CHAPTER 1

ZAMIATIN AND LITERARY POPULISM

Background

Zamiatin’s experiments in the sphere of literary populism demand a
very different emphasis as far as his life and early influences are
concerned. In contrast to the post-revolutionary period, however,
information about the early stages of his career is relatively sketchy.
Much importance has been attached to his provincial upbringing as the
inspiration for his most typically Russian stories. He was born on 20
January/2 February 1884 in the small town of Lebedian’, Tambov
province (population of 6,678 in the 1894 census), and it was here that
he spent the first years of his youth until sent to Voronezh at the age of
twelve to attend a gymnasium.! There can be little doubt that the
province of Tambov supplied him with the character models and kolorit
for many of his early stories. In his 1930 essay ‘Zakulisy’, for example,
Zamiatin recalled his (surprised) discovery that the real-life model for
Chebotarikha, the merchant’s widow in Uezdnoe (1913), was none other
than the writer Mikhail Prishvin’s aunt (1v, 303-04); in the same essay,
moreover, he refers to a clerical worker in the local Lebedian” post-
office as the model for Kostia Edytkin, the central character of ‘Alatyr”’
(1914) (ibid., 301). Further testimony to the importance of his home
town in shaping the language of his prose fiction, and the role of his
grandmother as far as his folk education was concerned — she
apparently instructed him in various forms of folk tale ‘flourish’
(priskazka) and love charm (prisukha) — is given in a letter to S. A.
Vengerov in 1916 in which he responded to inquiries about his
background and influences.? It is worth noting that Zamiatin continued
to visit the Tambov region, describing it fondly as his rodina, well after
his move to St Petersburg in 1903 and the death of his parents (his
father died in 1916, and his mother in 1925).3

Equally important, and a fact not without consequence in view of the
fashion for ethnographic fieldwork at the time, Zamiatin was extremely
well travelled within the Russian Empire. While still only a student at
the Polytechnic in St Petersburg, he visited a large number of areas
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every summer on shipbuilding apprenticeship work. In an autobio-
graphical article dating from 1929, for example, he mentions travelling
to such towns as Sebastopol, Nizhnii Novgorod, and Odessa in
‘rollicking’ (pribautlivye) third-class railway carriages (1, 28). After his
graduation in 1908, he spent three more years on shipbuilding work
proper — these expeditions included factories along the Volga river as
far as Tsaritsyn and Astrakhan, the Kama river, the Don Basin, Crimea,
the Caucasus, the Caspian Sea, Archangel, and Murmansk.! Two
further trips to the North were undertaken in subsequent years. The
towns of Kem’, Soroka (now Belomorsk), and the Solovetskii Islands
were visited in 1915 as part of his shipbuilding work during the First
World War (‘Zakulisy’ (1v, 301)); and twelve years later he travelled to
Aleksandrovsk (now Poliarnyi) for the shooting of Severnaia liubov’, the
film adaptation of his northern tale Sever.> Interestingly, all the stories
in which the specific location is indicated and genuine can be traced to
areas which Zamiatin knew well or from which strong impressions had
obviously been formed. His notebooks, for example, contain a
fascinating, ethnographic-style entry in which he records the customs,
matchmaking ceremonies, and popular etymologies of a rural
community somewhere in the Russian North — here he records such
dialect variants as posidki (the bridal party which takes place a few days
before the wedding nuptials) and zaplachki (the pre-marital farewell of
the bride to her parents), and makes brief notes on the funeral prepar-
ations for a young girl.® There is also strong circumstantial evidence
that conversations with local fishermen during the shooting of
Severnaia liubov” inspired him to write ‘Ela’, the last story of his
northern trilogy.” Certainly, it is doubtful that he would have been able
to ‘think with the imagination of a provincial’ (myslit” po-uezdnomu), an
expression coined during one of his lectures at the Petrograd House of
Arts (‘O iazyke’ (1v, 375)), without an intimate and detailed knowledge
of the Russian provinces. Furthermore, such evidence gives lie to the
claim, touted by those who were ignorant of his background, that the
language of his fiction was based not on his own experience, but
plundered second-hand from Dal”’s celebrated dictionary.?

Another aspect of his background worth stressing, and one which
has only recently come to light, is the religiosity of Zamiatin’s parents.
It would not be exaggerating to say that from early childhood he was
steeped in the culture of Orthodox Christianity. His father Ivan
Dmitrievich, a lay priest serving in the local church dedicated to the
pallium (pokrov) of the Virgin Mary, was responsible for religious
instruction at the pre-gymnasium where Zamiatin was taught as a
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boy;’ while his mother Mariia Aleksandrovna (née Platonova), who
was herself from a devout family (her father was a priest), used to
embark upon regular pilgrimages to monasteries in the local vicinity
and farther afield, frequently with the two children in tow.! One of
Zamiatin’s earliest memories of childhood was the traumatic
experience of becoming separated from his parents on a crowded
pilgrimage to Zadonsk (‘Avtobiografiia” (1929) (1, 25)). This was a
monastery situated to the north of Lebedian” on the River Don, and
famous as the grave-site of Tikhon of Zadonsk, the writer and former
bishop of the diocese of Voronezh who had been canonized shortly
after the inspection of his relics in 1861. In another autobiographical
article, this time written in 1931, he recalled with evident nostalgia the
religious processions which used to take place every summer outside
his home: here he refers to the parading of the Icon of the Virgin Mary
of Kazan, the sweaty pilgrims, the itinerant monks and nuns, and the
Holy Fool “Vasia “The-Anti-Christ”’, whose cursing he described as a
disturbing mixture of the sacred and the profane.!!

This environment — by all accounts the family home was treated as
a refuge by sundry pilgrims and itinerant monks (stranniki) — was
crucial in determining the linguistic fabric of his skaz ornamentation. It
is worthwhile speculating on the degree to which the numerous
references to sacred literature in Zamiatin’s stories testify to an intimate
acquaintance with their contents. Serried ranks of menologies (chet’i
minei), prayer books or triodions (triodi), pentecostarions (tsvetniki), and
patristic miscellanies (izborniki otecheskie) all line the walls of the priest’s
library described in the short story ‘Neputevyi’ (1914) (1, 101); and, as
we will see in due course, Zamiatin recommended archaic ecclesiastical
sources to his students at the House of Arts as linguistic material with
which to revitalize the literary language. On the other hand, it is
extremely doubtful that this interest was evidence of religious belief as
such. Zamiatin’s revolutionary activity in 1905, which resulted in a
severe reprimand from his father and instant excommunication from
the local church, suggests that at this stage of his life he was an
agnostic, if not an atheist.!? His attitude towards the heritage of the
Orthodox Church must therefore be deemed ambiguous. Like Senia,
the radical atheist and ‘good-for-nothing’ in ‘Neputevyi’, Zamiatin was
fond of Russian monastic chants;!* moreover, it is possible to speculate
that his attitude towards Orthodox religion, like that of his fictional
protagonist, was characterized by a fateful duality: one part of him,
which had ‘finished four institutes’ did not believe; while the other
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part, which was attached to old Kremlin walls and churches, was not
so resistant:

U Bensb BoT, He BepuT CeHsl, KOHEYHO: KaKoi# TaM, K 4epTy, all y Hero. A CHIHT ¢ CTApUKOM
BOT TaK W TOJNOBOI0 KayaeT MeYalbHO — He npuTBopsercs. Kakue-to, Oyaro, nse -
MOJIOBHHKH B HEM: OZIHO# IOJIOBHHKOM, KOTOpas YeThIpex (hakybTeTOB BKYCHIIa, HE BEDHT,
a JpYro#, KOTOpas K CTeHaM KpEMJIEBCKMM Jia K LIEPKBaM CTapbIM NPHBEpXeHa BEPHT. (I,
102)

In this sense Zamiatin was typical of those members of the intelli-
gentsia whose clerical background gave rise to an interest in the culture
and mentality of Orthodox belief, but whose philosophical inclinations
were anti-religious.'* There can be little doubt, however, that this
background was an advantage as far as the authenticity of his religious
impersonations were concerned. He was certainly well versed in the
scriptures (in a letter to his sister, he mentions graduating from school
with top marks for religious education).’® Furthermore, in those stories
which take place in a monastic or clerical milieu, as well as those which
parody ecclesiastical literature, an impression of authenticity is vital to
the success of the narrative. With this in mind, it is interesting to note
that Zamiatin adopted the name of his great-grandfather on his
mother’s side, Mikhail Platonov, as a nom de plume for the polemical
articles written during the early months of the Soviet government, a
time when he was criticizing the authorities for the destruction of
culture and a deliberate policy of terror.16

Early Career and Critical Reception

Although the first story Zamiatin published was a fictional account of
his time in prison after his arrest in 1905 — the short story ‘Odin’,
published in the November 1908 issue of Obrazovanie — his career
proper was launched with a series of tales and short stories which
explored the concept of provinciality in Russian life. Uezdnoe, which
appeared in issue number five of Zavety for 1913, made a massive
impact and established his instant reputation. According to Sergei
Postnikov, the chairman of the SRs who sat on the editorial board of
the journal, there were three hundred reviews or references in a
relatively short space of time.l” This was followed afterwards by an
account of military life in the Far East, Na kulichkakh (1914), which was
branded semi-pornographic and seditious by the censors, and led to
the confiscation of the issue of Zavety in which it had been published.!®
Over the next three years, Zamiatin wrote an eye-witness account of
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the Potemkin uprising in Odessa, ‘Tri dnia’ (1914), and a number of
skaz stylizations also set in the provinces — ‘Neputevyi’, ‘Alatyr”,
‘Chrevo’, (1915), ‘Starshina’ (1915), and ‘Kriazhi’ (1916) — all of which
appeared in his first short story collection Uezdnoe: Povesti i rasskazy
(1916). A trip to the Far North in August 1915 produced the short story
‘Afrika’ (1916), which he apparently read in the offices of
Ezhemesiachnyi zhurnal in November 1915.° This was followed by
‘Pis’mennoe’ (1916), two miniature tales for Gor’kii’s journal Letopis” —
‘Bog’ (1916) and ‘D’iachok’ (1916) —, and a tale for children orphaned
by the war, ‘Kartinka’ (1916). In March 1916, Zamiatin left for Great
Britain on a shipbuilding contract with the Entente, and spent the next
couple of years abroad. It is known, however, that the first drafts of the
hagiographic parody ‘O sviatom grekhe Zenitsy-devy. Slovo po-
khval’noe’ (1917) and the short story ‘Znamenie’ (1918) date from this
pre-revolutionary period.?

Although relatively little is known about this period in Zamiatin’s
career — the pieces of the jigsaw puzzle are only gradually being put
into place — it is clear that his affiliations at this stage were primarily
with the neo-Populists. The editorial board of Zavety, for example, was
packed with figures whose aesthetic and political inclinations had
brought them into the orbit of the SRs: these included Postnikov
himself; V. M. Chernov (a political activist and SR luminary); V. S.
Miroliubov (along with Chernov, a radical Populist and former editor
at Sovremennik); A. 1. Ivanchin-Pisarev (a close friend and collaborator
of the Populist writer Vladimir Korolenko); the SR journalist S. D.
Mstislavskii; and P. V. Ivanov-Razumnik, the critic who edited the
‘Literature and Society’ section of the journal?! The enthusiastic
reception of Uezdnoe put Zamiatin in a strong position vis-a-vis this
milieu; indeed, he was championed by them as a rising star, with
Chernov, in particular, keen to establish him in a stable of young
writers which would be associated exclusively with the journal.22
Zamiatin evidently enjoyed a good relationship with Miroliubov —
this is witnessed by the fact that after the latter had fallen out seriously
with Ivanov-Razumnik, and left Zavety to set up Ezhemesiachnyi zhurnal,
Zamiatin offered him a number of stories and reviews, as well as ‘Tri
dnia’.23 Nevertheless, he continued to retain close links with all these
publishers and editors well into the 1920s. Postnikov, Ivanov-
Razumnik, and Mstislavskii were involved in the publication of the
1918 Scythian volume in which Ostrovitiane first appeared. They were
also editors at the Mysl” publishing house, and were thus responsible
for the publication of Zamiatin’s polemical essay ‘Skify 1i?" (1918) and
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‘Znamenie’. Postnikov, along with Chernov, edited the relevant
sections of the SR newspaper Delo naroda for which Zamiatin wrote
several anti-Bolshevik articles under the pseudonym of Mikhail
Platonov between 1917 and 1918. They also edited the SR supplement
Prostaia gazeta, in which the satirical miniatures entitled ‘Skazki-
pobasenki Ivana Kochana” were published at the end of 1917. It is now
clear that although political repression of both the Right and Left SRs
forced Zamiatin to consider other outlets for his work after 1918, his
affiliations with this group remained strong even after they had
emigrated. It is known, for example, that he was communicating with
Postnikov in Berlin via a secret SR Party postbox as late as May-June
1922; that he tried, again via Postnikov, to arrange for the publication
of My in the Paris-based SR journal Sovremennye zapiski in the summer
and autumn of 1922; and that Postnikov, in all likelihood with
Zamiatin’s explicit authorial sanction, was instrumental in securing the
first Russian-language edition of My in the Prague-based émigré
journal Volia naroda in 1927.24

Inevitably, bearing in mind the radical credentials of these
publishers, Zamiatin’s early stories tended to be viewed from a
narrowly political perspective and compared with works which
concerned themselves with the issue of Russia’s identity after the twin
disasters of military defeat and the brutal suppression of popular revolt
in 1905. Parallels were sought with Ivan Bunin’s Derevnia (1910),
Gor’kii’s Gorodok Okurov (1909-10), Ivan Vol nyi’s Povest” o dniakh moei
zhizni (1912-14), Aleksei Chapygin’s Belyi skit (1913), and Remizov’s
Piataia iazva (1912), all works exploring the dark side of Russian life as
manifested in small provincial towns and villages.?> Zamiatin’s fiction
was regarded as another contribution to the debate about the
brutalization of the peasantry, and as a meditation on the vestiges of
Tatar atavism in the national character. The critic Aleksandr Izmailov,
for instance, interpreted Uezdnoe as an extrapolation of Dmitrii
Merezhkovskii’'s warning in 1906 about the dangers of the ‘yellow
peril’ — Baryba, the main protagonist, was the ‘boor’ (kham) whose
vulgarity and sly, animal-like cunning was the embodiment of the
lumpenproletariat on whom the Tsarist autocracy depended for its
survival.?® Zamiatin’s 1916 collection reinforced this initial impression.
While varying to an extent in terms of plot, the five other stories
painted a brutal and depressing picture of life ‘in the sticks’, with
hopelessness, oppression, corruption, brutality, and boredom being the
dominant features. Stylistically, they were marked by a strong interest
in material reality (byt), and this realism was saturated with a
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grotesque exaggeration and vulgarity which only increased the sense of
a spiritual vacuum. In a second review, published on 8/21 March 1916
in Birzhevye vedomosti, but this time of Uezdnoe, the 1915 book
publication of the tale, Izmailov observed that Zamiatin’s stance
towards this milieu was essentially merciless and condemnatory:

Hu mobutbh, HM XaleTb 3Ty Cepyl0 M TEMHYIO Maccy, mo mpumepy 1. Ycmenckoro,
3aMATHH He XOYeT, MPOOIECKOB B Heii CBETa Iiia3 €ro He JIOBUT — BHUIHT OOHO TOJIBKO
OBATBHOE CBUHCTBO. OH HE M3 61aroCaBSIOMMX, 4 U3 POKITHHAIOMIHX .2

This label would stick to Zamiatin in future years. Furthermore,
although the initial reception of his provincial fiction was favourable,
not everyone was enamoured of his prose. One critic characterized his
style in terms of ‘artificial primitivism’ (iskusstvennaia primitivnost’);
another deemed his language ‘strange’ and ‘slightly artificial’; and a
third lamented that it was ‘grey’ and ‘dismal’, and a corruption both of
popular speech and the literary language.?® In general, however, the
enjoyment of the narrative style seemed to depend very much on
individual taste. Aikhenval’d, for example, praised Zamiatin’s
‘colourful” and ‘bright’ style, which was ‘Russian, too Russian’, but no
less ‘elegant’ than ‘artificial’; while in later years, Gor’kii continued to
regard Uezdnoe as the best thing ever produced by Zamiatin, describing
it as ‘very Russian” and written ‘with yearning’.?® And Eikhenbaum
paid tribute to the power of the tale by remarking that: ‘IIpo Hero He
CKaXkelllb: “OH MyraeT, a MHe He cTpaiuHo™’ .30

The Influence of Remizov and the Poetics of Neorealism

One of the most striking aspects of this first collection was the interest
in narrative masks and skaz-style techniques. In his early review of
Uezdnoe, for example, Eikhenbaum recognized immediately the kinship
and pigeon-holed Zamiatin within a self-designated Remizovian
‘school’.3! Other critics quickly followed suit, drawing comparisons
between Zamiatin’s style of writing and that of the neorealists, a
literary tendency supposedly being championed by Ivanov-Razumnik
at Zavety, and one embracing such newcomers as Leonid Dobronravov,
Ivan Vol'nyi, A. Terek (the pseudonym of Ol’ga Forsh), and Prishvin.3?
That such a ‘school’ existed is confirmed by the memoirs of Prishvin.
Here he pays tribute to the enormous influence of Remizov at this stage
in his career, recalling that the older writer used to host the writer’s
equivalent of an artist’s studio to which younger writers like himself
were invited on a regular basis. It is not clear, however, whether
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Zamiatin also attended.** Remizov himself, while recognizing that new
writers rarely emerged in a stylistic vacuum, mischievously recalled
that Fedor Sologub had initially mistaken the author of Uezdnoe for him
writing under a new pseudonym; he added that this was a general
view at the time, and cited Neuemnyi buben’, his novel published in
1910, as the supposedly literary model.

Although probably sensitive to such comparisons, Zamiatin
responded to the inquiry by Vengerov in 1916 with the information
that he had read Remizov’s works ‘only recently’, and considered there
to be an intrinsic disparity between their styles:

PeMu30Ba IMYHO y3HAT HE OYEHb JABHO M KHHUIH €ro CTall YATATh CPABHUTEIHLHO IO3IHO.
Kiagosas si3bika y MeHst 'y PeMHu30Ba pa3Hasi: y HEro pyKOIMCH M PEAKOCTHBIE KHUIH, a 1
KHHMTaMH TIOYTH He MoJb30Balcs. BHyTpeHHee MOe HECXOACTBO ¢ PeMH30BEIM UeM JaibIle,
TeM, BeposiTHee, Gyaer 6omnbiue 3amerHo. (IMLI, opis” 3, ed. khr. 2)

The first independent evidence of his knowledge of Remizov’s work
appears in a 1914 review of two Sirin volumes: here he mentions
Neuemnyi buben’, Krestovye sestry (1911), and Tsep” zlataia (1913), the
collection of tales which had appeared in the volumes concerned.® It is
clear that Uezdnoe, however, if not directly influenced by Remizov,
represented a radical break from the first stories of Zamiatin’s literary
career — ‘Odin’ and ‘Devushka’ (1910) — which were written in a
conventional, non-stylized prose. By employing for the first time a
rough-jewelled and skaz-orientated voice, one which sought to reflect
the discourse of the distinctively urban lower-class and peasant milieu
depicted in this tale, Zamiatin fundamentally reinvented himself as a
writer. Furthermore, the degree of skill and sophistication with which
he applied this technique can be gauged by the reaction of his
commissioning editors at Zavety — they were surprised when the
‘engineer from the Urals’, as he was first imagined, appeared before
them in person at a meeting of the editorial board and introduced
himself.3 Zamiatin was sufficiently amused by the critical reception of
Uezdnoe, in particular the review by Izmailov (this mistook the
coarseness of the narratorial voice to be a genuine reflection of the
author’s social status), that he mentioned it in a letter to his wife while
recuperating in the military garrison of Nikolaev-Kherson in July 1913:
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Pasbickain (4 ykpast) B 6ubnuoTeke BeuepHIO BupieBKy: NeHCTBHTENBHO, TAM €CTh LETbIA
H3maitnoBckuii henbeTOHYHK, MOCBsLICHHBIH Bapribe U ... MHe.

[...] Kak xe noBko, HOMKHO ObITh, YMEIO s MPHTBOPATLCA: TaKUE YyIOHBIE, HA CAaMOM
JieJie Ha MEHs He NOX0XHe, npeanosoxenus 06o Mue. (RN, 1, 140)

The same review is mentioned again in Zamiatin’s autobiographical
article of 1922, in which he mentions how Izmailov imagined him to be
a shaggy-haired provincial with a walking stick, and his surprise when
he learnt subsequently of his mistake (11, 14). In addition, his lectures
on the art of creative writing reveal that he planned to mention this
review in his discussion of narrative technique, along with anecdotes
regarding his first meetings with Ivanov-Razumnik.?

By the time of these lectures, delivered almost six years after the first
publication of Uezdnoe, the conceit of the provincial mask had been
defined as a major stylistic device in a full-blown theory of neorealism.
Although the lectures were envisaged as classes in the general
techniques of creative writing, it is clear from their content that the
lecturers often gave preference to their own tastes and aesthetic values.
In the case of Zamiatin, moreover, they lay bare many of the formal
devices which he pressed into service in his work, and can therefore be
considered something of an artistic manifesto. In ‘O iazyke’, for
instance, he drew attention to the way in which modern prose tended
away from the lyrical towards the epic, giving rise to the kind of
writing in which the author dissolved himself into the consciousness of
his characters in the manner of an actor working in accordance with
Stanislavskii’s theory of acting. In his view, this technique ought to be
extended to include all the objective remarks and descriptive passages
of the author, so that he disappeared completely and assumed the
guise of a representative persona whose language, consciousness, and
imaginative viewpoint mirrored that of the milieu in question:

Ecnu Bbl numere o6 ye3mHOH KM3HH Bbl JOJDKHBI CAMM B 3TOT MOMEHT XKHTh Ye3IHOM
KHU3HBIO, CPEAN YE3NHBIX JIOAEH, MBICIHTD M0-ye3IHOMY, Bbl JOJDKHBI 3a0bITh, YTO €CTh
INerep6ypr, MockBa, EBpona u uto nuiuere MoxeT 6biTh Gonbiie Bcero ana IerepGypra u
Mocksel, a He s YyxnoMsl 1 Anateips. Eciu 8ol nuinerte o Kapdarese, o 'amunskape, o
Canamb0 — BBI JODKHBI 3a0bITh, 4TO BbI XuBeTe B 19-M Beke nocne P. X., DOMKHbBI
YJyBCTBOBaTh U TOBOPUTH, Kak ["aMunibkap. Eciiu BbI nuieTe 0 COBpeMEHHOM aHTIHYaHHHE
BBl JOJDKHBI AyMaTh NO-aHIIMHCKH M NHCATh TaK, ¥mMobbl HANUCAHHOE 8aMu NO-PYCCKU
UMENO 6UO XYOOICECMBEHHO COeNaHHO20 nepe6oda ¢ auznuiickozo. (IV, 375; emphasis in
the original)

He stressed the importance of the author presenting the imaginary
world of his creation as if he himself were a geniune and integral part
of it, with all the devices at his disposal rigorously geared to the
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creation of an impression of authenticity. He also argued that all
images and metaphors should reflect the consciousness of the given
environment and the characters who inhabit it. At the same time,
however, the language of the narrative voice should aim for a carefully
synthesized stylization of the language of the relevant milieu, not
necessarily a direct imitation of its lexicon, syntax, and intonational
register:

VY onbITHOro MacTepa Bcerja ecTb YMEHbE, He KoBepkKasi Ipy0o s3bIK, aTh XyA0XKECTBEHHO-
CHHTE3UPOBaHHOE Bli€YaTIICHHE MOMIMHHOrO A3blka H300paxaeMoii cpeasl — OyzmeT i 310
MYXHK, HHTEJUIMT'€HT, aHTJIHYaHHH, 3¢Hon iy Jowans. (1v, 377)

The writer’s skill, he continued, lay in choosing only the colourful, rare,
and original examples of colloquial speech, not the rough and
substandard banalities.

Like other literary populists before him, Zamiatin considered the
speech and expressions of ordinary people to be a rich linguistic seam
which could be mined profitably for poetic effect and enfranchised
within the bounds of literary taste. He taught his students to observe
closely the speech of the common folk, to note the unexpected images,
the subtle and humorous epithets, and the expressive phrases in order
to incorporate them into their own writing (1v, 378). He believed that
every milieu had its own syntactical pattern or arrangement of words
(rasstanovka slov), and devoted a significant section of his lecture to
outlining the features typical of what he termed ‘popular language’
(narodnyi iazyk). He drew the attention of his students to the frequent
absence of subordinate clauses, conjunctions, and verbs. He also
emphasized the use of diminutive and augmentative forms, idioms,
colloquialisms, old forms of the adverbial participle, prepositions,
particles, and collective forms, both singular and plural, all of which, in
his view, imbued the language with an ‘unusual expressivity and
dynamism’ (1v, 377-78). He argued that the Russian spoken in the
central provinces and far-flung, peripheral areas of the North, such as
Olonets and Archangel, was purer, more authentic, and intrinsically
more interesting than the language of the metropolitan intelligentsia,
which had been ‘corrupted’ by reading newspapers. Furthermore, he
believed that it was the duty of every writer to travel to these areas and
seek out such linguistic ‘gems’ for himself:

Bce 3TH XKeM4y)KHHBI Halo OTKanbIBaTh He B OOJIBIIMX rOpoaax, a B KOPEHHOH, KOHAOBOMH
Pycu — B npoBuHumu. [...] Tonbko 3mech MOXHO YYHMTBHCA PYCCKOMY S3bIKY, TOJNBKO

OTCIOfla MOXHO YeprnaTb TaKoe, 4TO IAEHCTBHTENBHO MOXET OOOraTHTh JIMTEpATypHBIH
a3bIK. (IV, 378-79)
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He equated this language with ‘folklore” — ‘IlepBoHa4anbHblii HCTOUHHK
u TBopell A3bika — HapoA. ®onbkiop’ (IV, 378) — although by modern
standards this must be considered a narrow definition.®® He also
referred helpfully to the three regions of Russia (Tambov, Kostroma,
and the Far North) which had provided him with much of his linguistic
material, and emphasized that this material had been ‘overheard’ by
him — this was a hint that the language of his fiction was based more
on living speech than on ethnographic collections (1v, 380).

At the same time, pace his remarks at this point in the lecture, and his
earlier answers to Vengerov, Zamiatin advocated the consulting of
certain literary sources as part of this enriching process. He mentions
traditional epic songs (byliny), folk tales (skazki) and folk songs (pesni),
and stresses that they should be read in their original versions, as
recorded by the Imperial Geographical Society of the Academy of
Sciences, rather than in modern, revised, and thus diluted editions (Iv,
379). He encouraged his students to include ecclesiastical sources in
their researches, in particular apocrypha, acathists (hymns in praise of
the Virgin Mary, from the Greek acathistos), saints’ Lives, both Old
Believer and Orthodox, and ecclesiastical literature in general
(pamiatniki) — in short, the kind of material which Eikhenbaum later
characterized as lubok in his remarks on Leskov. These observations
were succeeded by a list of Russian writers for whom such sources had
served to enrich their literary language: Leskov, whose specialization
lay in the field of ecclesiastical sources, folklore, and ‘provincialisms’,
in the best sense of the word; Mel nikov-Pecherskii, who used material
published by the Old Believers and ‘provincialisms’; Tolstoi, whose
plays, such as Viast” t' my (1887), Zamiatin much admired for their
richness of dialect and use of the vernacular; Gor’kii, in his so-called
‘third phase’ (‘Eralash’ (1916) is cited here as an example); the northern
poet Nikolai Kliuev, whom Zamiatin characterized as ‘an amazing
specialist and master of language’; and Remizov, whose skill lay in his
digging up of ‘precious jewels’ in old books, especially Old Believer
texts (1v, 380).

‘O iazyke’ is primarily concerned with the linguistic resources of
neorealism — as such, it provides a wealth of interesting information
with regard to the sources for Zamiatin’s pre-1918 fiction and his sense
of himself as belonging to a specific literary tradition. Several
observations are worth making in this respect. There is a palpably neo-
Populist and neo-Slavophile tenor to the observations made in this
lecture. The statement that the narod is the ‘source” and ‘creator’ of all
language; the view that the language spoken in the western areas of
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Russia had become ‘corrupted’ due to Belorussian and Polish influence
(v, 379); the employment of words such as ‘authentic’ (podlinnyi) and
‘pure’ (chistyi) to characterize the areas of central Russia and the North
(ibid.); and the choice of primary source material all place Zamiatin
squarely within a neo-Slavophile cultural tradition. The vigour with
which he stressed the importance of these sources and advocated that
the aspiring writer should endeavour to experience this culture first-
hand, rather than seek contact with it through the intermediary of
secondary sources, echoes the Populist practice of ‘going out among
the people’ (khozhdenie v narod) — as he makes quite clear:

INepeuncneHHsie aBTOPHI MOTYT CIYXHTh BTOPOHCTOYHHMKAMH IUIS W3ydeHUs s3bika. Ho
3TUMH BTOPOMCTOYHHUKAMH Hy)KHO MOJB30BATHCA TOJIBKO JI TOIO, ‘lT06bl BOHTH B ayx
si3blKa, MOMIOOMTh A3bIK, HAYYMTBhCS MOJIb30BaThcs WM. Uepnarh MarepuHalibl M3 TaKHX
BTOPOMCTOYHHUKOB He roauTcs. BrnieuariieHue OpHrHHAIBHOCTH, CBOETO A3bIKa, BBl MOXETE
co31atb, KOHEYHO, TONBKO B TOM Cily4ae, ecii Oymere oOpamaThCs HEMOCPEACTBEHHO K
nepeouctouHukam. (1v, 380-81)

It goes without saying that these precepts on the need to revitalize and
enrich literary prose through popular language belonged to a wider
artistic phenomenon which was gathering pace during the first decades
of the twentieth century. They come close to duplicating, for example,
the theories of the Opoiaz group, later known as the Formalists, on the
need for poetic language periodically to renew itself in order for lived
experience to be re-experienced as if for the first time. Indeed, although
there is little evidence that Zamiatin was acquainted with the figures
who later came to form this circle at the time of writing his early
stories, his words reflect strongly the thesis first expounded by
Eikhenbaum in his review of Uezdnoe;* moreover, they were echoed
later by such critics as Aleksandr Voronskii, who spoke of the ‘newly-
minted’ quality of Zamiatin’s early prose and compared it to the ‘dull
coins’ of conventional language which had remained ‘too long in
circulation’.4® Zamiatin himself spoke of the need to ‘democratize’ the
written word, and the importance of bringing the literary language and
the vernacular closer together (‘O iazyke’ (Iv, 383)). He saw himself
fighting a battle against conservative adversaries who, like the
‘archaist’ Admiral Shishkov in the era of Pushkin, were supposedly
seeking to protect ‘high’ literature from ‘vulgar’ contamination (ibid.,
382-83). At the same time, he pointed towards parallel developments
in the work of certain Western writers — for example, the French
novelist Henri Barbusse, O. Henry, and the Italian disciples of Gabriele
D’Annunzio (Zuccoli and Papini) —, all of whom, he argued, were
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striving for an effect of immediacy, dynamism, and spontaneity.4!
Although not nearly as iconoclastic or ambitious in scope, his interest
in linguistic enrichment can be compared profitably to the trans-sense
innovations of the Russian Futurists. Baryba, for example, the richly
euphonic sobriquet given to the brutish and square-jawed hero of
Uezdnoe, and the inspiration for which had derived apparently from the
name of a railway station on the line from Moscow to Lebedian”
(‘Zakulisy’ (1v, 301)), had already featured in Iar’, the 1907 volume of
poetry by Sergei Gorodetskii, and would later be employed as an
example of zaum in Kruchenykh’s 1921 manifesto ‘Deklaratsiia
zaumnogo iazyka’.*? Like the Futurists, Zamiatin favoured the
invention of neologisms, declaring in ‘O iazyke’ that this was a natural
process which mirrored folk practice (v, 381-82). A similar stylistic
revolution, triggered by Gauguin'’s theory of synthetism and the Pont-
Aven school of painting in 1880s France, was rapidly acquiring
momentum in the other fields of the arts. The role of Diagilev’s journal
Mir iskusstva in promoting folk-inspired modes of book illustration,
drawing, and painting; the adaptation of lubok techniques in the
neoprimitivist work of Mikhail Larionov and Natalia Goncharova; and
the use of folk songs and dissonant sounds of the street in the works of
such modernist composers as Igor” Stravinskii (in particular, see the
music for the two ballets Zhar-ptitsa (1910) and Petrushka (1911)) were
part of a wider cultural movement which sought to invigorate
outmoded and outdated forms of expression.

Skaz and the Invisible Author

Despite the undeniable interest of ‘O iazyke’, it is limited as a
framework within which to explore Zamiatin’s individual brand of
literary populism. It is important to know that he recommended folk-
religious sources for the weaving of a modern prose fabric. However,
the linguistic composition of this fabric is only one stylistic element in
his stories and, as we will see, frequently operates in complex ways. A
related issue is the problem of how the poetics of neorealism as
outlined in this lecture is achieved in practice. It is noteworthy, for
example, that nowhere does skaz feature as a technical term to describe
his narrative style. This occurs for the first time only in his 1922 article
on the Serapions (‘Serapionovy bratia’ (1v, 533)), and its absence in the
lecture is all the more surprising in view of the fact that Eikhenbaum’s
initial investigations into the field of skaz, the essay ‘Illiuziia skaza’, had
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already been published in 1918, and that he was lecturing at the House
of Arts at the very same time.#3
In a later essay, Eikhenbaum gave the following definition of skaz:

[ox ckasom s pasymelo Takyio (OpMy IOBECTBOBATENBHOH MpO3bI, KOTOpas B CBOEH
JIeKCUKe, CHHTAKCHCE M TO60pe MHTOHAIuMii 0GHapy)HMBAeT yCTAHOBKY Ha YCTHYIO pedb
pacckasuuka. 44

However, with the exception of ‘Pravda istinnaia” (1917), a narrative
ostensibly written in the form of a letter from a peasant girl to her
mother, there is no explicit ‘tale-teller’ as such in Zamiatin’s early
fiction. Rather, as suggested by Kastorskii in relation to Uezdnoe, we are
dealing with an implied tale-teller who should not necessarily be
identified with the author:

The narrator does not appear in person in the tale, but in the tone of the entire
narrative it is felt that behind the author there is hidden some provincial man to
whom the story has been entrusted.4>

This formulation leads to the problem of whether the author is truly
absent from the literary text as the poetics of neorealism seems to
demand. V. V. Vinogradov, the Formalist linguist, drew attention to
this problem in an article on skaz in 1925:

Crunuctuyeckne yctpemienus AHapes Benoro, Pemusosa, [Tunbuska, Esr. 3amarusa, K.
®dennHa ¥ Ip. PUCYIOT Tenmepb HaM pasHble CTaguHd M pasHbele GOpPMBI 3TOro mpoiecca
OOHOBJICHHS JIHTEPATYPHO-XYI0XKECTBEHHOIO OCTPOEHUS PUMECIO CKa3a. Y HHMX YacTo He
CKa3, a CKa3oBas OKpacKa NOBECTBOBATEIBLHOH NpO3bl, KPYThie HEOXHIAHHBIE CKayKH
MHOroo6pa3HbIX, YHCTO MHUCbMEHHBIX COOPYXEHHH B MJIOCKOCTb IOBECTBYIOLIEr0 YCTHOTO
MOHoOJIora. OTO TOPHHIIO, B KOTOPOM KY€TCS CHHTE3 OTXHBAIOWIKUX (OpM NHTEpaTypHOro
NMOBECTBOBAHHUSA C pa3HbIMH BHIAMH yCTHOﬁ MOHOJIOTHYECKOH Ppe€4YH, TOPHHIIO, B KOTOPOM
npen'?éacmyercﬂ o6pa3zoBaHHe HOBBIX ()OPM JIMTEPATyPHO-MUCBMEHHOM, Xy10XKECTBEHHOM
peum.

In a recent analysis of Uezdnoe, moreover, it has been argued that while
Zamiatin’s implied narrator consistently preserves the illusion of
orality throughout, the presence of an author is detected through the
sophisticated musical orchestration and ornamentation of the text.
Bearing in mind the nature of the conceit, there exists in his fiction an
inevitable tension between actual author and implied narrator, one
which becomes even more acute when we come to examine the
presence of such poetic devices as metaphor, metonymy, synecdoche,
symbolism, and so on, all of which are employed in the early fiction
and imply the presence of a highly developed literary consciousness.
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Eikhenbaum’s initial view that the author of Uezdnoe was self-effacing,
and that the language of the narrative belonged not even to a fictional
provincial persona as such, but to the ‘voice of the provinces’, is
stimulating and provocative.® However, it is untenable as it stands. In
practice, the devices of neorealism are conceits designed to give the
illusion of spontaneity to a narrative which is in fact extraordinarily
carefully crafted. For this reason, in my view, it would be preferable to
discuss Zamiatin’s stories in terms of their ‘author-narrators’, rather
than ‘author’ and ‘narrators’, since in fact they are not so easily
distinguishable.

The notion that the narrative conceit of these stories creates a tension
or space between the author-narrator and the milieu described has
further implications as far as the author’s attitude to folk-religious
materials is concerned. Eikhenbaum argued that the narrator of
Uezdnoe was a folk tale teller (skazite]’) who was essentially objective
and did not comment directly on the subject of his tale:

Paccka3uuk He TonbkO OecrnpucCTpacTeH, KakWM JO/DKeH ObiTb XyINOXHHMK, HO H
GeccrpacteH. [...] 3mech He paccka3uMk, a ‘cka3uTenb’. OH 3aKpbIBacT rias3a, Koraa BEAET
CBO# paccka3, H HUKOMY HET JIeJla 10 €ro COOCTBEHHOM AyHIH. 3TO HCTHHHBIN 31M0C, U BOT K
HeMy-To ofpailiaeTcs Teneps Hallla XyI0XKeCTBEHHas 11po3a.

[ToBecTs 3amMATHHA paccka3aHa Tak, YTO OT aBTOpa HeT B Hell HH cjioBa. He 3Haeinsb, uto
caM 3aMATHH AyMaeT U KaKHUM A3bIKOM OH CaM FOBOPHT.

This is only superficially true. As observed in relation to the English
satires, Zamiatin’s artistic manipulation of the text, especially his
extensive use of metaphor, gives rise to the suspicion that there is an
outsider present in the narrative whose values and imaginative
viewpoint are communicated, at least indirectly, to the reader — this
can be witnessed not only by means of the objective remarks which
adopt an ironic tone of voice with regard to the tales’” middle-class
inhabitants, but also by means of the grotesque leitmotifs which are
employed in relation to both positive and negative characters.>
Furthermore, while it is true that these two English satires represent
the acme of this procedure, one known as the ‘synthetic method’, and
typical of Zamiatin’s so-called ‘middle-period’, the same devices can be
detected in embryonic form in the provincial works as well. The result
is an additional tension or interplay between the imaginative
consciousness of the milieu portrayed and that of the author-narrator,
but one deliberately exploited for poetic effect rather than denied or
concealed. It is an abiding paradox of Zamiatin’s art that while his
stories evidently attempt to convey the charm, humour, and beliefs of
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the folk-religious imagination, there is a rational spirit at work which
places these qualities in an ironic and sometimes tragic light. Indeed,
the more minutely Zamiatin’s impersonations of provincial voices are
investigated, the more the extent to which his own personality is an
integral and irresistible element in the disguise can be appreciated. His
art is the product of two sensibilities — the folk-religious and the élite,
the provincial and the metropolitan — which merge and blend to form
a fresh new synthesis.

As Voronskii rightly observes, Zamiatin was a ‘word-worshipper’
(slovopoklonnik).5! Like a poet, he manipulated exotic and obscure
words not only for their iconic and textural value, but also for their
punning and allusive potential; indeed, it is often through his use of
these words that the space between author-narrator and milieu is
located. An illustrative case in point, one which testifies to his
acquaintance with the symbolism of obscure Orthodox feast days, is
the word prepolovenie as used in the short story ‘Afrika’ (1, 283). At first
glance, this word appears quite innocuous. This is the name given to a
mobile religious festival falling exactly half-way between Easter
Sunday and Pentecost (the etymology of the word derives from the
Russian word for ‘half’, i.e. polovina)>2 As an ancient festival, one
celebrated by the Orthodox Church from the very earliest days of its
existence, this word clearly operates within the tale as a conventional
indication of time. Further research into the subject, however, reveals
that the rituals performed on this day have a symbolic resonance
directly related to the situation of the main protagonist. According to
Sergei Maksimov, the Festival of Prepolovenie was associated in the
folk-religious imagination with the element of water — basing their
actions on Christ’s speech to the Pharisees at the Jewish Feast of the
Tabernacle, a speech in which water was employed as a metaphor for
the restorative powers of the Holy Spirit, priests in Russia celebrated
this feast day by conducting special blessings of rivers, streams, and
springs in the vicinity.>® Furthermore, Maksimov recounts a curious
apocryphal legend associated with the festival which tells how the
Virgin Mary was miraculously delivered from drowning as she tried to
escape bandits by swimming across a river with the baby Jesus in her
arms — hence the colloquial exptession for the festival, preplavienie,
which literally means ‘a swimming across’.>* Zamiatin seems to have
been peculiarly alive to this resonance. In ‘Afrika’, the festival is
mentioned in the context of the hero’s decision to embark on a journey
overseas (a symbolic crossing of water), and follows a three-paragraph
fragment on his predilection for ‘swimming’ in snow-drifts when
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drunk (1, 282). The verb plavat” is employed on four separate occasions
during the course of this tiny fragment, the final instance (proplaval)
being a direct echo of the name of the festival itself (ibid.). What we are
witnessing here, therefore, is the orchestration of the text around an
apocryphal legend, and the juxtaposition of parallel narratives for
ironic, parodic effect; in other words, what functions initially as a
device for establishing the time-frame of a particular event, one which
testifies to Zamiatin’s familiarity with an obscure religious festival in
the Far North, becomes a vehicle for poetic manipulation at the hands
of a playful author.5

It is important to appreciate that comic and parodic elements often
underpin Zamiatin’s treatment of the folk-religious imagination. Not
only do they provide a corrective to the often expressed view of his
fiction as grey and depressing, but also, as an exemplary illustration of
Eikhenbaum'’s thesis, they force a distinction to be drawn between the
ironic exploitation of such materials in his own work and the attitudes
of his predecessors, such as Remizov and the Symbolists, in whose
work folklore is attributed with an intrinsic, mythopoeic value. These
artists were greatly influenced by the nineteenth-century mythological
school of social anthropology. They had imbibed specialist ethno-
graphic collections, in particular Afanas’ev’s three-volume compen-
dium of Slavic myth Poeticheskie vozzreniia slavian na prirodu (1865-69),
and tended to view all manifestations of folk culture as relics or
vestiges of a primitive, pagan, and mythological past. Remizov, for
example, seeking to rebut the charges of plagiarism levelled against
Posolon” (1908), explained that his aim had been ‘to recreate popular
myth’, fragments of which he recognized in rituals, games, Christmas
carols, folk beliefs, omens, proverbs, riddles, charms, and apocrypha.>
The world of the folk presented these writers with a rich source of
poetic inspiration. Some were drawn to the rituals of liminality, such as
weddings and funerals. Others were fascinated by magical practices,
the lives of picturesque outsiders — for example, Holy Fools (iurodivye)
and the wandering beggars who performed spiritual songs (kaliki
perekhozhie) — and Old Believer sects (see Belyi’s use of the Flagellants
or khlysty in Serebrianyi golub” (1909)). Although individual exploitation
of this material varied (Belyi’s novel, in particular, is a fascinating
display of variegated skaz performance), there is rarely ironic distance
in the works of these writers. On the contrary, folklore is celebrated as
the embodiment of the irrational, primitive, and transcendental;
indeed, it belongs to an alien sphere which, while often disturbing and
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violent, is nevertheless considered superior to the deadening rationality
of modern urban existence.”

By comparison, Zamiatin’s ambitions are modest and grounded in
realism. A revealing contrast between his fictional imperatives and
those, for example, of Belyi can be found in their respective treatment
of the witch figure. In Uezdnoe (1, 64-65), the old crone Ivanikha is a
comic figure. She intones an evil charm (zagovor) in order to ‘spoil’ the
health of Baryba, but this illness is easily countered with modern
medicine (additional irony is gained from the fact that it is monks from
the local monastery, for whom folk beliefs regarding maleficium are
presumably relics from a pagan past, who have asked for her
assistance). By contrast, the pockmarked Matrena in Serebrianyi golub”
occupies a mysterious world of dark, mystical, erotic, and apocalyptic
fantasy. The scene from Zamiatin’s tale is accurate from the strictly
ethnographic point of view — the text of the charm, cited verbatim,
matches exactly a charm in the published collections of Sakharov and
Zabylin.%® Furthermore, it belongs to a mass of detail which contributes
to the rich texture of his exotic, provincial kolorit, and the presence of
which in the story is motivated by the conceit of narrative authenticity.
We can see, however, that the presentation of folk-religious elements
goes well beyond a mere depiction of byt. Reality is comically and
grotesquely manipulated in Zamiatin; and the shifting perspective of
the author-narrator, one in which he seems to share the imaginative
viewpoint of his protagonists, and yet at the same time adopts an ironic
stance with regard to this viewpoint, gives rise to some complicated
and unexpected ambiguities. As his career progresses, this stance itself
undergoes gradual transformation. The satirical and somewhat brutal
thrust of his earlier fiction is tempered by an earnest lyrical
expressionism; and the sceptical stance towards the imaginative world
of the folk is replaced by a romantic pathos, as a result of which the
world of popular fantasy, while not embraced fully in the myth-
making manner of his Symbolist predecessors, is poeticized and
accorded more sympathy.

The Scope of this Study

The texts chosen to illustrate Zamiatin’s brand of literary populism
belong to a stage in his career which extends from 1914 to 1926. In
terms of the dominant reading of his fiction, which privileges the
accessible over the obscure, and considers Uezdnoe the only skaz
stylization of the provincial period worthy of discussion, they are not
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in general well known. It is these works, nevertheless, which reveal
Zamiatin’s exploitation of folk-religious masks most fully and
rewardingly. Furthermore, with the exception of the two hagiographic
parodies, which were designed with specific, polemical purposes in
mind, they are marked by an absence of satirical intent and grotesque
exaggeration.

The texts can be divided into three distinct categories. The first
consists of ‘Poludennitsa (Kuny)’ (1914-16), ‘Kriazhi’, and ‘Afrika”:
these are short stories set in the three locations mentioned in ‘O iazyke’,
and are typical of the provincial period. The narrative is colloquial in
register and employs regional dialect and slang; the plot, charac-
terization, and imagery, like the peasant woodcut, are simple and
expressionist in design; and the folk-religious world inhabited by the
male and female protagonists is treated with a simultaneous blend of -
irony and pathos. These three stories are also linked thematically. The
main protagonists are poor peasants who harbour illicit sexual
passions, or suffer from obsessive desires, the fulfilment of which
remains beyond their reach; in two cases — ‘Kriazhi’ and ‘Afrika'—
these obsessions lead to their deaths. Shane reads these stories as
testaments to Zamiatin’s maximalist approach to life and his belief that
human beings ‘should die striving for their goals rather than live to
discover them to be false illusions’.® In these stories, however, this
philosophical position is underpinned by a political imperative. There
is a social dimension to the predicaments of Zamiatin’s fictional
protagonists in that the illicitness of their obsessions involves a
transgression of social hierarchy and a challenge to conservative sexual
and moral norms. The main female protagonist in ‘Poludennitsa
(Kuny)’, for example, a simple peasant girl, desires a priest who has
been widowed. The main male protagonist in ‘Kriazhi’ is too poor for
the object of his love to consider him a worthy marital prospect. And
the hero of ‘Afrika’ develops an obsession with a female guest from
overseas who is his social and intellectual superior. This case is
symptomatic of the general utopian impulse which lies concealed
behind these parables of unrequited love. ‘To live anew’ (zhit™ po-
novomu), the mantra which inspires Zamiatin’s poor hero to embark on
his journey abroad, is a euphemism for a better and more rewarding
life in the widest sense of the word. These texts are thus quintessential
Zamiatin narratives which contain, in embryonic form, many of the
themes of his mature fiction.

‘Znamenie’ forms the second, separate category, since it is a tale
which unfolds against the background of a symbolic, rather than
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region-specific setting, and involves a modification of Zamiatin’s
earlier skaz style. Folk beliefs, biblical eschatology, the cult of the Virgin
Mary, the legendary powers of icons, and the events of apocryphal
legend are blended together to communicate the fantasies of the folk-
religious mind against a background of revolutionary threat to pre-
Petrine, Holy Rus’. ‘Znamenie’ also provides a convenient bridge
between the early provincial fiction and the hagiographic parodies. The
skaz stylization of the early period, which depends for its effectiveness
on the illusion of a provincial skazitel ", is here replaced by the illusion of
an ecclesiastical chronicler steeped in the sacred literature and
imaginative world of the Orthodox tradition. It might be objected that
these ‘voices’ are fundamentally at odds with each other, and that the
hagiographic tradition which Zamiatin sought to imitate belongs to the
sphere of élite, rather than folk culture. Such an objection, however,
would be misguided. In the pious regions of provincial Russia, the
legends of the saints were an integral part of peasant double-faith
(dvoeverie). Furthermore, it was generally in the language of the folk
that archaic and ecclesiastical expressions were best preserved. It is
common, for example, to stress the importance of the folk in creating
the legend of the saint, and thus in giving shape and expression to his
or her life — the historical figure of the martyr and confessor saint is
transformed and embellished through the inclusion of legendary
achievements and miracles into an exemplary but largely fictitious
character whose actual life bears little relation to the subsequent vita.
The Bollandist scholar Father Hippolyte Delehaye has argued that the
early hagiographical legends constitute the ‘folklore of the saints’, and
that behind the ultimate author who puts them down in writing there
is the ‘hidden author’, i.e. the anonymous and manifold masses, whose
memory stretches back through the generations;® it is a commonplace
of hagiographic scholarship that the improbable and miraculous
episodes of these accounts are often the products of popular fantasy
and can be traced directly to folkloric topoi.

The last category consists of the play Blokha, which Zamiatin himself
described as an experiment in dramatized skaz.®® As a work of
stylization first produced at the Second Moscow Art Theatre in
February 1925, Blokha enjoyed enormous popularity among audiences
throughout the 1920s. More importantly, the transferral of the play to
Leningrad prompted one of Zamiatin’s clearest statements with regard
to the artistic manipulation of folk-religious materials — the essay
‘Narodnyi teatr’ (1927) — in which he explored the possibility of a
popular theatre in the post-revolutionary era. In this essay, Zamiatin
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was careful to draw a distinction between the kind of theatre foisted on
the narod ‘from above’, supposedly for its own enjoyment and
edification, and the ‘ancient’, ‘sturdy’, and ‘distinctive’ forms of drama
which had been developed by the folk themselves over the centuries
for their own entertainment (1v, 424). Furthermore, he appreciated that
not all these dramatic forms were equally impressive or lent
themselves productively to professional adaptation in the modern era;
thus the artistic potential of each form was assessed with rigour. His
watchword here was ‘revitalization’ (omolozhenie), a word coined
ostensibly in the context of Efimova and Simonovich’s modern versions
of the Petrushka puppet theatre (v, 426), but one which could equally
well have been applied to his own approach. Zamiatin argued that only
by harnessing the dramatic, spontaneous, and vigorous formal
elements of folk drama could a new artistic synthesis be achieved.
Indeed, he placed himself in the company of a range of artists who had
exploited similar materials, but from other spheres of folk culture.
These included peasant sculptors specializing in wood and stone
(Sergei Konenkov); artists specializing in naive modes of painting and
illustration (Boris Kustodiev, Nikolai Rerikh, Kuzma Petrov-Vodkin);
composers who had both recorded and adapted folk music (Modest
Musorgskii, Nikolai Rimskii-Korsakov, Igor” Stravinskii); and Sergei
Diagilev, the choreographer and impresario who had presented
revolutionary dance techniques in the form of his Ballets Russes (Iv,
425). It is within this wider context, as part of a neoprimitivist and
expressionist movement in Russian culture at the turn of the century,
that the texts analysed in the ensuing chapters deserve to be judged.
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‘friends’ (priiateli). This was followed six days later by a letter in which he announced
his intention to write a ‘simple story’. See Zamiatin’s letters to his wife dated 11 and
17 July 1927, in RN, I, 320-21. The first draft of ‘Ela’ (initially entitled ‘Elka’) is dated
14 August 1927 (IMLI, opis” 1, ed. khr. 94).
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