INTRODUCTION

JlparoneHHble ClI0Ba HEBO3MOXHO BbIIYMaTb, OHH JOJDKHBI OBITB €CTECTBEHHBIM,
OpraHH4YEeCKHM CBOMCTBOM MHCAaTeNs, TaK )K€ KaK OTJIOXEHHS AParou€HHbIX METALIOB H
o6pa3oBaHus IparoleHHbIX KaMHel B FOPHBIX Mopojaax. 3aMATHH ABMIICA K HaMm ¢ Ypaia,
rae JIparoueHHble, ONaropoiHele MeTaUIbI M KaMHH CKalUIMBaloTCi, coOMparoTcs
TBICAYAMH, MHJUTHOHAMH JIET, JIEXAT MOJ JABIEHHEM OYEHBb TSDKENBIX H IPyObIX MOpOXA H
xayr. JKu3Hp wuper. JlparoneHHble KaMHH HAYMHAlOT CBETHTBCH, CTaHOBATCH
CaMOIIBETHBIMH H JKAYT BEKaMH HacCTOSALIETO LIEHUTENA M 3HaTOKA, KOTOPBIH MOJBIMET HX H3
KaMEHHOM TOJIIM, BHICBOGOMMT M JacT UM MPOCTOP CHATH Ha Bechb CBET. BoT 310 M ecTh
Ebrennit MiBaHoBHY 3aMATHH — TOPHbI MHXKEHED HALIEro sA3bika!l

Alex M. Shane wrote his ground-breaking study of Zamiatin more than
thirty years after his death;? since then, another thirty years have
passed. During this period a great deal has changed in our under-
standing of this writer. His status as a key figure in the development of
modern Russian literature, a status long accepted in the West, but
vigorously resisted for almost six decades by the Soviet cultural
establishment, is no longer a source of dispute. The situation could not
be better for those interested in his achievement. His previously
banned works of fiction have now been published, many for the first
time since 1929, and his stories are part of the school syllabus. The
archive holdings in the Gor'kii Institute of World Literature (IMLI) in
Moscow are open for inspection.? The materials in the Russian National
Library in St Petersburg, including the correspondence with his wife,
Liudmila Nikolaevna Zamiatina (née Usova), have been published.
The criticism, journalism, translations, lectures, plays, screenplays,
autobiographies, and private correspondence with his family, friends,
and contemporaries has been printed or reprinted.’ His notebooks,
most of them held in the Bakhmetev archive at Columbia University,
have been published.® International conferences and symposia
dedicated to his life and works have been held both in Russia and
abroad.” And the 110th anniversary of his birth was marked in 1994 by
exhibitions, presentations, and readings in St Petersburg and
Lebedian’, the town of his birth and youth (apparently, there are also
plans to open a museum on the site of the Zamiatin family home).8
Doubtless it is only a matter of time before a complete edition of his
works, with a proper scholarly apparatus, becomes available in Russia,
as has been the case with other proscribed writers of the twentieth
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century, such as Vladimir Nabokov, Mikhail Bulgakov, and Iosif
Brodskii.

Despite the cornucopia of material which has accumulated over the
decades since the appearance of Shane’s study, it is striking
nevertheless how relatively one-sided and narrow the focus of
attention has been. In the West, for example, he is popularly known as
‘Sir Zamiatin’, the pipe-smoking engineer and Anglophile whose
choice of sartorial fashion in the post-revolutionary era (tweed jacket
and plus fours) was a deemed a deliberate provocation to the puritan
and commissarial attire of the new Soviet authorities. He is the
Bolshevik renegade, intellectual rebel, and heretic whose commitment
to permanent revolution led to his increasing disdain for post-1917
ideological dogma and cultural philistinism. Furthermore, his best-
known work remains the dystopian fantasy My, a work which, when
published in the pages of the émigré journal Volia naroda in 1927,
provoked a vicious and slanderous campaign against him and led four
years later to his exile. It is symptomatic of this skewed interest in
Zamiatin that the vast amount of Western scholarship published
hitherto focusses exclusively on the fiction of the post-revolutionary
period, in particular My, and the polemical articles of the 1920s in
which he articulated his ideas on literature and revolution, energy and
entropy, and synthentic art as a modernist phenomenon — this can be
witnessed by the articles published over the last forty years, but also by
two recent monographs by non-Russian authors.’ For Anglo-American
scholars, there is the added piquancy that Zamiatin worked as a
shipbuilder in Newcastle during the First World War, and was well
acquainted with both English and American fiction. It has been argued,
for example, that his experience in Britain laid the foundations for his
ideas on entropy and energy, and that the themes of My are to a great
extent anticipated in his two English satires Ostrovitiane (1918) and
‘Lovets chelovekov’ [1918] (1921).1% Zamiatin wrote about English
science fiction (H. G. Wells), British theatre (Bernard Shaw, Richard
Brinsley Sheridan), and the American short story tradition (O. Henry,
Jack London), and had reviewed James Joyce’s Ulysses as early as 1923.
In many respects, he was a truly international and cosmopolitan figure,
with a body of work which was cross-cultural in appeal and
immediately accessible to Western readers. What could be more
appealing than a figure who, in his celebrated letter of protest to Stalin
in June 1931, contemplated becoming a writer in English, like the
Polish-born Joseph Conrad, if forced into exile?!!
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In Russia, for reasons which are entirely understandable, and relate
to his pariah status for most of the Soviet period until the beginning of
his rehabilitation in 1986, a similarly skewed picture has emerged.
Without risk of exaggeration, it is fair to say that the vast amount of
scholarly material published since 1986 has been concerned with the
‘blank spots’ in his life and career as they pertain to the proscribed
post-revolutionary period. Where biographical, this has tended to
emphasize his position as a persecuted writer who fought to protect
creative freedom against increasing ideological repression in the 1920s;
and where critical, this has been aimed for the most part at introducing
him to a new generation of readers and defining in general terms his
position as part of the literary canon. There has been relatively little in
the way of sustained analysis of individual texts. Furthermore, where
that has occurred the overwhelming focus of attention is still My, the
fiction and essays published after the Revolution, and the ‘hidden’
Zamiatin, i.e. works or projects which for reasons of official censorship
were prevented from seeing the light of day during his lifetime. A
survey of recent scholarship dedicated to his fiction is indicative of this
phenomenon. Nearly one half of the papers delivered at the 1994
Tambov conference, for- example, is devoted to My. The articles
dedicated to Zamiatin in a recent issue of Russian Studies are centred
almost exclusively on issues of censorship (the unstaged play Atilla
[1928]); the post-revolutionary drama (Ogni sv. Domnika (1922)); the
staging of his plays in exile (Obshchestvo pochetnykh zvonarei (1926) and
Blokha (1926)); his work as a screenplay writer (his contribution to Jean
Renoir’s Les Bas-fonds (1936), the film version of Maksim Gor’kii’s Na
dne); his ‘wanderings’ while in exile; and his reluctant participation in
the collectivization campaign of 1929.12 And in Novoe o Zamiatine, a
collection of essays published after the second Lausanne symposium,
the contributors focus on his participation in the 1905 revolution; the
circumstances of his arrests in 1919 and 1922; the 1929 campaign of
victimization; his unfinished play about a British coal-mining strike
(Podzemel e Guntona [1931]); and his experience of emigration.!® Suffice
it to say, while these are valuable works of scholarship which
undoubtedly extend our knowledge of his life and work, they do very
little to correct what is still a chronic and disastrous distortion of our
appreciation of Zamiatin as a writer.

Paradoxically, the vital element of his art which remains in the
shadows, to all intents and purposes untouched and unexhumed, is his
Russianness. By this, I mean not that he can be positioned within the
neorealist and post-Symbolist phase of Russian modernism, but that
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the early part of his career, and some of his later work, has its roots in
the folk-religious culture of the provinces and the oral tradition. In a
1937 obituary of Zamiatin, for example, his friend and erstwhile
collaborator Aleksei Remizov drew attention to this deeply Russian
side of his personality, and argued that his supposed ‘Englishness’ and
Anglomania was simply a mask which concealed his true self:

3amatul u3 JleGensaHu, TaMOOBCKHiA, Yero pycee, H CTHXHS €ro cjioB OTOOpHO pyccKas.
IposBuie: ‘anrnuyaHuH’. Kak 6yaTo OH M caM MOBEPHI, a 3TO TOXE OYEHb PYCCKOE.
Bheuse GbUI0 ‘NPHIHYHO’ M 10 AHIJIMH, [i€ OH NPOXHJ BCEro MojirTopa rojaa, H HUKakoe
9TO He aHIVIHHCKOe, a MPOCTO MOJA HHXXEHEPCKYIO rpebeHKy, a pasoiieTcs — CMOTpHTE:
nebensHckuit Monozien ¢ npoGopom! 14

Remizov is alluding to the fact not only that Zamiatin possessed a
strong emotional attachment to the area in which he was born and
brought up, but that his experience of the provinces and its vibrant
language was a fundamental and defining element in his art. As I will
attempt to demonstrate in this study, Zamiatin was deeply immersed
in the folk-religious culture of the narod. He possessed considerable
knowledge of peasant folklore, as well as the rituals, liturgy, and sacred
writing of the Orthodox Church. Furthermore, despite the eclectic
nature of his art, which revealed itself in his desire for constant
experimentation, and led him to modify and develop the stylistic
devices of his early provincial fiction, Zamiatin continued to exploit
this knowledge for much of his career. It supplies the imaginative basis
for such works as Sever (written 1918, first published 1922),
‘Spodruchnitsa greshnykh’ (written 1918, first published 1922), ‘O tom,
kak istselen byl otrok Erazm’ (written 1920, first published 1922), ‘Rus”
(1923), ‘Nadezhnoe mesto’ (written 1918, first published 1924), Blokha,
‘Slovo predostavliaetsia tovarishchu Churyginu’ (1927), and ‘Ela’
(1928). This is a rich vein in his work which continues the experiments
of the early period and illustrates the difficulty of attempting an all-
encompassing definition of his art. Ultimately it might be said that
Zamiatin was a Janus-faced writer, one whose oeuvre, very broadly
speaking, oscillated between two poles of influence, one represented by
Andrei Belyi, a self-consciously cosmopolitan and European writer,
and the other by Remizov, who was deeply immersed in the native
sources of Russian literature and culture.

While frequently acknowledged, this is a neglected and barely
investigated aspect of his art. In my view, a second rehabilitation of
Zamiatin is now required, one which gives due attention to the purely
Russian and folk-religious dynamic of his stories. In place of the
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conventional reading of him as engineer and shipbuilder, scourge of
the Bolsheviks, author of My, and victim of political persecution in the
1920s, I wish to present Zamiatin the neo-Populist ethnographer,
collector of folklore, poeticizer of provincial life, and, to paraphrase
Koni, geologist mining for precious jewels in the seams of the Russian
language. This is an artist whose early career was launched in neo-
Populist journals, who continued to maintain contact with his close
friends and colleagues from the Socialist-Revolutionary Party well into
the 1920s, who openly sought to revitalize the literary language
through use of the vernacular, and who attempted the renewal of form
through his borrowing of folk-religious genres and experiments in skaz.
In an article ostensibly devoted to Nikolai Leskov, but prompted by
Zamiatin’s stylized adaptation for stage of Leskov’s ‘Skaz o tul’skom
kosom Levshe i o stal’noi blokhe’ (1881), the Formalist critic Boris
Eikhenbaum defined this tendency as ‘literary populism’ (literaturnoe
narodnichestvo).’> He explained this tendency in terms of the ‘fusion of
“high” literature and lubok’ (skreshchenie vysokoi literatury s lubkom),
and spoke of the incorporation into élite prose of such folk materials as
songs (pesni), folk tales (skazki), traditional epic songs (byliny), spiritual
songs (dukhovnye stikhi), proverbs, folk theatre (narodnye dramy), saints’
Lives (zhitiia), and ecclesiastical chronicles (letopisi), much of which had
been collected and recorded by the Slavophile intelligentsia in the
second half of the nineteenth century. In a later essay, also ostensibly
devoted to Leskov, Zamiatin was located within a specific tradition of
Russian prose which sought to move away from the ‘written” forms of
literature which had predominated in the nineteenth century towards
oral modes of narration. Eikhenbaum included in this category
Vladimir Dal’, Nikolai Gogol, Leo Tolstoy (his folktales), Maksim
Gor’kii, Mikhail Prishvin, Remizov, Pavel Mel nikov-Pecherskii, Pavel
Iakushkin, and Sergei Maksimov, all of them either novelists, short-
story writers, or ethnographic belletrists.!¢ Interestingly, a number of
contemporary writers also located within this tradition — Mikhail
Zoshchenko, Vsevolod Ivanov, Leonid Leonov, Konstantin Fedin, and
Nikolai Nikitin — were all initially associated with the Serapion
Brothers and had been taught creative writing by Zamiatin at the
Petrograd House of Arts.”” In his analysis, however, Eikhenbaum
defined the contemporary phenomenon in terms of the ‘stylization of
skaz’, rather than skaz proper; and it is important to note the distinction
he drew between the modernist and essentially sceptical interest in
these materials, and the Romantic tendencies of the Slavophiles — as
he writes:
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Hawe coBpeMeHHOe JMTEpaTypHOE ‘HApOJHHYECTBO® OMMpPAeTcs, KOHEYHO, HEe Ha
cnaBIHOQHUILCKUI POMAHTH3M, a Ha YOexXIeHHe B TOM, YTO ‘HHU30BbIE’ KaHPHI (AMHYECKHE,
JIMPHUYECKHE U IPAMaTHYECKHE) JOJDKHBI OGHOBHTE M OCBEXHTD ‘BbICOKOE® HCKYCCTBO. !

The aim of this monograph is to investigate Zamiatin’s fiction as an
example of literary populism. The works considered are all skaz
stylizations and incorporate a range of materials which pertain to the
folk-religious imagination. Because these materials are obscure, and
derive from a sphere of experience which has lain buried to all intents
and purposes since 1917, the primary challenge consists of identifying
them and providing a context in which they may be appreciated. If I
describe these works as ‘stylizations of Rus”, this is because they reveal
a sophisticated, knowing, and modernist sensibility in their treatment
of these materials.’® While Zamiatin certainly sought to communicate
the resonances and richness of the Russian folk-religious mind, he did
so with an ambiguous, ironic, and playful attitude. Indeed, his works
are a form of ventriloquy, at the heart of which lies the conceit of a
provincial narrator whose language, social position, and imaginative
outlook should not be confused with Zamiatin’s own (according to
Remizov, his public readings involved a similarly ‘lumpen’ mode of
performance).? This mask, moreover, where rooted in the regions of
provincial Russia, or where archaic and ecclesiastical, consists of a
series of configurations which are harnessed to give an impression of
authenticity. Zamiatin’s art, in effect, consists of a multiplicity of
disguises; and it is the objective of this study to subject these disguises
to a detailed examination and to examine the ways in which they
conform to the precepts of neorealism as outlined in his lectures on
creative writing.
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