
CHAPTER 5

ZNAMENIE

Although 'Znamenie' was first published in 1918, and is therefore

usually approached as a text which pertains to the post-revolutionary

era, it was actually conceived at least twenty months previously, while

Zamiatin was working in Britain. There are three versions of the text in

IMLI. The first is dated 9/22 September 1916 (IMLI, opis´ 1 , ed . khr. 39)

in other words, six months after his arrival on a shipbuilding

contract at the Armstrong-Whitworth shipyards in Newcastle; and the

two later versions (IMLI, opis' 1, ed . khr. 40 & 41 ) , while not dated, do

not differ greatly from this version, or to the version published in the

almanac Mysl´ in 1918.¹ This suggests that the germ of the idea relates

to the pre-revolutionary period, and not to the period after Zamiatin´s

return to Russia in September 1917. Furthermore, the various

unfinished draft versions and notes preserved as a single item number

in the archive (IMLI, opis' 1 , ed. khr. 42) give a fascinating insight into

the process of composition and suggest that the inspiration for the

story must certainly have pre-dated September 1916, if not the

departure to Britain altogether in March 1916.2

If ' Afrika' is about a searcher who undertakes a spiritual quest in

order to recapture an unearthly experience, ' Znamenie' is about a

sceptic who seeks but ultimately fails to find salvation in religious faith.

Despite the different origins of the two protagonists — Volkov, as we

have seen, is an illiterate fisherman, while Seliverst, the main prota-

gonist in 'Znamenie', is educated the two stories can and should be

viewed in tandem as emblematic of Zamiatin's Weltanshauung at this

stage in his life . If Volkov is a dreamer in pursuit of visions and illusory

chimera, then Seliverst is an ' insatiable soul' (nesytaia dusha) whose

craving for truth and the revelatory power of the divine represents the

condition of the authentic spiritual revolutionary. The tragic fate of this

revolutionary consists in the fact that he cannot accept confirmation of

a truth or the realization of an ideal because of a scepticism and eternal

restlessness which renders all ideals and truths moribund once they

have become proven. In embryonic form, this is the philosophical

position of the rebellious Scythian which Zamiatin adopted later in
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relation to the October Revolution. ' Znamenie', however, reveals that

this position was initially explored in relation to religion. It is highly

likely that events in the personal sphere, in particular the death of his

father in the early part of 1916, explain the sudden emergence of such a

preoccupation at this point in his career (we will recall, perhaps, that

his father was a priest) . Furthermore, although the location of the

narrative action in ' Znamenie' is not specific to any particular region of

Russia, there are elements in the story which draw on his personal

experience of the family home in Lebedian' and his enforced stay there

in 1906 after his release from a prison sentence for revolutionary

activity. It will be argued that the attitude of revolt dramatized in this

narrative, while it may have anticipated the revolutionary events of

1917 and the collapse of the Tsarist order, looks back in fact to the crisis

in Zamiatin's relationship with his father and his conflict with the

Church as a result of his political activities during the 1905 Revolution.

Indeed, while the story attempts to explore a universal metaphysical

predicament, it does so from a perspective which, while it may be

applicable to the Russian intelligentsia as a whole, is in essence

personal.

Although 'Znamenie' was written while Zamiatin was abroad, and

thus at a time when his experiments in different narrative techniques

would take his art in a new direction away from literary populism

towards the ornamental synthetism of his English satires it must

nevertheless be approached as a prototypical example of the early

provincial fiction. Like the communities depicted in 'Poludennitsa

(Kuny)', 'Kriazhi' , and ' Afrika', the monastery in ‘ Znamenie' represents

a traditional and conservative mode of being which is isolated and

marginalized from the world at large . Zamiatin's skaz mask, moreover,

while certainly more refined than in the earlier stories, is still the same

blend of popular language and syntax, although there is an overt shift

in emphasis towards the use of Old Russian archaisms and words

deriving from ecclesiastical culture . A similar shift in emphasis can be

witnessed in the imaginative world projected in the story. On the one

hand, this reflects a general folk-religious world-view, and thus to a

certain extent compares with the schismatic community depicted in

' Afrika' ; but on the other hand there is a more spirited engagement

with the doctrines and sacred writing of the Orthodox Church. This is

reflected in the central role accorded to an icon of the Virgin Mary; the

importance of hagiographic topoi in the structure of the plot; the use of

biblical imagery; and the symbolic significance of the opening and

closing images of the story, which describe a town reflected in the
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surface of a lake and the bells of its churches ringing as if from the

invisible depths of the water. It will be argued that this last image is a

covert reference to the apocalyptic Kitezh legend; thus it is one with a

solid Populist pedigree and typical of the sort of lubok-style material

which was infiltrating élite culture at the turn of the century.³ Indeed,

'Znamenie' is concerned not merely with metaphysics per se, but also

with religion as a cultural and ideological force which shaped the

consciousness of the Russian narod right up until the Revolution.

—

'Znamenie' is set in a skete called Larivonova pustyn', ostensibly

situated on the shores of a lake deep in the heart of provincial Russia .

This location is introduced by means of a brief lyrical passage in the

opening paragraph which establishes the image of a secluded

community lying reflected in the water. Life in this skete has continued

peacefully and uninterruptedly for as long as its ageing gatekeeper

Arsiusha can remember, an endless round of fasting and giddy prayer

as Easter approaches. However, the submarine calm is rudely

disrupted by the arrival of an outsider, an agitated and nervous young

man called Seliverst, who appears mysteriously one spring evening

and asks to be accepted into the community. Without giving any

information about himself Arsiusha's inquiry as to whether he

comes ´in peace' is pointedly ignored — Seliverst is permitted to enter.

Rumoured to be educated, he prays strangely before an ancient icon of

the Virgin Mary, much to Arsiusha's pious indignation. He then asks to

be installed in a cell whose previous occupant, a Holy Fool called

Simeon, had consented to being chained to the wall of his cell, and

ended his life eaten alive by rats. Seliverst, however, keeps a wick-lamp

burning day and night to ward off the rodents, while himself

maintaining an extremely ascetic regime: he remains in virtual isolation

in this cell, emerging only for services; permits himself no cooked food

of any kind; and accepts water only once a day. Despite the physical

deterioration which this regime entails, it is strictly maintained . All that

can be heard by the other monks outside the cell in the evenings and at

nights is a muffled voice making bold, urgent, and persistent pleas.

The exact nature of Seliverst's torment becomes apparent after a

personal interview with the Father Superior, Vedenei, who has been

prompted to act by complaints from the monastery's elders . Father

Vedenei is aware that the fires of spiritual faith have long since cooled

in the fraternity, and that the monastery houses monks who abuse

alcohol and take the Lord's name in vain. He is intrigued by Seliverst's

routine of severe fasting and devout prayer, and wonders whether he

might not be the person to rekindle the monastery's spiritual ardour.



118 MINING FOR JEWELS

During the course of their interview, however, the reader learns that

Seliverst's asceticism is the product of a desperate attempt to control

extreme sexual craving. After ushering the young monk into his office,

Vedenei points to a painting hanging on the wall which depicts a

Serpent of Debauchery (Zmeevidnyi Blud (381)) . This consists of a

hundred-headed serpent, some of whose heads are sucking the breasts

of a woman, while others hover over her stomach and suck the hands

and eyes of a multitude of sinners. Seliverst recognizes himself as one

of these sinners — a gaunt, thin individual, into whose open mouth the

serpent is pouring a river of fire. Vedenei expresses sympathy, but then

remembers his position of authority and lectures him sternly on his

insolence, the sin of pride, and the petty temptations, and threatens to

send him out into the fields to work as a cowherd .

Rumours soon begin to spread locally about Seliverst's unusual

powers of devotion. The pilgrims who regularly visit the monastery in

order to seek blessing, having found that their usual intercessor,

Arsiusha, is now too old and frail to receive them, decide instead to

seek audience with Seliverst. The young monk is initially uncertain of

his power to give succour, but gains confidence after a summer service

in Larivon's old chapel, during which he is called upon to cure a

woman who has passed out because of the stifling heat. Seliverst

nervously places his hands on the woman's face, and his touch appears

to restore consciousness . Amazed, but not yet convinced that this is the

sign he has been seeking, Seliverst rushes back to his cell to continue

praying and firmly locks the door behind him. Later the same night, a

barn inside the monastery catches fire when a strong wind blows

embers over the monastery walls from the campfires in the fields

outside. A powerful blaze springs up which soon threatens to engulf

the little wooden chapel in which the service of the previous day had

taken place . Seliverst is called upon to produce a second miracle.

Standing with the icon of the Virgin Mary held aloft, and feeling a

surge of energy through his body, he makes the sign of the cross in

front of the fire; and as he does so, the fire seems to obey him, gradu-

ally reducing to smoke. Seliverst again rushes back to his cell and locks

the door. Everything has become dark and gloomy, and the wick-lamp

which provided his only safeguard from marauding rats has mysteri-

ously become extinguished . At this moment of personal triumph,

paradoxically, Seliverst feels suddenly confused, empty, and disorien-

tated . His earlier strength seems suddenly sаpped: ' Совершилось для

него первое в жизни величайшее чудо: и сразу же потухло, пусто' (387) .

Fainting from fatigue, and suffering from strange hallucinations,
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Seliverst contemplates leaving the skete quietly without being noticed.

But it is too late - he has thrust a hand despairingly into the handcuffs

chained to the wall, and therefore cannot escape. The next morning, he

does not appear for morning mass. It is rumoured among the fraternity

that a tall monk has been seen to enter the waters of the lake, which

allegedly part to accept him, followed shortly afterwards by another

figure, half-human and half-animal. It is also rumoured that his rat-

infested body has been found in its cell, and that this is the reason that

the entrance has been bricked over. All that is known for certain,

however, is that both Seliverst and Arsiusha disappear from the

monastery the day after the fire . The story ends with the image of the

small town reflected in the surface of the lake, its bells tolling in the

aquamarine depths .

Language, Topography, and Hagiography

In the opening lines alone, the reader encounters a number of

expressions which fix the voice of the implied narrator as strongly folk-

religious in orientation . The colloquial inflexion, for example, can be

witnessed in the popular variants given for various ecclesiastical names

(Larivon, Arsiusha, and Seliverst, instead of Ilarion, Arsenii, and

Sil´vestr) and the expressions used to denote daily services (i.e.

povecherie, zautrenia, polunoshchnitsa) . Elsewhere our attention is drawn

to words which are exotic and derive for the most part from sacred

literature: the title of the story itself, which means ' sign' or ' symbol'

(SRIa, I, 616); khlebar´, an archaic term for 'baker' (Dal', III , 553); trudnik,

an archaic expression for workers who work in monasteries without

payment (ibid ., III , 437); the rarely-encountered title of the icon,

Shir´shaia nebes (literally, ' She who is wider than the heavens'), which

refers to the Virgin Mary and can be found in menologies and Greek

choral hymns (Srez. , III, 1594);5 the adjective employed in relation to the

icon, iavlennaia, which refers to its miraculous origin and wonder-

working properties (D´iachenko, 847); and the term given for the time

when Seliverst arrives at the monastery Rusal'naia which is the

archaic expression for Whitsuntide (i.e. the week before Trinity

Sunday). This language fixes the implied narrator as someone well

versed in the sacred tradition, but also as someone intimately

acquainted with the folk-religious imagination. Many of these terms,

while certainly deriving from ecclesiastical literature, nevertheless also

characterize the speech of the God-fearing narod: the expression

shir´shaia nebes, for example, is encountered in the speech of one of the
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characters in 'Sem´s polovinoi' .? By means of this language, therefore,

the implied narrator draws the reader immediately into the world of

the folk-religious mind, a world in which the miracles and legends of

the past are revered as revelatory and true. The plot of ' Znamenie' is

thus seen to unfold against a broad, historical canvas, one which

engages in a poetic dialogue with the Orthodox culture, language, and

imagination of the pre-Petrine era .

The topographical setting of the narrative further underlines this

dialogue. The monastery functions typically in literature as a sanctuary

or refuge. The word pustyn', however, with its etymological roots

drawn from the adjective pustoi, meaning ' deserted' or ' empty' , has a

specific connotation in Russian Orthodox culture . This is the term for a

monastery, cloister, or skete positioned in an area of great seclusion and

isolated from the concerns of the non-contemplative world; as a rule,

the word refers to the decision of a particular anchorite at some point

in the past to reject urban civilization and to seek spiritual perfection in

the wilderness. It is clear from the first draft version of 'Znamenie' that

Larivonova pustyn' was envisaged initially as a fictional location

which combined and drew upon Zamiatin's knowledge or recollections

of a number of famous and ancient Russian monasteries. On the top of

the title page, for example, we encounter a list of names Optina,

Sarovskaia, Valaamskaia, Solovetskaia (IMLI, opis´ 1, ed . khr. 39, p. 1)

which refer to four well-known hermitages in Russia. The first was

famous as a place of spiritual contemplation in the nineteenth century:

it had been visited both by Dostoevskii and Tolstoi.8 The second was

famous for the celebrated mystic Serafim of Sarov (formally canonized

in 1903), and had been visited by Zamiatin in his youth. The

topography of the Valaam monastery, situated in the North on the

shores of Lake Ladoga, is similar to the monastery in ' Znamenie': it is

surrounded by a number of sketes, one of which was dedicated to the

anchorite Aleksandr Svirskii, whose grave was situated next to the cave

in which he found salvation (ES, v, 395-96) . And the Solovetskii

monastery (Solovki), which was famous for its resistance to the

Nikonian reforms of the seventeenth, century, was one of the areas

visited by Zamiatin during his trip to the North in 1915 ('Zakulisy' (IV,

30)) . It is clear from the narrative that the skete in ' Znamenie' has also

grown up around an anchorite — Larivon — and therefore conforms to

this general type. Its age, however, is difficult to determine. The word

kinoviia (381) suggests that it is a primitive type of cloister, while the

decaying wooden chapel in which Larivon is said to have prayed, and

which is made out of logs, dates his ascetic ordeal from the late
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seventeenth to the early eighteenth century at the very earliest (unless

they were rebuilt, wooden churches tended not to last for very long on

account of the process of decay) .10 This would seem to be confirmed by

the mention of Larivon's skullcap, which is obviously in a state of

reasonable preservation, since the visiting pilgrims are allowed to place

it on their heads ' in order to acquire Understanding' ('Chtoby v razum

voiti' (382)).

The topographical setting is important in the sense that it

complements the structuring of the narrative around a series of

hagiographic topoi . By entering a skete, living in the isolation of his cell,

and subjecting himself to rigorous fasting, Seliverst follows a mode of

practice established by Christ during his forty days in the wilderness

(pustyn ), and adopted as a model of asceticism by the early Christian

fathers in the Egyptian and Palestinian deserts. It is symptomatic of this

paradigm that, as Christ was tempted from fasting and spiritual

contemplation by Satan (Mark 1. 13; Luke 4. 2), so the early Christian

ascetics were forced to withstand demonic intervention on their road to

true salvation. It is a conventional topos in the hagiographic tradition,

illustrated forcefully by the example of St Martinian (f.d. 13 February)

the saint invoked by the Russian narod for protection against carnal

desire that this temptation takes the form of Woman; indeed, the

extreme solutions devised by such anchorites in order to contain their

lust bear eloquent testimony to the heroic nature of their battle with

Sin. St Martinian, for example, walked on hot coals in order to avoid

temptation (ZVS, 103–04); while St John the Sufferer (f.d. 18 July), so

called because of his heroic battle against the temptations of the flesh in

the twelfth-century Kievan Cave Monastery, starved himself, wore

heavy chains around his body, and eventually buried himself up to the

neck in earth (ibid., 392–93) .

If Seliverst's situation conforms to this sacred model, however, it

must be stressed that he arrives in the skete without faith, or at least at

the point of a crisis in his faith. His urgent appeals to the Mother of

God, and the mention in the description of the icon of her dark-blue

pallium (sinii pokrov (379)) , emblematic of her role as the protectress of

sinners at the Last Judgement, indicate that he is a penitent seeking

salvation, or someone whose faith has seriously lapsed.¹¹ In earlier

versions of the narrative, this lack of faith is explicit: Seliverst responds

to the inquiries of the Father Superior by saying that he prays 'in order

to believe' (IMLI, opis´ 1 , ed . khr. 39, p. 2); and earlier still, as he enters

the monastery, Arsiusha has asked him not if he comes ' in peace', but

whether he comes ' with belief' (ibid ., p . 1 ) . In the published version,
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there is a much stronger emphasis on the carnal nature of his sin. The

painting in Vedenei's office, the title of which in the third version was

Zmeevidnyi grekh (IMLI, opis' 1, ed . khr. 42, p. 5), now bears the title

Zmeevidnyi blud, with its specific connotations of lechery, debauchery,

and adultery (Srez., I, 117) . Furthermore, his dietary regime of bread

and water is the traditional means by which to combat the capacity for

sinful thought.12 However, as in the reworkings of the hagiographic

genre by anticlerical writers - I am thinking of Flaubert's La Tentation

de saint Antoine (1874), Anatole France's Thaïs (1891) , and Tolstoi's

'Otets Sergii' (1898) — Zamiatin invokes this model of piety and self-

denial mainly in order to subvert it. It is a paradoxical reversal that at

the moment of success, after the enactment of two miracles which

testify to his extraordinary powers, and offer proof of divine existence,

Seliverst experiences only despair, anguish, and immeasurable fatigue.

The story undeniably ends on a note of failure; and the problem which

needs to be addressed is the cause of this failure and the meaning of

Seliverst's dissatisfaction and despair.

Insatiability: The Paradigms ofJudas Iscariot and the WanderingJew

The paradox of seeking an ideal, but rejecting that ideal once it has

been attained, lies at the heart of Zamiatin's vision of the authentic

spiritual revolutionary. In his 1924 essay on Sologub, for example, he

talked about the existential condition of modern man in terms of

eternal restlessness (IV, 150-55) . Moreover, in his discussion of

'Alchushchii i zhazhdushchii', a short story which Sologub published

in 1908, he outlined the concept of the nesytaia dusha literally, the

'insatiable' or 'greedy' soul:

Путь этот трагический путь Агасфера, путь в Дамаск Сологубовского рыцаря

Ромуальда из Турени, путь тех вечно несытых душ, о которых поют в чистый четверг

на страстной. [ ... ] Великий и тяжкий их рок в том, что их не удовлетворит никакой

достигнутый Дамаск: всякое достижение, всякое воплощение убивает для них

настоящий Дамаск, для них нет ничего страшнее оседлости, стен. (ibid. , 151)

As Zamiatin correctly indicates, the expression nesytaia dusha derives

from a song sung on Maundy Thursday (Chistyi chetverg) : the relevant

lines, as illustrated by the Fasting Triodion (Triod' postnaia), refer

specifically to the treachery of Judas and warn of the dangers of greed

and ingratitude.13 It is clear from the fragment above, however, that

Zamiatin's understanding of Judas's motives was more complex than

the conventional Orthodox view. Moreover, to a certain extent his
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comments reflect the treatment of the theme by writers writing in the

preceding decade. In 'Iuda Iskariot', for example, the short story by

Leonid Andreev which caused something of a scandal at the time it

was published in 1907, Judas is depicted as the most intelligent and

knowledgeable of the disciples. Furthermore, although a duplicitous,

unattractive, and ambiguous figure, his betrayal is presented as an act

of fanatical love, rather than of treachery: he is motivated by a desire to

seek a sign of God's existence, to test the powers of divine deliverance,

and thus to force Jesus to accomplish his divine mission on earth. His

suicide, therefore, as well as the product of anguished remorse and

disappointment that God has not intervened to save His Son from the

cross, is an act of fidelity to the memory of Christ's agony, and as such

illustrates his desire to share with him the anguish of self-sacrifice.14 A

similar interpretation of the Judas theme is offered by Remizov at more

or less the same time. His stylized medieval mystery play, 'Tragediia o

Iude printse iskariotskom' (1908), and the accompanying poem 'Iuda

predatel" (1908) , were based on a number of apocryphal legends and

spiritual songs published in the second half of the nineteenth century.

Here also, as in Andreev, we glimpse a more complex set of motives

than those usually attributed to Judas. As witnessed in a key confron-

tation between Judas and Pilate, the former explains that his role is to

take upon himself the ' final and most awesome sin' so that the road to

salvation for the rest of humanity (as represented by Jesus) can finally

be forged.15 The act of betrayal which he commits consciously, there-

fore, is an admission of his understanding that the drama which is

about to be enacted is part of God's overall design.

Irrespective of whether Zamiatin's characterization of the nesytaia

dusha is appropriate to Sologub's short story, it would seem from his

essay that the Judas paradigm for him meant the demand for evidence

that Jesus was the Son of God: he is ' greedy', not in the sense that he

seeks financial reward for an act of betrayal, but that he is not content

with the argument that belief requires humility, submission, and faith.

This is relevant for 'Znamenie' because it characterizes Seliverst's

intellectual dilemma and his demand for a sign in order to believe .

Both in the draft and final versions of the narrative, he is identified

withJudas and the nesytaia dusha. In the first version, for example, after

observing his breathlessness and the nervous movement of his fingers,

the ageing gatekeeper Arsiusha reminds him of the song sung during

Passion Week: — Ты брат, попомни, как про Иуду-то на страстной

поется: несÚтая душа' (IMLI, оpis´ 1, ed. khr. 39, p. 2) . In the published

version, although the direct reference to Judas has been omitted, the
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reference to the Maundy Thursday song remains : '- Попомни, брат, на

Страстной-то поется: несытая душа (378) . Furthermore, Arsiusha's

warning, which comes shortly after the references to Easter and fasting

in the opening paragraph, is part of a nexus organized around images

of hungering and craving, but with the usual spiritual connotations

subverted or at least compromised. The crucial exchange takes place in

front of the painting hanging in Father Vedenei's office . The title

alchba which derives from the archaic verb alkat', and thus means

'craving' (D´iachenko, 872), features frequently in the Gospels, but

usually with a spiritual, rather than physical connotation. In the

Sermon on the Mount, for example, Christ promises salvation to all

those who 'hunger and thirst after the truth, for they shall be satiated'

(Matthew 5. 6) . In Russian translation, this reads: 'блаженны алчушие и

жаждущие правды, ибо они насытятся hence the title of Sologub's

short story, which alludes directly to this sermon. Here it is the

desperate thirst for the miraculous on the part of the crusaders in the

Syrian desert which results in their salvation; whereas it is the

scepticism and rationality of Romuald of Turenne, who sees that their

visions are empty chimera, which result in his death.16 Sologub's

narrative bears testament to the power of (irrational) mind over

(rational) matter. By contrast, the alchba in ' Znamenie' involves an

ambiguous conflation of spiritual and bodily imperatives. Seliverst

'hungers' physically in the sense that he experiences powerful carnal

desires; but it is with this same hunger that he demands a sign in order

to believe:

Так, отче, алчу я. Огонь меня снедает, невозможного алчу, знамения молю

чтобы поверить, знамения требую... (381)

By confessing that he seeks a sign in order to believe, Seliverst pleads

guilty to the psychological reflex against which Christ himself specifi-

cally warned as he says to the Pharisees: 'An evil and adulterous

generation seeketh after a sign' (Matthew, 12. 39) . Yet while Seliverst's

situation parallels that of Judas in that he seeks proof of God's

existence, 'Znamenie' explores the idea of a spiritual thirst so powerful

that it cannot be satiated, even by evidence of miraculous powers.

The second paradigm which Zamiatin invokes in his essay on

Sologub is the fate of the Wandering Jew — as we can see in the above

fragment, the situation of Knight Romuald of Turenne in ´Alchushchii i

zhazhdushchii' is compared to the tragic fate of Ahasuerus (in Russian,

Agasfer). According to legend, Ahasuerus refused Jesus the possibility

of respite on the road to Golgotha, as a result of which he was denied
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the peace of the grave and condemned to eternal wandering until the

Second Coming.17 In Zamiatin's understanding, no doubt influenced by

Romantic treatments of the subject, the Jew is envisaged as a rebel and

sinner whose sceptical intelligence makes him the embodiment of

rationality and religious doubt.18 He refers variously to the legend of

Ahasuerus in his essays of this period, and its importance to him as a

paradigm for the ceaseless searching of the authentic revolutionary

must be strongly emphasized . In 'Skify li? ', for example, he invokes the

tragic condition of the Jew in the context of the freedom-loving

Scythian:

-
тернии побежденных; его исповедание

-
Удел подлинного скифа еретичество ;

судьба его —- судьба Агасфера; работа его - не для ближнего, но для дальнего. (IV,

504)

Later in this same manifesto, he writes of ' defeat' and ' martyrdom' in

the earthly sphere, and the ‘ eternal reaching out, but never reaching' of

the spiritual revolutionary:

Поражение, мученичество в земном плане победа в плане высшем, идейном.

Победа на земле неминуемое поражение в другом, высшем плане. Третьего — для

подлинного скифа, для духовного революционера, для романтика

достигание - и никогда достижение. Вечное агасферово странствование . (IV, 512)

нет. Вечное

There can be little doubting the appeal of this Romantic gloss on the

legend within the specific context of post-1917 cultural politics . The

curse of the Wandering Jew provided Zamiatin with a ready-made

model with which to articulate his scepticism vis-à-vis the possibility,

or even desirability, of a paradise on earth, and his refusal to accept

that struggle ceased because of the notional attainment of an ideal. In

'Skify li?', Ahasuerus represents the sceptic who cannot accept the

victory of an idea in any sphere of human activity: he is the restless

seeker, the tragic and solitary incarnation of the principle of eternal

forward movement, and someone whose experience of the different

epochs of history means that he can view the rise and fall of societies,

and the seismic shifts in political events, with a level-headed and

rational objectivity.19

Although 'Znamenie' predates the remarks in ' Skify li?', there are

strong hints that Seliverst's revolt is an early fictional exploration of the

Ahasuerus paradigm . The fact of his seeking respite in a monastery is a

topos in various adaptations of the legend; indeed, not only does it

parallel the very first version of the legend in the English language, an

account in the Middle Ages by a monk called Roger Wendover, but
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also, no doubt coincidentally, it bears a close resemblance to an

adaptation penned pseudonymously by a friend of Lord Byron's.20 The

characterization of Seliverst in ' Znamenie' employs various physical

and psychological traits with which the legendary figure is usually

associated . It is symptomatic, for example, that in an early draft he is

given the Jewish name of Veniamin (IMLI, opis´ 1, ed . khr . 42) . His

piercing gaze a Romantic leitmotif which features in Vasilii

Zhukovskii's unfinished narrative poem on the same subject21 — is

illustrated when Arsiusha asks angrily whether he seeks to ' penetrate'

(proburaviť´ (379) ) the eyes of the Virgin Mary depicted in the icon. His

lean, wiry, and gaunt physiognomy, his exceptional height (this is

mentioned on three separate occasions) , the aura of mystery which

surrounds him from the moment he arrives (he is known as the

neznaemyi monakh or ' unknown monk'), the implication that he may

have been wandering for some time (he is described as tanned), the fact

that he is an outsider who avoids contact with the larger community

within the monastery, and his taciturn manner are all suggestive.22

-

Unlike earlier meditations on this subject in Russian literature — see,

for example, Kiukhel beker's Agasfer (written from 1832 to 1846) –

Zamiatin is uninterested in the subject as an opportunity to revisit the

momentous historical events of the past, and thus to poeticize the Jew's

longevity and world-weary wisdom.23 Rather, as does Zhukovskii, he

concentrates on his tragic metaphysical situation in the present.

Zhukovskii's Ahasuerus comes to realize that only through acceptance

of the faith, and the hope therefore that at some point there may be an

end to his terrible suffering, can his fate be endured once crazy with

anger at the unjustness of his punishment, he now wanders the world

with resigned acceptance and practises as much as possible the

precepts of Jesus.24 In ' Znamenie', we may surmise, Seliverst's arrival

at the monastery betokens a similar realization. His recognition of

himself in the painting as a sinner whose belly is endlessly filled with

fire ('Bez kontsa poglashchaia ogon" (381)) mirrors the Romantic

conception of Ahasuerus as an eternal rebel whose fate is never to find

rest or peace. Furthermore, it is interesting that the moment of truth for

Seliverst occurs at a moment identified symbolically in the narrative

with the Last Judgement: 'Странный красный день, как день последнего

судилиша' (386) . His fate, however, unlike the character of Zhukovskii's

poem, suggests that even the revelation of divine presence in the

world, and by implication the prospect of eternal peace, will not bring

an end to his suffering . This is implied by the imagery at the beginning

and end of the narrative, with its insinuation of continuity and
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circularity, rather than linear disruption. Seliverst's arrival at the

monastery is described initially in terms of the waters of the lake

parting to let him enter: 'Разверзлась перед Селиверстом зеленая глубь

(379); and the same image is employed to describe his departure from

the monastery after his ' death': 'Voda pered nim rasstupilas" (388) .

This suggests that while Seliverst dies in a corporeal sense, on the

symbolic or fabular plane his soul rises from the dead and continues

his struggle in an endlessly repeated drama of his desperate attempt

and failure to find Christ. His fate, indeed, acquires a universal and

semi-mythic pathos . Like the biblical Cain, who becomes a fugitive and

wanderer as a result of slaying his brother; and Sisyphus, condemned

by the gods eternally to roll the same boulder up the side of a

mountain; and Prometheus, the Titan, who teaches men the secret of

fire and is chained eternally to the side of a mountain as punishment,

Seliverst is a metaphor for humanity punished divinely by the Fall and

destined to continue the search for salvation.

Flesh and Spirit: Russian Orthodox Models ofPiety

The paradigms of Judas Iscariot and Ahasuerus are universal ones.

Both are figures punished for their lack of faith in the truth that Christ

represents, and their tragic dilemmas are crucial to Zamiatin's polemic.

A related, but more Russian-specific element involves the models of

piety celebrated by the Orthodox Church and embodied in the

characters of Larivon, Arsiusha, and Simeon: together these men

represent the ascetic ideal, the powers of prophecy and presentiment,

and the native tradition of the Holy Fool. Seliverst is directly

juxtaposed to these figures, and yet at the same time usurps their

fictional space in terms of their achievement (he emulates Larivon's

working of miracles), their function within the monastery (he assumes

Arsiusha's role as intercessor), or their physical territory (he inhabits

Simeon's cell in the basement of the tower) . On one level, the point of

these juxtapositions lies in Zamiatin's desire to collapse all sense of

space and time: the archaic stylization of the narrative contributes to

the sense that the historical past coexists with the present and provides

models of behaviour still relevant to the dilemma of the main

protagonist. At the same time, these figures are also all associated with

the problem of the complicated relationship between the spirit and the

flesh. If the Judas and Ahasuerus subjects are exploited to dramatize

Seliverst's quest to understand the meaning of Christ's martyrdom, the

paradigms of the ascetic, visionary, and Holy Fool are part of
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Zamiatin's rejection of the Orthodox doctrine that the spirit and flesh

are indivisible and dependent on each other. This is further poeticized

by the spatial organization of the text into the world which exists

outside the monastery (the sinful and profane world, as represented by

the pilgrims) and the world which exists within the monastery (the

sacred and contemplative world, as represented by the elders), both of

which compete for Seliverst's attention. Even as he seeks to identify

himself with each of these models of behaviour, his pride and the

ambiguous sources of his spiritual powers conspire to defeat him in the

end.

Arsiusha is a central figure in the text in the sense that he symbolizes

the waning powers of Christianity. He is a model of Orthodox

propriety, fierce in his love of the icon of the Virgin Mary, humble in

prayer, and generous in the blessings he gives to pilgrims. Further-

more, his status as elder (starets) evokes a particularly Russian notion of

spirituality. These were cloistered men and women who gave spiritual

direction to thousands of pilgrims and provided by their lives of prayer

a linking force between human beings and God hence their desig-

nation as 'intercessors' (zastupniki), and thus their symbolic link with

the Virgin Mary. As someone with the gift of foresight — prozorlivets

(383) means ' prophet' (D´iachenko, 507) — Arsiusha is a saintly figure.

It is suggested, nevertheless, that his physical weakness owing to his

advanced years has led to a corresponding decline in his powers. When

Father Vedenei considers the condition of the monastery, for example,

he recognizes that the wilderness has depleted the spiritual resources

of the fraternity, and compares the once sturdy and strong Arsiusha to

a mouldy oak tree which is covered in moss and virtually on the point

of collapse:

Хорошо знал Веденей: под зеленый гул пустынских колоколов лениво его людишки

живут, и винопийцы есть и суесловы, а главное - ни в ком огня нет, духом оскудела

пустынь. Старец Арсюша? Да и тот обомшал уж, и аки дуб трухлявый: притронуться

страшно . (381)

This same image is employed later when Arsiusha is compared to the

old chapel standing in memory of the hermit Larivon:

А служили нынче в старой церкви еще батюшка Ларивон в ней маливался

бревенчатая и такая какая-то вроде старца Арсюши: ласковая, квелая, к земле

пригнулась, затянуло мохом бревна. (383)

Crucially, however, the juxtaposition of physical with spiritual decline

becomes more ambiguous as the narrative progresses. If Arsiusha is a
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moss-covered oak tree on the point of collapse, the strict dietary regime

which Seliverst imposes upon himself causes his face to pale like the

shoots of a vegetable grown in the dark ('Овощной росток, проросший в

погрeбе' (380)) . Initially, if Seliverst seems strong and vigorous, and

comes to replace Arsiusha as an intercessor because of the latter's old

age, after the miracle his mental exertions and physical deprivations

have clearly taken their toll. In the final chapter, it is his immeasurable

fatigue which causes the hallucinatory and confusing visions: his sense

of dimension has become surreal; he seems to be suffering from double

vision; and he is behaving irrationally (how else to explain the act of

forcing his hand frustratedly into Simeon's handcuffs?) . Thus if

Seliverst appears initially to represent a force which will regenerate the

Christian faith, his defeat suggests that asceticism is counter-

productive. The 'giddiness' mentioned joyfully at the beginning of the

story in relation to the Easter celebrations Постом истомиться на

повечериях, заутрениях, полунощницах (378) - has by the end of the

story received its gruesome and ironic culmination.

-

In common with his unorthodox manner of prayer, which is too

proud and fierce for the liking of Arsiusha, Seliverst's claim to saintly

status is unconventional from the Orthodox point of view. The

ambiguity of his position is reinforced, moreover, by the parallels

drawn between himself and Simeon Pokhabnyi, the ' fool for Christ's

sake' . Seliverst's request to be located in Simeon's cell is significant in

light of the dual status traditionally accorded the Holy Fool. By

common consent, the iurodivyi was a self-appointed social outcast who

voluntarily turned his back on conventional modes of behaviour and

deliberately denied himself physical comfort in the name of his folly. In

certain cases, moreover, on account of their ascetic feats, willingness to

share the lives of the poor, powers of prophecy, and ability to perform

miraculous cures, Holy Fools had been officially canonized by the

Church (PPS, II, 2394) . At the same time, however, the feigned madness

and unnerving displays of indecency which sometimes accompanied

their acts of folly pokhabnyi refers to displays of obscenity and

vulgarity (Dal', III, 365) — tended to blur the distinction between the

sacred and profane source of their powers. This made the question of

sanctification a thorny one. The problem for the Orthodox Church

consisted in trying to define the boundary which separated divinely

inspired madness (i.e. the attempt to emulate Christ's ' folly' in

allowing himself to be crucified) and ordinary insanity or mental

instability, which in medieval times was viewed as a form of demonic

possession.25
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The name of the iurodivyi in ‘Znamenie' may well be an allusion to

the eccentric visionary of the sixth century, Simeon Salos (f.d. 21 July),

whose folly included such obscene displays as defecating in public,

entering the female quarters of public baths in the nude, and revealing

his genitalia before the wives of tavern-owners (his holy feat or podvig

consisted of the attainment of 'bodilessness', i.e. the sensation that he

consisted only of the spirit and not bodily matter) .26 Since this name

may also be a pun on the Greek word for sign (semeion), and thus an

echo of the meaning of the title, the memory of Simeon occupies a

central place in the text's symbolism . It would seem, for example, that

Seliverst's request to be placed in his cell is motivated primarily by its

association with pokhabshchina, not because he wishes his actions to be

perceived in terms of iurodstvo; his proud and insolent prayers to the

Virgin Mary are in any case the very antithesis of the Fool's customary

humility in relation to the sacred objects of the Orthodox Church.

Furthermore, he demonstrates nothing of the confusing behaviour of

the iurodivyi, with its apparent lack of logic and subversion of public

norms. On the other hand, the fate of Simeon, which echoes that of

Simeon Salos in that it testifies to the achievement of bodilessness

(presumably he no longer felt physical pain, and thus felt able to

martyr himself in imitation of Christ) is clearly relevant for a monk

who is seeking to extinguish within himself the temptations of the

flesh. This is perhaps the meaning of his deliberate choice of cell. The

way in which Seliverst's death, albeit accidental, parallels that of his

predecessor is obvious. Furthermore, it is significant that in the

sequences after the miracle particular attention is drawn to the physical

sensations which Seliverst experiences and the sense in which his mind

and body seem to have become divorced from each other. On the one

hand, he appears to feel the weight of physical matter more intensely

his hands are described in terms of 'mountains' which he is

incapable of moving. Yet at the same time Zamiatin describes how one

part of him is going to arise and leave the monastery, while the other,

still chained to the wall, rests his head on the window of his cell and

awaits the onset of dawn. This anticipates the split perspective of the

final paragraphs the eyewitness accounts of the monks (rumour,

fantasy) balanced by the insinuation of the truth (the dead body has

been found and the entrance to the cell bricked over) — but also

testifies symbolically to the separation of the body and soul, and thus,

ironically, to a form of bodilessness .

-

The reaction of the monastic authorities in bricking up his cell

suggests that Seliverst's achievement is not one to be emulated or
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formally offered as a model of piety. Furthermore, the suspicion that

his powers derive from profane, rather than sacred, forces receives

confirmation in the depiction of Seliverst's relationship with the

pilgrims. These pilgrims constitute a sinful and all-suffering crowd

whose very presence and need of healing inspire Seliverst with the

confidence to perform his duties . On the first occasion that their need

for blessing is granted, he notices the strength emanating from their

eyes:

И было у них в глазах такое крепкое, неодолимое, катило на Селиверста, как морская

волна, взметывало его вверх, и знал он твердо: невозможное возможно, и чуял:

близко уже, и ничего не было страшно . (383)

Later, on the threshold of healing the woman who has fainted in

chapel, it is their eyes which again catch his attention:

Как малую песчинку с утра вихрем подняло Селиверста и несло, ближе и ближе,

все мелькало, не слышал, не видел: только одни громадные, вечные глаза, вобравшие

в себя скорбь тысяч глаз. [ ... ] Тишина, и сотни глаз - на него, Селиверста. (384)

And later still, as he stands with the icon aloft to protect the old church

from the fire, he looks over his shoulder towards the onlookers and

feels a wave of incredible power surging through his body:

Последний раз оглянулся Селиверст: обступили кругом глаза. Зачерпнул оттуда — из

глаз, неистовая волна хлестнула снизу, от сердца - к рукам . (386)

The eyes of the pilgrims are deliberately juxtaposed with the eyes of the

icon - Икона древняя, явленная — одни глаза, громадные (379) — and

thus represent a domain which lies outside the precinct of the

monastery. This is further emphasized by the fact that it is the embers

from the campfires outside the monastery which originally cause the

conflagration, and the fact that there is an implicit identification

between the hundred-headed serpent of the painting ('Змий — зеленый,

как яспис, стоглавый (381 ) ) and the hundred-voice crowd (stogolosyi gul

(387) ) as it stands and watches the conflagration. The pilgrims are also

associated symbolically with the colour red; indeed, the conflagration

scene marks the culmination of a radical shift in the use of colour

symbolism, away from the blue of the Virgin's pallium and the blue-

green waters of the lake (emblems of peace, calm, and tranquillity)

towards the red associated with the hunger which keeps Seliverst alive

and the destructive force of the fire . The wick-lamp which burns in his

cell is a 'red eye' (krasnyi glaz (380) ) (this image can also be juxtaposed
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with the eyes of the icon) . The crowd during the conflagration is said to

move apart 'like the Red Sea' (Chermnym morem (386) ) . The fire which

threatens to destroy the chapel is described in terms of its ' red tongue'

(krasnyi iazyk (387)) . Even Father Vedenei's beard, which has earlier

been described as grey, but with a greenish tinge, is reddened by the

raging fire.

Zamiatin's use of fire imagery illustrates well his strategy of

subverting images which derive from sacred literature. In the books of

the Old and New Testaments, for example, fire represents the presence

and manifestation of the divine spirit. Jehovah appears to Moses in the

form of a burning bush which is not consumed by the flames (Exodus

3. 2); the Word of God is described in terms of a flame (Jeremiah 23. 29);

the prophet Elijah ascends to Heaven in a chariot of fire (II Kings 2. 11);

God's angels are compared to fire (Psalms 104. 4); the Holy Ghost,

metaphorically depicted in the shape of a dove, descends at Pentecost

and speaks to the apostles with tongues of fire (The Acts 2. 1–4) ; it is

foretold that the end of the world will be accompanied by a destructive

conflagration (II Corinthians 3. 10-11); and that the Second Coming will

occur in the midst of fire (I Thessalonians 1.8) . These images give rise to

the idea of the ' sacred flame' (sviashchennyi ogon ), a metaphor for the

faith in general. At the same time, paradoxically, this flame is also

juxtaposed with the conventional flame of sexual desire. In hagio-

graphic literature, for example, fire is a cleansing force which quenches

the burning temptations of the flesh. In the vita of St Martinian, as we

have seen, the saint walks on hot coals in order to control his carnal

desires. In the Zhitie protopopa Avvakuma, im samim napisannoe, the

archpriest holds his hand over three candle flames during the erotic

confessions of a young woman so that the pain will distract him from

sexual arousal.27 And the miraculous powers of the Holy Virgin in

relation to fire underlie the symbolism of the Icon of the Virgin Mary of

the Burning Bush (Ikona Presviatoi Bogoroditsy Neopalimoi Kupiny), which

is celebrated by the Orthodox Church on 4 September. This derives

from sacred songs which compare the preservation of her virginity

during the conception and birth of Jesus Christ with the burning bush

of Exodus: she is impregnated by the sacred flame, but does not 'burn'

(in other words, she is ' unconsumed', and thus remains chaste) .

Moreover, the symbolism of this festival gave rise to the belief

prevalent in Russia that the Virgin could be invoked as a protectress

against fires — hence the practice among the folk of walking around

burning buildings holding the icon aloft in the hope of extinguishing

the flames.28



ZNAMENIE 133

If there is a clear distinction in the Orthodox imagination between

the sacred flame of divine will and the flame of carnal desire, in

'Znamenie' this distinction is blurred . Initially, when Father Vedenei

contemplates the state of the monastery under his supervision, fire is

equated explicitly with the Orthodox faith: 'Ни в ком огня нет, духом

оскудела пустынь' (381 ) . This idea has been anticipated earlier by the

metaphorical comparison between the flames of the monastery candles

during all-night mass and the scarlet-coloured fern-flower (paporotnik

(379)), a flower which blooms twice a year and was associated in the

folk-religious imagination with the resurrected spirit of Christ.29 As the

narrative progresses, these images are subject to a delicate subversion.

This is initiated by the description of Seliverst's carnal desire in terms

of a ' river of fire' (ognennaia reka (381)) , and then developed further by

means of the ‘inextinguishable fire' (negasimyi ogon´ (387)) which burns

in his wick-lamp. Symbolically, the fire which threatens to destroy the

monastery is the very same fire which consumes Seliverst internally. In

a reversal of the earlier paporotnik metaphor, the ' fiery seed' of the wind

creates a mass of hungry, dazzling flowers which swiftly burst into

bloom: 'Бил, гудел, сеял огненное семя — секунду цвели жадные, жаркие

иветы' (386) ; and the flames, which had earlier been described in terms

of ' fiery doves' (ognennye golubi (386)) — an allusion to the symbolism

of Pentecost- are now described as ' little devils' : 'A быстрые бесенята

суетятся уже в соседнем корпусе (386). By miraculously dousing the

flames, therefore, Seliverst simultaneously extinguishes the life-force

which has protected him from death in the shape of the wick-lamp:

'Heгасимый огонь в лападке заrac' (387) . We can only conclude that it is

the fire of fornication which is the source of his miraculous powers,

and one which religious faith cannot replace.

The Kitezh Paradigm

The appearance of Ahasuerus was traditionally associated with

imminent disaster and impending doom. There are eschatological

currents running through ' Znamenie' underlined by mention of the

Last Judgement in the final chapter and the symbolism of the fire

which threatens to destroy Larivon's chapel which bear witness to

an apocalyptic sense of ending and suggest that Seliverst's struggle can

be read as a universal paradigm with ramifications for the Russian

intelligentsia as a whole.

-

Crucial in this context is the symbolism of the opening paragraph,

with its description of a town/monastery reflected in the waters of a
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lake and the pealing of bells as if from under the surface of the water;

this is an image made all the more striking by virtue of the privileged

place it occupies both at the beginning and the end of the narrative . For

the reader well-versed in folk-religious culture, this is instantly

recognizable as an allusion to the legend of the holy city of Kitezh, one

very much in vogue among neo-Populists in the latter part of the

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. This legend recounts the

story of a beautiful and holy city on the shores of a lake which

miraculously disappears, thanks to divine intervention, at the moment

when it is about to be sacked by invading Tatar hordes.30 Although

these events purportedly took place in the twelfth century, the legend

in its written form, Kniga glagolemaia Kitezhskim letopistsem, dates from

the second half of the eighteenth century and is thought to have been

modelled on the writings of monks driven out of their monasteries for

sectarian allegiances in 1713. Komarovich, for example, suggests that

the author belonged to the radical Old Believer sect known as the

'runners' (beguny), members of which were regularly encountered on

the shores of the lake during the summer months. He speculates that

they visited the area annually as part of their allegiance to the Old

Faith, and their conviction that the rule of the ' Antichrist' would be

short-lived . Furthermore, he argues that Kitezh — known popularly as

the 'invisible' or 'heavenly' city (nevidimyi, nezdeshnii grad) — served as

a guiding beacon during their years of wandering, hunger, and

persecution; indeed , like the New Jerusalem, it was an earthly paradise

and place of refuge which would reappear after the Second Coming.31

After publication of the Kitezh chronicle in 1862, the legend acquired

a richness and complexity which went far beyond its symbolism in the

minds ofthe beguny. The visits of ethnographers and intellectuals to the

site where the city was supposed to have stood (Lake Svetloiar, Nizhnii

Novgorod province); the recording of local folklore around the shores

of the lake where the beguny lived in earth dugouts; the growth of a

Kitezh cult which witnessed hordes of pilgrims, both Orthodox and

Old Believer, visiting the area every year on Midsummer Night's Eve

in order to catch the ringing of its bells; and the adaptations of the

legend in the work of writers, poets, painters, and composers in the

second half of the nineteenth and the first decades of the twentieth

centuries added a multitude of additional layers to its meaning.32 For

Orthodox believers, the city came to represent Kievan Rus´ saved by

divine intervention in order to protect its cultural identity and spiritual

purity in the face of a barbaric invasion. This developed into a general

metaphor for spiritual withdrawal in the face of violence, anarchy, and
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revolt, and was frequently employed by intellectuals of various

political persuasions and philosophical inclinations in the context of

disasters which threatened Orthodox Christian values. Remizov and

Maksimilian Voloshin, for example, drew on the Kitezh legend to

describe the destruction wrought by war and revolution in 1917.33

More recently, it has been invoked as a metaphor for the practice of

internal emigration during the Stalinist terror of the 1930s and 40s.34

It is unlikely that Zamiatin was acquainted with the written version

of the legend. Nevertheless, his use of the reflection motif and the

tolling of bells suggests the influence of certain ethnographic belletrists

and novelists, in particular Mel´nikov-Pecherskii, Vladimir Korolenko,

and Prishvin.35 The reflection of its towers and battlements in the

surface of the lake, and the sound of its bells pealing softly beneath the

surface of the water, were Kitezh's most celebrated leitmotifs, yet their

origins are traceable, not to the Kitezh chronicle as such, but rather to

local folklore as poetically transcribed by Mel´nikov-Pecherskii in his

novel V lesakh . The opening paragraph, for example, offers a lyrical

vision of the city as if glimpsed for real:

C

Преданья о Батыевом разгроме там свежи. Укажут и тропу "Батыеву и место

невидимого града Китежа на озере Светлом Яре. Цел тот город до сих пор — с

белокаменными стенами, златоверхими церквами, с честными монастырями, с

княженецкими узорчатыми теремами, с боярскими каменными палатами ,

рубленными из кондового, негниющего леса домами. Цел град, но невидим. Не

видать грешным людям славного Китежа. Скрылся он чудесно, божьим повеленьем.

[ ... ] И досел тот град невидим стоит откроется перед страшным Христовым

судилищем. А на озере Светлом Яре, тихим летним вечером, виднеются отраженные

в воде стены, церкви, монастыри, терема княженецкие, хоромы боярские, дворы

посадских людей. И слышится по ночам глухой, заунывный звон колоколов.
36

The notion that this city is invisible, and can be seen and heard only by

the righteous, derives from the folklore which Mel'nikov-Pecherskii

heard on the shores of Lake Svetloiar and then later wove into his

novel as a matter of ethnographic record. The section of the novel

dedicated to the legend depicts a pilgrimage to Lake Svetloiar, during

which the characters encounter not only a number of sectarians who

have settled in the area as hermits, but also a number of stories which

relate how local people had found their way to the city at the bottom of

the lake after they had died.³7 This poetic recreation influences a

number of subsequent treatments, most famously the opera by Rimskii-

Korsakov, in which the tolling bells are a key musical leitmotif.

Furthermore, the existence of the folk beliefs which Mel'nikov-

Pecherskii incorporates into his novel is subsequently confirmed by the
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accounts of Populist writers who visit the lake as part of their

exploration of Russian folk-religious culture. Korolenko undertakes a

trip to Lake Svetloiar in the summer of 1890, and reports the belief that

only the righteous can hear the tolling of the bells.38 He also records the

conviction that some people had even managed to reach a monastery at

the bottom of the lake it allegedly marked the entrance to the holy

city and repeats almost verbatim a tale along these lines as

recounted to him by a local fisherman.39 While sceptical generally

about the truth of these claims, Korolenko nevertheless evokes the

magical spell which the eerie calm of the lake seems to cast over him. In

his description, it is a location seemingly removed from the real world,

and one which embraces two spheres of being — the authentic, but

invisible, and the inauthentic, but visible which intermingle and

flow into each other.

—

The Kitezh legend was by no means the only Russian legend

involving sunken cities and tolling bells.40 There are compelling

reasons, nevertheless, for supposing that it is this particular legend

which forms the basis for the central image in ‘ Znamenie' . The city is

mentioned explicitly in Uezdnoe (1, 72), which suggests that Zamiatin

must have been acquainted with it at least by 1913. Furthermore, an

unfinished fragment bearing the title 'Monastyr" among his papers in

the Bakhmetev archive incorporates an image of an ' invisible' and

'heavenly' city which echoes unmistakeably the popular conception of

Kitezh:

-

На низеньком лугу, пьющем воду из Волгу странный, весь ярко-белый, нездешний,

неземной городок. И поют на усладу всему миру колокола: тихим, низким,

глубоким, умиротворенным звоном, будто не здесь, наверху, а под водой, в

невидимом граде этот звон, прошел через дремотно-зеленую глубь, оттого такой

тишиной, таким миром полон .*
41

As we can see, this fragment echoes closely the description of Kitezh in

Mel´nikov-Pecherskii. Significantly, the tolling bells are later described

in terms of their soft pealing (malinovyi zvon), a quality which echoes

both the description in V lesakh and the subtitle of Rimskii-Korsakov's

opera.42 In addition, Zamiatin indicates the geographical location of

this town through the mention of goods hawked at a fair to celebrate

the monastery's altar-day - combs from Yaroslavl, honey-cakes from

Kineshma, and carved wooden artefacts (iskusnye baklushi) from Dievo

Gorodishche.43 This places the town along a stretch of the Volga,

possibly between Yaroslavl and Kineshma, in an area closely linked

with the composition of the legend in its written form and later
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propagation.44 It is not inconceivable that 'Monastyr" is a poetic des-

cription of Gorodets, a town which lies on a bend of the Volga just

north of Nizhnii Novgorod and features in the legend as Kitezh's ' twin-

town' (in the chronicle, it is known as 'Malyi Kitezh') .45 This suggests

either that Zamiatin had ' overheard' the legend while on his many

trips up and down the Volga, or possibly came into contact with it via

the itinerant monks who used to visit his home in his childhood

(strannik, for example, the term used by Strizhev, is a common

synonym for begun) .46

Although there is no way of dating this unfinished manuscript, and

no extratextual evidence linking 'Monastyr" with 'Znamenie' as such,

the title and the cross-echoing of these central images suggests that the

latter is the final crystallization of ideas first explored tentatively in the

former: the peace and calm of the opening scenes; the comparison of

the white-walled monastery with a town beneath the surface of the

water; the tolling of the bells from the green depths; and the goods sold

at the altar-day fair are identical in both. It is clear, nevertheless, that

certain important modifications have been introduced . The location of

the monastery in ‘ Znamenie', for example, is no longer specific to any

particular region: this is witnessed by the fact that the goods sold at the

fair, while identical to those in ' Monastyr", are no longer associated

with particular towns along the Volga.47 On the other hand, the substi-

tution of the Volga for a deep blue lake links the narrative more

directly to the legend the reference to its depth ('Ozero - glubokoe,

goluboe' (378)) and radiance ('Ozero bylo iasnoe, svetloe' (388)) are

telling in this regard . More significantly, perhaps, ' Znamenie' intro-

duces a reflection motif which is actually absent in 'Monastyr" (the

bells, while appearing to toll beneath the surface of the Volga, belong to

an 'invisible city' which is hidden to the naked eye); indeed, the

opening description in ' Znamenie' bears a closer resemblance in this

respect to Mel'nikov-Pecherskii's V lesakh, although it is complicated by

the problem of narrative point of view (is this picture given to the

reader objectively by the author-narrator, or is it a vision entertained by

Arsiusha, the gate-keeper?) . The central importance of this opening

passage and its attendant motifs can be witnessed by the fact that they

are integrated carefully into the main framework of the narrative: the

tolling of the bells is mentioned no fewer than six times during the

course of the story, as are the green depths of the lake .

In Uezdnoe, Kitezh functions as a symbol of provincial Russia's

religious conservatism and isolation from the revolutionary events of

1905. Timosha, the bar-room philosopher with liberal sympathies,
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notes gloomily that all the excitement in 'Babylonian' St Petersburg is

unlikely to reach his own town:

-
-Не-ет, до нас не дойдет, говорил Тимоша уныло. Куды там. Мы вроде, как во

град-Китеже на дне озера живем: ничегошеньки у нас не слыхать, над головой вода

мутная да сонная. А на верху-то все полыхает, в набат бьют. (1, 72)

This nineteenth chapter of Zamiatin's tale is vital to an appreciation of

the way in which the Kitezh legend functions in ‘Znamenie' . The subtle

shift in narratorial perspective from a description of the view above the

lake at the very beginning ('И у самой воды, на мху изумрудном' (378 ))

to the experience of living underwater midway through the first

paragraph ('И так хорошо, тихо жить отделенным от мира зеленой

глубыо (378)) signals clearly the coexistence of two parallel spheres in

the story, one of which exists on the realistic plane (above the water),

and the other on the symbolic plane (below the water). The monastery

in 'Znamenie', however, occupies both dimensions simultaneously. On

the realistic plane, the lake exists adjacent to the monastery. The elders

congregate by the side of the lake in the evenings, see the stars reflected

in the surface of the water, and strain to catch the sounds of pealing

bells and singing (380) . The pilgrims rest by the side of the lake and

listen to the deep rumblings of the bells (382) . And the monks sit by the

lake on the morning after Seliverst's death and from there witness the

sight of his ghost entering the water, followed shortly afterwards by a

figure who would appear to be Arsiusha. But the monastery also exists

in the symbolic dimension in the sense that the ensuing drama seems to

take place below the surface of the water: the waters of the lake are said

to move apart to admit Seliverst when he first enters the monastery

(379); his arrival is described in terms of a stone which causes ripples to

expand outwards across the surface of the lake (379); and Vedenei is a

podvodnyi tsar´ (380) who runs the monastic community as if it was his

own underwater kingdom (the draft versions confirm the suspicion

that his name puns on vodianoi, the folk term for the spirit-king of the

water) . As in Korolenko's description of Lake Svetloiar, these parallel

spheres intermingle and flow into one another . The description of the

monastery as a ' fairy tale town' (378)) implies that it is a fiction, but one

which possesses its own reality in the realms of the folk-religious

imagination.48 The temporal perspective reinforces this sense of

duality. This is a fantastic realm which seems to lie outside time, one in

which the age-old rituals of life in the monastery, such as the baking of

bread, the milking of cows, the collection of alms, and the fasting prior
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to the celebration of Easter have all remained unchanged into the

present day.

on the

The vision presented in this opening paragraph involves something

of a reversal of the usual sectarian conception of Kitezh, with its

emphasis on a backward-looking but essentially utopian vision. If

sceptical themselves about the truthfulness of the legend, but reflecting

the apocalyptic fantasies of the sectarians with whom they have come

into contact, the accounts of Mel'nikov-Pecherskii, Korolenko, and

Prishvin present Kitezh as an earthly paradise which exists not in the

present, but in the future, after the end of history and the Second

Coming.49 'Znamenie', by contrast, offers no such utopian vision:

Vedenei's comment about the laziness of the monks and their lack of

spiritual stamina suggests otherwise . Neither is the monastery a lost or

invisible world which can only be perceived by the righteous

contrary, although envisaged as existing in a parallel dimension, it is a

visible world which is tangible to all who seek a refuge for the

purposes of spiritual contemplation. In essence, the monastery in

Zamiatin's tale is a metaphor for a pre-Petrine version of Holy Russia

which has survived into modern times with its values and mode of

consciousness more or less intact, even if its faith is waning; as such, it

is an extension of the conceit which informs the earlier provincial

narratives. Like Kitezh, but for different reasons, it is a place which

faces destruction and desecration from the pagan world outside its

borders.50 Furthermore, if the holy city symbolizes the divine

protection of cultural and spiritual values in the face of external

invasion, Larivonova pustyn´ in Zamiatin's story functions as a

metaphor for Orthodox withdrawal from the modern world beyond its

boundaries.51 Like Seliverst, the reader is drawn into the confines of

this world and enters a symbolic zone in which the apocalyptic events

of Russian history are constantly replayed in the popular imagination.

If we view the world of Larivonova pustyn´ as a microcosm of Rus',

the conflagration which threatens its core values also assumes a

universal dimension. Seliverst represents that sinful, sexual, rebellious,

'Babylonian' force which threatens to destroy the foundations of Ortho-

dox Russia for ever. Arsiusha's guarded response to his arrival ('С чем,

брат, приходишь? С миром ли?' (378) ); the remark that the gatekeeper is

afraid of ' rebellious people' and seeks refuge in the forest to escape

them (ibid.); the image of the stone causing ripples across the surface of

the lake (379); and the complaint by the elders that Seliverst's method

of praying is causing disagreements and disputes among the elders of

the monastery (‘Только смута и свара завелась по всей киновии' (381))
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-

are symptomatic of the challenge which his arrival presents to the

community. Paradoxically, the narrative charts the gradual neutra-

lization of this challenge. 'Znamenie' describes the emptiness which

results when complete disengagement from the world of the flesh is

achieved. This is a story about the draining of that quintessentially

modern life-force sexual desire and the failure to find an

equivalent force to replace it . Vedenei's words about the isolation of the

monastery having drained the ' fires of the spirit' are here subject to

ironic reversal, since it is the spirit of rebellion which is sapped by

ascetic practice. If Arsiusha perceives Seliverst as a new 'Messiah' (after

the first miracle he rings his handbell and invites the pilgrims with him

to Jerusalem), and if he becomes symbolically associated with the

'invisible city' by virtue of the rumours which circulate concerning his

posthumous fate (it is interesting that Arsiusha, whose body is never

found, joins him in the waters of the lake), the psychological truth

which lies behind the formation of the legend is disturbing.

The Private Paradigm

Seliverst's designation as a rebel is crucial in terms of the private

experience which informs the general metaphysical concerns of

Zamiatin's tale. To a certain extent this is a story about Zamiatin's own

relationship to Kitezh and the religious fantasies which lie at the core of

its imaginative world. The evocation of the legend in the specific

context of the 1905 revolution in Uezdnoe, and the explicit parallel

drawn between the holy city and rural, conservative Russia, suggest

that, despite the prognosticatory dimension of the title, the focus of the

concerns in ' Znamenie' has its roots in the past, and that it relates to the

strained relationship with Zamiatin's mother and father as a result of

his revolutionary inclinations at the time.

Zamiatin's renewed interest in this subject, as I have suggested

earlier, was probably triggered by the death of his father in the early

part of 1916. The (approximate) date of his death is confirmed by a

letter from Zamiatin to his wife dated 20-21 December 1925, written

ostensibly in response to the death of his mother:

Странно, что все вышло так же, как с моим отцом : так же в тот же день, в субботу

заболела, в тот же день в пятницу конец, и так же — в воскресенье

приехал я, на несколько часов позже, чем нужно.

может быть, к[ ... ] Я попал сюда уже в состоянии окамененного нечувствия

счастью — а, может, после будет хуже. Когда я приехал при тех же обстоятельствах в

16-ом году, мне было страшнее - хотя мать я любил больше отца. (RN, 1, 295)
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The tone of his remarks in relation to his father's death is confirmed by

reports, based on later conversations with his sister Aleksandra, about

the conflict between father and son as a result of his arrest and

incarceration in 1905; this led to their mutual estrangement in

subsequent years.52 In a letter to Liudmila dated 22 April/6 May 1906,

Zamiatin referred to his father's view of these activities as 'harmful',

both for himself and for society at large (RN, I, 31) . It would seem that

Zamiatin viewed these events in terms of the passing away of the old

world and the onset of the new. In a letter dated 9/22 May 1906, he

compared the disintegration of his family to the dramatic conflict at the

heart of Chekhov's Diadia Vania and Vishnevyi sad (ibid. , 35); and in an

earlier letter dated 26 March/8 April 1906, he contrasted the heady

days of revolution with the inert, ' stony' reality which greeted him

during his first days of freedom in Lebedian':

-
Спокойно катится по небу солнце и лениво спать ложится страстей, страданий

сильных оно не видит: под ним Спокойствие, покачиваясь, дремлет, глаза закрывши;

бредет старуха вековая Покорность, дряхлою походкой и крадется чуть слышными

шагами Вера в черном одеяньи и опытной рукой страданья заглушает в людях... и

коварно убивая смелость, гордость.
Жизнь -

Опять один я, среди чужих, холодных стен. И камни серые тюрьмы мне ближе

были : за камнями страдали люди там, как люди, камни говорили, а здесь... как камни,

люди говорят, и за людьми глухие, неподвижные, холодные мне видны камни...

(ibid. , 14)

This passage is a ghostly anticipation of the opening passage of

‘Znamenie' and the images of frailty associated with Arsiusha .

Furthermore, aside from the general parallels between Lebedian´ and

Larivonova pustyn´ intimated in this correspondence, there are echoes

of Zamiatin's circumstances in the drafts and final version of the text.

The theme of betrayal associated with the figure of Judas, for example,

has an obvious resonance in the private sphere, and it is interesting to

note in this context that in the very first draft of 'Znamenie' the Jewish

name Veniamin, rather than Seliverst, was preferred for the main

protagonist (this means 'favourite son' in Hebrew).53 It is also

noteworthy that the church in which Zamiatin's father served was also

dedicated to the pallium (pokrov) of the Virgin Mary; this means that

the whole poetics of intercession, with its subtext of sinners seeking

repentence, is potentially identified with home. The confession scene

between Vedenei and Seliverst, in which the latter refers to the former

as 'father' ('— Tak, otche, alchu ia' (381 )) , and the former refers to the

latter as 'my poor, poor child ' ('— Bednoe ty moe chadushko, bednoe! '

(ibid.)) , is thus lent a pathos beyond the customary mode of address
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between Father Superior and monk. Furthermore, there is evidence on

the basis of Zamiatin's notebooks that the legend of the Wandering Jew

(the term used in this context is vechnyi zhid) was associated with an

eccentric character from his youth who had escaped from home as a

teenager (he is called Larivon, but most likely this is a coincidence) .54

These facts hint strongly at the possibility that the torment experienced

by Seliverst in relation to the question of religious belief has its roots in

the complex set of emotions, not to mention terror, which Zamiatin

admitted to having experienced when confronted with his father's

death.

—

The letters from this period, while testifying to a sense of alienation

and emptiness, offer evidence of Zamiatin's continued commitment to

his revolutionary ideals . ‘ Znamenie', by contrast, suggests that his

views had developed in a confusing and ambiguous direction, perhaps

under the pressure of his father's death. While the failure to accept the

sign as a sufficient condition of belief testifies to Zamiatin's continued

loyalty to the position of restless seeker, the stylization of the text, like

so many of the early provincial stories, betrays a secret admiration for

Orthodox culture in its historical guise. As already indicated in

Chapter 1, Zamiatin's dilemma to a certain extent parallels that of the

main protagonist (Senia) in 'Neputevyi', a character who is also

'divided in two', although he later dies on the barricades in support of

revolt. This ambiguity or division is a far cry from the blatantly satirical

approach employed in Uezdnoe — here the monks are presented as

cruel, grotesque caricatures with no appetite for life beyond the crudely

physical and material - but reinforces the general impression of the

early provincial period as one in which Zamiatin struggles to clarify his

position vis-à-vis Orthodox religion, rejecting the ideology, but

respecting the form in which it had entered Russian culture. It is only a

short step from ' Znamenie' to the chudesa or hagiographic parodies, the

aesthetic paradox of which is located in the tension between the formal

style (ecclesiastical and archaic) and the content (subversive) . As we

will see in the next chapter, the first drafts for 'O sviatom grekhe

Zenitsy-devy. Slovo pokhval´noe' probably pre-date the writing of

‘Znamenie' . In both cases the increasing influence of Remizov on

Zamiatin's literary development from about 1915 onwards can be

detected . His stylizations of medieval folk-religious materials

pioneered a means of linguistic stylization which Zamiatin found

amenable for other, blasphemous purposes; indeed, whereas Remizov

is largely celebratory in his treatment of these materials, Zamiatin's

approach is essentially flippant and parodistic.
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-
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11. The symbolism of the Virgin Mary's pallium, which is celebrated by the Orthodox

Church on 1 October (hence the name given to the festival, Pokrov), derives from the

vita of St Andrew, a ' fool for Christ's sake' (iurodivyi Khrista radi) living in the tenth

century. According to this Life, St Andrew has a vision in which he sees the Virgin
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the Holy Mother, shortly afterwards. For an account of this miracle cited from the
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