, Living and Cooking, trans. Timothy J. Tomasik.
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1998), 146. Italics in the original.



war, the New Economic Policy introduced economic liberalization and private enterprise,
reforms which during the 1920s not only ushered in a period of modernization, but also created
numerous contradictions due to the clash of two incompatible policies and ideologies -
communist central planning and limited free enterprise.* A major contradiction was in the sphere
of everyday life: the liberalization of NEP led to the emergence of a new, vibrant consumer
culture, which directly challenged Soviet ideology and its attempt to, as Benjamin puts it,
"abolish private life" through the policy of uplotnenie and transformation of the domestic sphere.
As a result, anxiety about private spaces (rooms, beds, sofas, pillows) permeates a number of
literary and cinematic works of this time. Moreover, film and literature of this period reflect a
new ambivalent and transitory type of subjectivity, one uprooted from its environment and
caught between the old and the new. Soviet society and the role of art in it drastically changed
with the end of NEP and I think that the depiction of the domestic sphere and communal living in
film and literature during this period requires a separate examination and attention.

As to the works that I am examining in this dissertation, I have chosen them for a few
different reasons. For one, these works provide examples from different genres, including films,
novels, and non-fictional material, as is the case with the chapter on Mikhail Zoshchenko, while
at the same time staying within the realm of popular literature, and more specifically, satirical
and comedic works. While I try to complicate these categories, I hope that the discussion of the
separate texts, whether Barnet’s films or Olesha’s novel, also paints a broader picture of the
debates about the role of comedy and parody during NEP. Secondly, as I discuss in each chapter

separately, I chose the particular texts because I felt that certain works or certain aspects of the

4 At the Eleventh Party Congress in May 1922, Lenin described NEP as a temporary, pragmatic measure, reasoning
that “the responsible communist...does not know how to carry on trade, because he is not a businessman” And the
new entrepreneurs -- the so-called “NEPmen” -- would be the ones to teach him. Alan M. Ball. Russia's Last
Capitalists: The Nepmen, 1921-1929. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1987), 19.



works have not been given enough scholarly attention. Finally, an important aim of my project is
to foreground the formal qualities of literary and cinematic works addressing the reconfiguration
of living space in order to outline, along with the impact of governmental policies and ideology
(the “politics” of the title), a kind of poetics that inform the representation of communal living in
film and literature. The authors and the texts that I examine grapple with and seek to find new
and original forms for responding to the turbulence of NEP and the transformation of everyday
life.
ON THE PRIVATE/PUBLIC DICHOTOMY

In his essay “The Theory and Politics of the Public/Private Distinction,” social theorist
Jeff Weintraub examines the binary distinction between “public” and “private,” referring to this
distinction as one of the “grand dichotomies” of Western thought, in a phrase he borrows from
philosopher Norberto Bobbio.> Weintraub’s essay aims to examine how this distinction is used in
different discourses and contexts, pointing out that such a binary conceptualization “often
generates as much confusion as illumination.” “The public/private distinction,” claims
Weintraub, “is not unitary, but protean. It comprises, not a single paired opposition, but a
complex family of them, neither mutually reducible nor wholly unrelated.”® Given its persistence
throughout history and in “theoretical vocabularies,” Weintraub concludes that while this
distinction cannot be “conveniently simplified nor usefully avoided,” its “variability, ambiguity,
and difficulty need to be recognized and confronted.”” In other words, while this distinction

continues, it should constantly be questioned and interrogated. Michel Foucault makes a similar

5 Jeff Weintraub, “The Theory and Politics of the Public/Private Distinction,” in Public and Private in Thought and
Practice: Perspectives on a Grand Dichotomy, eds. Jeff Weintraub and Krishan Kumar (Chicago: The University of
Chicago Press, 1997), 1.

6 Ibid, 2.

7 1bid, 38.



point in his essay “Of Other Spaces” when he writes that “perhaps our life is still governed by a
certain number of oppositions that remain inviolable, that our institutions and practices have not
yet dared to break down. These are oppositions that we regard as simple givens: for example,
between private space and public space.”™

In my discussion in this dissertation of the “private” and “public”” dimensions, and in
applying the distinction more generally, I aim to pay attention to the “protean” nature of the
public/private binary distinction, seeking to examine the tension between the “private” and the
“public” in each particular context, rather than attempting to rigidly define these categories
beforehand. Indeed, in the Russian and Soviet context, notions of “private life” or “private
space” do not have clear equivalents. The closest terms for “private life” are uacmnas srcuzno
and suynas xcusns, the first of which translates literally to “partial life,” yvacmes meaning part.
Other terms and binary oppositions, such as complicate the conceptualization and definition of
the public/private binary in Russian culture, including, as scholar Oleg Kharkhodrin puts it, the
“very complicated entanglement of
obshchii/obshchestvennyi/gosudarstvennyi/chastnyi/individual’nyi (these are often translated
into English as either “public” or “private,” though they originally mean, respectively:
common/social/state/personal/partial/individual).” Furthermore, there are other, culture-specific
boundaries. For example, Svetlana Boym argues that notions of privacy in Russian culture are

closely linked to different philosophical and spiritual notions, including the idea of the “Russian

8 Michel Foucault, “Of Other Spaces,” trans. Jay Miskowiec. Diacritics 16, no. 1 (Spring, 1986): 22-27.

? Oleg Kharkhodrin, “Reveal and Dissimulate: A Genealogy of Private Life in Soviet Russia,” in Public and Private
in Thought and Practice: Perspectives on a Grand Dichotomy, eds. Jeff Weintraub and Krishan Kumar (Chicago:
The University of Chicago Press, 1997), 344. In Russian, another word for “privacy” is “npuBatHOCTb,” stemming
from English.



soul,” while other dichotomies such as the one between different “kinds” of “being”— 6v1m and
6etmue, which I discuss in detail in Chapter 3—also play a significant role.!°

In the Soviet context, the ideas of “private life” and “private spaces” were central in the
debates about the transformation of society in the post-revolutionary period. As I discuss in more
detail in the first chapter, the intrusion into domestic space was part of a larger project of
transforming everyday life, which for many of the Bolshevik leaders, was one of the ultimate
goals of the revolution. Thus, the conceptualization of “private life” [often referred to as
“gacTHas KHU3HB~ Or “NuyHas xku3Hb”| and “the everyday” [“ObIT” or sometimes also using the
term “moBceHeBHAs )KU3HB | (as opposed to the social and the public) centers around this
intrusion into the private sphere by state instruments and policies. In her work Everyday
Stalinism, historian Sheila Fitzpatrick draws a similar distinction between the individual and the
social in delineating private and public space in everyday life, defining the everyday as
“everyday interactions that in some way involved the state,” adding that “[i]n the Soviet context,
such a definition largely excludes topics like friendship, love, and some aspects of leisure and
private sociability.”!! This conception of the difference between the “public” and the “private”
echoes Michel De Certeau’s discussion of private space as a space that is outside of the realm of
the social. As is the case with other boundaries I touch on in this dissertation, such as the
dichotomy between “popular” and “modernist” in the context of cinema, for example, this

boundary between “public” and “private” spaces is not easy to delineate. And one of the main

10 See Svetlana Boym, Common Places: Mythologies of Everyday Life in Russia (Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 1994), 73-88, for an in-depth discussion of the connections between ideas of “private life” and “Russian
Soul.” Boym brings many of the same points brought up earlier about the difficulty of translating the term “private
life” and defining it in the Russian context, stating that ““a history of Russian private life remains unwritten” (Boym,
73).

1 Sheila Fitzpatrick, Everyday Stalinism: Ordinary Life in Extraordinary Times: Soviet Russia in the 1930s (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1999), 3.



interventions I hope to accomplish in this dissertation is to complicate such boundaries in the
context of the 1920s and the period of NEP, which was a period of transition and ambiguity.
ORGANIZATION

This dissertation is divided into six chapters, including the introduction and the
conclusion.

Chapter 1 provides a general introduction of the policy of uplotnenie and the
transformation of everyday life in the Soviet Union during the 1920s more generally. I trace the
roots of the policy and examine how the reconfiguration of living space relates to other political
and ideological projects during the first decade after the revolution, most notably the campaign
for creating a “new way of life.” I examine the role of the arts in this process and the responses
by both “politicians” and “poets” to the new reality.

Chapter 2 examines the treatment of space in what scholar Denise Youngblood has
called the “forgotten” Soviet cinema: popular films of the 1920s, primarily comedies, inspired by
Hollywood. Following on Youngblood’s work, I aim to bring more attention to this strain of
Soviet cinema which has frequently been relegated to the realm of “entertainment.” Using the
work of Boris Barnet as a case study, and in particular his films Gir/ with a Hatbox (1927) and
House on the Trubnaya (1928), I make the following interventions. First, I argue these works
challenge the dominant theoretical approach for which the NEP period is known in Soviet
cinema: montage theory. Montage theory, as conceived by Eisenstein and other theorists and
filmmakers, sees editing as having a primary role in cinema, emphasizing its ability to influence
the spectator through juxtaposition and conflict of images. On the other hand, Barnet’s films, like
many other works of “popular” cinema,” favor mise-en-scéne over montage because such a

formal approach was better suited to examining and capturing the reconfiguration of everyday

10



life and space during NEP. Emphasis on mise-en-scéne, I argue, provided greater freedom — of
improvisation and movement — and allowed for a kind of resistance within a rigidly
circumscribed and fast-disappearing private space. Secondly, drawing on the theory of
“vernacular modernism” by film scholar Miriam Hansen, I interrogate the rigid distinction
between “popular” and “avant-garde” films, seeking to highlight not only the subversive
potential of the so-called “entertainment” cinema, but also its role in creating new publics and
what Hansen calls “a new sensorium.”

Chapter 3 focuses on the work of Yuri Olesha, and in particular his best-known novel,
Envy (1927). I draw on the concept of 6uzm in Russia and Soviet culture as a way to
conceptualize how personal space is constructed and narrated. 5w has often been opposed to
ovimue and 1 trace this opposition as a parallel for the tension between the private and the public.
I argue that the novel attempts to carve out a more “neutral” space between these two poles,
which could be described by the term 6simrocms. Rather than expressing one’s inherent
characteristics or “being,” 6simunocms is ephemeral and changing, a kind of an “in-between”
sphere between 6w1m and 6uimue. This kind of ephemeral and temporary existence is a key
aspect of the experience of the novel’s protagonist, Nikolai Kavalerov, of the ordinary: much like
NEP, a transitional period in Russian history, Envy’s protagonist constantly finds himself in the
middle, in a liminal state -- between the old and the new, between his imagination and the world
of practical things, between his desire to express himself as an individual and the need to belong
to the collective. In addition, I also argue that the novel’s conception of “being” is closer to the
Western European rather than the Russian tradition, highlighting the phenomenological
experience of the ordinary world rather than focusing on the distinction between the everyday

realm (6u1m) and a higher world beyond (6s1mue), which also explains the numerous allusions in

11



Envy to Western European literature and philosophy and the narrator’s frequent spatial
delineation between “over there” (in Western Europe) and “over here” (in the Soviet Union).
Chapter 4 examines Mikhail Zoshchenko’s book Letters to a Writer (1929) and the
circumstances around its conception and publication, placing the text in the context of
Zoshchenko’s oeuvre and Soviet literature at the end of NEP era. I argue that this text, though
considered relatively minor in Zoshchenko’s career, is crucial in understanding Zoshchenko’s
attitude towards his work and his conception of the writer’s role, and the role of literature more
generally, in the Soviet Union during the 1920s. Zoshchenko saw himself as a writer deeply
connected to the times in which he lived, as a kind of “chronicler of the everyday” writing in a
language taken from living speech, the “language of the street,” as he called it. This ambition —
to depict the ordinary reality of NEP, a reality marked by contingency and transition — in an
original and authentic manner, brought him the popularity and admiration of a wide swath of the
reading public, something many letters in Letters to a Writer attest to. But it also caused
misunderstandings and criticism, contributing to Zoshchenko’s doubt about the role of his
writing and the need to defend himself before the literary establishment. This tension between
the public dimension of his work and Zoshchenko’s private ambivalence about its usefulness
stands at the center of the dialogue between him and his readers which constitutes Letters to a
Writer. 1t also permeates his most popular stories, including those dealing with communal

spaces, such as The Bathhouse and The Crisis.

12



CHAPTER 1: “The Question of Consolidation”

“After the October Revolution of 1917, the war on ‘petit-bourgeois everyday life’ enters a

new phase with the dream of New Brit created by poets and the politicians...”

Me1, ynipaBieHue ioMa, — ¢ HeHaBUCTHIO 3aroBopu [1IBoHIEp, — mpUILIN K BaM Mmociie 00IIero
coOpaHHs KHUIBIIOB HAIIETO JIOMa, HA KOTOPOM CTOST BOTIPOC 00 YIJIOTHEHUH KBAPTHUP JOMA...

— Kt0 Ha koM cTosin? — kpuxkHyn Oununn Ounnnnosud. — [loTpyautech u3naraTs Ballid MbICTH
sICHEe.

— Bomnpoc cTosn 06 ynioTHeHuw. .. 2

In Mikhail Bulgakov’s 1927 novella Heart of a Dog, professor and surgeon Phillip
Philipovich Preobrazhensky receives a visit in his apartment from representatives of the housing
management committee. They inform him that the committee has looked into the “question of
consolidation” and has decided that the professor “occupies excessive space’ and needs to give
up his dining room to a new tenant. “No one in Moscow has a dining room,” the head of the
committee points out, to which one of his companions quickly adds, “not even Isadora
Duncan!”!'* While Preobrazhensky may not be as famous as Isadora Duncan, he has enough
influence that he can refuse to comply: all he needs to do is make a phone call to what Gogol
might call “a very important person,” who also happens to be one of his patients. The scene ends
with the representatives of the housing committee leaving in anger, though living space remains

a fraught topic throughout the rest of the novella.

This episode depicts the Soviet policy of uplotnenie — the drastic transformation of living

space in the post-revolutionary period that divided apartments and other dwellings, leading to the

12 Boym, Common Places, 32.

13 Muxann Bynrakos, Cobauve Cepoye, in Cobpannvie Couunenuii 6 decamu momax, ToM TpeTul, ed. BukTop
[enerun (Mocksa: 'omoc, 1995), 63.

14 Mikhail Bulgakov, Heart of a Dog, trans. Mirra Ginsburg (New York: Grove Press, 1968), 25.

13



creation of one of the most potent symbols of the Soviet experience: the “kommunalka,” or the
communal apartment. Uplotnenie is a difficult term to translate. As can be seen above, Mira
Ginsburg, the translator of Bulgakov’s novella, opts for the term “consolidation.” The word
could also be translated as “tightening” or “making more dense.”!> Another good translation in
this context is “cohabitation,” as the term uplotnenie refers to the process by which different
people, the majority of whom were strangers to each other, came to live together and share a
common space. Instead of using any of these translations, as will be the case with a few other
terms, I will use the original Russian word throughout this dissertation in order to retain the
nuances and untranslatable aspects that the term carries, as well as to emphasize the unique
nature of the concept and its inextricability from the Soviet context. Indeed, the word is a good
example of Soviet officialese, entering the everyday vocabulary by way of official decrees and
documents.

The roots of the policy go back to immediate aftermath of the revolution. In early
November 1917, two weeks after the taking of the Winter Palace, in an addendum to a
declaration “On the Requisition of Warm Things for the Soldiers on the Front [O pekBuzummu
TeruIbIX Berel uist conaat Ha pponte] Lenin defined what he termed the “rich apartment”

[6oraras kBapTupal:

A rich apartment is considered to be...every apartment in which the number of rooms is
equal to or exceeds the number of occupants living permanently in that apartment.

boraToii KBapTUPOU CYUTAETCA. .. BCSIKast KBApTUPA, B KOTOPOU YUCIIO KOMHAT PAaBHAETCS

VUIM TIPEBBIILIAET YHUCIIO Ly HACEIEHUS, ITOCTOSHHO XKUBYILETO B 3TOM KBapTupe.”'6

15 The root of the word is “-plot-/-mwiot-: close, dense, firm, tight, compact” See Charles E Gribble. Russian Root
List: With a Sketch of Word Formation, 2™ ed. (Bloomington: Slavica Publishers, 1981), 51.

16 Quoted in Haramusa Jle6una, Cosemckas Iloscednesnocms : Hopmut u Anomanuu om Boennozo Kommynusma k
Bonvuwomy Cmumo. (Mocksa: Hooe Jluteparyproe O603penue, 2015), 90. See also Mapk Meeposud. Haxazanue
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This formulation would prove to be crucial in the shaping of housing policy in the 1920s,
providing a general measuring stick for determining the amount of space per person decreed by
the government, an amount that would fluctuate throughout the decade depending on the place of
residence and the severity of the housing shortage. Moreover, the labeling of an apartment as
“rich” reflected the Bolshevik attitude toward private property more generally, and as scholar
Mark Meerovich points out, the confiscation and division of apartments went hand in hand with
the abolishment of private property. Shortly after Lenin’s proclamation, Bolsheviks moved
quickly towards the nationalization of all property, including land and real estate, issuing a
number of decrees severely restricting and/or abolishing the right of private ownership. The
VCIK [Bceepoccutiickuii Llentpansusiii Ucnonmautenbubiii Komurer; All-Russian Central
Executive Committee] decree “Regarding Land”’[O 3emine] from November 1917 abolished the
right to own land, which was formally recognized by the constitution in July 1918. In August
1918 another VCIK decree “Regarding the Abolishment of the Right to Private Ownership of
Real Estate in Cities” [O0 oTMeHe npaBa YaCTHOM COOCTBEHHOCTH Ha HEABMKUMOCTH B ropoJax |
abolished the right of private ownership of buildings in cities.!”

Having decisively destroyed the possibility of lawful private ownership of living spaces,
further government policies would introduce tighter regulations aimed at dividing housing space,
primarily in large apartments. It is during this stage that the term uplotnenie first emerges. While
Lenin’s “formula” of K=N-1 (where K stands for the number of rooms and “N” for the number
of occupants) would serve as a general guide for the division of space, it would prove to be

impractical since many apartments featured large rooms, ostensibly “too big” for one person.

arcunumgem: srcunumgasn norumuxa ¢ CCCP kax cpedcmeo ynpaegnenus noovmu: 1917-1937 (Mocksa: Poccriew,
2008), 11.
17 Meeposuu. Haxasanue scunumenm, 13.
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Instead, the Bolshevik government moved toward the implementation of norms that would
regulate the amount of living space allotted to each individual. In 1919, by a directive of
Narkomzdrav (Hapkom3zapas; People’s Committee for Healthcare), this was 8.5 square meters;
about 102 square feet per adult individual.'8

In addition to specifying the amount of space, however, the Narkomzdrav directive and
other declarations focused on the specific terms of what would become known as uplotnenie.
The CHK (CoBet Hapoansix Komuccapos or Council of People’s Commissars) decree from May
of 1920 titled “O mepax mpaBUIBHOTO paclpeaeiICHUs )KUIHIL CPEAN TPYIAIIETOCs HAaCeTICHUs
[Regarding the Proper Distribution of Residences Among the Working Population], is one of the

first documents to employ the term. The decree reads in part:

In order to correctly allocate the living space in cities and townships housing and land
departments, jointly with housing sanitary inspection, take the measures of rationally but
strictly carried out uplotnenie of dwellings and institutes, not taking into account military
establishments, and the freeing up of living premises, rented for non-residential needs.

Jlns1 mpaBUIIBHOTO paclpeesCHUs] )KIUION IUIOIAM B TOPOIAX U MOCENKaX KUJIHIIHO-
3EMEJIbHBIE OT/JEIIbl COBMECTHO C KWJIUIIHO-CAHUTAPHON MHCIIEKIUEN IPUHUMAOT MEPBI K
PalMOHAJIBHO /12 TBEPAO MPOBEICHHOMY YHAOMHEHUIO KWINIL U YUYPEKICHUN, HE
UCKJTIOYas ¥ yUpexkIeHnH BOeHHOTO BeJOMCTBA, U OCBOOOXKICHUIO KUJIBIX TIOMEIICHUH,

3aHSATHIX IO/ HEKUJIbIe HAOOHOCTH. ?

The same decree would make the distinction between “self-uplotnenie [camoyniomnenue]”

which referred to the two-week period that the tenants were given to find their own neighbors,

8 Meeposuu, Haxasanue scunuuwgem, 18. This norm would vary depending on the city and the particular period. For
example, in Moscow in 1924 it would decrease to 16 arshin (8 square meters) (Ibid).

19 “0O mepax MpaBMIILHOTO PacTIpeIEIEHHS KMIHIL CPEM TPy AsIIEerocs Haceenus [Regarding the Proper
Distribution of Residences Among the Working Population]” 1920, available at Hcmopuyeckue Mamepuansi
(http.//istmat.info/node/41798)
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and “forced uplotnenie [mpuHyIUTENHEHOE YIUIOTHEHHE],” Or simply “uplotnenie.” These terms
would be defined officially elsewhere in detail. Mark Meerovich writes:

The meaning of terms “uplotnenie” and “self-uplotnenie” is explained in the Practical
commentary to the Instruction of the Housing Department MKX about the rules of
uplotnenie of living spaces: “Uplotnenie is the term for increasing of the population of a
given living space or the deprivation of residents of a part of living space. Uplotnenie can
be forced or voluntary. Forced uplotnenie, called simply “uplotnenie’ is carried out
independently of the agreement of “those who are consolidated” [ymmotasiemsix], and
voluntary uplotnenie, called “self-uplotnenie,” lies in the provisioning of a part of a living
space to the new tenants who have moved into the living space with the agreement of those
who are being consolidated [ymmotHsormmxcs].

3HaueHue TEPMUHOB “‘YIUIOTHEHHE” U “caMOyIUIOTHEHHE” pazbsicHseTcs B IIpakTnueckom
komMmeHTapuu K MHcTpykunn XXunmnigsoro otaena MKX o nopsiake yniaoTHEHUS XKWINIL:
“YIJI0THEHHEM Ha3bIBAETCS YBEIUUCHUE HACEIICHUSI TaHHOM KUJION TIJIOIIAU WIIH
JMIIEHHUE KUIIBIIOB YaCTH JKUIIOH IUIOMIA 1. YIUIOTHEHHE ObIBACT MPUHYAUTEIBHOE WIH
no6poBosbHOE. [IprHYAUTENBHOE YIITIOTHEHHE, Ha3bIBAEMOE IPOCTO “yIJIOTHEHHUEM,
MPOM3BOJIUTCS HE3aBUCUMO OT COTJIaCHs Ha HETO YIJIOTHSEMBIX, a JOOPOBOJIBHOE
YIUIOTHEHHE, HAa3bIBAEMOE “CAaMOYIUIOTHEHUEM,” 3aKJIFOYAETCS B IPEJOCTABICHUH YaCTH
YKWJIOH TUIOIIAAN HOBBIM JKUJIbIIAM, BCEJIMBLIMMCS B JKMJI0€ IOMELLEHUE C COTIIaCHs

YIUIOTHsTIOIHUXCs. 20

In addition to administrative decrees and brute force, Bolsheviks sought to provide
ideological justification for the new housing policy. The reorganization of space, as Orlando
Figes points out, was promoted as being in line with the basic tenet of communism — the primacy
of the collective over the individual. As Figes put it:

The policy [of uplotnenie] had a strong ideological appeal, not just as a war on privilege,
which is how it was presented in the propaganda of the new regime (‘War Against the
Palaces!”), but also as a part of a crusade to engineer a more collective way of life. By
forcing people to share communal apartments, the Bolsheviks believed that they could make
them more communistic in their basic thinking and behavior. Private space and property
would disappear, the individual (‘bourgeois’) family would be replaced by communistic

20 Meeposuu. Haxazarnue scunuwem, 19, quoting Xumnaoe tosapuimectso (HKypnan no Xumumasim Borpocam)
1922. No. 6, c. 31.
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fraternity and organization, and the life of the individual would become immersed in the
community.?!

In her study of everyday life in the early Soviet period, historian Natalia Lebina makes a

similar point about the ideological push to create a more “collective body,” writing,

The Soviet past, especially the 1920s until the beginning of 1950s is the time of
experimenting with the creation of “communal bodies,” in the process of which it is
impossible to negate the importance of spatial factors, defining the norms of one’s
existence (habitation)...Not by accident does the Russian philosopher V.A. Podoroga note:
“Your room is the continuation of your bodily image and inseparable from it.”

Cogetckoe nponuioe, B ocobeHHocT 1920x -- Hayana 1950x ronos, -- 3T0 Bpems
HKCIIEPUMEHTA 0 (POPMHUPOBAHUIO KKOMMYHAIBHBIX TN, B MPOLIECCE KOTOPOTO
HEBO3MOXXHO OTPUIIATh BAXKHOCTH IMIPOCTPAHCTBEHHBIX (PAKTOPOB, ONPEACIAIOIINX HOPMBI
cyliecTBOBaHMs (pOKMBaHUs) yenoBeka...He ciydaiino poccuiickuii ¢punocodp B.A.

[Tomopora orMeuaeT: «Baia KoOMHaTa -- IPOJODKEHHE BAIEr0 TEJIECHOTO 00pa3a u OT
HETro HEeOTHeINMa .22

Lebina draws on Pierre Bourdieu’s notions of habitus and habitat to emphasize the
importance of living space in shaping subjectivity and the transformation of what may have been
considered an “anomaly” into a “norm.” As Lebina puts it, “habitus (the tendency to act in a
particular way in a particular situation) is formed via the structure of the habitat (in this case, of
living space) [habitus (cTpemiieHHne ASHCTBOBAThH OMPEACIEHHBIM 00pa30M B OINpeaeIeHHON
cutyaiuu) GOpMHUPYETCs Yepe3 CTPYKTYpy habitat (B manHOM ciydae sxunmina)].”?? New living
space was thus to play a crucial role in forming new “habits” and “new norms,” as it in many

1'24

ways can be seen as an “extension’ of the individual.”* Changing the environment and
y

surrounding space thus changes one’s subjectivity. Architectural scholar Milka Bliznakov makes

2! Orlando Figes, The Whisperers: Private Life in Stalin's Russia. (New York, NY: Metropolitan Books, 2007), 9.
22 Jle6buna, Coeemckas Ioscednesnocmn, 63-69.

2 Ibid.

24 Walter Benjamin makes the same point in “Moscow” when he describes Soviet society in the 1920s as “the new
environment for which nothing counts except the function of the producer in the collective,” adding “the new
Russians call milieu the only reliable educator.” (Benjamin, “Moscow,” 109-110)
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a similar point in her article about Soviet housing between 1918 and 1933, writing that the new
“communal arrangement, though a necessary condition at the time, was expected to induce
collective behavioral patterns corresponding to a new socialist political system.”?* For this
reason, Bliznakov claims, many of the early communal apartments and other dwellings, such as
worker clubs, were renamed house-communes (dom-kommuna). Blinakov writes that “in
Moscow alone, 865 such house-communes were registered by the end of 1921.72

It is important to note that while ideology played an important role in the division of
apartments, much of the development of housing policy (and its justification) was pragmatic,
driven partly by housing shortages, partly by other developments. In particular, the
implementation of New Economic Policy gave considerable leeway in the management of
housing, and in many instances allowed private ownership and renting to continue.?’” Housing
shortages were primarily driven by a large influx of people from rural areas to the city in search
of work.?® And, in fact, this move to the city is a recurrent motif in films of the 1920s, including
the Barnet films that I discuss in the next chapter.

In addition, while the policy of uplotnenie went hand in hand with Bolshevik ideas about

private property and redistribution of wealth, it did not resemble the utopian ideal for communal

housing during the first decade of the revolution. As Lebina points out, Bolsheviks’ early utopian

25 Milka Bliznakov, “Soviet Housing during the Experimental Years, 1918 to 1933,” in Russian Housing in the
Modern Age : Design and Social History, eds. William Craft Brunfield and Blair A. Ruble, (Washington, D.C. &
Cambridge: Woodrow Wilson Center Press and Cambridge University Press, 1993), 86.

26 Ibid.

27 For more on the housing policy during NEP and also its differences based on gender lines, see Attwood, Lynne.
Gender and Housing in Soviet Russia: Private Life in a Public Space. Manchester: Manchester University Press,
2013.

28 Bliznakov gives an example of the drastic changes in the Moscow population in the first decade after the
revolution. She writes: “By the end of 1920 Moscow’s population was reduced to a little over one million from the
1917 count of 1,854,000 people. The rehabilitative effects of the New Economic Policy (1921 — 1928) drew large
numbers of people to Moscow and by the 1926 census there were 2,026,000 inhabitants. With continuous population
inflow thereafter (3,663,000 in 1933 and 4,137,000 in 1939) the housing situation worsened. (Bliznakov, Soviet
Housing, 143, footnote 41).
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visions of communal living were largely driven by the idea of “the commune,” and in particular
the 19" century version of the commune called the “phalanstére” or “phalanstery” (“danancrep”
in Russian) formulated by utopian Socialist Charles Fourier.?” A few such communes were
developed in the days after the Revolution, and Lebina counts even the Smolny institute and
Dom Sovetov — residences of the elite Bolsheviks among them, along with other communes
formed by different youth groups and the above-mentioned housing collectives (dom-kommuna).
Due to both the inability of the communes to sustain themselves, as well as to other broader
developments, such as the turn to NEP, such housing arrangements were short-lived. It is
nonetheless important to emphasize that such attempts at utopian and communal living were
closer to “theoretical postulates of socialism about collective living,” than was the policy of
uplotnenie. As Lebina puts it, “utopia came into conflict with social realities [yTomnus Bxonuina B
IPOTUBOPEYHE ¢ COlMATbHBIMU peanusmu].”? It is important not to ignore this tension, and
keep in mind the role of pragmatism and contingency in the formulation of housing policy during
the 1920s.

Toward a “New Way of Life”

While Bulgakov’s portrayal of the process of uplotnenie in Heart of a Dog is humorous and

131

satirical’’, in reality the process of dividing and consolidating apartments was, as one may

imagine, traumatic and cruel. In his diary from the early years of the revolution, later published

29 Popularity of these communes in the 19" century was also influenced by its appearance in Nikolay
Chernushevsky’s influential book What is to Be Done from 1863.

30 Jle6una, Coeemckas Ioscednesnocmn, 94.

3! Though satirical, Bulgakov’s depiction of the attempts at consolidation of the professor’s apartment has some
basis in truth. For example, Professor Preobrazhensky is exempt from the process of uplotnenie thanks to a special
decree/document. This is very similar to the decree “Regarding the Conditions, Ensuring the Scientific Work of the
Academic I.P Pavlov and his Colleagues [O0 ycnoBusix, obecrnieunBaiomux HaydHyto padory akagemunka M. I1.
[TaBnoBa u ero coTpyHUKOB]” given to scientist I[van Pavlov in 1921, exempting his apartment from the housing
policy. (Jlebuna, Cosemckas Ilosceonesnocmo, 93) Bulgakov must have been aware of this, given other parallels
between Preobrazhensky and the scientist behind the famous “dog.”

20



under the title Cursed Days, Ivan Bunin describes a similar scene to the one above from Heart of
a Dog, albeit in a much different tone. In the entry for April 25, 1919, Bunin writes:

Late yesterday evening some people, together with the ‘commissar’ of our home, came to
measure the width, length, and height of all our rooms in order ‘to consolidate the
proletariat.” These damn monkeys are measuring all the rooms in the city... I didn’t say a
word. I silently lay on the couch while they measured all around me, but I got so upset from
this new insult that my heart started to flutter, and my veins pulsated in a sickly way on my
forehead. No, this will not be good for my heart.?

Buepa Mo3H0 BEY4EPOM, BMECTE ¢ KKOMHCCAPOM» HAILETO JIOMa, SBHJINCH U3MEPATH B [UIHHY,
IIMPHUHY U BBICOTY BCE HAIIM KOMHATHI «Ha IPEAMET YILIOTHEHHUS TIpoJIeTapuaToM». Bee
KOMHATBI BCETO TOPOJIa M3MEPSIOT, POKIIATHIE 00€3bsAHBI... 51 He MPOPOHUI HU CIIOBA, MOJTYA
JIeKaN Ha IMBaHe, OKa MEPUIM y MEHS, HO TaK B3BOJHOBAJICS OT 3TOTO HOBOTO
U3/IEBATENLCTBA, YTO CEPALE CTYKAIIO C IEPEPLIBAMU U GOJILHO MyJILCUPOBaIa XKUIIa Ha JI0y.
Jla, 5T0 1apoM Juist cepiua He mpoiaer.

Bunin’s testimony captures the anxiety and trauma that accompanied the process of uplotnenie
and illustrates the extent of bureaucratic intrusion into the private sphere in the early years
following the revolution.

Indeed, the policy of uplotnenie went hand in hand with a larger ideological project known
as “Novy briT [HOBBI# ObIT]” Which could be translated roughly as “a new way of life”, the
attempt to transform almost all aspects of everyday life, including notions of privacy, family, and
marriage.** In a pamphlet titled “On Beir [O Brite]” based on a 1926 lecture, Anatoly
Lunacharsky, one of the leading Bolsheviks and the Commissar of Enlightenment, writes that

“true goal of the revolution is precisely the complete transformation of “everyday

32 Ivan Bunin, Cursed Days: A Diary of Revolution, trans. by Thomas Gaiton Marullo (Chicago: Ivan R. Dee, 1998),
128. Bunin would emigrate shortly after and settle in Paris. In 1933 he would be awarded the Nobel Prize in
Literature.

33 Vipan Bynun, JKusno Apcenvesa, Temnvie Anneu Oxaannvie Jnu (Camapa, CaMapcKkoe KHIKHOE U30aTelbCTBO,
1991), 567.

34 Like uplotnenie, 6vim is also one of those untranslatable words, and I will have a lot more to say about the term
and its definitions later in this dissertation and chapter 3 in particular. For more on transformation of everyday life in
the early Soviet period, see Kiaer, Christina., and Eric Naiman (eds.). Everyday Life in Early Soviet Russia : Taking
the Revolution Inside. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2006.

21



life”’[6v1m]”[..HacTOSIIIAS 1IE)Th PEBOJIIOLUU €CTh HIMEHHO TIOJTHOE TIEpeco3aHue ObITa. |
Furthermore, Lunacharsky specifies that it is the very idea of “private life” that had to be
transformed, claiming:

What until now was called “private life” [qacTHas xu3Hb] cannot slip away from us.
Precisely in the transfer onto the bright tracks of reason of what is called “private life” —
“acumve—6b1move” as Leonid Andreyev used to say — lies the last goal of the revolution, its
basic and highest accomplishment.

TO, YTO A0 CUX HOp HaA3bIBAJIOCh qaCTHOﬁ KHU3HBIO, HC MOXKCET OT HaAcC YCKOJIB3HyTB.
I/IMeHHO B HepeBOI[e Ha CBCTIJIBIC pa3yMHbIe peJIbeI TOIr'o, 4YTO HAa3bIBACTCA I‘IaCTHOI\/JI
JKU3HBIO — JKUTHE—OBIThE, KaK BhIpakaics JIconna AHIPEEB — B 5TOM U 3aKIIHOYAETCS
HOCTIEAHAS 1IENb PEBOJIIOLMHU, €€ OCHOBHOE, CAMOE BBICOKOE JOCTHKEHHE. >

Lunacharsky’s statements about private life echo arguments made by Leon Trotsky in a series of
articles on “everyday life” in which Trotsky argued that “not by politics alone,” to use a title
from one of the articles, will Soviet society and culture be transformed. Instead, Trotsky called
for the reorganization of daily life in all spheres, including the family, habits, customs, and
gender relations.’® In his pamphlet, Lunacharsky, like Trotsky, outlines areas of everyday life
that need to be changed and transformed, including the education of youth, family and gender

relations, and sexual mores.

35 Anatoly Lunacharsky, “O Brire [O Brite]” 1926, accessible at http://lunacharsky.newgod.su/articles/o-6biTe/

36 For example, In an article titled “Attention to Trifles!,” Trotsky underscored that even “cigarette buts on the
stairs” showed a lack of respect for others and communal living. Moreover, individual behavior, even when it comes
to “trifles,” would have to be monitored and corrected by the collective. As Trotsky puts it:

We must wage a tireless and relentless struggle against such slovenliness and lack of culture—by word and
deed, by propaganda, and higher standards, by exhortation, and by calling individuals to account for their
behavior. Those who tacitly overlook such things as spitting on the stairs or leaving a yard or house looking
like a pigsty are poor citizens and unworthy builders of the new society (Leon Trotsky, “On Trifles,” in
Problems of Everyday Life and Other Writings on Culture and Science (New York: Monad Press: 1973),
75)
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Significantly, Lunacharsky ends his lecture with a discussion of the special role art was to
play in transforming 6s1m, emphasizing its potential as an ideological tool. “Art has a double
role,” Lunacharsky writes,

On the one hand, it creates joyful things around us...Besides that, art has an ideological
objective. It should organize our senses in such a way to help us feel our objectives.

C oHOI CTOPOHBI, OHO CO3J1A€T PAaJOCTHBIE BEIX BOKPYT Hac...Kpome Toro, uckycctBo

HMCECT UACOJIOTHMYCCKYIO 3a/1avy. Ono AOJIDKHO OpTraHMU30BbIBATH HAIIX YyBCTBA TAKUM

00pa3oM, 4ToOBI MOMOTATh HaM YYBCTBOBATH HAIIM 33/1auu.>’

As I will discuss in more detail in Chapter 3, Lunacharsky was a prominent figure not only in
theorizing the role of art, but also in helping produce art works himself, writing scenarios and
ensuring financial support for many films during the 1920s.

Along with governmental policies and ideology, the arts were thus to play an important
role in the transformation of everyday life. Indeed, as Svetlana Boym puts it, the battle for Novy
beiT was fought by both “poets and politicians.” The “poets” came from all sides from the
political and literary spectrum. In “O BsiTe,” Lunacharsky quotes a poem by Demyan Bedny, one
of the models for the character of Ivan Bezdomny in Bulgakov’s The Master and Margarita, on
the topic of marriage and need for new divorce law. Bedny, like Bezdomny, was a “proletarian”
poet whose poems were in line with Lunacharsky’s conception of the role of art as an ideological
weapon. However, “ObIT” was also a frequent topic and target of attack for the avant-garde artists
who also sought to transform everyday experience through new forms and new ways of seeing,
considering the “old 6517 as drudgery, kitsch, or the domain of the petty bourgeois or

“meshchanstvo.”® Svetlana Boym quotes a poem by Nikolay Zabolotsky, a poet associated with

37 Lunacharsky, “O Berte.”

38 “Meschanstvo” [MemancTso] is another word that could be added to the lexicon of words that are hard to
translate. One translation is “philistinism,” but there is a class component intrinsic to the term, as Memanus means a
“tradesman.”
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the avant-garde group OBERIU, titled “Novy briT,” with the lines “The New BrIT is at the
door./the baby is big and well-groomed/he sits in the cradle like a Sultan.” Boym points out the
religious symbolism of the poem, where “new 651T” is likened to a “kind of a miracle baby,
whose iconography reminds us of an atheistic baby Christ.”3° Perhaps the most famous
invocation of the stultifying effect of everyday life was Mayakovsky’s line “love boat has
crashed against the ObrT” [JIto60BHas moKka pasduack o 6bT] from his suicide note. For Futurist
theoretician Sergei Tretyakov, in the words of scholar Aleksandar Flaker, 6sim represented
stale taste...so that the attack of futurism on the aesthetic taste was only a detail of a general
emerging attack on 6vim [yCTOWYUBEINA BKYC...TaK 4TO yAap GyTypHu3Ma MO ICTETUYECKOMY BKYCY
OBLI JIMIIb JETAIBI0 0OLIEr0 HaMeYaBILErocs yaapa no ouiry].”*0

While the iconography of “Novy BsiT” permeated poetry, visual arts, and literary theory,
a singular role in transforming habits and everyday life was given, particularly by Bolshevik
officials and other Soviet ideologues, to cinema. Lenin’s purported statement that “for us cinema

9941 1

is the most important art™" is only one of many proclamations by Bolshevik leaders about the

potential of cinema as an ideological and pedagogical tool. In the article titled “On Vodka, The
Church, and Cinema,” Trotsky elevates the importance of cinema due to its ability to “amuse”
and generate feeling, in addition to its ability to educate.
The longing for amusement, distraction, sight-seeing, and laughter is the most legitimate
desire of human nature. We are able, and indeed obliged, to give the satisfaction of this
desire a higher artistic quality, at the same time making amusement a weapon of

collective education, freed from the guardianship of the pedagogue and the tiresome habit
of moralizing. The most important weapon in this respect, a weapon exceling any other,

3 Boym, Common Places, 33.

40 Aleksandar Flaker. "BoiT," (Russian Literature 19, no. 1 (1986): 1-13), 2.

4! In the original Russian: “M3 Bcex HCKycCTB I HAC BaxKHeHuM sBsercs kuno.” The frequently quoted
statement comes from the reminiscences of Lunacharsky in the article “Conversation with V.I. Lenin about cinema
[Becena ¢ B. W. Jlennnbim o kuHO] published in 1925. Anatoly Lunacharsky, “Beseda s V.I. Leninim o Kino
[Becena ¢ B.W. JlennnsiM o Kuro B 1922 1.]” in Bonrsackuii . Jlennn u kuno. M.—J1., 1925,
http://lunacharsky.newgod.su/lib/o-kino/beseda-s-v-i-leninym-o-kino/
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is at present the cinema. This amazing spectacular innovation has cut into human life
with a successful rapidity never experienced in the past.*?

There is a clear parallel in this statement to the claim by Lunacharsky from “On beit” quoted
earlier about the role of art to “help us feel our objectives.” Trotsky, like Lunacharsky,
underscores the importance of the senses and the sensual realm to film and its ability to impact
the audience. This discussion between what became known as the debate between
“entertainment” and “enlightenment” in the role of cinema is one of the main topics of the next
chapter. For now, in order to show just how intertwined cinema was with the ideological push
toward transformation of everyday life private space, I would like to take a short detour to
discuss what is considered the first film made in the Soviet Union and one very much relevant to
the topic of this dissertation: Uplotnenie[Yunotruenue], from 1918, with none other than Anatoly
Lunacharsky himself as one of the screenwriters and producers.

Uplotnenie — The Film (1918)

Uplotnenie was made in 1918 in Saint Petersburg by the newly formed Petrograd cinema-
committee (Ilerporpanckuii kunokomurer).** The circumstances in which the film was made
were not ideal, and as film historian and critic Pyotr Bagrov puts it, the people who worked on
the film did so almost by happenstance. Anatoly Lunacharsky, who has a cameo at the beginning
of the film, co-wrote the script, while the direction of the film was taken up by three people, all
former actors of the Alexandrinsky Theater: Alexander Panteelev, Anatoliy Dolinov, and Donat

Pashkovsky. While Panteleev had some experience making films, the other two co-directors had

42 Trotsky, Problems of Everyday Life, 32.

43 The Petrograd committee was formed following the nationalization of the Skobelevsky Committee, formed in
1904, and would eventually turn into Lenfilm. See A. H Ilozauaukos., “Jlendunsm Ucropus Kunocrynus, 1914,”
Last accessed June 16, 2022, https://www.lenfilm.ru/studio/history/
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worked primarily in theater or theater administration.** The film was shot in the offices of the
Petersburg-cinema committee in only a couple of days, with old equipment, reflecting the state
of Soviet cinema at this period.

Uplotnenie was one of the three films produced and released at the same time -- the other
two were Boccmanue [Uprising] and Ckas o none Ilankpame, memxke J[omMHe u 51681€HHOU UKOHE 8
Konomne [Tale of priest Pankrat]. All three films belong to the genre of agitki [arutku],
propagandistic films that began to be produced during the Civil War and continued in the years
immediately after the revolution.** Agitki developed under the influence of short “chronicles”
that reflected the immediate issues of the day and combined different kinds of genres. The main
goal of such films was propaganda, as they usually sought to illustrate and promote a slogan or a
political position. As the authors of the History of Soviet Cinema describe it:

Short in running time and politically relevant in their content, the titles of agitki proclaimed

this or that slogan, and illustrated it with a series of scenes performed by actors. These

scenes were united by a kind of a “plot-proof.”

He6oupime no MeTpaxy, MOJTUTHYECKUE aKTyalIbHBIE 110 COACPIKaHUIO aruTKH,

MPOBO3IJIACKB B Ha3BaHUM TOT WJIM MHOM JIO3YHT, WIUTFOCTPHPOBAIIN €T0 PSJIOM CIICH,

pas3bIrpaHHBIX aKTEPaMU. DTH CIIEHbl 0OBEAUMHMUINCH HEKUM ‘CIOKETOM-

TOKa3aTeIbCTBOM. 40

In an agitka the plot was secondary, serving as a mere illustration of a particular message.
As a result, many of these films often lapsed into (or drew from) melodrama in order to get
across their message. “Melodrama imbued the plot of an agitfilm to a great degree

[MenonpaMaTi3M B 3HAUUTEILHON Mepe OKpamuBai aercTBue arutduiabmal,” write the authors

of the History of Soviet Cinema, pointing out that soon after the production of Uplotnenie, at the

4 Bagrov, Pytr.”®unsM Yimotaenne,” Apsamas, Last accessed 12, 2022, https://arzamas.academy/materials/562.
See also X. A0y Kacemosa et al. Zcmopus Cosemckoeo Kuno, 1917-1969, Tom 1 (Mocksa: HckyccTBo, 1969),
69-71.

46 Uemopus Cosemckozo Kuno, 69.
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initiative of Maxim Gorky, Narkompros announced a contest for melodramas, explaining their
social and political usefulness:

Since melodrama is built on psychological primitivism — on the simplification of emotions
and relationships between the actors — it is desirable that authors distinctly and clearly
underline their sympathies or antipathies toward this or that hero.

[...] Tak KaKk MenogpaMa CTPOUTCS HA IICUXO0JIOTMYECKOM IPUMUTHUBU3ME - HA YIIPOLICHUH
YyBCTB M B3aMMOOTHOIICHUH IEHCTBYIOIIMX JIUI] -- KEJIATEIbHO, YTOOBI aBTOPHI
OIIPEJIEIICHHO U SICHO MTOAYEPKUBAIY CBOM CUMIIATUM WJIA aHTUIIATUH K TOMY WIA HHOMY

reporo.

The authors of the history conclude: “Particularities of melodrama allowed for the arrangement
of social forces to be revealed ‘distinctly and clearly’ on the scene and the screen [OcoGenHOCTH
MEJIOJPpaMbl TTIO3BOJISUTH ‘OIPEEIICHHO U SICHO  BBISIBUTH PACCTAHOBKY COLMANIBHBIX CHJI Ha
cLeHe u skpane].”

Uplotnenie reflects this approach, concocting a melodramatic story about the supposed
advantages of the new housing policy. The plot centers around an older chemistry professor who,
due to uplotnenie, is forced to take into his large apartment a metal worker and his daughter who
live in poverty in the basement of the building. The professor and his younger son accept the
newcomers wholeheartedly, while the professor’s wife and the older son (described as a
“yunker” [“ronkep”’], suggesting tsarist sympathies and potential counter-revolutionary alliances,
as yunker was a military rank in the tsarist army) resent the changes, with the older son actively
plotting against the new order. Ultimately, this plot is thwarted, and the story ends with the arrest
of the older son while everyone else lives happily ever after, with the professor lecturing in the

workers’ hall and the younger son marrying the metal worker’s daughter. Each character is

meant to be defined “distinctly and clearly [onpenenenHo u sicuo]” and the average viewer of the

47 Ibid. 71.
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film should not have any doubts about the benefits of uplotnenie. The film’s poster reflects this
interpretation, featuring a drawing of the professor and the worker in a friendly embrace, with

the slogan “Workers of the World, Unite!” (Figure 1)

‘MHECA

COP.
ABAYHAMAPCKOro

M5AAHME KMHEMA-
TOF PAPHMECKOro K0-
MMTE TA NPH KOMH((A
PHATE HAPOAHOFO Ni0-

CBELLEHHA (O105A KOM-
MYH CEGEPHON OGAACTH

Figure 1: The poster for the film Uplotnenie (1918)

While this description of the plot adequately sums up the main storyline, watching the film
today, it is not so easy to discern the narrative, and often what stands out is the formal approach
of the film. This is partly the case because the film has not been preserved in its entirety. Of the
original 57 minutes only 30 remain; the extant copy is also in negative format, which means that
it lacks intertitles.*® However, the scenes that remain provide a good indication of both the
subject matter and the formal composition, and in the following pages I would like to point out a
few notable aspects that are important for Soviet cinema of the 1920s, especially comedies that I

discuss later in the dissertation.

8 Bagrov, “®unsM Yiotnenue.”
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The first is that the melodramatic approach to agiki as seen in Uplotnenie reflects in an
early form what would be known as the “entertainment” position in the so-called “entertainment-
enlightenment” debate of the 1920s, namely the view that propagandistic films should be
accessible to the masses and rely on simple narratives. One of the main proponents of this view
was Lunacharsky himself, whose screenplays and writings on cinema tried to steer Soviet film
production in this direction. What is interesting in Uplotnenie is that the film often fails to utilize
all the elements of melodrama for maximum effect. This is understandable due to the limited
resources and know-how and is particularly apparent in the shot composition and editing. The
film consists primarily of medium to medium-wide shots, shot with a static camera, with almost
no use of close-ups or change of camera position, even in dialogue scenes where reaction scenes
are important. On the other hand, one effect of such wide shots is that each space is clearly
legible, and, in addition to the costumes and outward appearance, becomes the main means of
defining the difference between the social positions of the two main characters, the professor and
the worker. From the beginning of the film, the spaces occupied by the professor are lavish and

open (Figures 2 and 3), while the spaces associated with the worker and his daughter are

cramped and small (Figure 4).

Figure 2: Professor at dinner with his family
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Figure 4: The worker in his room in the basement.

In their analysis of the film, sociologists Anna Novikova and Oksana Timofeeva emphasize this
role of space as a means of characterization, writing:

Rooms with big ceilings...full of items of everyday life of the educated class — writing
desk in the office, books, papers, dining table in the dining room, at which the wife and
adult children gather, table cloths, utensils, dishes, palms in tubs — this is a whole world
which strange people walk into — the worker and his daughter, moved from the basement.

KOMHATHI ¢ BBICOKMMH MOTOJIKAMH. .. HATIOJHEHHEIE IPEMETAMH ObITa 00pa30BaHHOTO
COCJIOBUS — MMCHMEHHBIA CTOJI B KaOMHETE, KHUTH, OyMary, o0eI€HHbIH CTOI B CTOIOBOIA,
3a KOTOPBIM COOMPAIOTCS KEHA U B3POCIIbIE CHIHOBES, Cal()eTKH, IPHOOPEL, OCYy 4,
IAIbMBI B KaJKaX. ..-- 9TO LIEJIbIi MUP B KOTOPBIA BXOAAT YyKHE JIIONU -- Pabouuii U €ro
JI04b, TIEPECENICHHBIE U3 TI0oBaja.

49 Anna Hosukopa n Oxcana TumogeeBa, ‘“DKpaHHBIE TEPOX B KOHTEKCTE TMTEPATyPHOM TPaIyIUK: OT KHHO K
Buaeourpam,” in Jlumepamypa 6 3epxane meoua, yacms 2, ([N, 2016), 42.
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Another important aspect Uplotnienie shares with both popular and avant-garde films of
the 1920s is the documentary quality of many of the scenes, which is common to early cinema
and its focus on “actualities.” While the majority of scenes in Uplotnenie take place in
theatrically staged interiors, a small minority was shot on location, on the streets of Moscow or
Petrograd, giving the films a naturalistic, documentary feel and a kind of authenticity, despite the
heavy-handed subject matter and melodramatic execution. These documentary flourishes would
be influential for the cinema of the 1920s, both for the avant-garde and experimental productions
that defined this period, as well as for the popular comedy films, often featuring city scenes shot
on location.

The first such moment is the beginning of the film. The film opens with a shot of Anatoly
Lunacharsky as himself, sitting at a desk, looking at and signing what are ostensibly government
documents, before self-consciously turning and smiling at the camera. The intent of this cameo
by Lunacharsky is not clear, though one can interpret Lunacharsky’ appearance as a means of

providing a stamp of official authority to the film, much like the stamp on the film poster (Figure

3).
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Figure S: Lunacharsky at work in the first few frames of the film

The circumstances under which the film was made provide insight into the early days of
Soviet cinema and the attitudes of the film’s creators toward the policy of uplotnenie. Though he
would later move to a large apartment, at the time the film was produced Lunacharsky lived in
cramped quarters, in “a squalid little flat off a nauseating staircase in the Army and Navy House
opposite Muruzi House,” as the writer Kornei Chukovsky put it in his diary.>® In addition, as
Chukovsky notes, despite offices at both the Winter Palace and the Commissariat of Education,
people often came by to see Lunacharsky at home with various petitions, clearly ignoring the
sign on the door proclaiming “I receive no one here,” to the “horror of [Lunacharsky’s] irascible
servant, who rages each time the bell rings: “Can’t you read?” “It’s all so chaotic, good-natured,

and naive that it seems a comedy-act,”!

concludes Chukovsky in his diary.

Thus, at least during this period, it would appear that Lunacharsky practiced what he
preached in his scenario for Uplotnenie, with certain scenes in the film -- such as the professor
advising and receiving workers at home, or the housekeeper complaining about the visits --
seemingly drawn from real life, at least as described by Chukovsky. In the same entry
Chukovsky also points out Lunacharsky’s excessive readiness to help. “There is nothing he likes
more than to do somebody a favor,” writes Chukovsky, adding that “he pictures himself an
omnipotent, benevolent being, dispensing bliss to all: Be so good, be so kind as to... He writes
letters of recommendation for everyone signing each, with a flourish, Lunacharsky. He dearly

loves his signature...”? The character of Professor Khrustin, played by Dmitriy Leshchenko (an

actual chemistry professor, photographer, and the future head of the State Committee for

50 Kornei Chukovsky. Diary, 1901-1969 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2005), 37.
5! Ibid.
52 Ibid, 36.
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Cinematography),> has similar qualities of generosity and willingness to help. In drawing this
ideal version of “conversion” to the new Soviet reality, Lunacharsky may have taken many of his
own attitudes and his personality. Such an eagerness to help and be a benefactor to all also may
help explain the cameo at the beginning of the film in which Lunacharsky appears center stage,
and in a depiction that Chukovsky would find amusing, again signing documents, “with a
flourish.” Thus, while the film’s simplistic narrative about uplotnenie and its purported benefits
draw on the conventions of the agitki, this simplicity and naivete that characterizes the story may
also reflect Lunacharsky’s own attitude and personality during this early period of Soviet history.
Such simplicity seemed to have been short-lived, as only a few years later, Lunacharsky’s
lifestyle, like the lifestyle of many Bolshevik dignitaries, would be characterized by luxury,
especially with respect to living space. In 1924 he moved to a larger apartment where

Lunacharsky and his wife held a salon for writers and artists.>*

53 One of Leshchenko’s most notable “assignments” in early Soviet history is as Lenin’s photographer during the
Bolshevik leader’s period of hiding in a “shalash” (tent) following the February Revolution. Leshchenko took
Lenin’s photograph and created a fake passport, experience which he described in a 1927 article in Ogonyok titled
“Kak st camman Jlennna B moanoise.” Oronek, H. 44, 1927, Last accessed June 15, 2022,
http://lunacharsky.newgod.su/bio/kak-a-snimal-lenina-v-podpole/

3% Vadim Erlihman, “Kpacnsiii I'oopysn,” Pomuna, Oct. 6, 2015. Last accessed June 16, 2022,
https://rg.ru/2015/10/06/rodina-govorun.html
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CHAPTER 2: Beyond Montage: Boris Barnet and the Spaces of Early Soviet Comedy

Introduction
Although the NEP period in Soviet cinema is known primarily for the influential

contributions of such avant-garde visionaries as Sergei Eisenstein and Dziga Vertov, the most
watched and widely debated films of the time were light-hearted, “entertainment” films, largely
comedies, inspired by Hollywood productions. As Denise Youngblood points out in her study
Movies for the Masses: Popular Cinema and Soviet Society in the 1920s, it was this popular and
“forgotten” cinema, along with foreign films — and not the experimental cinema of Eisenstein,
Vertov and Pudovkin — that made up the majority of films shown in the Soviet Union during the
1920s, effectively keeping the nascent film industry alive. As Youngblood concisely puts it:
“Soviet audiences did not go to movies for art and education, but for entertainment.”> The
widespread popularity of what, for many state officials and filmmakers, were considered to be
trivial works of entertainment and a “corrupting” influence of the capitalist West, generated a
heated debate about the role of cinema in Soviet society following the revolution. The crux of the
debate, argues Youngblood, was the following question: Should cinema be a tool of
“enlightenment” or “entertainment”? For much of the 1920s, answers to this question oscillated
between two general views: that of the "enlighteners," including avant-garde filmmakers such as
Eisenstein, as well as supporters of “proletarian” art, who held that cinema should serve as a tool
of ideological propaganda and education of the masses; and the "entertainers," who counted
among their ranks Ilya Tranin and Anatoly Lunacharsky, whose position was that films should,

first and foremost, be accessible to large audiences in order to be able to communicate an

55 Denise J. Youngblood, Movies for the Masses : Popular Cinema and Soviet Society in the 1920s (New York, NY,
USA: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 5.
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educational or ideological message. While all arts entered a period of reassessment in the 1920s,
cinema occupied a privileged place as a mass medium and a potential weapon of propaganda.
Lenin had purportedly proclaimed that "the cinema is for us the most important art," yet as late
as 1927 the “enlightenment-entertainment” debate continued even among the staunchest
supporters of the regime, highest party officials, and filmmakers, all the while popular films, the
majority of them foreign productions, dominated the box office. The “enlightenment-
entertainment” debate would end with the Party Conference on Cinema Affairs in March of
1928, which heralded the cultural revolution in the cinema industry and the implementation of
what would become known as “Socialist Realism” in 19346, The result was the birth of a new
kind of popular cinema that could be described as “traditional in form, ideological in content,”
exemplified by such films as Grigory Alexandrov’s Volga, Volga and Circus. These films, unlike
the popular cinema of the 1920s, eschewed formal experimentation and critique of Soviet reality,
instead drawing on spectacle and exploitation of tried and accessible Hollywood techniques. This
new type of popular film would eclipse the experiments that defined the popular cinema of the
NEP period, a cinema that strove to find new “organic” forms to address and engage with the
transformative and turbulent era of NEP.

This chapter reexamines this “forgotten” strand of early Soviet cinema, using two films
by Boris Barnet (1902 - 1965), Girl with a Hatbox [leByika c kopoOkoii] and House on the
Trubnaya [[Aom Ha TpyOHOI1], as case studies. Although often labeled by critics as entertainment
and imitations of Hollywood, on the contrary, Barnet’s films exemplify a different and
unrecognized attempt to find a new means of representing and commenting on the transitional

and transformative nature of the NEP period, in particular the reconfiguration of living space

56 Youngblood, 48. The guidelines of Socialist Realism as the main doctrine in the arts were formally laid out by
Zhdanov at the 1934 Congress of Soviet Writers.
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following the implementation of the policy of uplotnenie. The key characteristic of Barnet’s
films is that, in contrast to the dominant theories of Soviet cinema of the period, they prioritize
mise-en-scéne over montage in order to address the dramatic changes during this period in the
relationship between an individual and his or her physical space. Space in Barnet’s films serves
as a site of play, of sensory and affective release, resembling what Walter Benjamin in his
writings on early cinema and slapstick has called Spielraum, or “room-for-play.” Through such
an approach, Barnet’s films provide an opportunity to address the trauma and upheaval of
uplotnenie, while also leaving “room” for improvisation and chance that the control and rigidity
of montage (as well as the ruling ideology) does not allow.

In addition, through my analysis of Barnet’s two comedies, I aim to provide a new
perspective on the NEP period in Soviet cinema, and in particular the ambiguous and unstable
attitude on the part of both filmmakers and the state about what a “Soviet comedy” should look
like or could have been, had its development not been curtailed by the implementation of
Socialist Realism. In order to do this, I briefly revisit the “enlightenment-entertainment” debate
with the intent of showing that categorizing early Soviet comedies along a simple binary of
“popular” and “avant-garde,” is simplistic and unproductive. Barnet belongs to the same
generation as the avant-garde filmmakers — born in 1902, he was only four years younger than
Eisenstein — and like them, he searched for a new cinematic form to address the drastic changes
of the NEP years. But because Barnet worked in popular, “low” genres, such as comedy and
melodrama, which were associated in the post-revolutionary period almost exclusively with
Hollywood and often dismissed by critics on that basis, he has failed to receive the full
recognition of his contribution to Soviet cinema of the 1920s. In my analysis, I draw on the work

of Miriam Hansen to examine the influence of Hollywood and American films in early Soviet
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cinema, an influence that was transformative for not only popular genre films but also for the
theories and practice of the Soviet avant-garde. In fact, it is the interaction and the constant
tension between what would become known as the classical Hollywood style of continuity
editing and new theories of Soviet montage that defines early Soviet comedy in its search to find

a new, “organic” way of addressing the multifaceted and uncertain nature of the NEP era.

The Entertainers and the Enlighteners: A Reassessment

In Movies for the Masses, Denise Youngblood provides a good overview of the debate
between “the enlighteners” and “ the entertainers,” and in this section, as I did in the
introduction, I draw largely on her account and conceptualization of the two sides of the debate
before attempting to provide a more nuanced reading which attempts to move away from simple
binaries of “entertainment” vs. “enlightenment,” or “popular” and “avant-garde.”’

While the two sides of the debate, as Youngblood points out, were not coherent
ideological camps, the two broad views had their most vocal supporters and ideological leaders.
The “enlightenment” faction consisted of avant-garde artists and critics such as Eisenstein and
Vertov as well as the Commissariat of Enlightenment (Narkompros)’s Main Committee on
Political Education (Glavpolitprosvet) and the All-Russian Association of Proletarian Writers
(RAPP). Although these groups had differing views on many aesthetic and political issues, they
shared the same negative attitude toward the so-called “entertainment film”: Glavpolitprosvet

activists saw “entertainment films as incompatible with the aims of a socialist society,” while the

avant-garde believed that their films should “raise the artistic consciousness of the masses and

57 For more on the “enlightenment — enlightenment” debate see also Gérin, Devastation and Laughter: Satire,
Power, and Culture in the Early Soviet State, 1920s-1930s, (Toronto ; Buffalo (N.Y.): University of Toronto Press,
2018), 102-104.
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deplored the continued ‘narcotic’ influence of the pre-revolutionary and Western taste cultures

on film audiences.”8

The “entertainers,” on the other hand, were led by two prominent figures. The first, Ilia
Tranin, held two high posts in the cinema industry: the administrator of the state film trust,
Sovkino, and the chair of the Main Committee on Repertory (Glavrepertkom), which was
responsible for film censorship. Consequently, “in these two positions...[Tranin] was uniquely
placed to influence the direction of Soviet cinema.”® In an interesting twist, the second
important “entertainer,” was none other than the Commissar for Enlightenment himself, Anatoly
Lunacharsky. As discussed in the introductory chapter, Lunacharsky had a keen interest in film
and other arts, which, Youngblood claims, was partly encouraged by his marriage to actress
Natalia Rozenel, but which also stemmed from Lunacharsky’s own cinematic and literary
aspirations.® In addition to writing for the theater, Lunacharsky also wrote screenplays. Indeed,
a number of films in the twenties, including the previously discussed Uplotnenie, were based on
his plays or screenplays. Furthermore, driven by economic as well as ideological concerns,
Tranin and Lunacharsky played an important role in the revival of the “Russian” entertainment
film amidst the struggling domestic film industry. As Youngblood puts it, the idea for “setting
the industry right was straightforward: give the people what they want. Since audiences loved
foreign films, if Soviet cinema were to survive Soviet directors would have to replicate the

Western style.”®! Furthermore, Tranin saw the problem with agit-prop “enlightenment” films in

8 Youngblood, 38-39

59 Ibid, 42.

60 Lunacharsky had a keen interest in cinema and his collection of articles about film was published as a book titled
“About Cinema [O kuno].” Jlynauapckuii, AHatonuid. Jlynauapckuii o kuno: cmamu, 8blCKA3bI8aHUSL, CYCHAPUL,
dokymenmol. Mocksa: M3narensctBo MckycctBo, 1965.

6! Ibid.
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their “crude ideology and ‘incomprehensible form” which was inaccessible to the general
audience. Although this was not a new complaint, the fact that Tranin and Lunacharsky held
such important positions in the Soviet hierarchy meant that they could exert a strong influence in

film production.

As a result, under the aegis of Sovkino and led largely by Tranin, the Soviet film industry
transformed between 1925 and early 1928. In the words of Youngblood, “the new Soviet film
culture was directed toward the middle classes in the major urban centers and concentrated on
foreign films and domestic hits. Film-lovers could choose among dozens of lively films which
showed them the world and entertained them at the same time.”®? The number of “entertainment”
films increased dramatically between 1925 and 1928. This “victory” for the “entertainers” would
not go unchallenged, however, reflecting the broader debate at the time about the purpose of
NEP and the degree to which it had deviated from the initial aims of the revolution. The outcry
against Sovkino and Tranin would come from many different sides: the Glavprolitprosvet and
other proletarian factions who demanded educational and “practical” films that would be shown
to workers and peasants rather than “bourgeois” audiences in cities, and, of course, the avant-
garde. After being fired by Sovkino for going over budget on his film One-Sixth of the World,
Dziga Vertov complained that he was “at the mercy of ‘specialists in the lace on Mary Pickford’s

pantaloons.’”%?

The debate would end conclusively in March 1928 and the Party Conference on
Cinema Affairs and the implementation of the doctrine of Socialist Realism, which harnessed

cinema in support of the Five Year Plan and greater goals of “class struggle.”%* Sovkino,

2 Youngblood, 43.
%3 Quoted in Youngblood, 46.
% Tbid.
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responsible for many of the entertainment productions, was abolished in 1930 and replaced with
Soiuzkino, with Boris Shumatzky at the helm. Although, as Youngblood points out, this was
something of a pyrrhic victory for the "enlighteners," as the innovation and experimentation that
characterized the avant-garde faction led by Eisenstein and Vertov, would be banned as

“formalist.”

While Youngblood's narrative provides a good overview of the ideological debates in
Soviet film production during the 1920s before the implementation of Socialist Realism, it
nonetheless relies on a simple binary distinction between "popular" and "avant-garde" (or
“entertainment” and “enlightenment”) which belies the multifaceted and intensely innovative
environment that characterized the NEP period in Soviet cinema. This period was a complex and
collaborative "factory," to use the metaphor employed by Viktor Shklovsky, in which modernist
and staunchly “formalist” writers, actors, and visual artists worked side by side, collaborating on
all aspects of film production, from scenarios to set design, on both "popular" and "avant-garde"
films.% The result of this collaboration was that the most "popular” films, often dismissed as
mere imitations of Hollywood, experimented with the latest formal innovations and attempted to
apply the newest theoretical principles of montage.®® Moreover, as I will soon address in greater
detail, rather than having its own parallel “popular” history, Hollywood films played a
transformative role in the development of the avant-garde itself. Indeed, it was primarily through

studying and engaging with not only the formal components of Hollywood films, particularly

%5 An example of such collaboration is Protazanov's film Aelita, which features Constructivist set designs and
costumes by Aleksandra Ekster.

% In her book “Fourth Rome”, scholar Katerina Clark makes a similar argument, pointing out that the USSR and its
cultural institutions were in close dialogue with the western art forms. See Clark, Katerina. Moscow, the Fourth
Rome : Stalinism, Cosmopolitanism, and the Evolution of Soviet Culture, 1931-1941. Cambridge, Mass: Harvard
University Press, 2011.
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continuity editing, but also their “popular” features and “low-art” genres, like the detective serial
and slapstick, that theoreticians of the Soviet avant-garde, such as Lev Kuleshov, developed their
influential theories of montage. This influence is easily detected in Kuleshov’s early writings on
film theory and editing and would also be displayed in practice in his first film, The Adventures
of Mr. West in the Land of the Bolsheviks, which draws from Hollywood genres and themes of
the detective serial and slapstick comedy, both employing and upturning the formal techniques

pioneered by such films.

Given this influence and close relationship between popular Hollywood films and the
major theories and practice of the Soviet avant-garde, I argue that it is crucial to move away from
binary distinctions based on broad categories. Indeed, a key aspect missing from Youngblood’s
overview is the relationship between modernism and popular media, especially cinema. As
scholar Miriam Hansen argues in her work on early cinema and modernity, the history of
modernism and avant-garde does not exclude popular forms. On the contrary, cinema in its early
years was seen as synonymous with modernity; it was a new technological advance capable of
representing and reflecting the modern experience in all its complexity. It did so not only by
depicting the shocks in perception and fragmentation that characterized the new age of
industrialization and modernization, but also by forging new sensory and affective horizons and
creating new subjects that, for Hansen, came to constitute a new public sphere. This "vernacular"
kind of modernism was a key feature of Hollywood, enabling it to become a global phenomenon

which transcends borders and subsumes national differences. This second aspect of Hollywood’s
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influence and popularity, one based not on formal or genre conventions, but on reception and

affect, is crucial in understanding the development of popular cinema during NEP.%’

Thus, in order to examine and understand Barnet’s two films and early Soviet “popular”
cinema more generally, it is important to consider them in light of this view of “vernacular”
modernism and the role of Hollywood in the development of Soviet cinema. Such a reorientation
provides an opportunity to rescue these works from the critiques of being merely frivolous
entertainment, especially in contrast with the avant-garde works that came to define this era of
Soviet film history. Moreover, through a closer analysis of the relationship between Hollywood
and Soviet cinema of the 1920s, especially popular comedies, one can attempt to parse out the
organically "Soviet," “non-Hollywood” features of these films, the most important of which, I
argue, is the engagement with and critique of the new social reality, and in particular, the

reconfiguration of the private sphere through the policy of uplotnenie.

The Cure for “Americinitis”: Hollywood, Soviet Cinema, and Vernacular Modernism

The impact of foreign films, especially Hollywood productions, on Soviet cinema and the
movie-going public during the 1920s was considerable. Denise Youngblood writes that during
this period a "cult of foreign films" took over Soviet cinemas, a cult perceived as a threat due not
only to its financial impact on the development of domestic film production, but also to the
supposedly corrupt capitalist and bourgeois values that many Soviet officials and filmmakers
from the “enlightenment” camp saw in these films. This “invasion from the West” became

known by the pejorative term inostranshchina, or, in reference to the popularity of American

7 Hansen, Miriam. "The Mass Production of the Senses: Classical Cinema as Vernacular Modernism."
Modernism/modernity 6, no. 2 (1999).
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films, americanshchina. Although it is understandable why foreign films, especially American
ones, would be perceived as a dangerous influence on the public by the state officials, what
proved puzzling was their widespread popularity among Soviet audiences. Why did domestic
Soviet audiences, the majority of them supposedly good workers and communists, prefer foreign
capitalist films to those made by Soviet studios? In particular, as Youngblood puts it, “[w]hy was
it that of all foreign films, American films in particular enjoyed such broad appeal, effortlessly
cutting across cultural and class boundaries?”’%® These questions troubled not only party
demagogues and state officials, but also filmmakers and critics involved in the production and

development of Soviet films that tried to compete with Hollywood.

One attempt at providing an answer is Lev Kuleshov's 1922 article from Constructivist
journal Kino-Fot titled “Amepukannmaa” or “Americanitis.” Kuleshov begins his short piece by
acknowledging the widespread popularity of American films among Soviet audiences, yet denies
the charge of many Soviet critics and officials that this phenomenon is merely the result of
“decadence” or “poor tastes of the youth and the public of the third balcony” [...00BsicHSIOT
yCIIeX MoI00HBIX KapTUH HEOObIYaitHOHN pa3BpalieHHOCTHIO U TNIOXUMHU <BKYCaMU>> MOJIOJICKHU U
ny6uku Tpethux Mect"].% Instead, Kuleshov argues that the popularity of American films, and
detective genre in particular, stems from their construction, in which he discerns two main
features. The first concerns the plot. “The fundamental element of the plot...[of a Hollywood
film] is an intensity in the development of action [0CHOBHBIM B CIOXkKeTe SBISIETCS

WHTEHCUBHOCTH B HapocTaHuu neicTus|,” writes Kuleshov, which is characterized by the

% Youngblood, 55.

8 L.V. Kuleshov, Kuleshov on Film: Writings, trans. by Ronald Levaco (Berkeley: University of California Press,
1974), 127. L.V. Kuleshov, “Amepukanmuna,” Kuno-¢or, n. 1, 1922, p. 14, available at
http://www.togdazine.ru/article/942
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maximum economy in the creation of each individual shot, leading to “the greatest number of
scenes and the greatest impression with the least expenditure of film stock.””® In other words,
every individual shot is constructed in such a way as to eliminate any movement or gesture
extraneous to the plot. This, of course, is not a new idea, at least not in the context of dramatic
form, yet in the cinema’s early history this principle of narrative construction was still in its
infancy.

Kuleshov’s second point relates to the sequencing and juxtaposition of individual shots,
and here Kuleshov discerns the beginnings of what would become known as classical Hollywood
continuity editing. Thus, in addition to the maximum economy applied to the construction of
individual shots, it is how these shots are then gathered together that matters the most -- they are
juxtaposed and edited sequentially in such a way as to maximize the impact of each component
part as it follows the previous one. This type of editing, conceived as the building of the film
"brick by brick" toward a desired emotional impact, is the main technique, according to
Kuleshov, that propels the plot in American films and captures and holds the audience's
attention. As a result of this type of editing “[t]he public especially ‘feels’ American films [B
0COOCHHOCTH Iy0OJIMKa YyBCTBYET aMepuKaHckue kapTuHsbl],” adding that “[w]hen there is a
clever maneuver by the hero, a desperate pursuit, a bold struggle, there is such excited whistling,
howling, whooping, and intensity that interested figures leap from their seats [mpu yraunom
MaHeBpe reposi, IPH OTYAsTHHOH MOTOHE, TIPU CMeJION 00pb0e MOIBIMAETCS B TPETHUX MECTAaX
TaKOH BOCTOP>KEHHBII CBUCT, BOI, THKaHbE U HAIIPSDKEHHBIE, 3aMHTEPECOBAHHBIC (PUTYPHI
BCKakuBaroT co coux Mect].”’! Consequently, Kuleshov claims, speaking now about the lessons

that Soviet filmmakers could draw from these films, "[w]e must seek the organization of

70 Ibid, 128, original 14.
"L 1bid, 127, original 14.
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cinematography not in the limitations of the exposed shot, but in the alternation of these shots
[opranu3yroniee Hayano KuHemMarorpada HaJo UCKaTh HE B MpeAeiaX 3aCHITOro KyCcKa, a B
cMene otux KyckoB].”’? This sentence succinctly expresses the main tenet of Kuleshov's theory
of film -- that montage is the essence of cinema -- which he would “prove” in his famous
experiment, and which, though with variations, would define early Soviet film theory. The
development of Kuleshov’s theory thus owes much to his study of Hollywood films; indeed, he
was one of the first to notice that American films had developed and exploited the possibilities of
montage, and this, not some kind of bourgeois decadence and depravity, is primarily responsible

for their successful reception among Soviet audiences.”

Kuleshov’s article raises a crucial point about the impact of American cinema on the
development of Soviet film production: the educational and formative influence of Hollywood
on major Soviet filmmakers and theorists. Far from denigrating Hollywood films as frivolous
entertainment, which was a common response by many Soviet critics and officials, Kuleshov
instead considers these works "classics" that should be studied by the beginner Soviet
filmmakers and theorists who have much to learn from them. In fact, he points out that the
pejorative label of americanshchina is the result of a view of Hollywood as undeserving of being
a serious object of study and attention, and instead as something “anti-artistic” and mere popular

entertainment. "[O]ur opponents label research in the cinema by the word ““anti-artistic,”

2 Ibid. 129, original 14.

3 Denise Youngblood misses the point somewhat when she writes that for Kuleshov the basic reason for the success
of American movies was that they "depended on action to attract viewer interest" (Youngblood, 55). While the
importance of action is certainly one aspect, as discussed above, the broader issue is the construction of the films
and their use of montage. Youngblood is correct however, when she points out that American films were "more
visually interesting and emotionally appealing than the typical Soviet film," and this emotional appeal is one
component of "vernacular modernism" discussed earlier.
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Kuleshov writes, "which to them means — “Americanitis” [Hamm Bparu onpeaenstorT UICKaHus B
KHHO CJIOBOM «@HTH-XYI0KECTBEHOTO» JIJI HUX 3HAUYEHUs — amepuKaHiiunoi].”* This
association of Hollywood with something not artistic, not innovative, is simply wrong, Kuleshov
argues; on the contrary, it was through engaging with and studying Hollywood films that major
Soviet filmmakers, Kuleshov himself among them, developed their theories of film and montage.
Paradoxically perhaps, this ultimately resulted in the avant-garde, modernist works of Eisenstein

and others.

Kuleshov’s discussion of the role of Hollywood echoes Youngblood’s binary distinction
between the so-called “popular” and “avant-garde” films, which Kuleshov attempts to dismantle.
He differs from his peers, including Eisenstein, on many theoretical issues, but an important
takeaway from Kuleshov’s discussion of Hollywood and Soviet cinema, or, "popular” vs.
"modernist" films, is the notion that formal innovation must be divorced from being associated
solely with avant-garde cinema.”> Indeed, Kuleshov's article underscores that it was through an
encounter with American “classics” and their formal innovations that Soviet film came into its
own. Or, as Miriam Hansen succinctly puts it, “one might say that Russian cinema became

Soviet cinema by going through a process of Americanization.”’¢

Yet, does Hollywood continuity editing fully explain the enormous appeal of American
films among Soviet audiences? At this juncture it is helpful to return to Hansen's work on

modernism and reception, as it provides a useful means of historicizing and unpacking this

74 Kuleshov, Kuleshov on Film, 129. Original 15.

75 Kuleshov himself alludes to this division when he refers to his critics as those who consider American films to be
"anti-artistic"

76 Miriam Hansen, "The Mass Production of the Senses: Classical Cinema as Vernacular Modernism," 61.
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"process of Americanization," which was (and continues to be) a global phenomenon, one not
exclusive to the Soviet Union. In her well-known article “Vernacular Modernism: The Mass
Production of the Senses,” Hansen attempts to answer the same question as Youngblood and
Kuleshov: what explains the widespread popularity of Hollywood films around the world and
their adaptability to diverse local contexts? Hansen uses the Soviet context as her first example,
pointing out, much like Youngblood and Kuleshov, that American films were extremely popular
among Soviet audiences while also playing an influential role in the development of what would
become Soviet avant-garde cinema and its theories of montage. However, while Hansen
acknowledges the formal influence of Hollywood films on modernist works of Soviet cinema,
she goes further, breaking down the distinction between "popular" and "avant-garde" not only
along the lines of form, but also reception and affect. In delineating these two aspects, Hansen
draws on Yuri Tsivian’s distinction between two kinds of “Americanism” in Soviet cinema: the
first, “classical” kind, centers around stylistic borrowings of such formal methods as continuity
editing, as discussed above in relation to Kuleshov’s article, while the second is defined by a
fascination with “lower genres” of Hollywood films, such as adventure serials, detective thrillers,
and slapstick comedies. Thus, Hansen writes, “[i]f the former kind of Americanism aspired to
formal standards of narrative efficiency, coherence, and motivation, the latter was concerned
with external appearance, the sensual, material surface of American films; their use of exterior
locations; their focus on action and thrills, physical stunts and attractions; their tempo, directness,
and flatness; their eccentricity and excess of situations over plot.””” Consequently, in addition to
acknowledging the formal influence of American films on Soviet cinema — the first type of

Americanism — one must also stress their other quality, the “sensual” impact. This, for Hansen, is

7 Tbid.
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bl

the vernacular aspect of modernism inherent in popular cinema, including Soviet “entertainment

films, which were inspired by Hollywood productions.

Hansen argues that a major reason for the success of Hollywood films around the world
and for their ability to adapt to different local contexts, including the Soviet Union, is that these
films offered “something like the first global vernacular,” an “idiom” that successfully
articulated the experience of modernity and offered to the viewers of these films a reflection of
this experience. This type of “vernacular modernism,” as Hansen terms it, produced a “new
sensorium” and opened up “a new horizon” for processing this experience. Hansen draws on the
notion of “reflexivity” in the work of Walter Benjamin and Siegfried Krakauer which posits
cinema as a new kind of public sphere “in which the traumatic effects of modernity were
reflected, rejected or disavowed, transmuted or negotiated.” For Hansen, this public sphere not
only expanded the viewers’ social horizon of experience but provided “a discursive form in
which individual experience could be articulated and find recognition by both subjects and
others, including strangers.”’® The encounter between modernity and cinema is thus as much an
affective and subjective experience of modernity as it is a question of formal experimentation

and innovation.

Though he focuses primarily on the first kind, a similar distinction between the two types
of Americanism also appears in Kuleshov’s “Americanitis” essay. While the success of
Hollywood films is largely the result of formal composition and editing, i.e., the first type of

Americanism, Kuleshov also acknowledges another factor that contributes to such an

78 Hansen, 69.

48



enthusiastic and affective reaction by Soviet audiences (recall Kuleshov’s statement quoted
earlier that “people ‘feel” American films”). “The success of American motion pictures,”
Kuleshov writes,

lies in the greatest common measure of film-ness, in the presence of maximum movement

and in primitive heroism, in an organic relationship to contemporaneity’”’ (my italics)

B HanOoJbIIel KHHEMATOrPahUIHOCTH, B HATMUMU MAKCUMyMa JBHKEHUS, B

IIPUMHUTUBHOM T'€pOU3ME, B OPraHUUECKOMN CBS3H C COBPEMEHHOCTHIO.”
The first part of this statement reiterates the formal features of American film and the role of
movement discussed earlier - as Ronald Levaco points out, “film-ness” [kunemarorpaduaHoCTs |
for Kuleshov was the term he coined for the basic law of cinema, defined by montage®’ - yet the
last phrase is curious: the claim that American films possess an “organic relationship to
contemporaneity.” American films, Kuleshov argues, are successful not only because of their
formal and narrative qualities, but also because they reflect the experience of contemporaneity,
and do so “organically.” This statement is similar to Hansen’s conception of vernacular
modernism and the relationship between cinema and modernity. As Hansen puts it, this
“reflexive dimension of Hollywood films in relation to modernity” is “anchored in sensory
experience and sensational affect, in processes of mimetic identification that are more often than
not partial and excessive in relation to narrative comprehension.” #! In other words, the sensory
and affective charge of American films, characterized by the films’ ability to reflect and

represent the complex experience of modernity and urbanism and provide new models of

7 Kuleshov, Kuleshov on Film, 128.

80 As Levaco puts it, “[Kuleshov] sought to identify the very ‘material’ of the cinema and reasoned that it must be
the celluloid itself, not the photographic image. As music was the manipulation and ordering of sounds, and painting
the application and ordering of pigments, cinema was quintessentially the ordering of strips of film. For Kuleshov
that was the sine qua non - what he termed the “film-ness” of cinema” (Kuleshov, Kuleshov on Film, 7).

81 Hansen, “Mass Production of the Senses,” 71.
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identification and desire on screen, plays an equal, if not more important, role in Hollywood’s

success in the Soviet Union and around the world.

Thus, when discussing the role of Hollywood and its impact on Soviet cinema, especially
popular films, it is important to acknowledge both aspects of Americanism: the formal and the
affective. Indeed, in many cases, it is the sensory and affective quality, along with formal
techniques, that many early Soviet domestic productions from Youngblood’s “forgotten” cinema
draw on when trying to “imitate” American films. This explains such films as The Cigarette Girl
of Mosselprom or The Kiss of Mary Pickford. 1f many of these films seem like imitations of
Hollywood productions, however, it is because they lack the “organic relationship with
contemporaneity” stressed by Kuleshov. They do not engage the contemporary issues of the
period, but merely rely on tropes and cheap tricks established by Hollywood, which are not
endemic to the new Soviet reality. Indeed, this was the problem of comedy more generally in the
Soviet Union following the revolution: how and at what should one laugh now that workers are
in power? Writing about the state of Russian film in the March of 1927, Walter Benjamin brings
up the same point. “Russian film can re-establish itself on firm ground only when Bolshevik
society (and not just the state!) has become sufficiently stable to enable a new ‘social comedy’ to

thrive, with new characters and typical situations,”?

claims Benjamin. This is what Boris Barnet
attempts to accomplish by engaging the new 6s1m, and in particular the housing shortage and

communal living, in his two early films, Girl with a Hat Box and House on the Trubnaya.

82 Walter Benjamin, The Work of Art in the Age of Its Technological Reproducibility, and Other Writings on Media.
Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2008), 326. Originally published in Die literarische
Welt, March 1927.
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Boris Barnet and the Problem of Soviet Comedy

The films of Boris Barnet (1902 — 1965) are not widely known despite Barnet’s long
career which began during the Golden Age of Soviet silent film and spanned through the sound
era to the cinema of the Thaw. Even though Barnet’s most popular works, at least in the Soviet
Union and Soviet film scholarship, are his early silent comedies, his sound films, in particular ¥V
camoeo cunezo mops (By the Bluest of Seas), Oxpauna (The Outskirts), and bopey u Knoyn (The
Wrestler and the Clown), would be cited by critics and filmmakers, including Andre Bazin and
Jean-Luc Godard for their “lyrical” sequences and innovative use of mise-en-scéne.?* Although
the focus of this chapter is Barnet’s early work, his later films, in spite of the constraints posed
by Socialist Realism(which would contribute to the director’s disillusionment and eventual

suicide in 1965) are worthy of closer study and critical attention.

Boris Barnet began his film career as an actor in the Kuleshov collective, debuting in the
role of American cowboy Jeddy in Kuleshov’s first feature The Extraordinary Adventures of Mr.
West in the Land of the Bolsheviks. Prior to this, Barnet had worked as a boxing instructor at
Glavosh (The Main Military School for the Physical Education of Workers) and it was at one of
Barnet’s boxing matches that Barnet caught the attention of Lev Kuleshov and his wife, the
actress Aleksandra Khokhlova, who, as Denise Youngblood puts it, was impressed by Barnet’s

natural ability and “grace of movement,” and invited him to join their acting collective.*

8 For overviews of Barnet’s career see Bernard Eisenschitz, “A Fickle Man, or portrait of Boris Barnet as a Soviet
Director,” in Inside the Film Factory: New Approaches to Russian and Soviet Cinema. Edited by lan Christie, et al.
London ; New York: Routledge, 1994. Also, Julian Grafty, “This doubly accursed cinema,” in 4 Companion to
Russian Cinema. Edited by Birgit Beumers, Chichester, West Sussex, UK ; Malden, MA, USA: John Wiley & Sons,
2016.

8 Youngblood, 126-127.
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Barnet’s physical appearance fit Kuleshov’s ideas about acting and movement, which were
inspired by Meyerhold’s bio-mechanics, and his boxer’s physique and agility were at full display
in Kuleshov’s first feature, with Barnet performing most of the film’s key stunts. Though Barnet
would leave the Kuleshov collective shortly after their first collaboration, Kuleshov’s ideas about
acting would prove to be a major influence on Barnet’s NEP comedies and their use of slapstick

and physical comedy.%

Barnet’s first foray into directing was the 1925 detective serial Miss Mend, which he co-
directed with Fedor Ozep. Barnet, who had written the script, was originally hired as an assistant,
but proved to be more capable on set than Ozep and was quickly appointed to the position of co-
director.®¢ Featuring Barnet himself in one of the main roles, along with prominent actors of the
period such as Vladimir Fogel and Igor Ilyinsky, the film is a three-part adventure serial
featuring the titular Miss Mend, a typist and a union activist at an American cork company,
played by Natalia Glan, and two reporters (played by Fogel and Barnet) along with a clerk at the
factory where Miss Mend works (played by Ilyinsky) who foil a plot by evil “capitalists.” An
extremely popular film, surpassing Kuleshov’s Mr. West at the box office, Miss Mend is,
according to Denise Youngblood’s analysis, “sheer escapist entertainment which drew heavily
from the convention of German spy films and the acting style of American comedy.”®” Indeed,

although the last part takes place in the Soviet Union, the three-part adventure serial relies

85 Barnet’s acting career would prove to be short-lived; he would have only a few more acting roles, appearing in
two of his own films (Miss Mend and the Secret Agent) and Pudovkin’s Storm Over Asia.

8 Barnet, “How I Became a Director [Kax s cran pexucepom],” Mocksa: T'ockurouszar, 1946, available at
https://chapaev.media/articles/5204, also available [in French translation] in Albera, Frangois, et al. Boris Barnet :
Ecrits, Documents, Etudes, Filmographie. Locarno [Switzerland]: Editions Du Festival International Du Film De
Locarno, 1985, 36-40.

87 Youngblood, 130.
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heavily on tropes from popular foreign films of the time, with, to continue with Youngblood’s
description, its “revolving series of plots, subplots, and counterplots [that] provide ample
opportunity for action - brawls, murders, car chases, body snatchings, and real ‘cliff-hangers.”®?
The influence of Hollywood, and especially the second type of Americanism -- the fascination
with lower genres -- is obvious. In addition, as Marina Levitina points out, a significant aspect of
the film is its positive portrayal of American citizens, especially women and in particular, Miss
Mend herself. “Miss Mend’s dynamism and agility,” writes Levitina, “her independence and
resolve, her ability to run, jump into moving cars, and lift up a wounded man” are qualities that
not only make her similar to the “active female stars of American adventure serials,” but also
make Miss Mend “resemble the New Soviet Woman ideal of the 1920s.”% While these qualities
of Miss Mend, along with other features of “Americanism,” help explain the film’s reception
among Soviet audiences, reflecting Miriam Hansen’s argument discussed earlier, what is missing
from the film is an engagement with the new Soviet reality. This is what Barnet would attempt to

change with his second film and first solo-directing effort, Girl with the Hatbox (/[esywxa c

kopobkoii) from 1927.

88 Ibid.
8 Marina L Levitina. Russian Americans in Soviet Film : Cinematic Dialogues between the US and the USSR
(London: I.B. Tauris, 2015), 96.
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Figure 6: Poster for Girl with a Hatbox

Girl with the Hatbox tells the story of the title character, Natasha (played by Anna Sten),
who lives with her father on the outskirts of Moscow, where she makes fashionable hats and sells
them in the city at the store of Madame Irene, one of the new entrepreneurs, a “NEP woman.”
The film shares many tropes with other works of cinema from this period, for example, the focus
on the divide between the city and the provinces. Like Abram Room’s Bed and Sofa,’° the film
begins with a character leaving the provincial environment, in this case Natasha leaving her
cottage in the country with her hatbox and going to Moscow on a train to drop off her hats at
Madame Irene’s store. Many shots are taken from the moving train in a documentary fashion,

reminiscent of many early films and their fascination with movement and attraction.”!

% For a detailed analysis of Bed and Sofa, see Graffy, Julian. Bed and Sofa : the Film Companion. 1st ed. London:
1.B.Tauris & Co. Ltd., 2001.

ol This early fascination with cinema as an attraction is examined in Tom Gunning’s essay “An Aesthetic of
Astonishment : Early Film and the (in)credulous Spectator.” See Gunning, Tom. ““An Aesthetic of Astonishment :
Early Film and the (in)credulous Spectator” in Braudy, Leo., and Marshall. Cohen. Film Theory and Criticism :
Introductory Readings. New Y ork: Oxford University Press, 2009.
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Much like Bed and Sofa, a key catalyst for the plot is the lack of housing space. On the
train to Moscow, Natasha meets Ilya Snegurov [played by Nikolay Batalov] who, we learn, is
also coming from the “deep provinces” [riayxas npoBuHIms | to Moscow with the hopes of going
to the “workers’ university.”[Pa0¢ak] After an awkward “meet-cute” trying to find his way in a
crowded train compartment, Ilya accidentally steps on Natasha’s hatbox. Though angry at him at
first, Natasha later finds him sleeping in the train station, as he was not able to find housing in
the city, and taking pity on him, tries to help. The viewer learns in the meantime in a scene at
Madame Irene’s store that, seeking to keep the extra room in her apartment above the store for
herself and her husband, and avoid the process of uplotnenie, Madame Irene has Natasha register
as a tenant, even though Natasha never spends the night there. After seeing Ilya in the station
without a roof over his head, Natasha decides that she should marry him formally so that he has
the legal right to the room at Madame Irene’s. Understandably, this causes a conflict with
Madame Irene and her husband, which comes to a head when Natasha and Ilya show up to
reclaim her room, forcing Madame Irene and her husband to evacuate the room with all its
furniture. A secondary plot concerns a winning lottery ticket, which Natasha is given by Madame
Irene’s husband in lieu of payment for her hats, a plotline seemingly added solely to promote the
government lottery, as an early intertitle of the film tells us.

In addition to employing conventional formal techniques, especially in terms of editing,
the film exhibits some of the same features that made Hollywood films beloved around the
world. The first is the character of Girl with the Hatbox herself, played by Anna Sten, who
resembles a Hollywood star. In fact, Anna Sten who would be taken to Hollywood by Samuel

Goldwyn in the 1930s as a potential new Greta Garbo. Natasha clearly stands apart from other
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characters, both in her dress — her elegant hat and shawl, as well as her round, oversized hat box,
appear out of place in almost every scene — but also in terms of casting and performance.
Natasha’s individuality is established in the opening sequences set in a little house outside of
Moscow, in which she lives with her grandfather and which, though furnished as a rustic, peasant
cottage, is strewn with modern, elegant hats. This incongruity between the fashionable star and
the rural setting is exploited for comic effect in an early scene in which Natasha puts on one of
her hats on her grandfather’s head, causing the grandfather, and presumably the audience, to

laugh, before trying the hat on herself in front of a mirror.

Figure 7: Natasha (Anna Sten)'s reflection in the mirror.

The gesture of Natasha admiring herself in the mirror of the cottage with a fashionable
accessory is a gesture that exemplifies the early cinema’s reflective and mimetic potential and its
power over audiences, as discussed by Hansen. Not only is Sten beautiful and elegant, but a large

part of this beauty and elegance comes from her clothes, and in particular the hat itself, which
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appears to possess the power to transform an ordinary peasant girl into a star.”? Though this
scene in itself is not groundbreaking, the fact that it takes place in a Soviet film, which, at least
according to the “enlighteners,” is supposed to celebrate the workers rather than provide Western
models of identification, points to the subversive qualities of “popular” cinema and the nature of
NEP, especially when it comes to consumerism. Indeed, the film presents an ambiguous view of
consumerism and of consumer products, and especially the hats sold at Madame Irene’s. Rather
than indicting the consumerist drive that is often associated with the NEP period, the film instead
employs new consumerist objects, such as the hat or the hat box, as signifiers of a new kind of
sensibility and fascination with appearance or, conversely, as props and catalysts for laughter and
play, as in the scene with the grandfather mentioned above. This new sensibility, characterized
by instability and contradiction, reflects the hybrid nature of everyday life during NEP.

In an article in the journal Soviet Screen (Coetckuit Jkpan) from March 1927, Barnet
described Girl with a Hatbox as an attempt to create a “comedy of manners” embedded in the
everyday [komenus HpaBoB — ObiToBast].”> A comedy of manners is usually characterized by
portraying characters as representing different social types. Indeed, the issue of “typage” was
particularly fascinating to early Soviet film theorists and filmmakers such as Kuleshov and
Pudovkin who considered it as the most important part of casting. Although Barnet did not agree
with his teacher on this point and would move away from thinking of seeing an actor as a mere
model or "Hatypiwk," Girl with the Hatbox does feature some types, and in particular, as is
regrettably the case with many films from this period, the so-called NEPmen (and women).

While Natasha possesses a great degree of individuality, Madame Irene and her husband largely

92 This transformation also resembles a classic motif in folktales — the magical power of clothing to transform a
peasant into a prince or a princess. It could potentially be seen as a way to appeal to peasant viewers.

%3 Boris Barnet, “Girl with the Hatbox [/leBymka ¢ xopo6xkoii], CoBeTckmii skpam, H. 12, 19 mapra, 1927, available
at https://chapaev.media/articles/5209
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draw on the stereotype of the NEP entrepreneur: they are greedy and manipulative (cheating the
system in order to keep an extra room and also not paying Natasha her proper wage), lazy, and
overweight compared to the younger characters. This kind of characterization and, in general,
Barnet’s pronouncement that the film is a “comedy of manners,” may lead one to see the
delineation of types as the main form of satire; however, the social types and their
positive/negative poles are not stable -- indeed, the housing inspectors are presented in much of a
ridiculing light as the NEP-men, while Ilya, the closest the film comes to a proletarian hero, is a

part of the fictitious marriage in order to get the room, thus, in his way also cheating the system.

While social types certainly play a role in the film, equally important is the treatment of
other contemporary social issues. In the same article quoted above, Barnet emphasized the desire
to find subject matter for the film that would lead to laughter organically, as a result of the
inherent comedic elements of the situations themselves, rather than by relying on tried formulas
or clichés. As Barnet puts it, “it was necessary to find comedic elements which would allow the
possibility of showing whatever is funny as an organic part of what is happening.”* [Hy>Ho mpu
OpraHM3alliH MaTeprala HaXOAUTh KOMEIUIHBIC JIEMEHTHI, KOTOPBIE TaJIi ObI BO3MOXKHOCTb
MOKa3bIBaTh CMEIIHOE, KaK OpraHndeckyto yacth npoucxoxsmero]. This statement echoes the
earlier observation by Lev Kuleshov and Walter Benjamin that the future of an authentic Soviet
comedy lay in addressing the concerns and topics of the time. And indeed, the new 6s1m
provided Barnet, like it did other artists from the period, with a rich source of material from
which to draw comedic elements. I have already discussed the role of consumerism and the

social dynamics during the NEP era, but the issue at the heart of the film, and one that allows

% Barnet , “Girl with the Hatbox,” 1927.
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Barnet to develop his own style and depart from making Hollywood “imitations” is the
reconfiguration of space through the policy of uplotnenie and its treatment through Barnet’s use
of mise-en-scene.

Mise-en-sceéne remains an elusive concept in film studies. Inherited from the theater and
lacking a stable definition, the term, whose literal meaning in French is “put onto the stage,”
refers to all the elements in front of the camera, including actors, props, set design, and their
arrangement. Adrian Martin refers to the classical definition of mise-en-scéne as “the art of
arranging, choreographing, and displaying...” or, in another formulation, as “the movement of
bodies in space [original italics] — a space constantly defined and redefined by the camera.”>
While the arrangement and staging of the actors on a set played an integral part in cinema from
its inception, the emphasis on mise-en-scéne as a purely cinematic quality and a crucial element
of a film’s overall visual style, one not stemming from the script — and hence, not dependent on
literature or theater — emerged primarily in post-World War II France with André Bazin,
Alexandre Astruc, and other film critics associated with the influential journal Cahiers du
Cinéma. They advocated for a new kind of cinematic realism inspired by the Italian Neo-Realist
movement and argued for a privileged place for a film’s director as the film’s primary author
who — analogous to a literary writer — who employs the camera as a “pen” in Astruc’s famous
formulation of the “camera-stylo” or “camera-pen.” These theorists emphasized the role of mise-
en-sceéne as a key component in realizing a director’s creative vision, and as a bearer of his or her
authorial style. It is through the director’s staging and organization of all the constitutive
elements in front of the camera and capturing them at that particular moment that, in fact,

constitutes the essence of cinema, its “magic.” As Adrian Martin puts it, the result of the

95 Adrian Martin, Mise En Scéne and Film Style : From Classical Hollywood to New Media Art. (Houndmills,
Basingstoke, Hampshire ; New York, NY: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), 15 and 45.
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director’s creative use of mise-en-sceéne is “a chemistry of bodies and space, gestures and
motions caught on film, irrefutably, not matter what was in the script before, or whatever is to
happen in the editing and soundtrack rooms later.”®® Such a view of the role of mise-en-scéne
aims to recuperate cinema as an autonomous art that is not indebted to literature or theater, as
well as to move away from considering montage as the most important aspect of cinema.

Rather than emphasizing space and its constitutive elements, theories of montage, to
return to Kuleshov’s discussion of “film-ness,” focus on the juxtaposition of different shots to
create a sense of filmic space, rather than relying entirely on the physical space in front of the
camera. Such a view, as is clear from Kuleshov’s famous “effect” as well as writings by
Eisenstein, aim to “guide” the viewer toward a desired emotional or intellectual impact, either as
a result of conflict or “brick-by-brick” arrangements of shots. Eisenstein’s dialectical approach
elongates and “stretches” both time and space, thus giving low priority to the indexical physical
space in front of the camera. Even when it comes to movement, which, as discussed earlier, plays
such an important role in the conception of mise-en-scene, it is created through editing rather
than actual bodies moving in space in front of the camera. One can think of the rhythm of editing
employed in the Odesa steps sequence, or the illusion of movement of the stone lions in October
often cited in demonstration of Eisenstein’s montage theory. The primacy of montage as an
organizing principle and core of cinema is also evident in the films of Dziga Vertov, whose
desire to divorce cinema from literature and theater by filming entirely with ordinary people and
on the streets or real locations, nonetheless foregrounds the role of editing in his Man with a
Movie Camera. Although emphasizing the superiority of the mechanical “kino-eye” and its

ability to penetrate aspects of reality that a human eye cannot see, Vertov does not linger in one

% Martin, 45.
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physical space for long but instead splices together on the editing table far-flung locations in
different cities to create a singular and exemplary portrait of a day in the life of a collective
Soviet city, not merely Moscow or Odesa.”” This portrait, instead of seeking to merely capture a
certain scene, a certain reality in front of the camera at that particular time, compares and
contrasts different moments, different tempos, pinning them against each other in a playful and
often provocative manner in order to draw a reaction from the audience, whether emotional or
intellectual. Montage, rather than mise-en-scene, is what enables such an approach, largely at
the expense of the viewer getting any sense of a coherent physical space. Thus, the views of
Kuleshov, Eisenstein, and Vertov all emphasize editing and juxtaposition of shots (usually short
and of varying types) and as such also imply control: it is undeniable that some works of
Eisenstein, for example, are meant to push a particular ideological point of view onto the viewer,
and this type of control is certainly one result of prioritizing editing. More generally, one could
argue that there is also a lack of spontaneity as well as realism (as fraught as that term is),

especially when it comes to the representation of the NEP period in cinema.

In Girl with the Hat Box, Barnet’s takes a different approach by relying on the structure
of the physical space itself and its constituent elements -- in short, on mise-en-scéne -- which, in
a film dealing with the transformation of living space, is not only a more effective technique than
montage, but also allows for spontaneity, for play, for accident. In a society that is rapidly
becoming regulated in all aspects of life, such an approach carries a potential for subversion or at

least the lessening of control. Discussing the shooting process and the formal qualities of the

97 The originator of this method may be Kuleshov, who describes its discovery in his “Art of Cinema” essay.
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film, Barnet stresses his use of the wide shot, rather than the close-up or the insert that defines
many montage experiments, writing that
We had the opportunity to film without resorting to close-ups in order single out this or

that detail...Shooting in wide shots was enough — unnecessary things did not get in the
way, they did not distract from what is important.”®

MBI HIMEJIA BO3MOKHOCTh CHUMaTh, HE TIpHOeras K MepBbIM TUIaHaM, YTOOBI BBIICIUTD TY

WIN UHYIO HYXKHYIO AeTalb...ChbeMKH OOIIMM TUIaHOM OBLIO I0CTaTOYHO — HE MeIllalln

JIMIITHAE BEUIH, HE OTBJICKAIM BHUMAHHS OT HY)KHOTO.

Though Barnet certainly employs close-ups, the wide shot, and a greater depth of field,
play an important role in the film, starting early on with the scenes in the countryside and also in
the scene on the train in which Natasha and Ilya first meet. In an early scene in the cottage,
Barnet employs the wide shot when filming the interior of the cottage, splitting the frame down
the middle into two spaces, a formal approach that will be repeated later in the film when two
rooms — that of Ilya and Natasha, and Madame Irene’s and her husband’s room — will be
juxtaposed side by side, emphasizing their contrast. In the cottage scene, one part of the room is
the common room where Natasha’s grandfather sits, while the other belongs to Natasha who tries
her hats in the mirror, as discussed earlier. Barnet also uses the wide shot (and even extreme
wide shot) when filming exteriors, which are used for slapstick and comedic effect, especially to
showcase the physical acting of Vladimir Fogel who plays a lovestruck and clumsy train station

ticket clerk running after Natasha.

Moreover, some of the key moments in the film features close, intimate spaces as well as

the importance of physical contact within a clearly dense and restricted environment. The train

9 Barnet, “Girl with the Hatbox,” 1927.
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compartment in which Natasha and Ilya first meet is full of people, which Barnet shows with a
wide shot, and then a medium shot of Natasha sitting uncomfortably in the lower bunk between
two people until suddenly two large [and not very clean] boots, which turn out to be Ilya’s, drop
from the top bunk, right in front of Natasha’s eyes, much to her annoyance. The scene is similar
to the one later in the film when Natasha is waiting for the return train on an empty station bench
and Ilya suddenly emerges next to her feet from underneath the bench, startling her. In the
previous scene, Ilya, who had been trying to sleep on the same bench, accidentally dropped a
coin, and had gone under the bench to try to find it. Ilya apologizes, explaining that the reason he
is at the station is because he has nowhere to go and no place to sleep, which is when Natasha
starts to feel pity for him. There are a few such moments of close contact throughout the film,
emphasizing both the lack of privacy and personal space — indeed, throughout the film there are
many scenes of crowds and people are seemingly always bumping into each other in a rush —
which also rely on the elements of mise-en-scéne and the set for their effect. For this reason,
Barnet employs the wide shot and tries to create a sense of the environment for the viewer in
which these moments can take place largely unencumbered by many cuts, focusing largely on
improvisation and the existing details on the set.

The key sequence, however, that Barnet himself singled out as the definitive example for
the way he employed space and mise-en-sceéne, is the one in which Natasha and Ilya “re-claim”
the room from Madame Irene and her husband. This sequence begins with a party in Natasha’s
room in which Madame Irene and her friends are sitting around a table. Once they realize that
they have to evacuate the room, they decide to take all their furniture with them to the next room,
leaving the former bare and empty. This establishes a sharp contrast between the two contiguous

spaces: the bare room in which Ilya now lives (Figure 8) and which Natasha often visits, and the
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room next door, now occupied by Madame Irene, her husband, and all their friends, and

featuring all their furniture (Figure 9).

Figure 9: Madame Irene, her husband, and their friends next door.

One way to interpret this scene is to focus on the contrast between the old and the new: the old
bourgeois interior on the right, and the cleared space is the new, yet-undefined Socialist future.

In her study Socialist Senses: Film, Feeling, and the Soviet Subject, 1917-1940, which argues
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that cinema helped forge a new Soviet subjectivity by focusing on sensation and materiality,
Emma Widdis provides such a reading, seeing Ilya’s bare room as “an unformed proto-Soviet
space” and the “new socialist interior.””® Madame Irene and her husband’s room, on the other
hand, is characterized by “plush excesses” that are “familiar signs of bourgeois aspiration,” and
such provide a clear contrast to the “inhospitable” and undecorated room in which Ilya finds

himself.

This scene is more ambiguous, however. It is true that the portrayal of Ilya in his new
living quarters as an aspiring student, exercising, resembles the new Soviet man of the
contemporary posters of the period promoting healthy living and featuring healthy bodies;
however, instead of using free weights, Ilya is lifting stacks of books, creating an irreverent
attitude towards education and the touted importance of studying in the discourse of the period.
The stack of books, much like Natasha’s hat box, instead becomes a prop for comedy and play.
Indeed, play is a crucial aspect of Barnet’s style and his use of mise-en-scéne. As a comedy, the
film does not seek to realistically represent the process and trauma of the reconfiguration of
space following the policy of uplotnenie. However, what it does offer is a kind of sensory,
affective release and means of engaging with such a drastic change and it does so by focusing on
the relationship between an individual and his and her space and the objects within. Barnet
claims that in shooting the film “every position and activity unfolded toward maximal playing
off of each other of a person and things. [Bcsikoe monoskenue u 1eiCTBUE pa3BOPaYUBAIIOCH

HaMM JUIs MAKCUMAJILHOTO 06biepbianus denoseka u Bemu].”!% This was particularly true,

% Emma Widdis, Socialist Senses : Film, Feeling, and the Soviet Subject, 1917-1940, (Bloomington, Indiana:
Indiana University Press, 2017), 112-113.

190 Barnet, “Girl with the Hatbox,” 1927.
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Barnet continues, in the scene in the empty room after it has been evacuated by Madame Irene
and her husband, which Barnet credits with providing him with a moment of realization about
the importance of mise-en-scéne for the development of his style. He describes the construction
of the scene in the following way:
The action is happening in a completely empty room. All the furniture, all the things were
taken out of it. Two actors, a windowsill, a spittoon, hatbox and two or three additional,
trivial things are performing. While working, we came to a marvelous realization: it was

possible to create scenes, making the impression not only through montage, but through
mise-en-scene itself.

JlelicTBUE MPOUCXOAUT B COBEPLICHHO MTyCTO KoMHaTte. Best meGenb, Bce BelH u3 Hee
BhIHECEHBI. MrpaloT Ba akTepa, NOJOKOHHUK, IUIeBAaTEIbHHUIIA, IIISITHAS KOPOOKa M eIe
2-3 menkue Bemu. PaboTas, Mbl IPUILTH K YHBUTEIBHO MPUATHOMY ISl HAC hakTy:
MO>KHO OBUIO CTPOUTH CLICHBI, BIIEYATIISSI MU HE TOJIBKO MOHTaXHO, HO CaMOM
mu3aHcieHoi. 0!
Barnet’s biographer Mark Kushnirov points to this quote and Girl with a Hat Box as the
definitive film in Barnet’s oeuvre precisely because of this “discovery” of the possibilities of
mise-en-sceéne. Kushnirov underscores the point that while “cinema of the 1920s developed
‘under the sign of montage tendencies” [kuHemarorpad aBaALATHIX TOJOB PA3BUBAJICS “TION
3HAaKOM MOHTaXHBIX ycTpemiieHuii’], Barnet, in opposition to the theories of his teacher Lev

Kuleshov, returned to mise-en-scéne; and “not only returned to it...but discovered its expressive

potential, equal to the potential of montage.”!?? Kushnirov, of course speaking with the benefit of

191 Barnet, “Girl with the Hatbox,” 1927.

102 M, Kyunupos. JKuzub u gpunomor bopuca Bapnema (Mocksa: Uckycctio, 1977), 49. Kushnirov adds: “Of
course, it is possible to say that the beginner director discovered something obvious — mise-en-sceéne plays a role
from time immemorial. But here the situation is unusual. Barnet’s teacher, L.V. Kuleshov — and he is not the only
one — did everything possible to forget about this fact. And Barnet did not simply return to mise-en-scéne. He
discovered its impressive possibility, equal to the possibility of montage. This is already a new kind of intonation —
in it, there is foreshadowing of the future.” In the original Russian (Mo>xH0, KOHEYHO, CKa3aTh, YTO HAYNHAFOIITUI
peXHCCep HalleN TOMOP 0] JTABKOM, -- MU3aHCIICHBIH <HIPAIOT POJIb> UCIIOKOH BeKy. Ho TyT cutyanus
HeoObIvHass. Yuurens bapHera JI.B. Kyiemos - 1a u He OJI1H - c/ienan Bce BO3MOKHOE, YTOOBI 3a0bUTH PO STOT
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hindsight, points to the importance of mise-en-sceéne for later cinema (indeed, it is not surprising
that Barnet’s films were celebrated by the French critics and filmmakers of the post-WWII era),
and emphasizes the originality of this approach in Soviet cinema of the period, a feature often

overlooked by contemporary film critics, but also by later scholars, such as Youngblood.

Figure 10: "maximal playing off of each other of a person and things "

Moreover, the focus on mise-en-scéne and playing off the actor and the things around
him or her, is the main component of slapstick, which, as has been theorized by early cinema
scholar Sigfried Krakauer and emphasized by Miriam Hansen, provides a sensory “corrective” to
the ordered and disciplined nature of modern society. Hansen quotes Krakauer’s description of
American slapstick comedy that certainly applies to Barnet’s film: “One has to hand this to the
Americans: with slapstick films they have created a form that offers a counterweight to their
reality. If in that reality they subject the world to an often-unbearable discipline, the film in turn

dismantles this self-imposed order quite forcefully.”!?®> Hansen goes on to enumerate the

tomop. 1 BapHet He mpocTo BepHyIcs kK MuzeHcIieHe. OH OTKPBUT €€ BIICUYATIISIONIYI0 BO3MOKHOCTE, PABHYIO
BO3MOKHOCTH MOHTaxa. JTO YK€ HOBasi HHTOHAIWS - B Hell npenBectre Oyaymiero. (Kymurmmupos, 59).
103 Hansen, Mass Production of the Senses, 69.
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manifold aspects of the “reflexive potential” of slapstick comedy, including “articulating and
playing games with the violence of technological regimes, mechanization and clock time,”
“deflating the terror of consumption, of a new culture of status and distinction,” and allowing for
“a playful and physical expression of anxieties over changed gender roles and new forms of
sexuality and intimacy.”!% While the Soviet cinema developed in a different social and
ideological context than national cinemas in the West, the different aspects mentioned by Hansen
capture the changes and anxieties of the NEP period.

Barnet’s film, like other works from this period from the so-called “popular” cinema,
harnesses this multifaceted potential of American slapstick comedy to deal with and process the
complex and contradictory nature of NEP society. In addition to providing a “counterweight” to
the discipline and order, slapstick (or more generally, play) reflects the ambiguous and
contingent nature of a society in flux, one caught between competing values. Mise-en-scéne
serves as a site of play and negotiation of different possibilities, or what Walter Benjamin defines
as “Spielraum” or “room-for-play.” The term comes from a section in the second version of
Benjamin’s influential “A Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction” composed in
1935, but not published until 1989 in Benjamin’s collected writings. Examining the role of
cinema in mitigating the shocks of modernity and the effects of technology on human sensibility,
Benjamin finds a possibility in film in providing for a space in which these shocks and
disturbances could be mitigated and “rehearsed” as it were, precisely because the medium
provides a kind of virtual reality in which to play out different possibilities. Benjamin writes:

On the one hand, film furthers insight into the necessities governing our lives by its use

of close-ups, by its accentuation of hidden details in familiar objects, and by its
exploration of commonplace milieux throughout the ingenious guidance of the camera;

104 Tbid, 69-70.

68



on the other hand, it manages to assure us of a vast and unsuspected field of action
[Spielraum]. 1%
Benjamin links this “field of action” with what he calls the “optical unconscious,” a realm akin
to dreams, which the film camera is able to capture, revealing a “space” that before the invention
of the technology would not be noticed by human consciousness. As a result, as Benjamin puts
it, “a space informed by human consciousness gives way to a space informed by the
unconsciousness.” Benjamin elaborates on the ability of cinema to reveal hidden aspects of
reality in what is reminiscent of Shklovsky’s discussion of literature’s ability to “estrange”
everyday experience which had become automatic and habitual. Benjamin writes:
Whereas it is a commonplace that, for example, we have some idea what is involved in
the act of walking (if only in general terms), we have no idea at all what happens during
the split second when a person actually takes a step. We are familiar with the movement
of picking up a cigarette lighter or a spoon but know almost nothing about what really
goes on between hand and metal, and still less how this varies with different moods. This
is where the camera comes into play, with all its resources for swooping and rising,
disrupting and isolating, stretching and compressing a sequence, enlarging and reducing
an object. It is through the camera that we first uncover the optical unconscious.!%
Miriam Hansen further elaborates on the notions of the “optical unconscious” and
“spielraum,” writing that, for Benjamin, “spielraum” connotes a “field of action, leeway, margin,
room to move or maneuver” and “an intermediary zone not yet fully determined in which things
oscillate among different meanings, functions, and possible directions.” In this space, Hansen
writes, quoting Benjamin “[the individual] does not yet know his way around.”!?” As a result,

Hansen continues, film “offers human beings a sensory-perceptual matrix to comprehend and

reconceive their environment in the mode of play. In this mode, mistakes are not -- at least not

105 Walter Benjamin, The Work of Art in the Age of Its Technological Reproducibility, and Other Writings on Media.
(Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2008) 37.

106 Thid, 37.

197 Hansen, Cinema and Experience, 192.
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immediately -- fatal.!%® This statement is prescient and chilling when applied to the Soviet
context of the late 1920s, even if one is only discussing cinema. Nonetheless, it provides a good
way to describe both the role of play in Barnet’s films in how they approach the chaotic and
undefined reconfiguration of space, but also Soviet comedy in general: the possibility of showing
and satirizing “mistakes” and commenting on social realities without fear or without the
ideological content being approved in advance. Responding to a poll titled “On Comedy” from
the April 1927 issue of Kino magazine, Barnet articulates his conception of Soviet comedy,
which is closely related to the definition of “Spielraum” or “room-for-play” as a site of satire free
from ideological control. Barnet writes:

Soviet comedy can and should exist. As can Soviet satire. There is neither one or the

other, as comedy without satire is only vaudeville, boring and unnecessary under our

conditions. The tendency to standardize beforehand, what should be considered good and
what bad deprives the comedy of its right to exist.

CoBetckasi KOMEHsI MOXET M JIOJDKHA ObITh. Tak ke, Kak coBeTcKas catupa. Hu toro, Hu
APYTOro HET, TaK KaK KOMeHsl 0€3 CaTUpPbI €CTh TOJIBKO BOACBUIIb, CKYYHBIN U
HEHY’KHBIN B HAIIUX YCJIOBHAX. TEHACHIMS 3apaHee CTaHAapTU3UPOBATh, YTO JIOJKHO
OBITh XOPOIIMM H YTO JIOJDKHO OBITh IUIOXUM, -- JIMIIAET KOMEIHIO IpaBa Ha
cyurectBoBanue. %
In the early 1930s, this type of comedy would be replaced by the spectacles produced by
Alexandrov and others, which indeed are “standardized,” as they are based on the precepts of
Socialist Realism and approved from the above. In these films, the possibilities of spontaneous
play and slapstick would be replaced by the perfectly choreographed, almost mechanical

sequences, such as those in Circus, which do not allow any room for “mistakes,” whether

physical or ideological.

108 Thid, 193.
199 Quoted in Kushnirov, 63.
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The question of mechanization and choreography is an interesting one in the context of
Soviet comedy due to the ambiguous role (and often absence) of technology in these films,
unlike in those of, say, Chaplin, where the relationship to technology takes center stage. Both
Krakauer and Benjamin emphasize the potential of slapstick comedy to provide a “corrective” to
the processes of mechanization resulting from the rise of technology and industrialization, or to
offer a virtual “room-for-play” in which the shocks and dehumanizing impact of technology
could be processed by the spectators. While Girl with a Hat Box provides this kind of “playing
room” in order to satirize and address the reconfiguration of living space due to uplotnenie,
Barnet’s 1928 film House on the Trubnaya goes a step further and explicitly engages with the
role of technology, both cinematic and industrial, which during this period was a subject for
many filmmakers. In this film, Barnet experiments with the latest cinematic techniques of the
period, while also employing mise-en-scene to satirize and comment on the obsession with

mechanization and industrialization permeating Soviet society and art during NEP.
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Figure 11: Poster for The House on the Trubnaya

On the surface, House on the Trubnaya (JJom Ha Tpy6Onoit) (1928) features similar
themes and conventions of the “everyday comedy” as The Girl with the Hatbox, including the
transition from the old to the new and the challenges of urban housing during NEP. The main
character, Paranya, a young and naive peasant girl, arrives in Moscow from the countryside.
After a few comical episodes featuring her first encounters in the city and the pace of urban life,
Paranya finds employment in the titular house as a housekeeper for a hairdresser, played by
Vladimir Fogel. Initially exploited by the “petit-bourgeois” NEP-man and his indolent wife,
Paranya becomes a member of a workers’ union, which dramatically alters her social standing in
the building. While the main focus of House on the Trubnaya is, as Annie Gérin puts it, a satire

of NEP men and the “inadequate infrastructures and the coexistence of Bolsheviks and NEP men
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in a shared house” as well as the “naiveté and lack of vigilance of young provincial workers,” the
film’s most innovative and experimental feature is its formal approach, especially in comparison
to Girl with a Hatbox. ''° This approach is characterized by Barnet’s use of mise-en-scéne and
slapstick, especially in the sequence featuring the famous staircase designed for the film.
However, in contrast to Girl with a Hatbox, this film engages in a dialogue with new avant-garde
tendencies of the time by incorporates key elements of Soviet montage cinema and the so-called
“city symphony” film that stress the early cinema’s fascination with the cinematic medium as a
new technology. These elements include the use of freeze-frame, mounting the camera on a car
speeding down city streets, unusual camera angles, and other formal experiments that would be
at full display a year later in Dziga Vertov’s seminal Man with a Movie Camera. By fusing
elements drawn from American cinema with formal innovation and experimentation of the
Soviet avant-garde and global documentary, Barnet’s film thus features a more self-reflexive
view of cinema that takes into account the role of technology in the new Soviet society.

From its opening scenes, House on the Trubnaya alludes to the avant-garde aesthetic, and
in particular to the so-called “city symphony” film, exemplified by Walter Rutmann’s Berlin:
Symphony of a Great City (Sinfonie der Grosstadt, 1927) and, in large part, Dziga Vertov’s Man
with a Movie Camera. Like these two films, House on the Trubnaya opens with verité-style
sequences of a city in the morning: empty streets, with not much movement except for a few
street sweepers; apartment windows with only a few lights turned on. The film’s editing reflects
this gradual awakening, which, beyond merely establishing the setting, features lingering,
carefully composed shots, such as the reflection of the buildings in a puddle of water, recalling

Alexander Rodchenko’s street photographs from this period. Although the film soon shifts its

119 Annie Gérin. Devastation and Laughter : Satire, Power, and Culture in the Early Soviet State, 1920s-1930s
(Toronto ; Buffalo (N.Y.): University of Toronto Press, 2018), 112.
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focus inside, away from the street, in order to introduce the main characters and set off the plot,
it does not lose its fascination with urbanity and the possibility of the filmic medium to represent
and interrogate it in a similar manner as the other avant-garde films of the time. The best
example of this fascination is the scene of Paranya’s arrival in the city with her pet duck, which
is used by Barnet for comic effect and means for slapstick when it slips out of Paranya’s hands.
While the scene is not crucial to the plot except as a characterization of Paranya as another
“country bumpkin” in the big city, Barnet devotes a lot of time to it and does so in a way that is
reminiscent of other films of this period dealing with the experience of urban modernity, most
notably F.W. Murnau’s Sunrise released a year before. As in Murnau’s film, the scene attempts
to convey the speed, industrialization, and the chaos of urban life through the techniques
available exclusively through the cinematic medium: speeding up the film, unusual camera
angles (many shots again use the reflection of the water in the street), and the most self-reflexive
technique of all — the freeze frame. Indeed, the freeze frame in this scene greatly resembles the
same effect employed by Vertov in his Man with a Movie Camera. Additionally, this scene also
draws on Eisenstein’s montage theory: the point of view shots of the tram speeding down the
street is intercut with a close-up of Paranya’s face in shock. In addition to seeking to convey the
tempo of modern life, such technical experiments also underscore the collaborative and
multifaceted nature of Soviet cinema of this period, which cannot be easily divided into
“popular” and “avant-garde.” On the contrary, these experiments serve as evidence of Barnet’s
search for the proper form for an “organic” Soviet comedy.

Along with the formal experimentation and dialogue with the avant-garde, Barnet’s film
engages with technological advances in other ways, seeking to show and satirize the Soviet “cult

of the machine” through innovative and irreverent use of mise-en-scéne and slapstick. Perhaps
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the most recognizable feature of House of the Trubnaya is the titular “house,” or rather, the set

designed for the film: the iconic staircase on which a lot of the film’s action takes place.

Figure 12: The main set of the House on the Trubnaya

The staircase was designed by Sergei Kozlovsky, a frequent Barnet collaborator whose
other credits include Pudovkin’s Mother and The End of St. Petersburg. Emma Widdis points out
the importance of Kozlovsky’s partnership with Barnet on both Girl with the Hat Box and House
on the Trubnaya as well as his design work on other notable films of the period, including

Protazanov’s Aelita.''!

M \Widdis, Socialist Senses. In addition to his numerous credits on both silent and sound films, Kozlovsky wrote
important theoretical studies on set design, including Khudozhnik-arkhitektor v kino [The ArtistArchitect in
Cinema] from 1930.

75



The staircase, which film critic Greg Dolgopolov playfully compares to the Odessa steps
in Eisenstein’s Potemkin, provides not only a symbol of the social hierarchy of the NEP period,
but also a setting for play and slapstick that comments on and satirizes this hierarchy.!!? The best
example of this is the first scene on the staircase in which the house wakes up. Like that of the
city, this is also a gradual awakening: first, cats saunter down the stairs, then Golykov, the
hairdresser, comes out of his ground-floor apartment. The reason Golykov wakes earlier than
other tenants, an intertitle tells us, is because he does not have a housekeeper and is thus forced
to perform all the cleaning duties himself. After him comes the housekeeper Fenya, who is a
workers’ “delegate.” The fact that the hairdresser is on the ground floor and does the cleaning
himself and has to wake up could be read as a satire of the new social position of the NEP men,
especially since the workers and workers’ representatives now occupy a higher place on the
“staircase.” Although this contrast between Fenya and Golykov the hairdresser may prompt one
to read the entire staircase sequence as a simple metaphor for the transformation in the hierarchy
from the old to the new, much like the dual-room sequence in Girl with A Hatbox discussed
earlier, the scene does not entirely support such a reading. Indeed, Fenya’s appearance on the
stairs is followed by a gradual increase in activity and the appearance of other residents until the
scene becomes chaotic and frenetic: two men, repeatedly and in mechanical fashion, chop wood
on the top of the stairs, with splinters falling down on the other floors; other tenants come out to
clean and shake their carpets or, in a playful moment, dust off their taxidermy leopard. The
movement of bodies and objects up and down the stairs in a disorderly fashion is accentuated by

the camera, which dollies upward like an elevator or zooms in rapidly, drawing attention to itself.

112 Greg Dolgopolov, “1928: The House on Trubnaya (Boris Barnet),” Senses of Cinema, December 2017, Last
accessed June 16, 2022, https://www.sensesofcinema.com/2017/soviet-cinema/the-house-on-trubnaya/
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Annie Guerin compares the energetic sequence on the staircase to a “hectic machine,”
noting that it alludes to an influential piece of set design --- Lyubov Popova’s so-called “machine
for acting,” from Meyerhold’s 1922 production of Fernand Crommelynck’s play The

Magnanimous Cuckold.''3

35. Model of the set for The Magnanimous Cuckold, 1922

Figure 13: Model for the set of The Magnanimous Cuckold''*

Popova’s work with Meyerhold on the play became known for the inventive set designs
and costumes which combined the Constructivist aesthetic of “art as production” with
Meyerhold's theory of biomechanics. Such an approach is reflected in the set design in The
Magnanimous play resembles a machine with different levers, rotors, and wheels, aiming to
capture a similar sense of rhythm and tempo that one would see in a factory. According to

Popova’s biographers Sarabianov and Adaskina,

13 Gérin, Devastation and Laughter, 112.
114 Photo from Leach, Robert. Vsevolod Meyerhold. (Cambridge [England] ; New York: Cambridge University
Press, 1989), 96.
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The emphasis on the “production” treatment of the theatrical action and the actual
eccentric, dynamic (nearly on the level of circus tricks) action of the actors led Popova
toward a technical treatment of both the sets and the of the image as a stage-workplace.
Although the set was quite uncomplicated in the technical sense, the construction for The
Magnanimous Cuckold clearly bore the theme of a machine-workplace for the actors’
work, a concept that was also part of Constructivism’s aesthetic ideal”!!?
In his biography of Meyerhold, Robert Leach further emphasizes the kinetic nature of the set as a
dynamic system, writing that “the wheels and propeller whirled round with increasing speed to
chime with the accelerating emotional climaxes ...made it particularly dynamic and exhilarating
to watch. “We will never understand [the set] correctly,” he continues, quoting E. Rakinina, “if
we regard it statically. It is not a picture to be admired. Rather, it is a kind of machine which
takes on a living existence in the course of the production.”!!® Although playing a different
purpose in the film, Barnet’s staircase could be described in a similar way, especially when it

comes to its kinetic and dynamic nature. In fact, Popova’s original design bears a striking

resemblance to the set in the House on the Trubnaya.

1151, V. Sarabianov, D. V. and N.L. Adaskina, N. L. Popova, trans. by Marian Schwartz (New York: Harry N.
Abrams, 1990), 253.
116 [ each, Vsevolod Meyerhold, 96-97.
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Figure 14: Original Set design for The Magnanimous Cuckold, Popova.'!’

I emphasize the similarities between Popova’s design and the staircase in the film in
order to further highlight the links between the constructivist and avant-garde tendencies of the
period and Barnet’s use of mise-en-sceéne. Much like Popova’s set, the staircase in House on the
Trubnaya “is a kind of machine which takes on a living existence in the course of production,” to
repeat Robert Leach’s description. If in the other parts of the film Barnet drew on the theories of
montage in order to show the pace of life in the city and the shocks of modernity, scenes taking
place on the staircase take a life of their own, frequently devolving into chaos and improvisation.

Thus, if the initial inspiration for such a mise-en-scéne was technology and “art as production” in

17 Reprinted in Sarabianov and Adaskina, Popova, 261.
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the manner of Constructivists, the end result is the opposite of the carefully choreographed,
ordered movements that may take place in a Hollywood musical or even the films of Chaplin,
such as Modern Times, or the “optimistic”’ comedies of the 1930s.

The staircase, as I have already mentioned, also serves as an ambiguous and unstable
symbol of the social hierarchy and social life during NEP. Much like the social roles and social
types during this period, the positions of the characters on the staircase and their
interrelationships shift throughout the film. Once Paranya thinks that she has been elected to the
Moscow Soviet, an inter title tells us that her “social standing has changed.” As a result, the
residents of the house line up in orderly fashion to welcome her after the election, giving a
temporary order to the initial chaos on the staircase. Once it is clear that a mistake has been
made, and Paranya is not actually in the Moscow Soviet, shifts again towards chaos, as the
hairdresser busts into the room where the other residents are celebrating and kicks them out. The
social hierarchy, much like the staircase (and Soviet comedy, to recall Benjamin’s earlier
statement) is unstable and ambiguous, reflecting the nature of NEP itself.

Conclusion

In my analysis of Barnet’s two films, I have tried to outline what I see as two key
features of these films and other “popular” comedies of this period. The first is their complicated
engagement and entanglement with Hollywood cinema, both in terms of form but also more
“sensual,” affective aspects. Rather than merely serving as an imitation of Hollywood, opposed
to the innovative accomplishments of avant-garde cinema, Barnet’s comedies incorporated
elements of both in order to deal with the ambiguous and transitory nature of Soviet society
during the NEP period. Moreover, as I have tried to show, American cinema had just as much

influence on the avant-garde films as on the more “popular” films, thus destabilizing the binary
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distinction of “popular” vs. “avant-garde” or “popular” vs. “modernist.” Secondly, Barnet’s films
tried to find an “organic” way of dealing with the changes in everyday life, and more
specifically, changes in living space, by focusing on the possibilities of mise-en-scene and
cinema’s ability to capture reality, both in a documentary sense, but also when it comes to
intimate moments that come from improvisation, from chance, and through the encounter of an
individual with his or her environment. Reflecting on his career in interview in 1959, Barnet
said:
With a few obvious exceptions, all my films, for better or worse, deal with contemporary
life and its problems. When I have had the option, I have always chosen contemporary
subjects, even though it is not always easy to tackle these, adding, I am not and never was
a man with theories. I always found my material in everyday life.”!!®
In what may seem to be a veiled reference to other filmmakers and theorists of his generation,

such as Eisenstein and Vertov, Barnet highlights that his contribution is to be found not in grand

theories of cinema, but rather in the depiction of the ordinary, of everyday life.

118 Quoted in Bernard Eisenschitz, “A Fickle Man, or portrait of Boris Barnet as a Soviet Director,” in Inside the
Film Factory: New Approaches to Russian and Soviet Cinema. Edited by lan Christie, et al. (London ; New York:
Routledge, 1994), 150.
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CHAPTER 3: In the Gutter, But Looking at the Stars: Between 6stm and osimue in
Olesha’s Envy

On the 10th of September, 1845, during a violent thunderstorm, a house in the village of

Salagnac, France was struck by lightning. A large ball of fire descended the chimney,

and rolled across the floor of a room in which sat a child and three women. No one was

hurt. It then rolled out through the centre of the kitchen, passing close to the feet of a

young peasant, and disappeared through a crevice in the wall. Its erratic course ended in

the pigsty, the harmless occupant of which it despitefully slew, without setting on fire the

straw on which the creature lay. '°

In a scene toward the end of the first part of Yuri Olesha’s Envy, Nikolai Kavalerov, the
book’s curmudgeonly hero, recounts a confrontation with Andrei Babichev, his host and
benefactor. Having returned home after insulting Babichev at an official function, Kavalerov
briefly considers prostrating himself before Babichev and begging for forgiveness. Yet he carries
on with his usual insolence, asking Babichev “in a sardonic tone [exumno]:” “What on earth
keeps you home from work [Otuero * 310 Bbl He Ha ciyx0e]”?12

Babichev, who up to this point in the narrative had been oblivious to Kavalerov’s
contempt, unleashes his fury, screaming: “Get out of here [YOupaiitecs orctona BoH|!” And at
that moment, Kavalerov realizes that his circumstances have changed for good, that Babichev
means what he says. “Something unusual had happened [mpou3omnio Heuro HeoObIYaiiHOE],”
Kavalerov notes, “It was raining. Perhaps there was lighting [Illen noxas. Boamoxxno, ObL1a

monnus].”'?! And searching for an apt comparison to his situation, Kavalerov remembers an

episode from Camille Flammarion’s Atmosphere, a 1872 astronomy book, in which “a large,

119 Camille Flammarion. The Atmosphere, trans. James Glaisher. (New York: Harper & Brothers, Publishers, 1873),
440. The better known version of the book is the 1888 edition, which includes the famous “Flammarion” engraving,
which I discuss later in the chapter.

120 Yuri Olesha. Envy, trans. Clarence Brown, in The Portable Twentieth-century Russian Reader. (New York:
Penguin Books, 1993), 304. I am using Brown’s translation throughout this chapter. The original Russian is from
IOpuit Onema. Ilosecmu u Pacckaswl (MockBa: XynoxecTBeHHas uteparypa, 1965), 61. For each quotation, I
provide both the English and the Russian citations, using the following format: Envy, E: 304, R: 61.

121 Envy, B: 304, R: 61.
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smooth sphere rolls without a sound into a room and fills it with blinding light...[monHbIi,
TJIAAKHH 11ap OECIIyMHO BKaTHIBAETCS B IOMEIIEHUE, HATIOIHSSL €r0 OCJIEUTEebHBIM
csetoM...]” Kavalerov abruptly stops telling the anecdote, deciding that “the furthest thing from
my mind would be to make some vulgar comparison [s gajgex OT HaMepeHus Mpuoderarhb K
nouuibiM cpaBHeHusM|.” Instead, as befits his nature, he gets distracted by the author’s lofty
name: “What a celestial name! Flammarion -- that is itself a star [Kakoe nmnanetnoe mmst!
dnamMmapHoH --- 3TO cama 3Be3aal]”

The anecdote from Flammarion’s Atmosphere that Kavalerov cannot bring himself to
recount in full is, I believe, the one that opens this chapter. To my knowledge, no other studies of
Envy have traced this allusion.!?? In addition to contributing to the list of sources that informed
Olesha’s work, I offer this reference for its symbolic potential -- the image of a ball of fire,
tumbling through a house like some kind of punishment unleashed by the gods, to eviscerate a
harmless, sleeping pig, sparing even the straw on which the innocent creature lays, is a potent
and multivalent allegory for the book’s narrative and its major themes. On the basic level,
Kavalerov identifies the animal’s predicament with his own, as he will soon be forcefully
removed from his sofa like the pig from its straw. More broadly, the episode provides a rich
allegory for the revolution and its all-encompassing, cosmic character, with reverberations on all
scales, from the celestial down to the most intimate. Furthermore, the intrusion from above
(literally and figuratively) into the domestic sphere, and down to one’s private space -- one’s

sleeping area -- is a major theme in Envy. The “making public” of different aspects of private

122 In her monograph A Graveyard of Themes: The Genesis of Three Key Works by Yuri Olesha, Kazimiera Ingdahl
discusses Olesha’s use of Flammarion’s name for its sonic quality but does not uncover the allusion. Ingdahl,
Kazimiera Ingdahl, A Graveyard of Themes : The Genesis of Three Key Works by Iurii Olesha. (Sweden: Almqvist
& Wiksell International, 1994), 61-62.
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life, especially the invasion of private space through uplotnenie, had a shocking and often
random and inexplicable character like Flammarion’s freak accident. Olesha’s invocation of
Flammarion, a somewhat obscure French scientist and popular writer, goes hand in hand with
other literary and historical references throughout the book which draw from the Western
intellectual and philosophical tradition. At the same time, it is crucial to note that the comparison
brought up by Kavalerov remains hidden, unvocalized: not only does Kavalerov consider it too
vulgar to be able to express it, to make it public, but it remains the private “property” of its hero,
part of his imagination and creative makeup, unavailable to the reader without further
investigation.

It is this relationship between the hidden and the seen, the private and the public, that I
examine in this chapter. In particular, I attempt to provide some answers to the following
questions: How is the dynamic between private and public space conceptualized in Envy? What
are the limits of the process of intrusion into the domestic sphere and the private realm, including
that of the imagination, that Envy circumscribes? Or fails to circumscribe, given the liminal
nature of many of the spaces that make up the setting of the book? How does the book engage
with and challenge the concept of 6szm which was a dominant subject of discourse during the
NEP period?

Scholars have emphasized the role of doubles and duality as an important thematic and
structural principle in Olesha’s work, whether it is the duality between old and the new, between

materialism and idealism, or individualism and collectivity.'?* To these I add the duality between

123 Viktor Erlich, for example, sees the “confrontation between two mind-sets, those of a builder and a dreamer,” at
the core of Envy. Erlich, Victor. Modernism and Revolution : Russian Literature in Transition. (Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press, 1994), 201. Kazimiera Ingdahl, in A Graveyard of Themes, emphasizes the importance of
doubles. Victor Peppard discusses the carnivalesque elements of the book, which also largely rely on dualisms. See
Peppard, Victor. The Poetics of Yury Olesha. Gainesville: University of Florida Press, 1989.
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the public and the private, which, like all the binary distinctions in the book, is interrelated and
often not easily delineated. Indeed, the tension between the private and the public often plays out
at the intersection of other competing dualities, in an unstable and precarious space like the one
Kavalerov, like the poor sleeping pig at the beginning of this chapter, often finds himself in: a
private, protective cocoon invaded suddenly and mercilessly to seize and throw out its helpless
resident.
The Novel and its Author

Before delving deeper into the analysis of the novel and its treatment of the public and
the private dichotomys, it is helpful to provide a few details about Envy and its author as well as
the context in which the book appeared. Envy [3asucms] was Yuri Olesha (1899-1960)’s first
published novel, and as scholar Rimgaila Salys writes, one that Olesha considered to be his
masterpiece.'?* Though the book was an instant success with the critics at the time of
publication, at the end of NEP and the beginning of the 1930s, the critical reception would shift
in the opposite direction, with, as Salys puts it, the Soviet critics being “almost unanimous in
rejecting Envy on ideological grounds for its lack of socialist perspective.”!?’ Olesha’s own
career would suffer a similar fate, as his success in the 1920s both as a writer of comic pieces in
satirical newspapers, including Gudok [The Whistle] where he worked alongside Mikhail
Bulgakov and Mikhail Zoshchenko, and later as the writer of Envy, would dramatically change
with in the 1930s, with his writing not considered ideologically correct during the Stalinist
period. Though he published short stories and worked on film scenarios and plays, he did not

publish any major works that equaled Envy in their originality and artistic approach.

124 Rimgaila Salys, Olesha's Envy: A Critical Companion. Northwestern/AATSEEL Critical Companions to Russian
Literature (Evanston, Ill.: Northwestern University Press, 1999), 4.

123 Tbid, 19.
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Envy tells the story of Nikolai Kavalerov, a young man in his twenties who is an outsider
in the new Soviet society. He does not have a job or a permanent place of residence, and for the
first half of the story, he lives on the sofa in the apartment of Andrei Babichev, a businessman
and official responsible for the “The Quarter,” a communal dining hall and sausage factory.
Babichev had found Kavalerov without a roof over his head, and having taken pity on him,
invited him to stay at his apartment. One aspect of the book’s title refers to the feelings
Kavalerov has toward his benefactor whom he watches and describes throughout the first part of
the novel, though it is not clear how reliable this narration is, since, as Rimgaila Salys puts it,
Kavalerov is “an unreliable, opinionated, and eccentric narrator descended from Dostoyevsky’s
Underground Man.”!?® Feelings of envy of Kavalerov toward Babichev provide the main conflict
of the novel, though other characters expand on this dichotomy, creating other dualities and
doubles. The reader soon meets Andrei’s brother, Ivan Babichev, who, unlike Andrei, does not
share a lot of enthusiasm for the new developments during NEP and instead serves as a kind of
prophet of the old, pre-revolutionary era, which immediately links him with Kavalerov in his
worldview and sensibility; both are depicted as impractical dreamers from a bygone era.
Conversely, Andrei is linked with Volodya Makarov, his surrogate son and a version of “the new
Soviet man”, and in many ways the opposite of Kavalerov, creating another conflict between
them and what they represent in the novel. Both characters are also vying for the attention of
Valya, a young woman who could be seen as a symbol for the country and its future. Kavalerov
and Ivan’s “side” ultimately loses, as the future seemingly belongs to Volodya and Andrei.

The book’s structure and style are unconventional, employing a lot of modernist devices,

including, in the words of Salys, “shifting narrators, chronological displacement, and the

126 Tbid, 19-20.
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difficulty of distinguishing between reality and fantasy.”!?” Envy is divided into two parts, with
the first part narrated from Kavalerov’s first-person perspective and subtitled “Notes [3anucku],
which alludes to Dostoyevsky’s famous novella. The second part of the book takes a more
objective view, telling the story from an omniscient third-person point of view. Olesha has
claimed that he had imbued the character of Nikolai Kavalerov with a lot of his own feelings and
experiences. Speaking at the First Writers’ Congress in 1934, Olesha confirmed that, “[y]es,
Kavalerov looked at the world through my eyes. Kavalerov’s tints, colors, images, comparisons,
metaphors, and mental judgments belonged to me.”'?® Thus, the book has been often interpreted
as a reflection of Olesha’s own sensibilities and his view of the role of the artist, which is
primarily defined by individualism.

For the purposes of this dissertation, one should point out that the sociohistorical context
of the NEP period plays an important role in the novel. As Rimgalia Salys points out, the book
engages with some of the key topics and debates of the decade, including the idea of the “New
Soviet Man” and the transformation of everyday life through the “industrialization” of 6wim: “the
construction of communal kitchens and dining halls, laundries, and child-care facilities,” as a
means of freeing women from what Lenin called “domestic slavery” as well as abolishing the
traditional idea of the nuclear family.!?° Babichev’s work on “The Quarter” reflects this, while
the book also presents an image of the family that departs from the traditional conception.'*°
Although Envy does not directly deal with the policy of uplotnenie, private space, as I already

mentioned earlier, is an integral aspect of the book. Throughout most of the book, Kavalerov is

127 Tbid.

128 Yuri Olesha, “Speech to the First All-Union Congress of Soviet Writers,” 1934, trans. By David Powelstock,
available at https://soviethistory.msu.edu/1934-2/writers-congress/writers-congress-texts/olesha-on-complexity/

129 Salys, 27.

130 For more on how the book subverts traditional masculine and feminine roles, see Borenstein, Eliot. Men Without
Women: Masculinity and Revolution in Russian Fiction, 1917-1929. Durham N.C: Duke University Press, 2000.
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effectively without a permanent address: before living with Andrei, he rented a room with the
widow Anichka, which is where he ends up at the end of the book. Indeed, Kavalerov might have

been someone who was deprived of living space due to his lack of employment.

Envy and Everyday Life: Immersion into bsim

Envy opens with a domestic scene: as Andrei Babichev performs his morning routine,
Kavalerov, lying on the sofa and pretending to be asleep, describes his every movement in detail.
From the beginning the reader is submerged in 6wim, in the everyday, with Kavalerov recording
ordinary and mundane actions: Babichev uses the toilet, performs calisthenics, washes himself,
gargles water, gets dressed and checks himself in the mirror before putting on cologne, drinks
milk. Kavalerov, however, is not an impartial observer. In addition to engaging different senses
to describe each of Babichev’s movements — hearing (“Mornings he sings in the toilet [on moer
o yrpam B kio3ete]”; “I hear the racket in the narrow closet...[st chbInTy CyTOJIOKY B KaOMHKE
yb6opHuoii]” touch (“His back rubs against the inside of the door [ero crinHa Tpercs mo
BHYTpEHHEH cTopoHe 3axiyonnysiueiics nepu|” “Coolness pours in through the open door of the
balcony [B oTkpbITyI0 1Beph O6ankoHa IbeTcs mpoxiana]”) and vision (“Two burning clusters of
sun rays are concentrated in the metallic clips of his suspenders [B MeTamnnyeckux niacTuHKax
MOJTSDKEK COJTHIIE KOHIIGHTPUPYETCs IByMs KTydnuMu mmydkamu].”), he filters his voyeuristic
portrait through the prism of his imagination, which, like his senses, is triggered by Babichev’s
movement through the apartment. “In the morning when he passes me (I pretending to be
asleep),” says Kavalerov, “on his way to the bedroom to the door leading to the depths of the

apartment, the bathroom, my imagination is wafted after him.”!3! The result is that the mundane

B! Envy, E : 251, R : 19-20.
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and insignificant world of 6s1m becomes elevated and transformed into something poetic and
unusual through Kavalerov’s sensibility and power of observation. Thus, the oval piece of glass
in Babichev’s toilet door becomes a “splendid opal-colored egg...hanging in the darkness of the
hallway,” or “the pince-nez straddles the nose like a bicycle.” Such examples are numerous in
Olesha’s work but are especially prominent in the first half of Envy which is narrated from
Kavalerov’s point of view. It is as if Kavalerov is endowed with a special pair of eyes that render
the ordinary unusual or bring to surface something that is invisible and unnoticed in the material
world. “Did you ever notice,” Kavalerov asks, “that man is surrounded by little inscriptions...on
forks, spoons, plates, the frame of a pince-nez, buttons, pencils? No one notices them. They have
to struggle for existence.”!3? As a result, the treatment of 6uzm and the physical world always has
two components: the visible, perceptible to everyone and often taken for granted, and the hidden,
available only to Kavalerov.

Another important aspect of the first scene is the spatial configuration between the
characters which defines their relationship and introduces a duality that will be important for the
rest of the novel: that between horizontality and verticality. Babichev, as a man of action, is on
his feet and in constant movement, while Kavalerov lies immobile on the sofa in a horizontal
position. “He goes into his bedroom....returns to my room,” Kavalerov observes, “standing in the
middle of the room, he /ifts both straps of his suspenders onto his shoulders as though they were
some sort of burden”[emphasis mine]. While Babichev does all this, “I pretend to be sleeping,”
Kavalerov admits. Indeed, this spatial dynamic between Babichev and Kavalerov mirrors that of
their first meeting: when Babichev first encounters him, Kavalerov is lying face-down in the

gutter. Babichev stands over him, before taking pity on him and bringing him home. This spatial

132 Envy, E : 254, R : 22.
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relationship is emphasized further by the first words that Kavalerov hears upon regaining
consciousness: “‘Place him so that his head will be higher,” said my rescuer.”!3* Kavalerov is
then transported to an “excellent sofa” on which he will stay until the fateful day when Babichev
throws him out.

These two features of the first scene -- the estrangement of the everyday through
Kavalerov’s imagination, and the tension between verticality and horizontality as a reflection of
the relationship between Babichev and Kavalerov -- take on a particular significance precisely
because of the book’s preoccupation with the everyday, with the ordinary world, with 6wim.
While so far I have sidestepped defining this concept, in order to understand how Envy engages
with this often-ambiguous term, which as I have discussed in Chapter 1 was invoked frequently
during NEP, it is necessary to delve deeper into the term’s various associations and its place in
Russian cultural history.

BbeiT: An Elaboration

Bwim is a notoriously slippery and ambiguous term, carrying different connotations hard
to capture in English. Catriona Kelly’s attempt at a definition comes close to teasing out the
different dimensions inherent in the term:

Everyday life, daily life, quotidian existence, material culture, private life, domestic life:

all of these various shades of meaning are present in the term. Sometimes, but by no

means always, 6uim is defined by being opposed to 6simue, spiritual existence: in this
context, the translation of 6s1m would come close to ‘earthly existence’ as well as to

‘material life.” Additionally, 6sim is sometimes used as a value-laden term -- a

circumlocution like ‘the dreariness of quotidian life’ would capture the flavour. At the

same time, Owim is often used more restrictively, to mean ‘a way of life’ -- as in ‘the way
of life of the Russian peasant (krest’ianskii 66um), for example.!3*

133 Olesha, Envy, E : 262, R : 28.
134 Catriona Kelly, “Berit: Identity and Everyday Life,” in Franklin and Widdis, National Identity in Russian Culture:
An Introduction (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 149.
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These different meanings and associations mean that the term is, as Kelly acknowledges,
“subject to constant modulation” and “can be used positively,” or “negatively,” or it could be
used “neutrally (as with the ethnographic studies of “worker 6611”).!*> More often than not,
however, 6u1m has a binary character -- it is either positive or negative, depending on the
historical context and who is invoking the term. buim is, Kelly suggests, “a socially divisive
term, used to claim authority on the part of the socially and intellectually advantaged, and to
allow them to shape the space where the disadvantaged might realize their identities.”!*¢

The term’s inherent instability has thus meant that it has often been weaponized in service of a

particular ideology, or to differentiate one group from another.

The history of the term bears traces of this “divisive” character, which, though in
ethnographic accounts has been associated with merely describing a particular way of life, such
as the peasant or aristocratic 6s1m, has nonetheless often hidden an ideological component. In the
late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, for example, 6s1m was commonly invoked by
conservative nationalists as the singularly “Russian” way of life: “the precious tradition of
Russian household practices ...preserved in patriarchal extended family, but not in the atomized
households to be found in the modern city.”'*” Such an understanding of 6sm envisioned a
distinctly nationalist version of the ideal Russian way of life, one standing in opposition to
perceived “modern” way of life stemming from the corrupting influence of the West. The term
would take on other ideological associations in the subsequent periods. In the mid to late

nineteenth century, for example, a certain stratum of the Russian intelligentsia saw 6vim

135 Ibid., 155.
136 Ibid., 152.
537 1bid., 153.
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primarily in terms of the practical organization of daily life, which they believed should be
grounded in asceticism and self-restraint, rather than extravagance and accumulation in order to
show solidarity with the working class and the peasantry. This idea would extend into the
twentieth century and the Soviet period, due largely to Lenin’s conception of the revolutionary
lifestyle and mindset. After the Revolution, the space of 6s1zm would become an ideological
battleground, again based on a binary conception of the term: on the one end of the spectrum was
the old 6szm, which stood for both the pre-revolutionary extravagance, or “petty bourgeois”
dreams described by another untranslatable term: memancTBo. On another was the new owim,
promoted in official propaganda with such slogans as “3a HoBbI1 6bIT,” Which advocated the
transformation of daily life based on both Communist and industrial principles. In all of these
instances, 6sim was thus harnessed in service of a particular ideology, whether conservative
nationalism, populism, or Bolshevism, conceptualized in binary terms -- old v. new, or us v.

them.

Svetlana Boym, another prominent theorist of the term, highlights the opposition between
ovim and 6vimue, also invoked earlier by Kelly in her definition, as the key reason for the binary
conception of the term. “The opposition between 65bIT, everyday existence (everyday routine and
stagnation), and OwITHE (spiritual being),” Boym writes, “is one of the common places of the
Russian intellectual tradition. It is often understood as the opposition between everyday life and
‘real’ life, which is always everywhere...”!38 Boym argues that this opposition comes from the
Russian Orthodox tradition, citing the work of Yuri Lotman and Boris Uspensky who consider it

a part of a “binary quality” of Russian culture defined largely vis-a-vis the West. In their essay

138 Boym, Common Places, 29.
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“Binary Models in the Dynamics of Russian Culture,” Lotman and Uspensky argue that, unlike
Western culture, early Russian culture was characterized by an “essential polarity, a polarity
expressed in the binary nature of its structure.”!3® They give an example of a fundamental
difference the way “earthly life” had come to be understood in Russian religious thought in
relation to the West:
In Western Catholicism, the world beyond the grave is divided into three spaces: heaven,
purgatory, and hell. Earthly life is correspondingly conceived of as admitting three types
of behavior: the unconditionally sinful, the unconditionally holy, and the neutral, which
permits eternal salvation after some sort of purgative trial. In the real life of the medieval
West, a wide area of neutral behavior thus became possible, as did neutral societal
institutions...[Conversely], the Russian medieval system was constructed on an
accentuated duality...one of its attributes was the division of the other world into heaven
and hell. Intermediate neutral spheres were not envisaged. [my italics] Behavior in
earthly life could, correspondingly, be either sinful or holy.!4°
Whether, as Boym puts it, theorists such as Lotman and Uspensky “describe Russian culture or
perpetuate its cultural mythology” is an important question that strikes at the heart of the concept
of 6wIT.'4! Whatever the case may be, Boym argues that there is, nonetheless, a “national
insistence upon the uniqueness of the Russian conception of the everyday and a desire to live out
what appears to be a common romantic metaphor of the battle against the ordinary.”!4?
This binary conception of 6sim (the low, “sinful” realm) and 6simue (the higher realm)
without a “neutral sphere,” where, as Boym puts it, “conceptions of ‘civil society’ and private

life might have originated” persisted over time, moving from the religious to the secular sphere,

particularly after the revolution.!** For instance, this binary distinction plays a major role in

139 Lotman and Uspensky, “Binary Models in the Dynamics of Russian Culture” in Lotman, et al. The Semiotics of
Russian Cultural History: Essays (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1985), 31.

140 Tbid, 31-32.

141 Boym, Common Places, 30, emphasis in the original.

142 Tbid

143 Boym, Common Places, 29-30. In The Birth of Purgatory, Jacques Le Goff points out that the “move from binary
to tertiary schemes” as a “dividing line in the organization of social thought” was first argued by Claude Lévi-
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Nikolai Berdyaev conception of the “Russian idea” with an “extra-ordinary, messianic
foundation” according to which the Russian national identity has a deeply eschatological
character always focused on some kind of “future perfect,” as Boym puts it, rather than the
ordinary and the mundane.!** A similar dichotomy was invoked by the Bolsheviks in the
conception of old vs. new 6wim while borrowing much of the same religious iconography. In
both cases, 6wim is something that needs to be transcended or replaced, without the possibility of
finding middle or neutral ground. This either/or character is also discussed by Lotman and
Uspensky, who see negation is a primary force in the development of Russian culture: “The
presence of a neutral sphere in the medieval West led to the appearance of a certain subjective
continuity between the negated present and the awaited future,” while in Russian culture,
“Duality and the absence of a neutral axiological sphere led to a conception of the new not as a
continuation, but as a total eschatological change....Under such conditions, the dynamic process
of historical change has a fundamentally different character: change occurs as a radical negation
of the preceding state. The new does not arise out of a structurally ‘unused’ reserve, but results
from a transformation of the old, a process of turning it inside out.”!*
bvim-bvimnocmo-bvimue in Envy

Returning to Envy, the two key motifs that characterize the first scene -- “estrangement”

of the ordinary and the tension between horizontality and verticality -- come into focus when one

considers how 6s1m has been conceptualized, especially during the period of NEP. The tension

Strauss in "Les organisations dualistes existent-elles?” Jacques Le Goff, The Birth of Purgatory, trans. by Arthur
Goldhammer (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984), 7.

1441t should be noted that this aversion to ObIT is not strictly religious and plays an important part in the early 20"
century Russian art, especially the Symbolist movement. As Catriona Kelly puts it, “Russian Symbolists expressed
their discontent with the ordinary material world in favour of another, higher reality, of existence on a spiritual plane
of radiance and beauty. The elevation of 6srTie (a more abstract concept of being) to a favoured position and the
denigration of 66T went together.” Kelly, 151.

145 Lotman and Uspensky, 32-33.
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between the ordinary and the extraordinary reflects the dynamic between 6s1m and 6simue in an
inversion of the original dichotomy, so that the material world (new 6s1m), which is measured
and prized only for its utility, like one of Babichev’s sausages, is contrasted to the realm of the
imagination (old 6szm). This dichotomy, like other conceptions of 6sim and 6wimue, is also
expressed spatially: Babichev is often associated with something higher, while Kavalerov seeks
to catch up, to ascend. The best example of this dynamic is the scene of Kavalerov’s “chase” of
Babichev following the debacle at the airfield. Kavalerov goes to “The Quarter” where he almost
catches up with Babichev. Babichev stands above him, “the upper part of his body passed by
above some sort of wooden deck...[a]nd there he was again, up above, far away [mpomuio ero
TYJIOBUILE HaJl KAKUM-TO JCPEBSIHBIM OOPTOM. ..M BOT OISITH OH MOSIBIISICTCS HABEPXY, NAJICKO].
»146 Kavalerov tries to climb up the stairs, to no avail: “[Babichev] flies past over me. Yes -- he
flew through the air....[h]e flew off somewhere else on an iron waffle. A latticework shadow
followed his flight [[babudeB] nponetaer Hago MHOM. [la OH MpoHECCs MO BO3AYXY...Ha
JKENE3HOM BadJie OH TIepesIeTeN B IPyroe MecTo. Pemeryas TeHb ConpoBoXkaana ero moyer].” 147

The main conflict of envy is expressed through this spatial relationship: Kavalerov seeks to rise

above the ordinary, toward something higher, ostensibly toward where Babichev is.

What is different, I argue, is that Kavalerov’s conception of this higher realm is
fundamentally different: it is inherently private and intimate, stressing individual character and
talent. Whereas traditional conceptions of 6umue in Russian culture emphasize its public,
collective character, often reflecting a sense of national destiny at the expense of the individual,

what Kavalerov strives for could be termed 6simnocms --- a kind of “neutral” space between

146 Envy, B: 287, R: 48.
147 Ibid.
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ovim and ObiTHE, if We refer to Lotman and Uspensky’s formulation. Indeed, such a notion is
closer to the Western European than to Russian tradition; hence the numerous allusions to
European literature and philosophy as well as a clear delineation between what is over there (in
Europe) and in the Soviet Union. The concept of “being” itself, which would become an
important subject in 20th century Western European philosophy, is thus fundamentally different,
focusing on the phenomenological experience of the ordinary rather than some kind of
transcendental knowledge or the world “beyond.”

V.V. Vinogradov writes that in modern Russian, the term 6simuocme is often not used
independently, but rather as part of the phrase “B 6bITHOCTH (UbIO-HHOY 1B, TIe-HUOYAD)”
meaning “Bo BpeMs npeObIBaHMs, HaxoxAeHus:” “during (one’s) time stay or presence
(somewhere),” as in for example, “during my time as a student” or “during his tenure as
governor.”!*® Vinogradov points out that this meaning of the term had become stable by the 18th
and 19th century, when in dictionaries it became defined as “npucyrcrBue, npeObiBaHHE T/IC-
Oy b (ci. 1867—1868, 1, ¢. 191; ci. ans 1880, 1, ¢. 151).”14° Both of these definitions “Bo
BpeMs IpeObIBaHus, HaxoxIeHus” and “TipucyTcTBHe, pedbiBaHue Tae-HuOYAb thus imply a
state which is both temporary, such as a stage or a period in one’s life, as well as spatially
defined where the change in space (“rue-audyan’”) leads one to a different “OprTHOCTB.” Rather
than expressing one’s inherent characteristics or “being,” 6s1THOCTS 1S thus ephemeral and
changing, a kind of an “in-between” sphere between 6w1m and 6w1. This kind of ephemeral and
temporary existence is a key aspect of Kavalerov’s experience of the ordinary and of the book as

a whole: in addition to being set during NEP, a transitional period in Russian history, Envy’s

148 Bunorpanos, B. B. Ucmopus cnos: oxono 1,500 cnos u svipasicenuii u 6oaee 5,000 cnos, ¢ Humu céS3aHHbIX
(Mockga: Tonk, 1994), 66.
149 Tbid, 71.
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protagonist constantly finds himself in the middle, in a liminal state -- between the old and the
new, between his imagination and the world of practical things, between his desire to express
himself as an individual and the need to belong to the collective.

In the rest of the chapter, I examine how this ephemeral, liminal state of “ObITHOCTD”
defines the relationship between the public and the private in Envy, a relationship that itself is
ambiguous and not easy to delineate. In particular, I focus on the book’s treatment of three
important areas at the intersection between the private and the public: Kavalerov’s desire for
fame and immortality; the dichotomy between what is hidden and what is seen; and, perhaps
most importantly, the role and depiction of objects from the private sphere, such as beds, sofas,
and other “useless things,” which was one of Olesha’s early potential titles for the book.!** Each
of these three areas is defined by a tension between the private and the public, between 6b1T and
osrtue, which Kavalerov, through his sensibility and power of imagination, transforms into
something personal and intimate, opening up an in-between state of “OpITHOCTB.”

A Remarkable Man! Kavalerov on Fame

Kavalerov’s dreams of fame resemble the fantasies of Don Quixote, fantasies which are
thwarted by the Soviet reality.!>! “In our country,” Kavalerov complains, “the roads to fame are
blocked by barriers [B Haieil crpane 10poru ciaBbl 3arpaxkaeHsl muarbaymamu]. ”152 As a
result, “a gifted man must either fade away or else make up his mind to raise all sorts of hell and
lift the barriers” [omapeHHBIN YeTOBEK OO TOKEH MOTYCKHETh, TUO0 PEIIUTHCS HA TO, YTOOBI

].153

¢ OOJIBIIMM CKaHJIAJIOM TMOJHATH IUTaroaym Like Don Quixote railing against the windmills,

159 Ingdahl, 38.

151 Kavalerov’s name also alludes to Don Quixote, with the Russian word “kasanep” having the same root as
chevalier.

152 Envy, E : 267, R : 32

153 Ibid.
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Kavalerov rebels against Babichev and the new order because he perceives them as enemies who
stifle his individuality and his ability to, as he puts it, “demonstrate the force of his personality.”
Desire for fame is thus both an expression of Kavalerov’s egoism, but also a means of
characterizing the new Soviet society, which, unlike in the West, does not celebrate personal
expression and “deviation” from the collective. In the West, Kavalerov writes “you can become
famous as a musician, a writer, a general...those are legitimate means of becoming famous [BoT
MOYKHO ITPOCIIABUTHCS, CTABIIM MY3bIKAHTOM, ITUCATENIEM, TIOJIKOBOIIIEM. ..3TO 3aKOHHBIC Ty TH
JUTSL TOCTHKEHUS cllaBbI]” in opposition to the Soviet Union “where people talk so much about
purposefulness, about usefulness, where a man is expected to be sober, to have a realistic
approach to things...[y Hac TOBOPAT CTOIBKO O IEJICYCTPEMIICHHOCTH, IMOJIE3HOCTH, KOTAA Y
4eI0BeKa TPEOYETCs TPE3BBI, pealucTHIECKHI MOAX0 1 K Bemam...]. 1% However, in contrast to
Quixote who is firmly arrested in the world of the imagination, Kavalerov’s dreams vacillate
between the desire to be admired and celebrated like Napoleon, and a much more modest,

“everyday” goal: to be accepted and recognized as a person, one with unique traits and talents.

This opposition between the need for immortality and a mere desire for
acknowledgement of his individuality is well illustrated by Kavalerov’s memory of a visit to a
wax museum with his father where he saw the scene of the assassination of the French president
Carnot sculpted in wax. In the scene, the French president is depicted in his dying moments,
frozen in time, and it was upon seeing this figure that Kavalerov “resolved to become famous, so
that one day my own wax double, filled with the rumble of centuries, which few men are

permitted to hear, would be just as elegantly poised inside a greenish cubicle [s permwn cTath

134 Envy, E : 268, R : 33.

98



3HaMEHHUTBIM, YTOOBI HEKOTJ]a MO BOCKOBOH JIBOMHUK, HAIIOJIHEHHBIH I'yIEHHEM BEKOB, KOTOPOE
YCIBILIAT JaHO JIUIIb HEMHOTHM, BOT TaK € KpacoBaJics B 3ejieHoBaToM KyOe].”!>° This scene
could be read as a kind of parody of most famous “wax figure” in Soviet history, especially
during the period when Olesha was writing the book: the embalmed Lenin. Like his other acts of
rebellion against the new order, Kavalerov’s description of the wax figure is thus both
sacrilegious and narcissistic and could be read as merely another sign of his megalomania.
However, a careful reading shows that Kavalerov’s own desire to be “embalmed” for eternity is
more modest: all he wants to have inscribed next to his image in wax -- an image which is not
very flattering and emphasizes his quirks and unique qualities, rather than “fixing” them like
many statues of famous people (“a strange man with a potato nose, a pale, kindly face,
disheveled hair, boyishly plump, wearing a jacket bereft of all but the middle button) -- is his
name and “nothing else.”!® The desire for fame is therefore merely a desire to assert one’s
individuality, which includes not only one’s talents and outstanding qualities, but also quirks and
imperfections, many of which are banal and ordinary, yet are nonetheless unique to each person.
In Envy, fame thus functions as another concept that, like the Flammarion anecdote, ties
the higher realm of immortality and eternity (or 6simue) with the lower realm of the individual,
often expressed through the ordinary and the banal, and in Kavalerov’s case, the irrational, which
to him often appears to be the only way to assert his individuality in the cult of rationality and
purposefulness of the new Soviet regime. This dynamic between the two realms - 6piTHe and ObIT
- is best expressed by the image from Babichev’s dream the same night he brings Kavalerov
home. After putting Kavalerov on the sofa in a retelling of same episode from the first part,

except this time from a more “objective” perspective, Babichev dreams that “the young man had

155 Envy, E : 271, R: 36.
156 Envy, B : 272, R : 36.
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hanged himself on a telescope [Moomo# yenosek noBecuics Ha Teneckone]”!” In addition to
distilling Olesha’s poetic approach, particularly his use of metaphor, this image echoes one of
Kavalerov’s statements on fame earlier in the book. Claiming that the most fundamental way to
affirm one’s freedom and individuality may be to commit suicide, “with no motive
whatsoever...as a prank” and “to show that everyone has the right to be the arbiter of his own
fate” [Ge3 BCAKOM MPUYMHEL...U3 030PCTBA...YTOOBI IOKA3aTh, YTO KAXK/IbI UMEET IPaBO
pacniopsixatbest coboi], Kavalerov offhandedly suggests that Babichev should hang himself ““at
the entrance to the Supreme Soviet for the National Economy on Visigoth Place, or Nogin, as it
is now called.” “There is a huge arch there,” he adds, “that would make a great impression [“Tam
rpomajiHas apka...ram nonyuurcs s¢pdexrao”].!>® Indeed, the two images work in tandem,
presenting two different viewpoints: Kavalerov’s rant embodies what he understands as a kind of
sacrifice of individuality and humanity in the new society to rationality and “purposefulness”
symbolized by the highest economic body in the government, the Nogin. On the other hand,
Babichev’s vision of Kavalerov hanging on a telescope, a symbol of stargazing and daydreams,
highlights what Babichev sees as the impracticality of “living in the clouds,” the idealism of
youth and the old way of thinking.

Moreover, the juxtaposition between the high and the low that characterizes both images
with relation to fame provides another example of the spatial dynamics employed throughout the
book to conceptualize the opposition between OsiTre and 6b1T. beiTHE implies immortality,
eternity, something high and “beyond” -- the huge arch could also refer to the heavens while the
telescope, which is referenced in a few other places in the novel, implies looking upwards to the

sky, beyond the ordinary, “earthly” life, which is below, on the ground, and is characterized by

157 Envy, E: 340, R: 91.
158 Envy, BE: 268, R: 33.
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obI1T. The image of the hanging on the telescope, though morbid, nonetheless expresses the
middle point - 6pITHOCTS - between the two realms (0piTHe and 6wiT) occupied by Kavalerov. His
vacillation between the desire to ascend to the realm of the immortals, and the desire to merely
be acknowledged as a person, with unique characteristics and freedom to express himself, even if
the ultimate sign of this freedom is suicide, characterizes the discourse on fame in the book.
Rather than serving as a means of merely demonstrating Kavalerov’s megalomania and envy,
fame provides another way of demonstrating how the relationship between 6srTre and 6sIT, and
thus between the public and the private, has changed during this period, with Kavalerov caught
in the middle, in the neutral space.
The Hidden and the Seen: Envy and The Invisible Man

Another aspect of fame that I touched on briefly, but which needs more elaboration is the
dichotomy brought up by Kavalerov between “over there,” meaning in the West, and “here,” in
the Soviet Union. Indeed, Envy features multiple references to European culture, including art,
literature, and architecture. This has caused some critics to label Olesha as one of the most
“European” or “French” Russian writers whose influences draw less from the Russian tradition
than from the West. While the question of who influenced Olesha is certainly more complex -- in
the “Golden Shelf” section of his memoir, for example, Olesha discusses a variety of literary
influences, both from Russian and European!® -- the dichotomy between European and Russian
thought is a prominent theme in Envy, especially when it comes to the tension between
individuality and collectivity, or the private and the public. Starting from his name to the
references to Hamlet and Napoleon, Kavalerov follows in the line of a kind of hero that has

become irrelevant in the new Soviet state. Instead, the new hero is personified by Volodya who,

159 See Yuri Olesha, No Day without a Line, trans. by Judson Rosengrant (Ann Arbor: Ardis, 1979), 197-274.
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despite his individual traits, nonetheless puts the collective first or leads it, as he does in the
soccer match. Whether it is chivalry, indecision, or arrogance, these traits are marks of
individuality that stand out in a collective and disrupt the sense of order and conformity.

An influence from European literature that Olesha often highlighted, perhaps
perplexingly to some critics, is that of H. G. Wells, and in particular his 1897 work, The Invisible
Man. In an interview he gave to Literaturnyi kritik in the 1930s, Olesha said the following about
the impact of Wells’s famous work on the writing of Envy:

My Envy was written under Wells’s influence. More precisely, of his Invisible Man.
Odd? However, it is indeed so. Someday I will prove it with a pencil in my hand. Of
course the idea of my novel is different; the images, the very essence are different as
well. And yet I know that it is so. When I read my novel carefully, behind the fabric I see
the pictures that I imagined while reading The Invisible Man. 1 can visualize the summer,
a summery day, greenery all around. In my childhood I dreamt about Europe. About
travelling around Europe on a bicycle. About English country roads. I lived then in
Odessa. It seemed to me that Odessa was more connected to Europe than to Russia. I saw
the sea, a sea wave, and it was easy for me to imagine that this wave came from the
ocean. The thought about Europe greatly stirred my imagination. In Europe it was the
beginning of aviation and of sporting events. In Europe technology was thriving. There
they had car races; there the Eiffel Tower stood. And then I came upon Wells [...] I know
that the summer coloring of Envy is from Wells, from my dream about Europe, from
pictures of aviation and sporting events which then presented themselves to my
imagination...'®°

It is interesting that, while Olesha admits that the “images” and the “essence” of The Invisible
Man are quite different from Envy, he nonetheless insists on the influence of Wells, and the main
reason for this insistence is that Olesha equates his reading Wells’s novel with dreams of Europe
and the stirring of the imagination. Indeed, these reminiscences and reveries about summers in

Europe, the “country roads,” aviation and technology strongly resemble Kavalerov’s thoughts

and dreams about Europe. Yet reading The Invisible Man with the novel’s influence on Envy in

160 Galya Diment (ed.). H.G. Wells and All Things Russian (London ; New York, NY: Anthem Press, 2019), 202.
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mind, there is not much direct evidence which would allow the critic to “prove” this influence
“with a pencil in hand,” as Olesha claims. Of course, Olesha never performed a comparative
analysis between the two works, and no critics have taken him up on it. I do not intend to do a
comprehensive examination here either, but in addition to the sensory impressions of European
countryside and the stirring of the imagination that Olesha may have experienced while reading
The Invisible Man, the two novels share thematic similarities, despite Olesha’s claims to the
contrary. As a result, [ believe that a short comparison of the two works elucidates how Envy
imagines the relationship between the individual and the collective, and the liminal nature of
“ObITHOCTB”, as a kind of in-between, neutral space that lies at the heart of the discussion

between the public and the private.

The first and most obvious is that both of the protagonists, Kavalerov and Griffin, “the
invisible man” are outcasts in their respective societies and have certain delusions of grandeur
that put them at odds with the collective. Griffin is responsible for his predicament: though he
has talent and intelligence, having made an enormous breakthrough in his research, he keeps it to
himself, ultimately succumbing to his vanity and devolving into madness. His is an idée fixe, an
obsession which seems to have come at least partly from his background and his father’s death.
On the other hand, Kavalerov merely dreams of becoming an “Edison,” yet has very little to
show for his aspirations; instead, he feels ignored and alienated by the new world, which he, like

the Invisible Man, sees as the enemy that stands in his way and creates obstacles.

Aside from this direct connection, however, the most important aspect of Wells’s novel

for Envy is the motif of invisibility. “The fact is, I am all here: head, hands, legs and all the rest
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of it,” says the Invisible Man, “but it happens that I’m invisible.”!¢! While Kavalerov is not in
the same predicament, this statement could be applied to him as well, especially in the first part
of the novel narrated from his point of view in which he feels that he is ignored as if he were
invisible. Sitting next to Babichev in the evening as the latter is working, Kavalerov imagines
that Babichev disrespects and ignores him, even though he knows it is all in his imagination.
“Nothing special about [him sitting there and working]. And yet his every act amounts to saying:
You, Kavalerov, are a nobody,” Kavalerov thinks, admitting that “of course, he does not come
right out and say this...but the thought is clear without words. Some third person conveys it to
me. Some third person drives me into a frenzy as I sit watching him [ Huuero oco6ennoro. Ho
BCE €ro MOBEJICHHE TOBOPUT: ThI 00bIBaTeNb, KaBanepos...KOHEUHO, OH HE 3asIBJIIET 3TOTO...HO
3TO MOHATHO 0e3 cinoB. KTo-To Tperuii 3asBiser MHe 00 3ToM. KTO-TO TpeTuii 3acTaBisieT MeHs
OecuThbes B TO BpeMsl, Koraa s ciexy 3a uum].”!? In addition to similarities with many scenes in
The Invisible Man where a disembodied voice interrupts a situation, as if from a “third”
dimension, the motif of invisibility also opens up a new narrative space that allows for an outside
perspective as a kind of commentary on the situation. As I discuss in more detail in the section of
this chapter on “useless things” in connection with Olesha’s method of describing the world, and
in particular objects from the private sphere, this “third” perspective is a hallmark of his artistry:
the characters and their surroundings form two parts of the book’s world, yet there is a third
consciousness -- that of Kavalerov (or Olesha) that is able to see beyond this duality, and
describe it to the reader, as if standing outside of it. In Wells’s novel, it is the trait of invisibility

that allows for this outside perspective: thanks to his transformation, Griffin is both present and

16 H.G. Wells, H. G. The Invisible Man. (London ; New York: Penguin, 2005), 39.
162 Envy, E: 257-258, R: 25.
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not present; he frequently views the action from a unique angle available only to him while also

being able to intervene if necessary.

Vision is, of course, one of the most important themes in Envy: how something is seen
and from whose perspective, especially the imaginative way Kavalerov sees the world. An
equally important question is what is seen, especially in connection to private spaces, which in
the period Envy is written become more and more “open.” And Envy puts this question center
stage. While at first glance, the strongest similarities between the Invisible Man and Olesha’s
word are to be found in the two main protagonists, upon further inspection one realizes that a
much closer connection to Wells’s novel is Ivan Babichev, and more specifically, his own
“invisible” creation, Ophelia. Ivan is an “Edison” of sorts, and his most important invention is
his “weapon of vengeance” that only certain characters, Ivan and Kavalerov primarily, are able

to see.

Ophelia, though perhaps not as “grounded” in science as the Invisible Man, is the most
direct influence of Wells. It could be seen a parody of the cult of the machine that existed in the

163 In

Soviet Union where technology does not lead toward utopia, but its opposite: destruction.
fact, the rhetoric around the two inventions, invisibility in Wells’s novel and Ophelia in Envy is

similar: because their creators are ostracized by society, they see their inventions as means of

revenge and getting back at a society that does not understand them. Griffin’s vanity and

163 Kazimiera Ingdahl makes a similar point in her book The Artist and the Creative Act : A Study of Jurij Olesa’s
Novel Zavist' where she discusses how Ophelia fits within the “cult of the machine” of the 1920s. Kazimiera
Ingdahl, The Artist and the Creative Act : A Study of Jurij Olesa's Novel Zavist, (University of Stockholm, 1984),
100.
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madness lead him to see invisibility as being good only for destruction and the establishment of a
new age filled with terror. “[t]he Invisible Man...must now establish a Reign of Terror,” Griffin
tells Kemp, his friend from university days; “He must take some town like your Burdock and
terrify and dominate it.”’!%* This statement is not very different from what Ivan tells Kavalerov,
advising him to attack Andrei, and using Ophelia as a means to accomplish this. “Kill Andrei,”
Ivan tells Kavalerov. “Leave behind you the honorable memory of having been the hired assassin
of an age. Crush your enemy on the threshold of the two epochs... And I too am going to destroy
my enemy. Let us drink, Kavalerov, to Ophelia. That is the weapon of my vengeance [V 0eiiTe
ero. [ToueTHo ocTaBUTh 0 cebe MaMsTh Kak 0 HaeMHOM yOwuiilie Beka. [Ipumemure Bamiero Bpara
Ha MOpoTe JIBYX 3MOX...H 5 TOXKE YHUUYTOXKY CBOero Bpara. BeinbeMm, KaBanepos, 3a Odenuro.
D10 opyaue Moeit mectu].”'® The inventive, creative spirit possessed by Ivan, and to an equal
extent, Kavalerov, is not nurtured in the new society; as a result, it becomes a destructive force, a
force that outcasts seek to turn against the society that rejects them. What happens instead is that,
for Ivan and Kavalerov, the ability to see the world from a creative, individual perspective

becomes their downfall, a curse, much like it was the case with Griffin in the Invisible Man.

Ophelia is thus a metaphor for what is hidden and what is seen, and by whom, and a
symbol of individuality and creativity that is not recognized in the new society. This issue of
recognition and visibility is best expressed by an exchange between Andrei and Ivan after
Ophelia “disrupts” Andrei’s speech. “Who are you talking about? Who is this ‘she’?,” screams
Andrei, adding “I don’t see a thing!...It was only the wind that knocked a lantern against a beam

and the lantern simply broke. [O koM TbI roBopuis? Kto 310 «oHa»? S HHUero He

164 Wells, Invisible Man, 125.
165 Envy, E: 335, R: 87.
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BIOKY...IIpOCTO BETPOM TOJIKHYJIO (hoHAph 0 GasKy, pocto pasbuics Gponaps]”% To which
Ivan replies: “There! There! To the left. Do you see it? What is that sitting there on the beam?

'9’

You see it?...Do you believe it?! Are you afraid?!!” Andrei is not able to see and recognize it,
adding that “it’s only a shadow, brother...[BOT BoT, sieBee... Buaumis? Uto 3TO CHANT TaM, Ha
6anouke? Buguis? ..Bepums? Boumbes?...Bpart, 510 mpocto tens].”’'%” Ophelia thus serves as a
materialized and symbolic lack of visibility and recognition for those with the “old,” pre-
revolutionary worldview or individuality that has been suppressed. Consequently, it is only the

“madmen” Ivan and Kavalerov who are able to see the machine, which in Kavalerov’s case

Olesha represents as his downfall.

“Useless” Things: Domestic Objects and Private Space

In her study A4 Graveyard of Themes, Kazimiera Ingdahl points out that one of the early
titles for Envy was “Useless Things [Becnionesnsie Bemm].”!%® Such a title is not surprising
considering Olesha’s (and Kavalerov’s) preoccupation with material things, and in particular,
ordinary, everyday objects, such as beds, sofas, vases. Ingdahl points out that it is precisely such
“home furnishings...from the private sphere of bedroom paraphernalia” that “activate
Kavalerov’s sense perception.”!%® As I discussed at the beginning of this chapter, the reader is
thrown into the everyday from the first scene, into the ordinary actions and routines, such as
using the bathroom and performing calisthenics. However, this is the everyday as it is perceived
by Kavalerov, as it is transformed and “estranged” by his imagination. In Kavalerov’s view of

the world around him, different objects not only become associated with a particular character

166 Envy, 354, R: 101.

167 Envy, E: 354, R: 101-102.

168 Ingdahl, 4 Graveyard of Themes, 38.
169 Ingdahl, 55.
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and a way of thinking (for example, Ivan Babichev with the pillow, and Andrei with the
sausage), but often have personalities of their own, which Kavalerov’s imagination reveals and,
often, animates. “Things don’t like me [Mens He o065t Beuu|,” Kavalerov claims early on,
enumerating a few examples of this antagonism: “Furniture does its best to trip me. Once the
corner of some lacquered piece or other literally bit me. The blanket and I have the most
complicated relationship...[Me6enb HOPOBUT MMOJICTABUTH MHE HOKKY. Kakol-To TakupOBaHHBII
YTOJI OHAXKBI OYKBaIbHO YKycHI MeHs. C OesJIOM y MEHSI BCET/1a CJIOKHBIE
szaumooTHoureHus].!’ On the other hand, “things like [Babichev],” and this difference in the
relationship of each character towards “things,” and in particular household objects, defines the
different attitudes toward the organization of everyday life and the tension between ObiT and
osiTie. Babichev is associated with materialism, with “earthly” existence: he produces food and
has a strong appetite and a plump physique: he advocates for a new kind of configuration of
everyday life, which begins with the domestic sphere and the kitchen where objects have a

strictly utilitarian function. His is the world of the new 6wim.

As Svetlana Boym points out, one of the main features of the ideology of the new OrIT is
the reconfiguration of the domestic realm, and in particular, the role of furniture and other
household objects in this transformation. The “Down with Domestic Trash” campaign, named
after a Mayakovsky poem in which the poet excoriates the fetishization of “cozy, domestic”
objects as a sign of philistinism and poshlost’, turned, as Boym puts it, “a rather innocent
domestic setting” into “a battleground where the ferocious struggle for Novy beir must take

place.”!"! In this battle, everyday objects, and in particular those that somehow signify

170 Envy, B: 252, R: 20.
7 Boym, Common Places, 34.
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prerevolutionary domestic comforts or “petit bourgeois” pretentions, take on special significance
as potential signs of counterrevolution or, more importantly for Mayakovsky, stagnation and
inertia. Household objects and their arrangement thus become important symbols of poshlost’ or
meshchanstvo, but also of the old 6sIT: in the new world, objects, rather than being expressions
of personal taste or individuality, are primarily valued for their utility and functionality. In the
campaign against the “domestic trash,” this meant that domestic interiors should be minimal,
bare, and functional. Boym gives a few examples of this “ideal revolutionary habitat,” such as
Mayakovsky’s version of interior design (“There are two of us in the room; me and Lenin -- a
photograph on the wall”) or El Lissitzky’s (usually) room of the future as “the best kind of
travelling suitcase,” with only a “mattress, a folding chair, a table, and a gramophone” in an
otherwise empty room.!”? Other furniture and unnecessary decorations were considered to be
symbols of fetishization of objects and expression of a prerevolutionary kind of consciousness
and the old 6sIT. As Boym points out, such an ideological view of the domestic realm from the
official perspective would change after NEP (and would indeed vary throughout the 20th
century), but during the early post-revolutionary period, this kind of “bare” and “revolutionary”
interior design defined the official line on what domestic and private spaces should look like.!”
And it is against this context and ideological battles about the domestic realm that the
preoccupation with things, especially those “useless things,” in Envy needs to be examined.
Because they carry such an ideological charge, certain objects from the private sphere take on an
“oversized” role in the novel as weapons in an ideological battle. An excellent example is the

pillow, carried by Ivan Babichev around like a standard. If Andrei Babichev stands for the new

172 Boym, 38.
173 An excellent example of this “revolutionary” interior is Isaac Brodsky’s 1930 painting “Lenin in Smolny in
1917.”
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ObIT, his brother Ivan is firmly embedded in the old 6sim, which for him is best symbolized by
the pillow, an object associated both with dreams, but also individuality. Indeed, the “battle”
between the old and the new OwIT is arguably the climax of the novel, with the pillow as the
centerpiece: interrupting Andrei’s speech at the Quarter, Ivan Babichev gives a fiery speech
about the end of the “old” world. “[Andrei] breaks into your most secluded little nooks, he darts
like a rat along your shelves, crawls under your beds,” he exclaims, adding “we want to sleep

"9

each on his own pillow. Don’t you touch our pillows!” [oH BpbIBaeTcs B 3aKOYJIKH Ballly,
IIMBITAeT, KaK KPbICa, 110 MOJIKaM, 3aJIa3UT MOJI KPOBATH. ..Mbl XOTHM CIIaTh KaX][bIii Ha CBOCH
noxymike. He tporait mogymek nammux!].!”* For Ivan, the pillow has something akin to an atomic
property, as the most basic symbol, the simplest “unit” of individuality and privacy, as well as an
object that is inseparable from life itself, accompanying a human being from birth to death. He
says: “When our little heads were still bald except for some ruddy chicken down, they lay on
these pillows, during our nights of love these pillows knew our kisses, we are used to dying on
them.” [Hamm eme He onepuBIIMecs, KypUHBIM ITyXOM PBDKEIOIINE TOJIOBHI JISKATH HA 3TUX
MO/yIIKaX, HAIIK MOLEIYH MONaIali Ha HUX B HOYH JIFOOBH, Ha HUX Mbl ymupaiu].!” In
addition -- and here the “use” of a domestic object as an ideological weapon is the clearest -- “a
pillow swallows up bullets. A pillow is what we’ll smother you with....” This is the moment
Ivan’s speech ends “abruptly” because he had “said too much:” the pillow, as many other

household objects in the novel, is thus not “innocent,” but from one perspective could be seen as

a part of the “domestic trash”: indeed, in Mayakovsky’s poem it is the “icon” of Marx that comes

174 Envy, E: 351, R: 99-100.
175 Envy, BE: 351, R: 100.
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alive from the wall to fight the complacency of bourgeois life. This, then, is the clash of the old

and the new 6wvim.

Where is Kavalerov (and Olesha) in this battle? As it is the case with his attitude toward
fame, Kavalerov has a personal and original view of the world around him, especially objects,
which he transforms and animates with his imagination and power of observation. The result is
that objects play an ambiguous role and often serve as a kind of “springboard” for Kavalerov’s
flights of fancy: rather than being merely symbols of the old Owrt, like Ivan Babichev’s pillow, or
utilitarian things with a clear practical function, objects, and especially household items like
beds, sofas, and pillows. These provide a way to reflect and capture Kavalerov’s state of mind,
his individuality, and importantly, his artistic sensibility and talent, which, as M. Chudakova
points out, and as Olesha himself has emphasized, reflect the sensibility and talent of the book’s
author. Consequently, the description of objects is inseparable from Kavalerov’s consciousness
and his perception of the world, which strives against an ordinary, nouuisiii view of objects, not
because they stand for symbols of bourgeois life, but because in the ordinary course of life these
objects are taken for granted and perceived automatically. In this, Olesha is closer to
Mayakovsky whose scorn for OsiT, despite political proclamations, stems primarily from its
static, stagnating qualities that hinder the imagination and creativity, rather than ideological

considerations.

In her study of Olesha’s creative approach, Elizabeth Beaujour argues that many of

Olesha’s characters, including Kavalerov, perceive “the world around them as malevolent and

threatening.” “They then try,” Beaujour claims, “to compensate for this actual powerlessness by
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seeing the world in a distorted and idiosyncratic fashion, projecting an imaginary control over it,
and thus making it theirs.”!7¢ In Beaujour’s view, Kavalerov compensates for his inferiority and
the “malevolence” of the Soviet world by drawing on metaphors, and particularly, “tricks of
vision,” which, Beaujour claims, always feature a change in perspective or distortion. As a result,
“Kavalerov is freed from the real world; he has induced an enchantment.”'”” While an element of
enchantment is certainly an important aspect of Kavalerov’s (and Olesha’s) approach to the
describing the ordinary world, often moving towards fantasy, I disagree with Beaujour that the
purpose of this approach is control. Kavalerov does not “bend reality” to fit his needs or to give
him power -- one could argue that Ivan Babichev does this, especially with the “invisible”
Ophelia -- but rather is the only one sensitive and perceptive enough to notice its beauty and
sensuality. While Kavalerov himself may be enchanted with what he sees, the real enchantment
is experienced by the reader who savors the unusual metaphors and the original vision that
characterizes Kavalerov description of the world and its objects. Rather than desiring to control
and “possess” the objects he describes, Kavalerov elevates them out of the ordinary, out of ObIT,
and shows them to the reader in a new light, much like a magician might; perhaps a more apt

analogy is an impresario in a circus, who shows and highlights different acts and visual delights.

M. Chudakova considers the world described by Olesha in Envy as a “3penumie,” a kind
of spectacle or a performance that Kavalerov shows and unveils for the reader. As a result,
Chudakova argues, the reader does not merely enter the world, but also gets the author/narrator

as a guide who points out its characteristics. Chudakova writes:

176 Elizabeth Klosty Beaujour. The Invisible Land : A Study of the Artistic Imagination of Iurii Olesha (New Y ork:
Columbia University Press, 1970), 38.
177 Ibid. 55.
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This prose is such that it does not simply depict a world, which we step into or immerse
ourselves in, but rather it is as if it showcases it to us, pointing with one’s finger each
separate image...Between the reader and this world, in which operate Olesha’s heroes,
stands yet a third person, who is showing us this world.

TaxoBa 3Ta npo3a -- He MPOCTO U300pakarolasi HEKUH MHP, B KOTOPBIH MbI BXOJIUM,
NOrpy’kaeMcsi, a Kak Obl IEMOHCTPUPYIOIIAs HaM €ro, YKa3bIBaloOIIas NEePCTOM Ha KaXKI0e
OTAeNbHOE N300paxeHue...Mex 1y YuTaTesieM U TEM MUPOM, B KOTOPOM JEUCTBYIOT
repou Oueniy, CTOUT elie KTO-TO TPETHi, HaM 3TOT MHp MoKa3biBatomui. (italics in the
original)!’®

As a result, the objects in this world, and especially those from the private realm because

they are the ones most often closely associated with one’s memories or are literally the “closest”

in one’s surroundings, are filtered through the narrator’s consciousness and sensibility, and are

seen anew and from a deeply personal perspective. In order to emphasize Olesha’s

“personalized” and creative approach to describing things, Chudakova compares it to that of

another chronicler of NEP 6wim, Mikhail Zoshchenko, whose artistic sensibility is quite different.

Chudakova claims that

Zoshchenko does not pull a thing out of its habitual context, as Olesha does, in order to
look at it again... On the contrary, he has given things a deliberate familiarity that
frightens the reader. All these objects of “communal” 6T are only mentioned quickly, in
passing, as something understood by itself, without which it is not possible to exist. In his
prose things are not moved from their customary places, not even by a centimeter; his
hero-narrator cannot even imagine that somewhere (or sometime) objects necessary for a
person’s life could exist in a different configuration.

30111€HKO HE BBIJIEpruBacT, kak Oera, Bells 13 MPUBBIYHOTO 00MX0/1a, YTOObI
paccMOTpeTh €€ 3aH0BO...HanpoTus, Benam y Hero npujiaHa 3aBeomMasi, Iyraromas
qHUTaTeNsl 3HAKOMOCTb. Bee 3Tu nmpeMeTsl <<KOMMYHAJIBHOT0>> OBITa TOJIBKO
YIOMSIHYTBI CKOPOTOBOPKOM, BCKOJIb3b, KaK HEYTO caMo co00# pazymeroiieecs, To, 0e3
4YEro Helb3s CyLIECTBOBATh. B ero npose Bely He TOJIBKO HU Ha CAHTUMETP HE CIABUHYTHI
C MPUBBIYHBIX MECT -- €70 Iepoil PacCKa3YMK U MOMBICIUTH HE MOXKET, UTO II€ TO (MU
KOTJ1a TO) He0OXOIMMBIE YEJIOBEKY JUISl XKU3HH MPEIMETH MOTYT CYILIECTBOBATh B IPYTOM
nabope.!”

178 M. Uynaxosa. Macmepcmeo FOpus Onewu (Mocksa: Hayka, 1972), 68.
179 1bid, 40.
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In contrast to Zoshchenko’s narrators, who accept their surrounding 6s1T Without any
questioning and any imagination, as something that simply is and could not be otherwise,!*°
Olesha’s heroes, and Kavalerov in particular, imbue it with their own original and personal
vision and sensibility. Consequently, the objects that exist in this world are elevated from the
obIT, lifted up as it were, and given a personal touch that allows the reader to see them anew.
However, while they may be “elevated’ from the ordinary course of things, they do not have
special ideological significance or symbolism (OsiTre) ascribed to them, such as, for example,
given to “bourgeois” household objects in the view of the Bolsheviks. Instead, they merely
produce an ephemeral, fleeting impression -- the equivalent of “B GpiTHOCTB” -- captured by
Kavalerov. Household objects and the “bedroom paraphernalia” serve to momentarily engage
Kavalerov’s imagination and lead him to a state of reverie, of suspension that often both provides
a reprieve from the ordinary as well as satisfy his desire to express himself creatively, a desire

that is denied to him in the world of sausage makers and party bureaucrats.

Perhaps the best example of how objects, and especially those from the private sphere,
function in the book, is Kavalerov’s description of the bed in Anichka’s room. It is an old bed,
with a lot of ornaments. “[The bed] was made of expensive wood,” Kavalerov says, “covered
with a dark cherry lacquer, and on the inner face of the headboard and the footboard there were

inset mirrors in the shape of arcs.” Looking at it from the “ideological” point of view, this would

130 One example of such a view of the world is Zoshchenko’s story “Poverty [Beanocts),” sometimes translated as
“Electrification,” in which the main character decides that he would consciously rather not see the poverty of his
apartment, something made possible by newly installed electricity. See Mikhail Zoshchenko, Scenes from the
Bathhouse: And Other Stories of Communist Russia, trans. by Sidney Monas (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan
Press, 1961), 28-31.
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be an excellent example of those “cozy, domestic” objects that stand for petty bourgeois
comforts that the post-revolutionary Soviet society does not “need.” Indeed, Kavalerov may
even poke slight fun at the transformation of the domestic realm that was accompanied by
registrations and excessive bureaucracy when he describes the acquisition of the bed by
Anichka’s husband. Anichka’s husband won the bed as a lottery prize at a fair: “Anichka’s
husband mounted a wooden platform, showed his lottery ticket, and received from the master of
ceremonies a document conferring upon him the right to own the remarkable bed. [B3omen Ha
JEPEBSIHHBIN MOMOCT AHEYKHH MYX U, IPEABSIBUB JOTSPEHHBINA OWIIET, IOIY4HII OT
pacropsMTeNs KBUTAHIMIO Ha IPABO BIIAJEHHs 3aMeuarebHol KpoBaThio] ¥ Along with the
document that certifies possession, it is carted off with great fanfare, with the whistling of the

crowd and throwing of confetti.

For Kavalerov, the bed assumes an otherworldly, fantastical quality, something that goes
beyond mere material appearance or utility. The ornamental, baroque quality of the object
induces Kavalerov’s reveries; in particular, it is the play of reflections due to the “inset mirrors in
the shape of arcs” on the headboard and the footboard that spark his daydreams, creating a sense
of distortion that we have seen with other objects, especially in terms of the motif of
horizontality vs. verticality that runs through the book, especially in the context of the dynamic
between the private and the public. Even though the bed is the most “horizontal” of objects,
Kavalerov’s vision always turns upward, as if he refuses to be grounded even when, and
especially when, he is laying down. Thus, “the blue sky was reflected in the moving arcs of the

mirrors [romy6oe HeOO OTpakaJaoch B IBHKYIIMXCS 3epKalbHbIX apkax],” resembling eyes

181 Envy, E: 341, R: 91.
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“opening or slowly closing [TO4HO OTKpBIBAIMCH U MEIJICHHO OIYCKAJTUCh BEKU MPEKPACHBIX
rna3]”; or the bed is distorted in Kavalerov’s perception, creating a surreal sense of scale: “[i]t
occupied half the room, and its upper parts were lost in the murk of the ceiling [monkomHuaTbI
ObL10 3aHATO €10].”!%2 The bed towers above him, like characters throughout the book do,
especially Andrei, but in this case, the object is not threatening or imposing. It not only provides
protection, but it allows Kavalerov to express himself most freely, and most creatively, bringing
him to a stage of innocence and freedom that he lacks as an adult and a dreamer in the new
Soviet reality. “If I were a child...completely independent of distance, scale, time, weight, and
gravity [Byap s peOeHOK. . .He IOUUHSISACh HA PACCTOSIHUSIM, HM MaclITabaM, HU BpEMEHH, HU
Becy, HU TAroTeHuto|” Kavalerov muses,

how many poetical, magical fabrications would flow out of my childish imagination,
gripped by the powerful aspect of such an extraordinary object!...I might have crawled
along the corridors formed by the empty space between the springs and the side of the
bed; I might have hidden behind those columns that now seem to me no larger than
graduated cylinders; I might have set up imaginary catapults on its barricades and fired at
my enemies, who were exhausting their strength by fleeing across the soft spongy earth
of the blanket; I might have received foreign emissaries under the arc of a mirror, like the
king in the novel I’d just read; I might have set out on fantastic journeys over the
carvings, higher and higher, over the legs and backsides of the cupids, crawling over
them the way one crawls over a statue of the Buddha, too large to be seen all at once; and
from the topmost arch, from that dizzying heights, I might have leapt down into the
terrifying abyss, the icy abyss of the pillows...”!33(341)

CKOJIBKO MO3TUYECKUX, BOJIIIEOHBIX MOCTPOSHHUH c03/1a1 ObI MOW AETCKUHM yM, OTIHAaHHBIN
BO BJIACTh 3pEJIMIILY TaKOH HeoObIuaitHOM Bemu! ...s moi3an Obl B KOpHIOpax,
00pa30BaBIIMXCS OT ITyCTOTHI MEX/y paMOil MPY>KUHHOTO MaTpana u 60pTaMu KpoBaTH;
Tamics ObI 32 KOJIOHHAMH, YTO TETeph KaKyTcs MHE He O0JIbIe MEH3YPOK;
BOOOpakaeMble KaTammyJIbThl yCTaHABIMBAJ Obl Ha Oapbepax €e U CTPENsul Obl 110 Bparam,
TEPSIOLIUM CHJIBI B OETCTBE 1O MSTKOI, 3acachIBaIOLICH MOYBE Ofiesyia; yCTpanuBall Obl
0J1 3€PKAJIbHON apKO# MPHEMBI ITOCIIOB, KaK KOPOJIb TOJIBKO YTO MPOYUTAHHOT'O POMAHA;
OTIpaBIsUICs ObI B (paHTaCTUYECKHE MY TEIIECTBUS 110 pe3b0e — BCE BBIIIE U BBIIIE — I10
HOTaM U SITO/IMLAM KYITUJOHOB, Jie3 OBl 0 HUM, KakK JIe3yT 10 ctaTye byabl, He ymes

132 Envy, B: 341, R: 91-92.
183 Envy, E: 341-342.
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OXBAaTHUTh €€ B30POM, U C MOCIIEAHEH AyTH, C TOJTOBOKPY>KUTEIILHON BBICOTHI, CPBIBAJICS

OBl B CTPAIIHYIO TIPOMACTh, B JIEAOBUTYIO NPONACTH MOAYIIEK. .. 154

Like in a fairy tale, in Kavalerov’s imagination the bed transforms into a magical
kingdom and a playroom for his imagination -- the opposite of a mere functional object, as
furniture is supposed to be in the new utilitarian Soviet apartment. Instead, the bed is a
springboard for a personal reverie and artistic expression, and a way to “elevate” himself out of
his “corner,” out of the gutter. Again, then, the imagery of an “arch”, and Kavalerov’s dreams of
ascending “higher and higher” towards “dizzying heights”; indeed, it is a strange image
considering it is the description of a bed, but it perfectly fits with the book’s opposition between
horizontality and verticality as a means of depicting the relationship between the public and the
private. Household objects in Envy, and especially the sofa and the bed, thus resemble something
akin to a flying carpet, a means of ascending from the 65IT and the ordinary world, yet at the
same time, suspended in air in a momentary “neutral” space, which dissipates as soon as the
dream is over.
Conclusion: A Return to Flammarion

To sum up the liminal nature of Kavalerov’s existence, I return to the source that began
this chapter: Camille Flammarion’s Atmosphere. Flammarion’s book is perhaps most famous for
its engraving (Figure 15) whose provenance and symbolism has been debated over the years.!8>
My intention is not to revive this debate nor to argue for a particular interpretation of the image,

but rather to point out its symbolic potential for my discussion of Envy in this chapter, and in

134 Envy, R: 92.

135 See the essay “An Original Fake: Closing the Debate on Flammarion’s Engraving” by Stefano Gattei in Beretta,
Marco, and Conforti, Maria (eds.) Fakes!?:Hoaxes, Counterfeits, and Deception in Early Modern Science.
(Sagamore Beach: Science History Publications/USA, 2014) for a comprehensive account of the debates about
engraving’s origins and interpretation.
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particular the relationship between 6s1m, 66imue, and 6simnocms. Since he had Kavalerov allude
to a rather obscure section of Flammarion’s Atmosphere, 1 think it is safe to assume that Olesha

was aware of the book’s most famous image.
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Figure 15: The “Flammarion” engraving

The image is found in the 1888 edition of Atmosphere with the caption “A missionary from the

Middle Ages tells that he had found the point in which heaven and Earth touch each other...”!8¢

136 Gattei, quoting Flammarion (1888) in “An Original Fake: Closing the Debate on Flammarion’s Engraving,” 227.
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The image is complex and detailed, resisting an easy reading. Scholar Stefano Gattei provides a
good description of all the different elements which I think is worth quoting at length. Gattei

writes:

The engraving shows the surface of the Earth as a vast, flat landscape, covered with hills
and trees, scattered houses and turreted buildings. A stone bridge crosses a river, on
whose surface the surrounding houses mirror...Above the horizon a flaming sun with a
human face, over which is a broad vault, spangled with six-cornered stars of various sizes
and brightness...In the foreground, on the left-hand side, where the starry vault of the sky
and the flat surface of the Earth meet, is a stooping man, dressed with a long coat. He is
seen from the back, as he breaks through the crystal heavenly vault with his head, his
right hand, and the top of his walking stick...He sees circular bands surrounded by clouds,
intense light, and what seems [sic] ice structures or flames; in between them, two flaming
discs, possibly representing planets. In the top left corner of the picture, two large
wooden wheels, one nested in the other, as we see them in sixteenth century bibles
illustrating the “wheel in the middle of the wheel,” an element of the vision of God
described in the Book of Ezekiel.!¥

Gattei teases out many details and allusions in the image before providing a few different
interpretations of its symbolism. One interpretation is that it represents the shift from one way of
conceiving the universe to another, i.e. from the Ptolemaic system toward the heliocentric model,
and the Enlightenment. This seems to be the interpretation of Flammarion himself, who in his
own ekphrastic description of the image invokes Voltaire, writing that though the medieval
missionary may think that he has passed under the vault of heaven, “this vault in fact does not
exist!,” adding that “I have myself risen higher in a balloon than the Greek Olympus is situated,
without being able to reach this vault, which recedes in proportion as one travels in pursuit of it,

just like Tantalus apples.”!®8

187 Gattei, 227-228.
188 Quoted in Gattei, 231.
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Like the allusion of the ball of fire and the sleeping pig that opened this chapter, this
image also offers much symbolic and allegorical potential in the context of the post-
revolutionary period in the Soviet Union. In posters and propaganda, the revolution was depicted
as a paradigm-shifting event, which brought “reason” and “enlightenment” to the masses, much
like the French Revolution did. As one example, we can recall Anatoly Lunacharsky’s statement
from Chapter 1 likening the revolution to a “transfer onto the bright tracks of reason.” The
Flammarion engraving could be read in the same way, capturing the moment of the transition
from the old to the new. Moreover, it could be seen as representing the dichotomy between 6s1m
(the earthy realm) and 6simue (the celestial realm). In the context of Envy and Olesha’s use of
Flammarion’s Atmosphere, including the allusion I discussed earlier, the engraving could
symbolize Kavalerov’s own position in the narrative, as reflected by the figure of the man in the
image. The posture of the man, kneeling on the ground and reaching up, reflects the Kavalerov’s
position at the moment Flammarion is invoked in the book, as Kavalerov is kicked out of
Babichev apartment, before he considers “prostrating himself” and begging for forgiveness. I
have discussed throughout the chapter, this dynamic between horizontality and verticality is a
consistent motif in Envy, representing the dynamic between the two realms (6biT and ObiTue)
with Kavalerov constantly caught in the middle, in a state of “OsITHOCTE”, much like the figure in

Flammarion’s engraving.
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CHAPTER 4: Nervous People: Between the Public and the Private in Zoshchenko’s Letters
to a Writer

Although he wrote some of the funniest stories in the history of Russian literature,
Mikhail Zoshchenko (1895-1956) struggled with depression during much of his life.!3? Certain
periods were so severe that he could not leave his apartment for days at a time, unable to write or
see anyone. In 1927, during one such particularly difficult bout of melancholia, Zoshchenko
consoled himself by reading letters from his readers. A widely popular writer during the 1920s,
Zoshchenko frequently received letters from fans across the Soviet Union on all kinds of topics.
People wrote to express praise for Zoshchenko’s stories, offer suggestions for plot lines, ask for
feedback on their own writing; some even wrote to solicit relationship advice. “God, what
ridiculous letters I receive,” Zoshchenko told Kornei Chukovsky in August of that year; “it
would be good to publish a collection of the longer letters, with a short commentary; a fun book
would come out of it. [boxke, kakue yparkue rnoyryyaro s mucbMa. .. XopoIo Obl Harmeyarathb
coOpaHue MOJUTMHHBIX MHCEM KO MHE - C MaJIeHbKMM KOMMEHTapreM, OueHb 3a0aBHas BBIILIA
ow1 kuura.]”!?° During this period, as a part of his research for what would become the book
Youth Restored —in part, a study of writers and artists struggling with depression -- Zoshchenko
also read many biographies and letters, including, as scholar Maria Reykina points out, letters of
Nikolai Gogol. ! This research would initiate a new phase in Zoshchenko’s career, a phase that
scholar Yuri Tomashevsky, in the introduction to the letters, calls “the Zoshchenko who did not

laugh,” a phase characterized by a turn away from the satirical stories that made Zoshchenko

189 Zoshchenko describes his life-long struggle with depression in Before Sunrise, Youth Restored, and in many of
his letters.

190 Quoted in Mapwus Peiikuna, “Ilucema k mucatemo Muxanina 30IIEHKO B KOHTEKCTE JIUTEPATYPHON CHTyaIuu
koH1a 20-x - Hagana 30-x rr,” Toronto Slavic Quarterly, No. 13, Summer 2005.

1 Tbid.
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famous, toward autobiographical works stretching the boundaries of genre. In 1929, Zoshchenko
followed through with the idea he expressed to Chukovsky a few years earlier, publishing a
collection of readers’ letters under the title Letters to a Writer [[Tucoma x nucameno]. This was
followed in 1933 by Youth Restored [ Bozspawénnas monooocms], and, in 1946, by Before
Sunrise [Ileped socxooom connyal, a genre-bending narrative which took Zoshchenko almost a
decade to write and which he considered to be one of his most important works. These books
were not well received by the Soviet literary establishment — Before Sunrise was banned before it
could be serialized in full — and were largely responsible for Zoshchenko’s denunciation and

expulsion from the Soviet Association of Writers, effectively ending his career.

This chapter examines Zoshchenko’s Letters to a Writer and the circumstances
around its conception and publication, placing the text in the context of Zoshchenko’s oeuvre
and Soviet literature during this period. I argue that this text, though considered relatively
minor in Zoshchenko’s career, is crucial in understanding Zoshchenko’s attitude towards his
work and his conception of the writer’s role, and the role of literature more generally, in the
Soviet Union of the NEP era. Two terms commonly used in describing Zoshchenko’s works are
“satire” and ““skaz,” with his stories often read as satires of Soviet life during the NEP.
As scholar Jeremy Hicks points out, Zoshchenko’s use of skaz narration is undoubtedly the most
ambiguous and ambivalent — and for many scholars, often the most vexing — feature of
Zoshchenko’s artistry. The essential problem with skaz in Zoschenko’s stories, Hicks argues, is
the following: “Is [Zoshchenko] adopting the mask of the skaz narrator because he sees that

language and mindset as valuable in itself (stylisation), or is he adopting it in order to ridicule
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it”?192 This tension between the use of skaz as a literary device and its employment as a “mask”
that allows Zoshchenko to circumvent the Soviet censors, lies at the heart of Zoshchenko’s most
famous stories, making it hard to establish Zoshchenko’s own perspective on his narrator and his
readers. What the Letters — and, Youth Restored and Before Sunrise, the autobiographical works
that came in its wake --— reveal, however, is Zoshchenko’s constant ambivalence about his
writing, ambivalence stemming from his personal struggles, including chronic depression and the
domestic circumstances under which he lived, and from the increasing demands of the Soviet
establishment to produce more rigid, easily “understandable” and “nontrivial” writing.
Zoshchenko saw himself as a writer deeply connected to the times in which he lived, as a
“chronicler of the everyday,” writing in a language taken from living speech, the “language of
the street,” as he called it. This ambition to depict the ordinary reality of NEP, a reality marked
by contingency and transition, in an original and authentic manner, brought him the popularity
and admiration of a wide swath of the reading public, something many letters in Letters to a
Writer attest to. But it also caused misunderstandings and criticism, contributing to
Zoshchenko’s doubt about the role of his writing and the need to defend himself before the
literary establishment. This tension between the public dimension of his work and Zoshchenko’s
private ambivalence about its usefulness stands at the center of the dialogue between him and his
readers in Letters to a Writer. It also permeates his most popular stories, including those dealing
with communal spaces, such as The Bathhouse and The Crisis.

In addition to its place as a transitional work in Zoshchenko’s career, Letters to a Writer
also serves as a unique document of the transition in Soviet history between the NEP era and the

Stalinist period, particularly when it comes to the role of art and literature. Indeed, Zoshchenko’s

192 Jeremy Hicks, Mikhail Zoshchenko and the Poetics of Skaz. (Nottingham, England: Astra, 2000), 62.
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book can be read in multiple ways: a kind of sociological and anthropological study of this
period of Soviet history, especially when it comes to readership and reading publics; as a new
kind of non-fiction that resembles other avant-garde experiments of the late-1920s, especially the
so-called factography and documentary fiction; as a formalist “baring of the device” which pits
the literary against ordinary language. In examining the role of Letters to a Writer within the
context of Zoshchenko’s oeuvre, I will thus also touch on all these issues throughout this chapter,

attempting to place the work and its author within this larger context.

Dear Comrade Zoshchenko: Letter-writing and Graphomania in the 1920s and 1930s

In her article “Supplicants and Citizens: Public Letter-Writing in Soviet Russia in the
1930s,” Sheila Fitzpatrick identifies letter-writing as a popular trend in the Soviet Union during
the 1930s, with ordinary citizens writing letters to government officials, public figures, and
newspapers on various topics, ranging from housing, work conditions, or fights with neighbors.
In her article Fitzpatrick develops a rough taxonomy of the different kinds of letters, including
confessions, denunciations, and complaints. For Fitzpatrick, this “public” letter-writing was
essentially a form of individual private communication with the authorities on topics both private
and public, “serving as a kind of alternate public sphere, or as she puts it, “as close to a public

sphere as one is likely to get during the Stalin period.”!*?

Even though the majority of letters
went unanswered, they nonetheless offered one of the only avenues for ordinary people for

expression or complaint.

193 Sheila Fitzpatrick. “Supplicants and Citizens: Public Letter-Writing in Soviet Russia in the 1930s.” Slavic
Review 55, no. 1 (1996), 80.
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Fitzpatrick considers the popularity of letter writing closely tied to another phenomenon
that flourished during the same period, and one which, as Svetlana Boym argues, has a long
history in Russian cultural history, and literature in particular -- graphomania. “Svetlana Boym
has suggested,” Fitpatrick writes, “that graphomania — the urge towards pisatel’stvo
(writerliness) in those without literary talent — moved out of its nineteenth century intelligentsia
home to become an ‘all people’s’ affliction during the Soviet period. Leaving aside the red
herring of literary talent or its absence, the urge to write for the sake of writing is very marked in
popular letter-writing of the 1930s.”1** Indeed, as Boym and Fitzpatrick point out, Russian
literature is full of graphomaniacs, from Pushkin’s Ivan Belkin to Kozma Prutkov to
Dostoyevsky’s Makar Devushkin and Captain Lebyadkin; Zoshchenko himself, in addition to the
often-nameless skaz narrator that narrates his most famous stories, contributed to the tradition of
graphomania in his Sentimental Tales, which were credited to a certain “I.V. Kolenkorov,”

writing “under the direction of the writer M.M. Zoshchenko.”

What is different about the outpouring of graphomania in the 1920s, however, is its
public character and its spontaneity. Fitzpatrick sees it as an outpouring of “popular creativity,”
much like folk art or folk writing, leading her to conclude that “the line between popular letter-
writing and popular writing in the literary sense is a fine one, and there are signs [in the letters]
that many amateur writers refused to draw it.”!*> There are a few reasons for this “outpouring of

popular creativity” in the post-revolutionary period. One is the literacy campaign — the so-called

policy of “Likbez,” — made up of many different programs and approaches, including building of

194 Tbid, 93.
195 Tbid.
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schools and libraries and the use of pamphlets and other media as means of propaganda.!®®
Another reason is the promotion of so-called “proletarian literature”: the idea that there should be
a literature by the workers for the workers, frequently expressed in opposition to “bourgeois”

literature of the pre-revolutionary period.

Although it came out in the late 1920s, Zoshchenko’s book reflects both the trends
identified by Fitzpatrick as well as the effects of the literacy campaign and the promotion of
“proletarian literature.” Letters received by Zoshchenko are full of questions, complaints,
requests for advice, often driven by the urge to write purely for the sake of writing, “npocto
tak”’[just like that] as Zoshchenko puts it in the commentary to the first letter.!” In fact, the very
first letter in the collection begins with a direct expression of graphomania: “Have you heard of
the kind of insanity,” Zoshchenko’s correspondent begins the letter, “as the mania of writing
letters both to those you know and to strangers?” [CiipIxaiu Jin Bbl O TAKOM BHJIE CyMacCIIECTBUS,
KaK MaHus IMCaTh IMChbMa U 3HaKOMBIM U He3HakoMbIM?]!?® Indeed, many of his correspondents
write on the spur of the moment, driven by an often-inexplicable desire to share their stories and
their experiences. For others, graphomania is more closely related to literary dreams, dreams
often inspired by Zoshchenko’s stories and their “simple” language, which many of the letter

writers believe they can learn and replicate. Thus, many letters come from aspiring writers who

196 For more on the literacy campaign, see Brooks, Jeffrey. When Russia Learned to Read : Literacy and Popular
Literature, 1861-1917. Princeton, N.J: Princeton University Press, 1985.

197 Mikhail Zoshchenko, ITucema k nucamenio; Bosépawennas monodocms,; Ileped eocxodom coanya: nogecmu,
edited by FOpwuit Tomameckuit (Mocksa: MockoBckuii padounii, 1989), 21. Indeed, in Zoshchenko’s own view,
what is typical of all the letters in the collection in precisely that they exhibit this sense of graphomania. Zoshchenko
describes the first letter in the book as a “classical letter” because “it is not clear why it was written. Just like that.
The author of the letter is himself surprised and confused by this situation. The author himself does not know why
he set about doing this.” [OHo Hen3BecTHO /15 Yero HarmmcaHo. [IpocTo Tak. ABTOp MHChMa U caM HECKOJIBKO
Y/AUBIICH U CKOH(]Y>KEH 3TUM 00CTOSTEIBCTBOM. ABTOp IMChMa M CaM HE 3HAET, 3a4eM OH B3sUICS 3a 3TO JIEIO. |

198 Zoshchenko, ITucoma k nucameno, 21.
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ask Zoshchenko for advice, sending him stories, and more often, poetry. Despite their obvious
lack of literary quality, these poems nonetheless amuse and inspire Zoshchenko by their naivete
and joy in the mere act of writing. Other letters are on more random topics, asking for personal
advice, requesting Zoshchenko’s photograph, offering criticism and ideas for stories, which
Zoshchenko, at least on a few occasions, drew from in his creative practice. In order to provide a
more complete and more “concrete” picture of the letters that Zoshchenko chose to include in the
book, I outline a rough taxonomy of the different types of correspondence, along with examples
of each, comparing them to the categories enumerated by Fitzpatrick and examining

Zoshchenko’s general approach in compiling and editing the book.

Organization and Zoshchenko’s Editorial Role

Letters to a Writer consists of 65 letters from 55 correspondents and spans the period
between 1927 and 1930. For a few of the correspondents, Zoshchenko included the second or
third letters in the correspondence. Excepting a few letters, each letter includes Zoshchenko’s
commentary, usually as an introduction, but sometimes as an afterword. Zoshchenko also
includes a title for each letter, often one that is both descriptive and humorous, thus serving as
both a framing device and a way to structure the book, but also as another kind of commentary.
The letters can be divided into five broad categories, many of which overlap. These are letters
from aspiring writers, fan letters, ideas for stories, personal letters, and various miscellaneous

letters.

1) Letters from aspiring writers asking for advice, often accompanied by short writing,

usually poems.
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About a third of the letters are in this category. Many correspondents merely ask for their works
to be printed, others seek literary help, asking Zoshchenko to comment on their writing and
whether he thinks that they have the talent to pursue a literary career. While it is clear that
Zoshchenko chose to include many of the literary works, and poems in particular, for their
humorous quality — most of them are not very good — in his commentary, Zoshchenko does not
ridicule them, being amused by their naivete as well as by the creative urge, which the writers
often struggle to express in their letters. Here is an example of a type of poem that shows up a

few times in the book, combining a fan letter with an attempt at poetry:

IIpocture 16 Bel MeH1 3a TO,

Yro vacto Tak 1 Bam Hagoenmaro...
Ho paspemnre 516 MHE CKa3aTh OJIHO,
Yro genb 1 HOUYb 0 Bac Mmeuraro.

[Please forgive me for the fact

That I bother you so often

But at least allow me to say only

That I dream of you day and night]

(this is a free translation, which does not rhyme)

A woman writes these lines, excusing herself for her “versification [cTuxomnercTBo]”, adding
“sometimes I get into such a state that I must compose something [uHOTr1a HA MEHS HAXOIUT
TAKOE COCTOSIHHUE, YTO MHE 00S3aTENBHO HAI0 YTO-HUOY b counHATh].”!? There are many such

examples in the book, with people of all different backgrounds exhibiting the same kind of

creative urge, the same kind of graphomania.

199 Zoshchenko, ITucoma x nucamenio, 26.
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2) Fan letters and letters of praise
It is understandable that many of the letters that are included in the book come from fans of
Zoshchenko’s work. Many of the fan letters are included for humorous effect, providing
Zoshchenko with the opportunity to be playful with his public image, and importantly, giving the
reader the opportunity to get a sense of this public image in the late 1920s.2° In addition,
Zoshchenko also seems careful to include letters from different parts of the country and from
people of different backgrounds and professions. As I discuss later in the chapter, scholars have
considered the inclusion of such letters of praise in the book as a way for Zoshchenko to counter
attacks from the critics who attacked his books as being “trivial” or not useful to the working

people.

3) Ideas for stories.
A small number of letters includes suggestions for plots and story ideas, which Zoshchenko
admits he used in some of his works. It is known that Zoshchenko drew from documentary
sources, such as letters to the editor when he worked in the editorial offices at the newspaper

Gudok to craft his stories??!

. What these types of letters in this book also reveal is a clear and
nuanced understanding his readers of have of his style, and what makes a story or a situation

“Zoshchenkovian.” For example, two correspondents suggest the same story idea about someone

“accidentally” stealing a watch, an idea that, Zoshchenko points out, is in fact itself “stolen”

200 For example, in the first letter, the reader writes that “they say, you are very neurotic [04eHb HEpBHBIA],”
Zoshchenko, ITucoma x nucamento, 21.

201 Jeremy Hicks discusses this in his Poetics of Skaz, looking at role of readers’ letters in the creation of some of the
most famous stories, such as Banya.
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from a Leskov story.2%? Other letters focus on “Zoshchenkovian” language and expressions,
which provides the opportunity for Zoshchenko to discuss his attitude toward literary language
and use of skaz.

4) Personal Letters
These include a few confessional letters from readers, many of them young people, going
through a crisis or a turbulent period in their lives. Zoshchenko seems deeply affected by their
struggles, recounting his own difficulties with depression, and points out that in a few instances

met the correspondents in person.

5) Miscellaneous letters

Some letters cannot be readily classified. These include complaints, criticism — some of
which is constructive and perceptive, as Zoshchenko notes — as well as letters recounting
humorous anecdotes, such as a reader reporting a Zoshchenko impersonator travelling down the
Volga (the reader writes after having seen the photograph of the “real” Zoshchenko on the cover
of a book), and another offering a few stories for sale, telling Zoshchenko that Zoshchenko could
publish them under his own name, as “I do not need fame or a name, only money.”?%3

In his introduction to the first edition, Zoshchenko discusses his approach to compiling
the book, pointing out both his desire to reflect, through the letters, something like the zeitgeist
of the period, thus emphasizing the public dimension of the book. According to Zoshchenko, the
letters capture something akin to the “pulse” of life during this period. He writes,

Here, so to speak, is the breath of our life. The breath of those people, whom we, writers,

try to depict in so-called “artistic” works. Collected here, in this book, are the most
diverse letters and passions.

202 [ etters titled “Uacel» u Eme Yackl, [Tucoma k nucamenio, 40-42.
203 7Zoshchenko, ITucvma k nucamenio, 25.
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371ech, TaK CKa3aTh, IbIXaHUE HAlllel KU3HU. [[pIXaHue TexX JroAeil, KOTOPBIX MBI,
IUCATEIH, CTApAEMCs U300Pa3HUTh B TAK HA3BIBAEMBIX «XYI0KECTBEHHBIX»
NPOM3BENEHUAX. 3/1ECh, B OTON KHUTE, COOPAHbI CaMbIE PA3IMYHBIE TIMCHMA U CTpacTH.*

He goes on to enumerate different qualities and emotions contained in the letters:

Here, in this book, it is possible to see real tragedy, extraordinary intelligence, naive good
nature, pitiful babble, stupidity, enthusiasm, “meshchanstvo,” fraud, and horrifying
illiteracy.

371€Ch, B 9TON KHHI'E, MOXKHO BUJIETh HACTOALIYIO TPATeIHI0, HE3ayPSAHbIA YM, HAUBHOE
NOOPOIYILKE, KAJTKHUI JIETIET, TIIYNOCTh, SHTY3Ma3M, MEIIAHCTBO, KYJILHUYECTBO U
YKACAOILY0 HErPAMOTHOCTH. 2%

At the same time, along with this public, almost documentary approach that focuses on
“chronicling” the life of the day, Zoshchenko points out another, more private and personal
motivation for the putting together the collection, highlighting his own investment in the project
to which he dedicated as much effort as to one of his other, “artistic” works. “Where is my work
in all this? Really only in the fact that I jumped out of bed in the morning and opened the door to
the mailman?” [B uem Tyt Most pabota? PazBe TOJIBKO B TOM, YTO 51 BCKAKHBAJI IO YTPaM C
KpPOBaTH M OTKpbIBAJ MOYTAIbOHY ABepH],” he asks, humorously, adding,
Of course, if one thinks about it more deeply — some kind of work was done nonetheless.
I read these letters carefully. I answered almost all correspondents. I read no fewer than a
thousand individual manuscripts. And what about my nerves? What about the sleepless
nights during which I ruminated about this book? What about the actual work on the
book? For two years, day after day, I selected and sorted through these letters, thought

about them, about their authors. And these authors lived in my brain, like all the other
heroes of my works. Devil take it!

KoneuHo, ecnu nogymats riy0ke — Koli—Kakasi paboTHIIKa Bce e Oblia rpozenana. 5
BHUMATEJILHO YUTAJ 3TU NMUCbMA. S 0TBeUan mouTu BceM KoppecnonaeHTam. OIHUX
pyKoIHcel s Ipoven He MeHee KaK ThICSdy. A MOU HepBbI? A OECCOHHBIC HOYH, B
KOTOpBIE s 00 IyMbIBaJ 3Ty KHUTY? A cama paboTa Haj KHUTOK? S 1Ba rona u3o IHS B

204 Zoshchenko, IMucvma x nucamento, 17-18
205 Tbid, 18.
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JIeHb To0Mpa 1 nepedupai TH MUChbMa, AyMall 0 HUX, 00 uxX aBTopax. 1 aTu aBTOpHI

NOOBIBAJIM Y MEHS B MO3T'Y, KaK U BCe repor Moux KHuT. Yept nobepu! 206
He emphasizes that it was very difficult to choose what to include in the book, seemingly
because he tried to find those letters that spoke to him but at the same time were “most typical.”
As he puts it: “From a bunch of boring and dull letters I chose those which seemed to be the most
characteristic. For this reason, the book contains my image, my thoughts, and my desires. The
book was made like a novel. [MI3 Tpyipl CKyYHBIX U TYIIBIX IIUCEM s OTOOpaJI T€, KOTOPbIE
MoKa3aJIuch MHE HanboJsee xapakTepHsbl. 110 3Toi mpuynHE B KHUTE€ UMEETCSI MOE JIUI0, MOU

MBICJIM U MOU kenanus. Kuura caenana kak pomas. |”

This tension between the public side of the book and its private dimension is thus at the
core of the project. While deeply personal to Zoshchenko, Letters also engages directly with the
major literary debates during NEP about the role of literature in the post-revolutionary period,
especially on the subject of so-called “proletarian” literature. In addition, Zoshchenko’s book
contributes to other emerging genres championed by the Futurists and other avant-garde groups,
such as “factography” and other documentary approaches. Indeed, the book, with its
documentary, polyphonic approach, and its reliance on authentic, factual material, appeared to be
a drastic departure from Zoshchenko’s earlier works, primarily his short stories, which were
carefully crafted and carried Zoshchenko’s easily recognizable authorial stamp. Though at first
glance it seems to be a merely conventional collection of letters, Letters to a Writer is a unique
book, with few similar works in Russian or global literature.? It destabilizes the boundary

between authorship and readership and offers a close view of a writer’s creative process and the

206 Tbid, 18.
207 Syetlana Alexievich’s oral histories come to mind.
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use of documentary material in literary craft. At the same time, upon closer reading, it is clear
that Letters to a Writer may not be so far away from Zoshchenko’s well-known stories,
especially from the point of view of literary voice and literary language, as many of the
correspondents in the book “speak” precisely in that familiar Zoshchenkovian skaz, creating the

impression that they come straight from one of Zoshchenko’s satirical stories.

In the following section, I examine how Zoshchenko’s book relates to the literary debates
of its time, as this context is crucial in understanding both the reception of the book upon its
publication and Zoshchenko’s intention to publish it and his position in the Soviet literary milieu
at this transitional stage of his career.

THE PUBLIC DIMENSION
Is Zoshchenko a modernist? Letters to a Writer in the context of Soviet literary
experiments and debates about “proletarian” literature

One of the letters in the miscellaneous category, published under the title “Appropriate
Criticism” [[lenpHas kputuka] comes from the workers at M. b.-b. owc. 0 (“MockoBCKO-
benopyccko-banruiickas sxene3nas qopora’”; Moscow-Belorussian-Baltic Railway). The author
of the letter claims to write in the name of “simple working people (not in the sense ‘we, the
workers’ [Bam munryT npocteie pabouue joau (He B CMBICIE «Mbl, paboune»]”,”?% adding that
this is no “ordinary letter” from a fan.? Instead, the letter offers a detailed — and, in
Zoshchenko’s view, quite perceptive — analysis of Zoshchenko’s style. “Why is Zoshchenko’s

name known to everyone,” asks the author, “even among those with a lower level of cultural

208 Zoshchenko, Iucvma x nucamento, 36.
209 Ibid. In the original Russian: “IpocuM He CMOTPETH Ha HETO Kak Ha OOBIMHOE MUCHMO KaKOTO-HUOY b
MOKJIOHHHKA.”
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development, not to speak of the more developed workers and the intelligentsia? [.[Touemy Bae
UMsI 3HAKOMO BCEM, JaX€ B CPEJie C HU3KUM KYJIbTYPHBIM YPOBHEM, HE TOBOPs yKe IIpo Oosee
pasBuThIX pabounx u unTeurennuo?] 2% “The explanation for this,” the letter continues, “is
the simple style and intelligibility...reading a [Zoshchenko] story, one laughs not at the story as a
whole, but at one aptly chosen word or phrase [O0BsICHSIETCSI 3TO T€M e MPOCTHIM CTUJIEM,
OOILETIOHSTHOCTBIO. .. YATAsI BAIll PACCKa3, CMECIIBCS HE BCEMY PaccKa3y B IIEJIOM, a OJHOMY
yIauHo nopo0panHoMy ciioBy win dpase].”?!! In the rest of the letter, its author discusses the
“injustice” of other authors trying to copy Zoshchenko’s style, before posing a question about a
specific word in one of Zoshchenko’s stories that seems inappropriate in work of literature,

asking Zoshchenko to explain his reasons for using it.

Zoshchenko’s comments at the end of the letter show certain pride about such close
reading of his work, admitting that the letter is flattering. However, the letter also provides an
opportunity for Zoshchenko to elaborate on his literary technique, and, for the literary scholar, it
offers a clear formulation of Zoshchenko’s view of the role of literature in the post-revolutionary
period, including the need for a form that would reflect everyday reality. In response to the
question about the “inappropriate” word, Zoshchenko answers that

One should not completely banish vulgar words from literature. One should first change

everyday life[0bIT]. One should stop swearing. And then literature itself will throw out all

lamentable words. Otherwise, there will appear a strong discrepancy between literature
and everyday life [ObIT].

HEJb3s1 a0COIOTHO U3TOHATH OpaHHBIE CIIOBa U3 TUTEeparypbl. Hajo npexiae n3MeHuTh

owIT. Hao mepecrars pyratbes. M Toraa mureparypa cama BBIKMHET BCE IPUCKOPOHbIE
CII0Ba. A MHAYe MOJyYUTCS CUILHOE HECOOTBETCTBUE MEXKIY JUTEPATYPOii U ObITOM. %!

210 1bid, 37.
211 Tbid.
212 Zoshchenko, Iucvma x nucamento, 39.
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For Zoshchenko, ordinary reality, and especially ordinary language, the language of the street
and of 6uim, provides the basis for literary language, especially in the case of writers like
himself, whose subject matter is ordinary life.

In an article from 1927 titled “About Myself, Critics, and My Work [O cebe, 0 kputukax,
1 o cBoeil padore],” Zoshchenko, discussing the role of parody in his work, described himself as
a “proletarian” writer, a writer deeply connected to the ordinary people, even more so during
NEP which was a time of transition and turbulence:

The thing is, I am a proletarian writer. More precisely, I parody with my works that

imaginary, but genuine proletarian writer who would exist under current living conditions
and in the current environment.

Jleno B TOM, 4TO 5 — IIPOJIETAPCKUI ucaTelb. BepHee, s mapoaupy0 CBOUMHU BEILIAMU
TOT0 BOOOPaXKaeMoro, HO MOJUIMHHOTO MPOJIETAPCKOTO MUCATENS], KOTOPBIN CYIIeCTBOBAI
OBl B TETEPEIIHNUX YCIOBUSX )KU3HH M B TENEPENIHEN cpee.’!3
The concepts of the “proletarian writer” and “proletarian literature” were major points of
contention during the 1920s in literary debates about the role of literature in post-revolutionary
Soviet society. Yet, Zoshchenko’s understanding of a “proletarian writer” as expressed in the
quotation above differs from the way this phrase was often employed in the context of the 1920s
literary debates, primarily by such “proletarian” factions, such as RAPP,2!* paving the way for

the implementation of what would become known as Socialist Realism.?!> Zoshchenko’s

language is not the supposed language of the working class — “B cmbicie ‘mMbI, paboune’” as his

213 Mikhail Zoshchenko, “O cebe, 0 kpuTHKAX, ¥ 0 cBoell pabore,” in Muxamn 3omenko, CTaTbu U MATEPHAIEL
(Jlenunrpan: Axanemna, 1928), 10.

214 RAPP or Russian Association of Proletarian Writers was a “proletarian” writers’ union in the Soviet Union
established in 1925. Its ideological aim was to promote the ideology and policy of the Communist Party in the
creative sphere. (Russian Literary Encyclopedia)

215 For more on the debates on the role of literature and the different factions during this period see Maguire, Robert
A. Red Virgin Soil; Soviet Literature in the 1920’s. Princeton, N.J: Princeton University Press, 1968.
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correspondent aptly puts it; it is the language of the street and of ordinary people, and not the
abstract idea of the proletariat, as propagated by the doctrine of Socialist Realism. What’s more,
as Zoshchenko constantly emphasized, it is the language of transition, reflecting the
contemporary moment in all its ambiguity. Since the revolution has transformed society in a
fundamental way, Zoshchenko claims, it is literature’s role to examine this new reality using new
and appropriate forms, rather than impose standards and norms from the outside. This approach,

then, is the opposite of Socialist Realism and what was then hailed as “proletarian” writing.

Zoshchenko’s commentary to another letter in which he recognizes the language and the
voice of the hero of his stories, elaborates further on this issue. “They usually think ” Zoshchenko
writes in his introduction, “that I distort “the beautiful Russian language”...that I write using a
broken language on purpose in order to make the dear audience laugh a little. [OObr9HO TyMartoT,
YTO Sl UCKAXKAIO0 «IPEKPACHBIM PYCCKHUI SA3BIK™ ... UTO S HAPOUHO MUIIY JIOMAHBIM S3bIKOM JJIS
TOr0, 4TOOBI MOCMENINTH oYTeHHEeHmy 0 my0uky. | ” This is not the case, Zoshchenko retorts:
“I do nothing of the sort. I write in that language in which the street currently speaks and thinks.
[4I mouTH HUYEro HE UCKaXkaro. S| IUIlly Ha TOM SI3bIKE, Ha KOTOPOM ceiidac TOBOPUT U JyMaeT
ynuna.]” The reason for such an approach, Zoshchenko explains, is to “fill up, if only
temporarily, that colossal rupture which opened up between literature and the street. [3anmoaHUTH
XOTs1 ObI BpEMEHHO TOT KOJIOCCAIBHBIN pa3pbiB, KOTOPHII MPOU30ILIET MEXy JTUTEPATypOi U
yauueit] ¢ In this way, Zoshchenko sees himself as a kind of chronicler of 6sm, which is

ephemeral and temporary and constantly changing, much like NEP itself.

216 Zoshchenko, IMucvma x nucamento, 49.
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Along with the other writers and theorists, particularly those from the avant-garde, Zoshchenko
thought that a return to a pre-revolutionary language and style of writing was impossible. New
approaches and a new language had to be created in order to be able to reflect and address the

new reality. In his commentary to the letter from the railway workers, he wrote:

Already one will never write and speak in that unbearable wooden language of the
intelligentsia in which many still write, that is, continue to write. They keep writing in
such a way, as if nothing happened in the country. They write like Leonid Andreyev.
That’s a writer whom it is absolutely intolerable to read now!

V>ke HUKOT/1a He OyyT MHCaTh U TOBOPUTH TEM HEBBIHOCUMBIM CYKOHHBIM
MHTEJUIMTEHTCKUM S3bIKOM, Ha KOTOPOM MHOTHE €1li€ ITUIIYT, BEpHEE, JOIKUCHIBAOT.
JIONHUCHIBAIOT TaK, Kak OyATO ObI B CTpaHE HUYETO HE Cay4miock. [IumyT Tak, kak

Jleonun Anzpees. Bor nucarenns, KOTOPOro abCoMIOTHO HECTEPIUMO celuac untarh!?!’

This desire to experiment and find new ways of responding to the new reality and to
modernization, while at the same time being close to ordinary life and “popular” literature put
Zoshchenko’s works, and particularly Letters to a Writer, between two different trends during
this period, both in Soviet art and literature, and in the context of modernism more generally.
The first is the emergence of various documentary forms, which in Soviet literary debates during
the mid-1920s was primarily associated with the literary journal LEF?'® (and later Novyi LEF)

and the theories of “literature of fact” [nureparypa daxra] and factography.>'® These theories

27 1bid, 50.

218 LEF or JIE® was the journal of “Leviy Front Iskusstv” or The Left Front of the Arts,” edited by Vladimir
Mayakovsky and Osip Brik. LEF ran for 7 issues between 1923 and 1925, and was later revived as Novy LEF (this
time Mayakovsky’s co-editor was Sergei Tretyakov), publishing 12 additional issues between 1927 and 1929.

29 Literatura fakta or “Literature of Fact” is the title of the essay collection first published in 1929 which collects all
the theoretical writings from New LEF. See Uyxak, Huxonaii, et al. Jlumepamypa ®@axma [Literatura Fakta).
Faktographische Literatur. Miinchen: W. Fink, 1972. As a theoretical term, it refers to the concept of “anti-
imaginative” or “anti-psychological” approach to literature advocated by LEF and Novy LEF writers such as Osip
Brik, Nikolai Chuzhak, and Sergei Tretyakov. “Factography” is a related concept which foregrounds the use of
photography, film, and other visual media in conjunction with writing to achieve the aims of “literature of fact.”
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formulated a new role for post-revolutionary literature, stressing an "active," journalistic
approach, and eschewing psychological realism in depicting the post-revolutionary society and in
an effort to integrate the writer of literature into the process of “production.” Although
Zoshchenko was not associated with LEF, his Letters to a Writer reflect this “factual” strain in
Soviet literature of the NEP period, especially when considered along with Zoshchenko’s
statements, such as the remark about Leonid Andreyev quoted above, about the need for new
forms and new language in the post-revolutionary period. This view closely aligns with those of

the main theorists of “literature of fact” and factography, Osip Brik and Sergei Tretyakov.

The second trend has to do with what Zoshchenko refers to as “the language of the
street:” the “vernacular” form of modernist poetics which, in the context of film studies, Mariam
Hansen refers to as “vernacular modernism.” As Brooks E. Hefner points out in his study of the
popular forms of language in American literature of the 1910s and 1920s, The Word on The
Streets: The American Language of Vernacular Modernism, while “a term common in
architecture and film studies but relatively new to the field of literary criticism,” vernacular
modernism “provides a model for rethinking modernist boundaries.”??° For Hefner (as for
Marriam Hansen), the main boundary to “rethink” is the one between “high” and “low” culture,
or literary and popular language. For many modernist writers, Hefner argues, this boundary did
not exist: “it was not a matter of separation from the realm of what critics have termed “mass
culture”; rather, these modernist figures demonstrated respect for — and even a debt to — not just

popular culture in general, but popular forms of language.”??! Although Hefner focuses on a

220 Brooks E Heffner. The Word on the Streets : the American Language of Vernacular Modernism, (Charlottesville:
University of Virginia Press, 2017). 8.
221 1bid, 4.
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different context, this statement also applies to Zoshchenko’s approach and his view of popular
language. Yet in Zoshchenko’s case, there is a key difference: the use of popular forms of
language, and skaz in particular, goes beyond mere artistic experimentation. It also carries
greater ideological weight since in the Soviet context the “language of the street” is closely
associated with the language of the working people, putting a modernist writer experimenting

with popular forms in a position of having to explain and defend the use of such language.

Indeed, the “street” features prominently in many of Zoshchenko’s stories. The street
both as a literal, physical place, with its chance encounters, dangers, and inconveniences, but
also as a symbol and umbrella term for other public, urban spaces. As Cathy Popkin puts it,
Zoshchenko’s “little episodes typically transpired in the streetcar, the bathhouse, the communal
kitchen — loci of encounter and collision on a daily basis and the source of plenty of incidents in
real life.”?22 No doubt the prominent role of these public urban settings in Zoshchenko’s fiction
comes partly from the writer’s autobiography. At the time he wrote many of his most famous
stories, Zoshchenko was living in Leningrad, himself navigating the crowded, often over-
stimulating public places, while also dealing with severe bouts of depression, which left him
isolated and unable to see people, aside from a few close friends, for long periods of time, during
which he would spend time wandering the streets of the city. In his diary, Kornei Chukovsky
remembers Zoshchenko during these periods, especially in 1926 and 1927, complaining about
suffering from “psychasthenia,” yet trying to “conquer” his melancholy. “The nausea will not let
me live or, what is more important, write,” he tells Chukovsky. “I am supposed to be writing a

new book, something different from Sentimental Tales, life-affirming, full of love for mankind,

222 Cathy Popkin. The Pragmatics of Insignificance: Chekhov, Zoshchenko, Gogol. (Stanford, Calif: Stanford
University Press, 1993), 64.
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but before I can start, I must remake myself. I must become like a person, like other people.”???

This desire to “become like other people” shifted Zoshchenko’s focus from satirical stories
dealing with the absurdities and inconveniences of NEP toward more personal writing that tried
to be “life-affirming” and turned towards other people. Such an orientation turned Zoshchenko’s
focus outward, toward the public, and the different conception of the public and public spaces,

including the street, first become evident in Letters to the Writer.

The paradox, one certainly familiar to residents of large cities, of being “alone in a
crowd,” fascinated Zoshchenko and provided the subject matter for many of his stories. The
dynamic between the private and the public that unfolds in the context of everyday encounters in
a large city seemed to both inspire and infuriate Zoshchenko, sometimes pushing him to leave
the city altogether for days at a time to avoid crowds. In Zoshchenko’s most famous NEP stories,
the street is indeed a locus of encounter and collision, as Popkin puts it, engendering the kinds of
interactions that are often frustrating, inconvenient, and sometimes dangerous (they include
getting your feet trampled, losing a galosh, or getting robbed) events which, though seemingly
“insignificant,” provide insight into the dynamics of everyday life during NEP, giving form and
shape to the “trifles” of existence (“™menoun >xu3nn”) ignored or discouraged by the official
views of literature. Popkin sees this aspect of Zoshchenko’s artistry as subversive given the
official proclamations about the need to write epic narratives about grand events, and in

particular, the Revolution.

223 Chukovsky, Kornei., Diary, 1901-1969, trans. by Michael Heim, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2005),
203.
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At the same time, while the street may not be a safe or pleasant place, it is rich in
possibilities and sensory stimulation.?>* As a result, in addition to providing numerous anecdotes
chronicling the “lower” strata of society and trifling, everyday events, Zoshchenko’s “street”
narratives have a strong affective component, both for the protagonists/narrators, but also for the
readers, and arguably for Zoshchenko himself as well, who, at the risk of turning toward
psychoanalysis, found in his work a way of dealing with depression and a kind of release from
the pressures of Soviet life during the 1920s. Indeed, Zoshchenko’s narrators are often confused
and bewildered by their environment, and, though maintaining a sense of naivete and even
optimism in the face of challenges that come their way, they often seem to be at the mercy of the
places they find themselves in, ultimately ending up resigned to their fates. This is certainly the

case in The Bathhouse and The Galosh.

However, his Letters also provide an example of another type of encounter in which the
street plays a prominent, yet different, more “life-affirming” role, signaling Zoshchenko’s turn
toward more personal writing and reflecting his own struggle with depression. One of the letters
he received, which he titled “Person on the Street [Uenosek Ha ynune],” came from a young
woman who, after arriving in the city from a village, struggled to find her way in the big city.
Zoshchenko writes in his introduction: “Three years she walked the streets, staying either with
acquaintances, either in some kind of institution, or simply with strangers she met. Wherever she
went in search of work or shelter, they demanded the union card, a passport, identity document

[3 roga oHa mpoxoauia Mo yJuiam, Houys TO y 3HaKOMBIX, TO B KAKOM-HUOYAb YUPEKICHUH, TO

224 Here it may be helpful to think of Walter Benjamin once again and the figure of the flaneur. While Zoshchenko’s
characters may not fit the figure of the flaneur perfectly, they serve as “chroniclers of the present,” to use
Baudelaire’s description.
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MPOCTO Y ClTyyaiiHbIX BCTpeuHbIX. [I0BCIOY, Ky1a OHa MPUXOIUIIa B IIOMCKaX pabOThI WK
HOUJIETa — Y HEE TPEOOBAIN COI3HYIO KHIKKY, IACIIOPT, YAOCTOBEPEHHE. .. ].”?> Not able to
navigate the official channels and bureaucracy, she turned to Zoshchenko for advice in an act of
desperation. In her letter, she writes: “You did not have to roam at night on black slippery stones
and look into the warm spots of others” windows, into which one wants to toss a stone [Bawm He
NPUXOIUIOCH HOYaMH OPOIUTH TI0 YEPHBIM CKOJIB3KHM KaMHSIM H 3arJIsIbIBaTh B TEILIBIC MSTHA
4y)KUX OKOH, Ky/Ia XOY€ETCs MIBBIPHYTH KaMHeM. ..].”22® The street depicted in this letter is a cruel
and unforgiving place, in clear contrast to the satirical and “insignificant” world of the NEP
stories that defined Zoshchenko’s early career.

The interplay between the two trends — search for a new language and the “vernacular”
form of modernism — in Letters to a Writer and in Zoshchenko’s oeuvre more generally, speaks
to the varieties of modernist practices during this period until the “popular’ and “proletarian”
writing would be subsumed under the umbrella of Socialist Realism. In the following pages, I
examine this dynamic more closely in order to illustrate Zoshchenko’s nuanced approach to
modernism and his aesthetic vis-a-vis both the literary avantgarde and the “populist” factions,
such as RAPP, during the late 1920s. Looking more closely at the interplay between the
“documentary” and “popular” aspects of Zoshchenko’s work brings into clearer focus the tension

between the public and the private dimensions of Letters to a Writer.

The Facts of the Story: Literatura fakta and Early Soviet Literature
In his essay "The Storyteller: Reflections on the Works of Nikolai Leskov," Walter

Benjamin argues that in the modern age of mass media the art of storytelling, and along with it

225 Zoshchenko, Hucvma x nucamento, 96.
226 Tbid, 97.
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“our ability to exchange experiences,” has been replaced by a new form of communication:
information.??” Information, argues Benjamin, does not need the intelligence and imagination of
the storyteller, but instead “lays claim to prompt verifiability....[its] prime requirement is that it
appear ‘understandable in itself.”’?2® Most importantly, the difference between a story told by the
storyteller and the information provided by a newspaper is the element of time: the newspaper
account lacks the story’s “timelessness” and “epic quality.” As Benjamin puts it, “the value of
information does not survive the moment in which it was new. It lives only at that moment.”??° A
story, on the other hand, lives on; it “preserves and concentrates its strength and is capable of

releasing it even after a long time.”3°

Benjamin’s distinction between storytelling and information provides a helpful
framework for illuminating the factual and the imaginative aspects of the debates about the role
of literature between groups like LEF and the “proletarian” factions, including RAPP. In
particular, Benjamin’s essay touches on an issue that was crucial in discussions of art and
literature in the post-revolutionary period: a story’s or a writer’s “usefulness.” “Every real story,”

99 <6

claims Benjamin in “The Storyteller,” “contains, openly or covertly, something useful,” and “in
every case the storyteller is a man who has counsel for his readers.”?! The question, of course, is

what counts as counsel and “something useful.” For Benjamin, it is the epic side of storytelling,

the communication of truth and wisdom which is shared universally gets lost in favor of

227 [lluminations, 83
228 Tbid, 89.

229 Tbid, 90.

230 Thid.

231 Ibid, 86.
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topicality and immediate demands for information, thus making the art of storytelling obsolete in

the modern age, the age of information.

Debates in early Soviet years about the role of literature echo Benjamin’s dichotomy
between storytelling and information, and especially about the usefulness of the writer to the
post-revolutionary society. Two key questions arose in this debate. The first, raised by
Zoshchenko himself, was the following: How to depict the post-revolutionary reality, given the
radical break with the past extending to every facet of society, including art and literature?
Secondly, how to integrate the literary writer into the process of production and elicit his and her
contribution to the process of social revolution? LEF, as well as other groups influenced by
constructivism, stressed both the writer’s need to be useful to the process of social
transformation and the need for new forms given the magnitude of this transformation. As
scholar Vahan Barooshian points out,

the futurists and formalists considered the writer as a craftsman whose product was not

unlike the products of other workers. They wanted the writer to work for journals,

newspapers, and factories, to write sketches, diaries, reports and memoirs-in short, to
write a literature of fact which they believed far more directly reflected the problems and
events of the day than "imaginative" literature.?*?
Going further, the LEF group considered the old forms of imaginative literature outdated,
claiming that simply waiting for the appearance of a great proletarian novel a la Tolstoy, as
advocated by RAPP, was futile. Citing Sergei Tretyakov’s article “Red Tolstoy” from Novyi

LEF, Barooshian points out that “for Tretyakov, the novel of Tolstoy’s time could not compete

with the mass circulation of the contemporary newspaper, which had supplanted the novel as an

232 Vahan D Barooshian. "Russian Futurism in the Late 1920's: Literature of Fact." The Slavic and
East European Journal 15.1 (1971), 38.
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instructive organ.”?*3 The task, instead, was to “train the Soviet people to read the newspaper,”
and “to have writers work for the newspaper and adjust their craftsmanship to its
requirements.”?** For Tretyakov and the LEF/Novy LEF theorists, as for Benjamin, the advent of
the newspaper and mass print media was a key development that disrupted the work of
imaginative literature and storytelling. However, while for Benjamin in “The Storyteller,” this is
largely a lamentable fact, as it leads to a different kind of communication that further alienates
the individual, the LEF/Novy LEF group saw in the newspaper a revolutionary potential both to
depict and transform society. And the writer was to play an important and “activist” force in this
transformation.

Possibly the best presentation of “factual” literature and the role of the writer according
to LEF/Novy LEF theorists is Osip Brik’s 1927 essay “Closer to the Fact” (bnnxe k dakry),
originally published in Novy LEF and reprinted in the collection Literatura Fakta. In it, Brik
analyzes the role of facts and information in literary works, placing their use into two categories,
or two kinds of literary productions. The first he calls “IIporoxon” (record) and the second

“IIpoxnamarnus,” (proclamation). As he puts it,

One can only do two things with facts: either employ them in a “protocol” (or record) or
in a proclamation. Protocol does not distort facts - it fixes them in all their reality.
Proclamation does not fix facts, but makes use of them and distorts them in whatever
direction it finds necessary.?®

MoxHO enath ¢ (pakTaMu TOJIBKO JIBa Jiefia: MM MOXKHO UX UCIOJIB30BATh B IIPOTOKOJIE
WK B ipoksamaruu. IIpoTokosn He nckaxaer GpakThl -- OH UX (PUKCUPYET BO BCEH MX
peansHOCTH. [Ipokinamarius He puKCUpyeT (HaKTHI, a MOJIb3YETCS UMH U UCKAXKAET UX B
TOM HaIIPaBJICHUU, B KAKOM €U 3TO HY>KHO.

233 Ibid, 41.
234 Ibid.
25 Yyxak, et al., Literatura Fakta, 79
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Thus, the key concept for Brik is the “distortion” of factual information in a story and to what
end this is done.?*® He goes on to argue that the latter works, those in the category of
“proclamation,” employ facts. However, instead of “fixing” them or transferring them into their
story “untouched” (though Brik does not explain how exactly one completely avoids subjective
distortion) distort them for their purposes, primarily for the effect of unity of character in a story
or, most commonly, to entertain their readers or elicit an emotional response. The purpose and
the effect of the facts are thus vastly different - in the first case, facts satisfy the need for
information, much in the same way Benjamin argues in “The Storyteller,” while in the other,
they create an emotional effect, but are not important in themselves. Discussing the difference
between readers of documentary prose (memoirs, reports, etc.) and those of imaginative
literature (stories, novels), Brik writes,
In the first case they [readers of documentary prose] satisfy their need to know what
actually happened, because what they are interested in are facts in themselves. In the
second case, they [readers of imaginative literature] satisfy their need for playfulness, a
desire for emotional pleasure, and in that case, it’s all the same to them what kind of facts
one writes about. 237
B nepBom ciyyae oHM yJTOBIETBOPSIIOT CBOIO IOTPEOHOCTH 3HATH, KaK B
JeUCTBUTENBHOCTH MPOUCXOANIIO /10, TIOTOMY YTO X MHTEPECYIOT camble (PakThl. Bo
BTOPOM CJIy4ae OHH YAOBJIECTBOPSIOT CBOIO UTPUBYIO MOTPEOHOCTH, JKEJIAHUE MOTYyYUTh
HMOIIMOHAIBHOE HACNIaXIEHUE, U TOTJa UM 0e3pa3iInyHo, O KaKuX (pakTax MuIryT.

Relying on this dualism — “facts in themselves” versus “distorted facts” -- Brik goes on to claim

that the reader in the post-revolutionary environment is not the latter kind -- the passive reader

236 1t is interesting to note that Brik’s language closely resembles that of Zoshchenko when he discusses accusations
that he is “distorting the beautiful Russian language,” except that those accusations are coming from the
“proletarian” side, rather than the avant-garde.

27 Literatura Fakta, 80.
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with a need for “emotional pleasure” -- but rather the former: “an active man” (““akTUBHBI
genoBek”), as Brik puts it.

Brik’s distinction between an active and passive reader is echoed in Zoshchenko’s
foreword to the Letters to a Writer. Zoshchenko writes that his correspondents,

ask me, how to live, how to write poetry and what to read... they recommend plots to me,

provide criticism, approve, occasionally they scold me...These are aware citizens, who

have thought deeply about life, about their fate, about money and literature...

MEHS 3alpallluBalOT, KaK XUTh, KAK MUCATh CTUXU M YTO YATaTh. MHE Mpeaiararot

CIOXKETBI, KPUTUKYIOT MEHS, O0OPSIOT M MOPYTUBAIOT.. DTO CO3HATENbHBIEC TPaKIaHe,

KOTOPBIE 3alyMaJIMCh O )KU3HH, O CBOEH Cyb0€E, O IEHbrax u O JuTeparype...>*8
Such a conception of a reader as a “co3narenbhblii” rather than a passive consumer of popular
entertainment, is similar to Brik’s “active” reader. However, the difference in Zoshchenko’s case
is that his reader is interested in more than “facts themselves,” as Brik puts it, but seeks what
Benjamin argues is the highest quality of every good storyteller: “counsel.” Indeed,
Zoshchenko’s correspondents write to him with all kinds of problems, responding to his stories
in a personal and visceral way, as if he is somehow speaking to them directly. They see
themselves and their lives reflected in his stories, in his language. As a result, Zoshchenko’s
Letters to a Writer speak to his role as both a chronicler and a storyteller: on the one hand, his
stories document the Soviet reality and everyday life (which is one of the main mandates of

factography and “factual” literature championed by Brik and other LEF theorists), while at the

same time shaping and transforming the “facts” into literature.

238 Zoshchenko, Hucvma x nucamento, 17.

147



THE PRIVATE DIMENSION

In his remembrances of Zoshchenko, Kornei Chukovsky describes the development of the
younger writer’s style, starting with Zoshchenko’s early years as a member of the “Serapion
Brotherhood,” the literary group for which Chukovsky served as a mentor.?** While all the
Serapions were gifted and would go on to develop successful literary careers, Zoshchenko stood
out to Chukovsky due to his innate talent for imitating and parodying different literary styles
with ease. What also stood out, Chukovsky remembers, was Zoshchenko’s personality and
demeanor: Zoshchenko seemed reserved and did not engage much with the group. This is how
Chukovsky describes him during this time: “Hemtogumslii, XMypblii, Kak Oy1TO HaIMEHHBIH,
CaJIIICSI OH B CAMOM JIaJIbHEM YTITy, C33/IM BCEX, U C 3aCTBUIBIM, TOYTH PABHOAYIIHBIM JTUIIOM
BCJIYIIMBAJICS B TPOMOKUIISIIINE CIIOPBI, KOTOPBIE BEMUCh y kKamuHa. (Antisocial, sullen,
seemingly arrogant, he sat in the farthest corner, behind everyone, and with a firm, almost
indifferent face listened to the arguments led by the fireplace.)>*® Chukovsky also soon realized
that, despite Zoshchenko’s young age — he was twenty-four at the time -- he already had

considerable life experience that set him apart from the other members of the workshop. He had

239 Chukovsky had brought together the young writers under the auspices of the “World Literature” project
spearheaded by Gorky in 1918 which aimed to promote the translation of major literary works from all over the
world into Russian. Chukovsky helped set up a space in St. Petersburg that would serve as a workshop and an
informal school for training students to become translators. The problem arose, when, as Chukovsky puts it “among
students there started to show up those who were not at all interested in the craft of translation. They did not itch to
translate, but to create their own literary treasures. [cpean cTyJUCTOB CTAJIM MOSIBISATHCS TAKHE, KOTOPBIE HUCKOJIBKO
HE MHTEPECOBAINCH MacTepCTBOM IiepeBoia. He repeBoauTh OHM JKaXKIalH, HO CO3/1aBaTh CBOM COOCTBEHHBIC
muteparypHsie ieHHOCTH. |” FOpuit Tomamesckuii, Bocnomunanus o Muxaune 3ouenxo, (Caakt- [letepOypr:
XynoxectBenHas JInteparypa, Cankr-IletepOyprckoe Otaenenue, 1995), 30.

240 Bocnomunanus o Muxaune 3ouenxo, 34. The same sketch also points to Zoshchenko’s seeming ambivalence
about the literary battles of the day, “There were frantic arguments. All the literary currents of that transitional
period erupted here, in the Muruzy House, but at first it was impossible to tell which of these currents Zoshchenko
sympathized with. He listened to the arguments without participating, not leaning to one or the other side. [Criopst
OBLIM HEHCTOBBI. Bee miuTeparypHble TeUSHHS TOrO IIEPEIOMHOTO BPEMEHH BPBIBAIUCH CIOZa, B IoM Mypy3H, HO B
nepBoe BpeMsi ObLITO HEBO3MOXKHO CKa3aTh, KAKOMY M3 3TUX TE€UCHHUI COUYBCTBYET 30mIeHKO. OH IPHUCITyLIINBAJICS K
criopam 0e3y4acTHO, He IPUMBIKast HU K TOH, HH K pyroi cropone.]” (Bocnomunanus o Muxaune 3owenxo, 34-35)
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served in World War I and had been wounded in a poison gas attack that would cause health
problems for the rest of his life. By the time he had joined the workshop, Zoshchenko had also
held a variety of jobs, including a policeman, a telegraph operator, a court secretary, and many
others.?#!

Zoshchenko’s life experience, Chukovsky argues, deeply influenced his style: what would
become known as Zoshchenko’s “skaz” was different from the usual understanding of this
literary technique, in Russian literature often brought up in connection with Nikolai Leskov who
is seen as one of the main innovators for the way he employed the characteristics of everyday,
folk speech in his stories. Zoshchenko’s approach, Chukovsky argues, was different because it
drew directly from ordinary life of the period, almost as if everyday life — 6wim -- were recorded
and chronicled, rather than employed solely as a literary device, what Viktor Shklovsky would
call “mpuem.”[usually translated as “device”, as in Shklovsky’s well-known essay on
estrangement”] As Chukovsky puts it:

there was a topicality in Zoshchenkovian skaz, this skaz was not created and made up,
but taken by the author directly from life — from that life which bubbled around him a¢
that time when he was writing. This is not a Leskovian mosaic of old-fashioned, rare,
curious and ornate words — it is live, fresh, unadulterated speech, which began to sound

then at the markets, in the trams, in waiting queues, at the stations, in banyas.

B 30IIICHKOBCKOM CKa3€ ObLIa 3JIO6OIIHCBHOCTB, YTO CKa3 9TOT HC COYMHCH U HC BbIAYyMaH,
a BBIXBAUCH aBTOPOM IIPSAMO U3 )KU3HU — U3 TOI>'I, YTO KUIIC]Ia BOKPYT 6 mo 8pemA, Ko20a

241 In Before Sunrise, Zoshchenko writes about this early period and his lack of direction: “I traveled to Archangel.
Then to Mezen on the Arctic Ocean. Then I returned to Petrograd. I traveled to Novgorod, to Pskov. After this, to
the Smolensky province, to the city of Krasny. Again I returned to Petrograd...In three years I changed twelve cities
and ten professions....I was a policeman, an accountant, a cobbler, and instructor in poultry farming, a telephone
operator on the border patrol, a detective, a court secretary, a business manager...This was not a firm course through
life, this was bewilderment.” Mikhail Zoshchenko, Before Sunrise: a novella, trans. by Gary Kern (Ann Arbor,
Mich: Ardis, 1974), 12).

In original Russian: “3a Tpu roja s mepeMeHmI1 ABEHaIaTh TOPOIOB U JIecsATh podeccuid... S yexan B
Apxanrensck. [Torom Ha JlenoButslii okean — B Me3seHs. [lotom BepHynca B Ilerporpaa. Yexan B Hosropoa, Bo
INckoB. 3arem B CmoneHcKyto rybepHuto, B ropot Kpacusiii. CHoBa BepHysicst B [lerporpan... 51 61
MHJIHUIIIOHEPOM, CIETOBOJIOM, CATIOKHIUKOM, HHCTPYKTOPOM I10 NITHLIEBOACTBY, TEIe(OHIUCTOM ITOTPaHIYHOM
OXpaHbl, ar€HTOM YTOJIOBHOT'O PO3BICKA, CEKPETAPEM CyJ1a, ACIONPOU3BOJUTENIEM. DTO OBLIO HE TBEPIOE LIECTBHE
IO XKU3HM, 3TO OBLIO0 — 3amentatenbeTBo.” (Ileped Bocxooom Coanya, 290).
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OH nucan. ITO HE JIECKOBCKAs MO3aMKa CTApUHHBIX, PEIKOCTHBIX, KYpPbE3HBIX U
BBIYYPHBIX CJIOB — 3TO YKHBasi, CBEXasl, HEMOIeNIbHAs Pe4b, KOTOpasl 3a3Bydaia Toraa
Ha 6a3apax, B TpaMBasx, B OUEPEISX, Ha BOK3aax, B OaHsx.>*
His ability to document the language of ordinary life, of the street, truthfully, in all its
complexity, Chukovsky argues, was a result of his personal experience, his direct contact with
the ordinary life, or as Chukovsky puts it, him constantly being “in the thick of contemporary
OvIm [B caMoii TyIle COBpeMeHHOTro ObiTa]":
To learn this speech so thoroughly and to so faithfully reproduce on paper its lexicon, its
intonation, its syntactical form could only be done by someone who spent his life in the
thick of contemporary ObiT and felt it on his own skin. Zoshchenko was exactly that kind

of person, a person with considerable life experience, who had gone, so to say, through
hell and high water.

Tak OCKOHAIBHO M3Y4HTh 3Ty pPedb M TaK BEPHO BOCIIPOU3BECTH Ha Oymare ee JEKCUKY,
€€ UHTOHAIMH, €€ CHHTAKCHYECKUI CTPOI MOT TOJBKO TOT, KTO IIPOBEJI CBOIO KU3HB B
CaMoii TyIlle COBPEMEHHOT0 OBbITa U Y3HAJI €r0 Ha CBOSH COOCTBEHHOM MIKype. 30IICHKO
MMEHHO TaKHM YEJIOBEKOM U OBLI, YEJIOBEKOM OOJIBIIOTO )KUTEHCKOTO OIIBITA,
HPOLIEAIINM, TaK CKa3aTh, CKBO3b OTOHb, U BOAY, U MEJHBIE TPyObI.>+
It was necessary for Zoshchenko to live through all these experiences, Chukovsky argues, in
order for him to be able to write about them truthfully, with such authenticity. In this sense,
Zoshchenko’s work, including his famous parodic stories, has a strong autobiographical strain,
which would come to greater prominence in his later books, starting with Letters to a Writer.
Mikhail Slonimsky, another member of the Serapion Brotherhood, in his own reminiscences of
Zoshchenko, comments on the role Zoshchenko’s personal experiences played in the creation of
his stories and the characters that populate them. Remembering the communal apartment that he

and Zoshchenko shared in 1922, Slonimsky writes:

What did not happen here! Row after row. A policeman would show up often in that
hectic apartment. Kitchen squabbles and spats on the theme of “whose brush” happened

242 Bocnomunanus o Muxaune 3owenko, p. 53
243 Ibid.

150



here constantly, we lived with their screams and shrieks and with the inescapable noise of
the Primus stove. Here, bitter and evil, funny and horrible traits manifested themselves in
the tiniest incidents.

Yero Tosbko He citydanoch 31eck! CkaHgan 3a ckanaaioM. MIWINIHOHEp 4acTo
MOSIBIISUICA B 3TOM OecrokoifHO# kBapTHpe. KyXOHHBIE jKe CKIIOKU M CBaphl Ha TEMY «4ei
€XKHMK» ITPOUCXOUIN 3/1€Ch IOCTOSTHHO, O] 3TOT KPUK M BU3T KUJIM, KaK IO
HEM30€XKHBIN IIyM IpUMYyca. 371ech MPOSBIUIUCH B MENbYANIITNX MPOUCIIECTBUAX
CMEIIHBIE U CTPAILHBIE, TOPLKHE U 3JIbIE YEPTHI. >+

Yet out of these often difficult and sad circumstances, Slonimsky claims, Zoshchenko was able

to create original literary types, turning unfortunate circumstances into literature:
And here, in this communal apartment, Zoshchenko wrote his “Respected Citizens” and
“Nervous People,” creating a type that would then get its name: “Zoshenkovian
character.” Such was the creative force of Zoshchenko’s talent, that that sad and evil life
would transform itself under his pen into instructive and castigatory masterworks of
artistic prose that at the same time caused irrepressible laughter.
W 31ech, B 3T0M KOMMYHaJIBHON KBapTHPE, 30IIEHKO IHCall CBOMX « Y Ba7Ka€MBbIX
rpaxxaan» u «HepBHBIX mronei», co3aaBa THIL, IOJTYYUBIINN TOTA )KE CBOC HA3BAHUE
— «3OLIEHKOBCKUI TIepcoHax». Tak )KMBOTBOPHA ObLIa CHJIA 30IIEHKOBCKOT'O TAJIAHTa,
YTO IPYCTHAS U 3J1as )KU3Hb MIPEBpAILAIach MO €ro IepOM B IOYUUTENIbHBIE,
OOJIMYHTENbHBIE U B TO K€ BPEMs BBI3BIBAIOIINE HEYICPKUMBIM XOXOT IIEIEBPHI
XYI0KECTBEHHOMN MPO3bI.24°

Chukovsky’s and Slonimsky’s sketches emphasize the dichotomy between the public, authorial

persona of Zoshchenko — whose writings moved so many people through laughter — and

Zoshchenko the private person, who struggled deeply with personal trauma and depression and

often doubted his talent and the usefulness of his writings. This gulf between the public and the

private sides seemed to widen as Zoshchenko’s fame grew, and as the room for experimentation

and ambiguity in literature and art started to get smaller and smaller in the late 1920s.

244 Bocnomunanus o Muxaune 3owenko, 92.
245 Ibid, 92.

151



Changes in personal circumstances in Zoshchenko’s life, and in particular, the
reconfiguration of space as a result of uplotnenie, also had a significant impact on Zoshchenko’s
writing and his transition toward a more autobiographical subject and style. During the winter of
1930-31, shortly after the publication of the first edition of Letters to a Writer, the Zoshchenko
household would itself suffer the consequences of uplotnenie. The writer and his wife Vera, and
their young son Valeriy (Valya), along with Zoshchenko’s sister, had been renting an apartment
on Tchaikovsky Street for three years, when, with the end of NEP, ownership of the apartment
building went to a housing cooperative, a so-called ZHAKT (OKAKT - “xunumno-apeHHoe
KOOIIEPATUBHOE TOBAPHILECTBO).24*® As a result, the Zoshchenkos had to take in new tenants,
resulting in overcrowding and considerable strain on the family. Vera Zoshchenko’s recently
published remembrances provide details on the changes in the housing situation and their effect
on the family:

That year it was finally over with NEP. Our rented apartment building was turned over to

a housing cooperative (ZHAKT)...and immediately the nuisances began. Into our

apartment they moved Barayev, the husband of the late niece of our cook, who had a

large family, with three little boys and second wife. For some reason, ZHAKT did not

allow him to exchange rooms with Masha, who lived below, and also refused to secure
one room for my friend’s brother, who lived with us last year.

B tot rox [1930] Gp110 OKOHYATETHHO TOKOHYEHO ¢ HATOM. Harr apeH1oBaHHBIN JOM
nepenien B *akrt... M cpa3y ke Hauanuchk HenpusiTHocTH. Ham B kBapTUpy Beenuau

246 JXAKTw1 were housing cooperatives established in 1924 as a means of dealing with the reorganization of
housing, giving them broad rights over the organization of living spaces and their inhabitants. As scholar Mark
Meerovich puts in, starting in 1924 “ ZHAKTs receive preferred rights to living and non-living space of the house
and the grounds in comparison to persons who are not included in them. They have the right of “using all living
space of the house and the grounds.” Other residents are faced with a choice: either become a member of the
ZHAKT or risk being moved (such a possibility is given to the cooperative by decree) to some other accommodation
on the premises.” In the original: .. JKAKTsI mony4aroT npenMyIecTBEHHbIE IpaBa Ha )KWIYIO U HEXXWIIYIO TUIOMIa b
JIOMOBJIaJICHUS B CPAaBHEHUH C JIMLIAMH, HE BXOJSIIINM B UX cocTaB. OHM UMEIOT IPaBO «I0JIb30BATHCS BCEH KMIIOH
TUTOIIA IBIO JOMOBIaZeHuUs». [Ipoure )KNUIIbIbl OKa3bIBAIOTCS TI€pe]] BEIOOPOM — MO0 BXOJHUTH B COCTAB WICHOB
JKAKTa, m160 pucKOBaTh OBITH NEPECEICHHBIMHU (JIEKPETOM KOONIEpaTUBY MPEIOCTABIISIETCS TaKast BO3SMOXKHOCTD) B
M000e HHOE MoMeIIeHne noMoBianeanst. M.I'. Meeposud, Keadpammuvie mempuol, onpedensiioujue CO3HAHUE:
2ocyoapcmeennas sicunuwnas nonumuxa ¢ CCCP. 1921-1941 2z, (Stuttgart: Ibidem-Verlag, 2005), 143.
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MHOroceMmeHoro bapaesa — My»a IOKOMHON INIEMHHUIIBI HALLIEH KyXapKH, C TpeMs
MaJIbYUKaMH U BTOPOM keHOU. [loMeHATbCA eMy KOMHATON ¢ Maiuei, )KuBIIel BHU3Y,
JKAKT [104€MY-TO HE Pa3pellnl, a TAKXKE OTKA3bIBAJICSA 3aKPEIUTh OJHY KOMHATYy 3a
OpaTtoM MOei MOAPYIH, KOTOPBIA B MPOIIOM Ty XU y Hac.4

Vera describes the overall effect of these changes:

...this transformation of the apartment into a communal one eventually brought us a host
of nuisances, worries, tiresome, unnecessary efforts and bitterness, even more since
Barayev turned out to be a drunk and often started wild rows with his wife. And all that,
of course, disturbed Mikhail’s peace and prevented his working. And even damaged our
relationship again.

...3TO MIPEBpALICHUE KBAPTUPBI B KOMMYHAJIBHYIO IIPUHECIIO HAM BIIOCJIEICTBUM MAacCy
HETNPUATHOCTEM. .. BOJIHEHHH, JOKYUHBIX, HEHYKHBIX XJIOTIOT U OTOpPUEHH, TeM OoJee
yT0 bapaeB oka3aics NbSHUIICH U 4aCTO YCTpauBall AUKUE CKaHAAIIbI C )KkeHOU. U1 Bce
3TO, KOHEYHO, JIMIIANIO MoKos Muxauiia u Meriano emy paborats. M naxe cHoBa
MOPTHUJIO HAIK OTHOIIEHHS. >3

The drastic changes to their housing situation had prompted Zoshchenko to write to
Maxim Gorky, asking him for help dealing with the ZHAKT, which, coincidentally, was named
after Gorky.?* Gorky interceded on Zoshchenko’s behalf and wrote the letter, which, according
to Zoshchenko produced such an impression on the secretary of the housing cooperative that they

promptly promised to satisfy any request by the Zoshchenko family.>°

247 T.M Baxwurosa, “3omenko B. B. o 6osne3nu u ureparypHoii padote M.M. 3omenko. Yacts 2. 1930-¢ rr.”
Exerogank PyxommcHoro otaena [Tymkuackoro Jloma Ha 2016 roa. Cankr-IlerepOypr, 2016, 639.

248 Quoted in Baxurosa, 641.

24 In this letter, dated September 8, 1930, Zoshchenko asked Gorky if he would write to the housing cooperative
and request that they “not move in strangers, but leave that technician whose been living in my apartment for two
years [He BCEeISUTH yKHX JIFOACH, a OCTaBHIH Obl TOTO TEXHHUKA, KOTOPBIA BTOPOW T0Jl IPOXKUBAET B MOCH
kBaptupe].” In M lopbkuit, Jlumepamypnoe Hacreocmeo. m. 70. I'opvkuii u cogemckue nucamenu. Mocksa:
WznparensctBo AH CCCP, 1963, 160.

250 Zoshchenko describes the reaction to Gorky’s letter in his response from September 30, 1930: “The secretary of
the ZHAKT...ran toward me, pale and worried, and started babbling something and saying that everything will be
done, and the ZHAKT is happy to fulfill your small request. The secretary did not even let me read your letter,
saying that in it there were some flattering phrases and that I could become proud as a result. The entire house
management was terribly worried.

In the original: “Cexperaps XKAKTa ...npubexai ko MHe, OJie JHBIIA 1 B3BOJHOBAHHBI, U CTAJI YTO-TO TAKOE
2 b

JIETIETaTh W TOBOPHUTH, 4TO Bee OymeT caenano u JKAKT pax ucnonHuTh Banry HeOombIIyio mpock0y. Cekperaps He
JTaT Ja)Ke MHE TIPOYECTh BaIIero MHChMa, CKa3aB, YTO TaM UMEIOTCS 000 MHE HEKOTOPHIC JICCTHEIC (hpa3bl U UTO S

153



Yet asking Gorky for help seemed to have hurt Zoshchenko’s pride, so much so that in
the letter he wrote back to Gorky — the same letter in which he describes the effect Gorky’s letter
had on the ZHAKT leadership — Zoshchenko regretted asking for help and insisted that, despite
Gorky’s support, he would refuse to take advantage of Gorky’s help. He even blamed Vera for
his initial decision to write to Gorky. This letter gives insight into Zoshchenko’s state of mind
and the strain he felt during this period:

This whole month I could simply find no peace and cursed myself for writing to you. I
would never have done that and would not have complicated everything with requests,
but everything came together somehow outside my will. To tell the truth, it was all the
same to me who would live in my room and how many people would be there. I already
made peace with it and calmed down. But then my wife screamed for a few days, that
accursed technician inundated me with letters how I let his room go, and the housing
administration told me a bunch of things. Believe me, Aleksey Maksimovich, I did not
even mention your name, nor did I boast that I know you, I did not even ask for anything,
but simply in a dejected state wrote that first letter, to which you so kindly and carefully
responded.

Beck 3T0T MecsIl 1 mpocTo He HaXoIuII cebe TIOKOs U pyrajl ce0s 3a TO, YTO HaIucall BaM.
51 GBI HUKOT/Ia ATOTO HE C/IEall M HEe cTal Obl 3aTPyAHATH MPOCKOAMHU, HO BCE CIOKHUIIOCH
Kak-To MoMHUMO Moeii Bonu. [1o npasne cka3zaTh, MHE OBLIIO Ja)Ke BCE PABHO — KTO OyJeT
KHUTb B MOEH KBapTUPE U CKOJILKO YEJIOBEK. S y’Ke€ C 3TUM NPUMHUPHIICA U YCIIOKOMIICS.
Ho TyT ’keHa nmpopeBenia HECKOIBKO JHEH, 3TOT 37I0NOIYYHBII TEXHUK 3a0pocal MeHs
IIMCbMaMU — KakK 3TO 5 YIIyCTHJI €r0 KOMHATy, U JOMOYIPaBJI€HUE HArOBOPUIJIO MHE
pa3sbix Benieil. [loBepbte, Anekceit MakcuMoBuUY, ST HE YIIOMUHAJ )K€ BAIlIETO UMEHHU
1 HE XBaJIWICSA 3HAKOMCTBOM C BaMH, 51 Ja’K€ HUYETO HE IPOCHUII, HO ITPOCTO B
YAPYYEHHOM COCTOSIHMM HAIKCal TO MEPBOE MUChMEI0, HA KOTOPOE BbI TaK JIIO0E3HO U
BHUMATEIBHO OTKJIMKHYJIHCH. !

MOTY OT 3TOTO 3aropAnThcs. Bee momoynpasnenne 010 cTpamnrHo B3BoIHOBaHO.” I'opekuid, JTumepamyphoe
Hacneocmeo, 160-161.

For his part, Gorky, who at the time was living in Sorrento, confessed that he did not know what the acronym stood
for, writing to Zoshchenko: “Between us, what is ZHAKT? Housing association of a special kind? Just in case I
write it with a capital letter. Please let me know how He treats you. [Mexny Hamu: 310 — 4T0 Takoe JKakr?
JKunroBapumectBo oco6oit popmbl? Ha Besikuif ciryyaii umry ero ¢ 6onbinoif Oyksel. Bel, moskanyiicra, n3Becture
MeHs 0 ToM, kak OH ¢ Bamu noctynut].” (Gorky’s letter to Zoshchenko, September 16, 1930). ['opbkuit,
Jlumepamypnoe Hacrneocmeo, 159.

251 Zoshchenko’s letter to Gorky from September 30, 1930. Iopekuii, Jlumepamypnoe Hacreocmeo, 160.
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In the end, Zoshchenko was adamant that he would not take advantage of Gorky’s help, writing:
“ T am happy to say that now, when the ZHAKT named after you received your letter and
decided to accommodate me — / did not take advantage of it and asked that everything be left as
it was, and even to leave those people that they moved into my apartment during this time. [Mue
IIPUSITHO BaM CKazaTh, 4To Teneps, koraa JKAKT Bamero umeHu nosyqus Baiie NUcbMoO U
TIOIIIe]T MHE HAaBCTpeUy,— 5 Huuem He ocnovzosaics [italics in original] u mompocuin Bce
OCTaBUThH TaK, KaK €CTh, U J1a’K€ OCTaBUTh TEX JIFOJICH, KOTOPBIX MHE BCEJIMIIN 3a 3TO BpeMsi|.” As
a result, the housing situation would only get worse over the following year. Vera’s entries from
this period illustrate the hardships and challenges common to life in communal apartments and
betray an acute sense of resignation about their situation:

This winter was just as turbulent and difficult as the one last year. Our “apartment” issues
became even worse — for some reason, Mikhail gave up our dining room to the Baraevs
(until then they lived in the hallway and in the kitchen), and he recommended that I -- in
order to escape additional uplotnenie, except for my good friend Modest, who has been
living with us since last year together with Valya — “fictitiously” register Valya’s room to
Modest’s mother, without the right to use the room, to which she and Modest gave their
complete agreement. But Alexandra Genniadevna, who put on airs because she was
“Rurik,” was related to Prince Rurik, turned out to be the most unscrupulous and insolent
deceiver. During the summer she moved into Valya’s room and this way took away the
child’s corner; in addition, she caused me a number of headaches with her stay.

Ota 3uMa ObuIa Takast ke OECTOKOiHAsA U TpyJHas, Kak U mpouuioroanss. «KsaptupHsie»
HalllY JIeJ1a JaXke yXyALIWINCh — Hallly CTOJI0BYI0 Muxawi 3aueM-To ycrynui bapaeBbim
(1o 3TOrO OHU )XKMJIM B KOPUJOPE U HAa KyXHE), a B BannHOI 1eTCKOI OH IOCOBETOBA
MHe, BO U30eKaHue NalbHEHIINX YINIOTHEHUH, KpOME MOETo Xopouiero apyra Mojecra,
KOTOPBIIA KW y HAC C TPOIILIOTO rojia BMecTe ¢ Basneil, KoToporo oH 04eHb 0O,
nponucath «(pUKTUBHO» Mo1ecTOBYy MaMmaillly — 0e3 ImpaBa MoJIb30BaThCsl KOMHATOW, Ha
4YTO U OHa, 1 MojecT aganu cBoe noyiHoe coriacue. Ho Anekcanapa ['ennaaneBHa,
KOTOpasi TAK KMYUJIACh TEM, UTO OHA — «PIOPUKOBHA» — BEAET CBOM POJ OT KHA3S
Propuka, okazanach camoif 6ecCOBECTHON M HArIOW OOMaHIIMIICH — IETOM OHA
nepeexaia (pakTuuecku B BannHy KOMHATy ¥ TEM JIMILINIA MaJlbYMKa CBOETO yIia, 1a K
TOMY K€ TIPUYMHKIIIA MHE MAaCcCy HEMPUATHOCTEN CBOUM TIpeObIBaHrEM. >>?

252 Baxurosa, 647.
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The changes in the housing situation and the mental strain Zoshchenko was under during
this period had a significant impact on his attitude towards his work, and along with changes in
the country stemming from the end of NEP, would contribute to his change in direction toward
more documentary, autobiographical material and away from his satirical writings from the
1920s. This attitude would be one of uncertainty and resignation and would seemingly cause him
to be defensive about the purpose of his writing and his inability to connect with his readers. This
ambivalence about the value of his work and apparent lack of confidence is evident in his further
correspondence with Gorky, which continued despite Zoshchenko’s initial misgivings about
“bothering” the older and revered writer about such “trivial” matters as his housing situation. A
constant motif through their correspondence is Zoshchenko’s lack of hope and confidence and
Gorky’s constant reassurance and support, including abundant praise for his stories, ideas for
future works and genuine concern for his health.

When it comes to Letters to a Writer, Gorky expressed his support, countering
Zoshchenko’s ambivalence about the book. In his letter to Gorky from September 30, 1930,
Zoshchenko had written that “it is now simply uncomfortable for me to hold that book in my
hands, so awkwardly and insincerely do I relate to readers [3Ty kHIXKKY MHE ceiiyac poCcTo
HEJIOBKO B3SITh B PYKH, JI0 TOTO 1 HEYKITIOKE U HEUCKPEHHO OTHeccs K untatensm.|” Gorky
wrote back arguing for the book’s value, pointing out something that Zoshchenko himself had
emphasized about his work — the importance of “trivial” things, of 6s1m, and his ability to write
for “the street” and to get closer to “common people.” As Gorky put it,

I will argue against your evaluation of “Letters to a Writer.” It is a good book, the kind

that are possible only here and in our time, when the writer is becoming — as never and

nowhere before — a real person close to the reader. And very often all that is a process of

throwing oneself into trifles, into the rubbish of 6w1m, but, in my view, it is all a most
interesting process of a close coming together to the life of today.

156



IIporus Bameit onenku «IIuceM k yuTaTeno» s — CHopro. ITo — XOpolllas KHUTa,
TaKue BO3MOXKHBI TOJIBKO Y HAC U B HAIlIe BPEMsl, KOT/Ia IIHCATeIb CTAHOBHUTCS — KaK
HUT/IC ¥ HUKOT'/Ia — HACTOSIIMM M OJIM3KUM YEJIOBEKOM YUTATEIN0. M XOTs BEChbMa 4acTo
3TO — MPOLECC MOTPYKEHUS B UEIYXY, B COpbE ObITa, HO — Ha MOH B3IJIST — 3TO BCE
K€ UHTEPECHENIINIA TIPOIECC TIOTHOTO CONMKEHHUS C HKU3HBIO CETo JHs. 2>
It is helpful to take a moment to reflect on Gorky’s last phrase — his description of
Zoshchenko’s approach as the “process of close coming together with life of the day [mpouecc
TUIOTHOTO COMIMKEHUS C JKU3HBIO cero MHs.|” On the one hand, Gorky’s emphasis on the close
connection between Zoshchenko’s work and everyday concerns of the time is a way to reassure
the younger writer struggling with feelings of alienation from his environment and the literary
milieu at the time. What is also interesting, however, is the spatial metaphor Gorky employs to
describe this connection (rmotHoe commkenue), which calls to mind “ymnornenue” due to the
common root (nzoms). Though Gorky probably did not intentionally allude to the housing
policy, the description is striking and imbued with a bit of irony, given Zoshchenko’s living
circumstances and the drastic changes that he and his family were going through at the time
Zoshchenko conceived and completed Letters to a Writer. While Zoshchenko certainly found
himself “close” to his neighbors and the “life of the day,” this purported “closeness” only
brought pain and trouble for the family, as his and Vera’s letters and reminiscences reveal. While
Zoshchenko drew on this experience in his writing, in particular stories dealing with the trauma
of such policies as uplotnenie on a personal level, it certainly did not lead to a closer connection
with others.

Instead, it seems that it was through reading the many letters he received and deciding to

correspond with his readers, which eventually led to the publication of Letters to a Writer, that

253 Gorky’s letter to Zoshchenko from October 13, 1930. l'opekuit, JIumepamypnoe Hacreocmso, 163.
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Zoshchenko found an outlet for his bouts of melancholia and a way to establish a closer
connection with others. In an interview from 1934, Zoshchenko reflected, with his characteristic
humor, on the therapeutic role that letters from readers and others played in his life over the
years, especially in making him feel less “alone.” “Kakas cTpamnrHas Belpb — IMETh TOCTOSIHHBIHA
anpec [What a terrible thing it is to have a permanent address],” he told the interviewer, adding,
Every day — two or three letters. There are happy fellows who complain about the mail
not working properly. However, between us, I would be very bitter if some letters did not

reach me... Letters from readers, friends, critics, heroes of my works...I would feel lonely,
if I actually did not have a permanent address.

[K]ax st nens — nBa Tpu nucbMa. ECThb e c4acTIuBIIbI, KOTOPBIE )KAITYIOTCS Ha
HEHCIIPaBHOCTb MOYTH... Bripouem, Mex 1y HaMHu roBops, 51 ObLT ObI OYEHb OTOpUEH, €CIIU
ObI HEKOTOPBIE MUChMa JI0 MEHS He AOILIH... [[uchMma unTarenei, npy3en, KpUTHKOB,
repoeB MOUX MPOU3BEIACHHUIA... S| TyBCTBOBAN ObI C€0s1 OTUHOKUM, €CITH ObI
NEACTBUTENLHO HE UMEI IOCTOSHHOTO aapeca.’>
In addition to the personal importance of letters for Zoshchenko, correspondence with readers, as
scholar E. Kolesnikova suggests in her article “’Menkuii ciryuait’ u3 nucarenbckoi xu3nu (M.
3omenko u ynratenun) also influenced his writing and his aesthetic approach. Reviewing the
collection of letters in Zoshchenko’s archive, Kolesnikova concludes that “interaction with
readers was productive for the author during his entire creative journey [o01meHue ¢ YuTaTeIIMU
IUIs1 aBTOPA OCTABAJIOCH IJIOJJOTBOPHBIM Ha MPOTSHKEHUH Beero TBopueckoro mytu|,” adding that
most likely Zoshchenko’s answers to readers found their way into his artistic works.?>>

Moreover, readers often emphasized that Zoshchenko was somehow speaking for them,

documenting their lives, and in their letters often offered their own ideas for potential stories,

254 TIucepma: becena ¢ Mux. 3omenko, Jlumepamypuwiii Jlenunzpad, 1934 quoted in ITpokodses, B.A. “ 31eck.
[Mucarenro 3omenko (U3 mucem ynrateneit 30ux rogos)“ in I'po3nosa, H.A. (ed). Muxaun 3owenxo. Mamepuanwt k
meopueckoul buoepaguu, Kaura 1, 193.

255 KonecnukoBa, E. U. "Menkuii ciydaii’ u3 nucarensckoi xuszan (M. 3omenko u untarenu) in ['posnosa, H.A u
Mypomckutii, B. I1. Muxaun 3owenxo: Mamepuanst k meopueckou buoepaguu. Kaura 1. (Cankr-IletepOypr:
Hayxka, 1997), 221-225.
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which they hoped Zoshchenko would realize with his literary talent. Zoshchenko has a
humorous, even dismissive attitude towards such suggestions, but in her article Kolesnikova
examines two letters from two different readers, both of which include storylines that bear close
similarity to stories eventually published by Zoshchenko, prompting the question of whether
Zoshchenko consciously incorporated the letters into his work. Kolesnikova cannot find a
conclusive answer, yet it is clear from the Letters that Zoshchenko read his readers’ letters
carefully and took them seriously, appreciating their unique style and language, with phrasing
and unique expressions echoing in the voices of his narrators.

One letter from the collection, titled “TloaT u nomanp” [Poet and the Horse] provides
insight into how Zoshchenko employed letters from readers in his stories. In the commentary to
the letter, Zoshchenko notes that this letter served as the basis for the story/feuillton of the same
name. The reader of the letter wrote to complain that, after visiting Detskoe Selo [[leTrckoe ceno],
where Pushkin once went to school, she noticed a horse grazing close to the school building
which she found disrespectful to the memory of the famous poet. While the main plot of the
published story remains the same, Zoshchenko stylizes it, turning the long and rambling
sentences of the letter into short ones, recalling Zoshchenko’s other famous stories. The voice of
the story changes from the reader’s perspective to that of an outsider, potentially an editor,
commenting on the events and providing greater distance. What is the most striking however, is
precisely what Zoshchenko mentioned earlier in his commentaries to other letters, the use of
“idiomatic” phrases, which he takes directly from the letter. It is these phrases that arguably give

the story its primary charge, its skaz, thus retaining the speech of the letter writers.?>

236 Letter “TloaT u omans” in Zoshchenko, Hucema x nucamenio, 54-56. The story with the same name is available
in Zoshchenko, Mikhail. Cobpannvie Couunenus, Tom 2. Mocksa: Bpemst, 2008.
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Given this close relationship with his readership and the importance of correspondence
for Zoshchenko throughout his career, why then does he express such ambivalence about the
value of Letters to a Writer to Gorky? In part his dissatisfaction seems to be another example of
doubt and ambivalence about his writing which characterized his state of mind during this
period. Another reason seems to be that, even though the book consisted largely of letters by
others, Letters to a Writer was a very personal project for Zoshchenko, one that was quite
different from his earlier writings. In his diary Kornei Chukovsky notes Zoshchenko’s personal
investment in the book. In his entry from March of 1929, Chukovsky writes:

Zoshchenko is now completely taken by his book “Letters to a Writer”, he read the entire

thing aloud to me. For me it does not have that charm which exists in other books by

Zoshchenko, but, even though it consists entirely of someone else’s material, it is wholly
his, it entirely carries the stamp of his personality.

30LIEHKO BECh 3aXBaU€H TeNepb cBoel KHUrol «llucema K mucaremntoy, IpoyuTall €€ MHE
BCIO BCIIyX. B Hell HeT /i MeHst Toro o0asiHusl, KOTOPOE €CTh B IPYTHX KHUrax
30I1IeHKH, HO XOTS BCS OHA COCTOUT U3 UYXKOT'0 MaTepHaja, OHa BCS — €ro, BCSI HOCUT
OTIIEYaTOK €ro JUYHOCTH. >’
This book, in contrast to his stories featuring skaz, was more revealing, delving into his personal
life in a direct way and thus potentially opening up room for self-doubt and criticism. Moreover,
while in his letter to Gorky he expressed dissatisfaction with Letters to a Writer, Zoshchenko’s
opinion of the book would change drastically only a few years later. In the commentary to
Restored Youth, his subsequent work, Zoshchenko describes Letfers as “my most interesting
(documentary) book [s1...BBITYCTHII MOIO CaMyl0 HHTEPECHYIO JOKYMEHTAJIbHYIO KHUTY [Tucvma k

nucamenio].”*%

257 Yykosckuid, Jneenux: 1901-1929. (Mocksa: Coserckuii [Tucatens, 1991), 468.
258 Zoshchenko, ITucoma x nucamenio; Bosspawennas monodocms, Ileped socxodom connya. nogecmu, 280.
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THE RECEPTION

Perhaps most importantly, however, Zoshchenko’s judgment of Letters to a Writer was also
impacted by the initial critical reception of the book which reflected the general trends and
debates about art and literature in the Soviet Union at the end of the 1920s. In his monograph
The Politics of Reception: Critical Constructions of Mikhail Zoshchenko, Gregory Carlton
examines the types of critical responses to the book, which ran the gamut from overwhelmingly
negative (“who needs this book and why was it published”) to extremely laudatory (“an authentic
step to a truly proletarian literature™).?>® At the core of the different critical responses, Carlton
argues, was the issue of readership and its function — a fraught topic in Soviet cultural debates

9 ¢

during this period. How to get the “average” “mass” reader to participate in the creation and
appreciation of literature? Who was a better judge of a literary work: the average reader or a
specialized critic? These are two key questions, Carlton argues, that drove debates about the
reception of literature and the role of criticism. As he puts it,
[s]ince the October Revolution has officially brought power to the people, an equivalent
change was proclaimed in the literary environment...Factors once governing production
and reception of literature...were determined to have been swept away. The arbitration of
artistic value now passed into the hands of the mass reader, who was canonized as the
literary representative of the previously exploited proletariat and peasantry.2°
As a result, the reception of literature switched from a “top-down” approach, with specialized

critics being the main arbiters of quality, to a “bottom-up” structure where, at least in theory,

“interpretations by mass readers were generally accorded more authority than those by literary

259 Gregory, Carleton. The Politics of Reception: Critical Constructions of Mikhail Zoshchenko, (Evanston, I11.:
Northwestern University Press, 1998), 122.
260 Tbid, 112.
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critics.”?®! The “mass reader” thus came to occupy a privileged position in cultural discourse,
with the result that writers themselves often had to pay lip service to the “mass reader’s”
authority. Works deemed to be unintelligible or inaccessible to a wide readership were judged as
“decadent” and ““anti-proletarian.”

Given this context, Zoshchenko’s publication of a book consisting primarily of letters
from this supposed “mass reader” understandably drew attention from the critics, especially
since Zoshchenko was one of the most popular writers of the period. Zoshchenko must have been
aware of the debates about literary reception, prompting the question of why he would choose to
enter the fray and engage the thorny issue of readership. On this point, Carlton offers two
explanations. First, Zoshchenko used his popularity and numerous letters from average readers as
a weapon against his critics who attacked his work for being trivial. By appealing to the authority
of the “mass reader,” Carlton argues,

Zoshchenko presented himself as one of the few who already served as an authentic

bridge to the masses. On the basis of tremendous book sales and a deluge from readers,

he gave full voice to the image of a close, reciprocal relationship between artist and
audience. His writing was the most accessible to newly literate readers; only in his skaz
could be found an accurate reflection of the post revolutionary linguistic farrago that
dominated the streets; his narrators and characters were most endearing to the people; his
themes spoke directly to the people.2%?
Indeed, Zoshchenko’s pronouncements about this audience frequently drew on the idea of this
“general mass reader.” In Youth Restored, Zoshchenko directly invokes the “general Soviet
reader,” positioning this purported reader’s authority in direct contrast to his reception by the

critics. “I am writing, at any rate, I strive to write, for the general Soviet reader,” writes

Zoshchenko, adding:

261 Tbid, 115.
262 Carlton, 116-117.
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And the whole difficulty of my work lay primarily in learning how to write so that my
works would be understandable to everyone. To achieve this I had to work a great deal on
my language. My language, for which I have been reviled so much (in vain), was
conventional, or rather, composite (just like the character type.)...Because of this my
work has not enjoyed much respect for many years. And for many years I have not even
been found on lists of mediocre writers.?6?

Similar discourse regarding readership opens Letters to a Writer where he wrote that the “reader
does not perceive me the same way the critics do.”?%4

Yet, who is this reader? Carlton raises this question with respect to Zoshchenko’s readers,
particularly those fifty featured in the Letters to a Writer. Even within such a small sample of
readership, Carlton argues, it is hard to discern the general characteristics of a “typical” reader.
As a result, rather than offer a “unified image” of the general “mass reader”, the book instead
destabilizes the concept, showing individuals with different concerns, desires, and ways of
expressing themselves. In Letters, Zoshchenko himself recognizes that the book hardly provides
the true “image” of the elusive “mass reader”, writing: ““ I do not want to say that in my book it is
possible to see the true face of the reader [l He x04y cka3aTh, YTO B 3TOW MOEH KHUTE MOXKHO
YBUJIETH HacTosmee oo unrtarens] > The result, then, is a hodgepodge of letters, chosen not
because of some claim toward comprehensive representation or objectivity, but rather based on
Zoshchenko’s own editorial preferences.

Thus, along with providing a small, albeit hardly representative, sample of the Soviet
readership, the decision to collect the letters and publish them with commentary says as much

about Zoshchenko’s personality and attitude toward his work and readership as it does about the

readers themselves. This “autobiographical” aspect of Letters to a Writer is what Carlton offers

263 Mikhail Zoshchenko, Youth Restored, trans. by Joel Stern (Ann Arbor: Ardis Publishers, 1984), 153-154.

264 Zoshchenko, Iucvma x nucamento, 17.
265 Ibid, 18.
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as the second reason for Zoshchenko’s publication of the book. His role as an editor and
commentator as well as the “author” to whose authority and talent all his correspondents appeal,
whether directly or indirectly, is inextricable from the contents of the letters and their status as
historical documents. For Carlton, this authorial and editorial role is characterized by “self-
aggrandizement,” which he sees as a crucial feature of Zoshchenko’s self-image in Letters to a
Writer as well as in other autobiographical books, such as Youth Restored. In addition to seeing
himself as “an unadorned mouthpiece” for his readers, Carlton argues, Zoshchenko’s authorial
voice throughout Letters to a Writer is characterized by “near Promethean claims that he was the
exclusive fount of information and guidance.”*®® As a result, “[In Letters to a Writer], in both the
contents and the editorial frame, vacillation between self-effacement and self-inflation vis-a-vis
his popularity was given full play.”2¢’

I agree with Carlton that the autobiographical component and authorial self-image in
Letters to a Writer and Zoshchenko’s work more generally are crucial in understanding his
aesthetic approach and his attitude toward his work. Indeed, an autobiographical approach to
studying Zoshchenko has been taken up by other scholars, most notably Alexander
Zholkovsky.?%® However, I take issue with Carlton’s description of Zoshchenko’s self-
presentation in Letters to a Writer as “self-aggrandizement” or “self-inflation.” Although in his
works he sometimes takes up the tone of unassailable authority, especially in Youth Restored,

Zoshchenko’s commentary in Letters to a Writer show a genuine interest in and concern for the

reader, even when, for comic effect, he takes up a sardonic tone. “Y mMeHs He ObLIO, KOHEUHO, HU

266 Carlton, 121.

267 Tbid.

268 See Wonkosckuit Anexcannp. Muxaun 3ouenxo: nosmuxa nedoeepus. Mocksa: 1llkona “SI3biku pycckoi
KyneTyphL,” 1999. Zholkovsky’s book offers an autobiographical reading of Zoshchenko’s oeuvre, examining the
correspondences between Zoshchenko’s autobiographical statements in his last major work, Before Sunrise, and his
earlier satirical stories.
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MaJIeHIIIero KeJaHus IOU3AeBaThCs Ha/l HETPaMOTHOCTBIO MOMX unTareseit,” Zoshchenko writes
about his attitude toward the reader before describing his intentions for compiling the book:

I did not compile this book for the purpose of laughter. I compiled this book in order to

show the genuine and unadorned life of genuine living people with their desires, taste,

thoughts.

S He panu cMexa cobpait 3Ty KHHTY. S 3Ty KHHUTY coOpal JIsl TOro, 4TOObI MOKa3aTh

NOJUTMHHYO U HEMIPUKPBITYIO KU3Hb, TIOJIHMHHBIX KHUBBIX JIIOACH C UX JKEIaHUSIMHU,

BKYCOM, MbICIIsIME. >
One can, of course, question the sincerity of this statement and not take it at face value.
However, coupled with his view of correspondence with readers discussed earlier and the
frequent statements of sympathy with his readers’ plights in his commentary to their letters, I
find it hard to doubt Zoshchenko’s intentions or to describe his attitude as “self-aggrandizement”
or “self-inflation,” at least not in Letters to a Writer where his commentary is minimal and often
empathetic. Moreover, the fact that readers themselves feel compelled and comfortable enough
to write to Zoshchenko with their problems is evidence of intimacy, or at least perceived
intimacy, they feel with the author, or rather, his authorial persona. Before the publication of
documentary, “autobiographical” works like the Letters to a Writer, this close relationship was
based solely on Zoshchenko’s literary work, which, at least in the subject matter, centers around
the trivial, the ordinary, the 6wm. It would be hard to argue against the claims of “self-
aggrandizement” for a writer with a strong socially or politically minded self-image, say
someone like Tolstoy or Dostoyevsky. In Zoshchenko’s case, however, correspondence with

readers, especially when considered in the context of his private life and his melancholia and

alienation, seems to be a genuine attempt at connection, and publishing the Letters and

269 Zoshchenko, Iucvma x nucamento, 18.

165



commentary to them was more revealing personally and provides a new perspective on his

stories written in skaz.

Conclusion
This engagement with his readers goes back to the private aspect of this project and the
“stamp of personality” that Chukovsky recognized in Letters. R. Messer, one of the reviewers of
the book when it was published, also recognized this personal dimension of the book, pointing
out that Letters to a Writer revealed a tragic side to Zoshchenko, a side that existed in his private
life, but which was not associated with his public persona due to the comic nature of his stories,
especially by more casual, less “specialized” readers. As Messer put it:
If the traditional Zoshchenko the humorist is received on the readerly periphery as a
“happy writer,” and the qualified reader discerns behind the anecdotal shell of
“Zoshchenkovian” stories some kind of general meaning, then in Letters to a Writer this
meaning is undoubtedly tragic.
Ecnu TpanniimoHHbii 301IEHKO IOMOPUCT BOCIIPUHUMAETCS Ha YUTATENLCKOW nepudepun
KaK ‘BecelIblid MHcaTelb,” @ YATATENb KBATU(PHUIMPOBAHHBIA YCMaTPUBAET 3a
aHEKIOTHYECKON 000JI0UYKON 30IIEHKOBCKUX PACCKa30B HEKHI 000OIIEHHBIN CMBICI, TO B
‘TluchbMax K MACATEN’ 3TOT CMBICT HECOMHEHHO Tparndeckuii.?’’
While certainly the tone of the book can often be tragic, it is clear that the correspondence

featured in Letters to a Writer allowed Zoshchenko to establish a close and genuine connection

with his readers, providing a clear contrast to often-critical public reception of his works.

270 Quoted in Tpoxodner, B.A. “3necs. ucaremo 3omenko (U3 Mucem Yntarenei 30-x rogos)* in I'posnosa, H.A
n Mypomckuid, B. I1. Muxaun 3owenxo: Mamepuanei k meopueckoti buoepaghuu. Kaura 1. (Canxr-IlerepOypr:
Hayxka, 1997), 194.
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CONCLUSION

In my examination of the depiction of private space and the transformation of everyday
life in the works of Boris Barnet, Yuri Olesha, and Mikhail Zoshchenko, I have tried to highlight
the diverse and innovative attempts by these artists to process and address the turbulent changes
in Soviet society and culture of the 1920s. I have also attempted to interrogate the boundary
between the so-called “popular” and “avant-garde” works during this period, showing that this
dichotomy is not stable, and often, not very productive -- the search to find a new language and a
new way of responding to the new reality spanned genres and approaches, whether through the
possibilities of mise-en-scene or through a reworking of skaz narration.

My analysis of these works also highlights the “protean” nature of the dichotomy
between the categories of the “public” and the “private” in the context of NEP and communal
living in the Soviet Union, more generally. Though individual space was divided and rigidly
regulated, works like Girl with a Hatbox attempt to depict and/or create spaces within their
narratives where these regulations and divisions could be disrupted and resisted. Other works,
such as Olesha’s Envy, engage with certain “common” dichotomies in Russian and Soviet
culture, to use an adjective employed by Svetlana Boym, such as the dichotomy between 6s1m
and 6wuimue, and offer a potential third option to conceptualize individual and intimate space.
Similarly, Zoshchenko’s Letters to a Writer addresses the boundary between the public and the
private with respect to authorship and readership during the 1920s, showing the difficulty of
conceptualizing the writer’s role during this transitional period.

Yet, this dissertation is only a small part of a complex and multifaceted story. Examining
private space, communal living, and in particular the institution of the communal apartment, is

certainly not a topic that can be covered in one dissertation or one book, or from one particular
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disciplinary viewpoint. In his study Ouepxu kommynanvnozo 6vima (Sketches of Communal
bwvim), scholar Ilya Utekhin points out that there is a lack of ethnographic studies of the
communal apartment and communal living during the Soviet period, a problem that his book
attempts to remedy. At the same time, Utekhin also highlights the potential of literature to serve
as another source for examining, as he puts it, “the manifestations of stereotypes of communal
mentality in different spheres of life [mposiBnenust crepeoTunoB KOMMYHAIbHON MEHTABHOCTH B

271 While Soviet literature often depicted the communal 6uim,

pa3nuYHbBIX chepax KUZHU].
Utekhin argues that in most cases these works had a satirical bent rather than attempting to depict
communal living in a more realistic manner. In turn, Utekhin suggests that studying works in a
realist mode would certainly add another dimension to the study of the communal apartment as a
whole. And indeed communal living and its depictions in film and literature, both realistic and
comedic, are numerous, and studies of other works, genres, and periods would provide
productive avenues for further inquiry into the complex phenomenon of the communal apartment
and private space.?’? This study could also be extended to the literature and film of other
countries, especially those with a similar legacy of communal living and communal apartments
as the Soviet Union.

While my dissertation has primarily focused on satirical literature and cinema, I have
tried to show how Barnet, Olesha, and Zoshchenko employ humor as a way of dealing, in a
sensory and affective way, with the shocks and traumas of such drastic changes as uplotnenie

and the reconfiguration of space. Though on the surface their works may not be “realistic,” the

harsh “reality” is always in the background, as can be seen from the chapter on Zoshchenko and

27 Yrexun, Unbs, Ouepku Kommynanvnozo Beima, (Polit.ru. Mocksa: OI'U, 2001), 6.
272 The “Virtual Museum of Soviet Everyday Life,” accessible at the website https://kommunalka.colgate.edu/
features, along with many other materials, a list of literary and cinematic works set in a communal apartment.
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the difficulties in his private life and his position as a writer, despite his popularity and humorous
nature of his stories. What is more, often this reality surfaces in the texts themselves, reflecting
the social and political context of the period in which they appeared. Indeed, it would be hard to
imagine a text like Letters to a Writer only a short time later, in the mid-1930s, when readers
would most likely fear writing to a famous writer such as Zoshchenko, not knowing whether he
could fall out of favor politically.

Perhaps a good way to conclude this project and look outward is to turn again to
Zoshchenko’s work for an example of how public and private spaces feature in different periods
of Soviet history. In particular, it is helpful to look at the different depictions in his stories of a
quintessentially Russian public space — the bathhouse, or banya. Zoschenko wrote a whole
“cycle” of stories set in the banya, starting with what is arguably the most famous one, titled
simply “The Bathhouse [bans]”, published in 1925. “Our bathhouses are not so bad,” claims
Zoshchenko’s narrator at the opening of the story, before describing a series of misadventures
that end with him losing his pants and his soap. The banya in this story is a chaotic and unruly
place, where, as Zoshchenko’s narrator puts it, “you no sooner get yourself all washed up before
you’re dirty again.”?”® In 1935 Zoshchenko followed the original “Banya” story with “Banya and
People [bans u moau]” and though the story is seemingly a continuation of the first one, the
narration is more distant, substituting the voice of his typical skaz narrator with one closer to
Zoshchenko’s own voice in his more autobiographical material. Though this story also features a
chaotic incident, the narrator is quick to point out that the conditions in the banya have changed
for the better since the previous story. At the same time, the story ends with an arrest and, in

what could be read as a veiled comment on the 1930s, “with this, our bathhouse story comes to

273 Mikhail Zoshchenko. Scenes from the Bathhouse: And Other Stories of Communist Russia, trans. Sidney Monas.
(Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1961), 24.
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an end and other matters begin.”?’* In 1956, a few years before his death, Zoshchenko published
yet another story set in the banya, titled “In the Banya [B 6ane].” The banya of this story is a
much cleaner, almost sterile place, with an attendant who cleans the seats and provides fresh
towels. The narration itself is more “orderly” and the main character is an old man, who, despite
having worked and saved his whole life, seems resigned and disheartened at the story’s end.

Different versions of “Banya” reflect Zoshchenko’s own development as a writer, starting
with the early years that feature his quintessential style, moving to the period of the 1930s where
arguably some of the most original and innovative aspects of this style are removed and many
contradictions and conflicts are smoothed over. The 1956 story is the least “Zoshchenkovian” of
the three; it is also much longer than the other two. At the same time, one can infer a lot about
the social and political context of the period in which each story is written, especially on the
topic of public and private spaces. While the “Banya” from 1925 is chaotic and unpredictable,
much like the turbulent and experimental NEP period, “Banya and People” is marked by
omission, leaving it to the reader to decipher many aspects of the narrative, such as, for example,
the “disappearance” of male attendants. The banya from 1956 could potentially be read as an
improvement in societal comforts during this period, yet also as the disappearance of spontaneity
and possibility, especially in comparison with the 1920s.

This short analysis of the different depictions of the banya in Zoshchenko’s stories only
hints at the potential of literature to provide a more nuanced understanding of the legacy of the
transformation of everyday life and reconfiguration of space which began in the 1920s.

Examining other literary and cinematic works from other periods and genres which depict

274 Zoshchenko, Scenes fiom the Bathhouse, 81.
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communal living and the experience of living in a communal apartment would further enrich the

study of this complex and multifaced topic.
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FILMOGRAPHY

Uplotnenie (¥Yniomnuenue), directed by Alexander Panteelev, Anatoliy Dolinov, and Donat
Pashkovsky, Soviet Union, 1918.

Girl with the Hat Box ([esywxa c kopookoti), directed by Boris Barnet, Soviet Union, 1927.

House on the Trubnaya (/[om na Tpyboui), directed by Boris Barnet, Soviet Union, 1928.
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