CHAPTER 6

THE CHUDESA OR MIRACLE STORIES

Introduction

‘O sviatom grekhe Zenitsy-devy. Slovo pokhval'noe’ (1917), ‘O tom,
kak istselen byl otrok Erazm’ (1922), and ‘O chude, proisshedshem v
Pepel nuiu Sredu’ (1926) were published together for the first time only
in 1989 — it is here, strikingly, that they appear under the collective
heading of chudesa or ‘stories of the miraculous’.! This title is significant
and at the same time misleading. In sacred writing, the term chudo
refers to an account of a miracle performed by a righteous figure of the
Orthodox Church — it may appear as a fragment within a longer
narrative, or independently, and therefore belongs formally to the loose
and amorphous tradition better known as hagiography.? Since,
however, Zamiatin’s stories assume the guises of ecclesiastical nar-
ratives in order to subvert and undermine their Christian message, it
would be better to define them as mock-hagiography or parodies in the
hagiographic style, i.e. as ‘miracle stories’ in inverted commas. On the
one hand, they exploit the stock themes (topoi) of saintly biography,
and combine the dual elements of laudation and edification which
characterize and unite the various sub-genres of hagiographic litera-
ture;®> while on the other hand, they are counterfeit texts and neo-
fabulist forgeries, the jouissance of which, to borrow briefly from
Barthes, consists of gradually stripping away the impression of authen-
ticity to reveal the underlying burlesque and carnivalesque intent.*
Furthermore, as will be made clear in this chapter, their polemical
target is not only the moral teaching of the Church. These are
allegorical satires aimed at specific events in the ideological and
cultural arena, ones which don the mask of the monastic chronicler as a
screening device with which to communicate provocative, contro-
versial, and politically sensitive messages.

Consideration of ‘Pepel’'naia Sreda’ is excluded from the analysis
which follows. This is because the action is located not in Russia as
such, but in some indeterminate country in Central Europe. More
importantly, while obviously exploiting themes and topoi from the
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hagiographic tradition, and thus conforming to the notion of mock-
hagiography, it is not a stylization or linguistic performance in the
manner of the two earlier chudesa, and does not seek to create the
illusion of an author whose narrative purports to have been written at
some point in the distant past; for this reason, it cannot be considered a
‘stylization of Rus” in the strict sense.> By contrast, the archaic
stylization of ‘Zenitsa-deva’ and ‘Otrok Erazm’ is their defining formal
characteristic, and provides the main source of estrangement for the
modern reader. Indeed, like some of the stories of the early provincial
period, such as ‘Pravda istinnaia” (1916), they are explicit skaz
narratives in the sense that their alleged authorship derives from a
persona explicitly not identified in the first instance with Zamiatin
himself. In the sense, moreover, that they are laughter texts with roots
in the Bakhtinian notion of the carnivalesque — in his work on
Rabelais, for example, Bakhtin included parodies of sacred genres as
belonging to the carnival sphere® — they belong to a category in
Zamiatin’s prose fiction which is aimed at the subversion of public
mores. It is indicative that neither work could be published in a
mainstream outlet, and that publication, while possible because of a
temporary and (as it later proved) short-lived liberalization in
censorship, brought Zamiatin into conflict with the new authorities and
led to his condemnation as a ‘counter-revolutionary’ and oppositional
figure. ‘Zenitsa-deva’, for example, was published in Delo naroda, the
official organ of the SRs, which was subject to persistent harassment
throughout 1917 and 1918, and eventually forced to close down in 1919;
while ‘Otrok Erazm’ appeared courtesy of Zinovii Grzhebin’s émigré-
based Petropolis publishing house, one of the few semi-autonomous
outlets for independent and free-thinking writers in the early 1920s (it
was eventually forced to shut down in 1923), but in a print-run of only
one thousand copies.

The first section of this chapter is devoted to providing a literary
context for these parodies. Attention will be drawn to the interest
generally in saints’ Lives in the work of Russian writers in the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, in particular in the writings of
Aleksei Remizov, a close associate and collaborator of Zamiatin’s at this
stage in his literary career. Remizov’s stylizations of folk-religious
material, both in terms of language and form, establish a vitally
important precedent for Zamiatin, and probably explain his interest in
the potential of archaic material from 1915 onwards. The conceit of
ecclesiastical authenticity, bolstered by the use of archaic lexicon,
syntax, and grammar, will be the subject of detailed examination.
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Moreover, I will be seeking to identify the aesthetic impact of such texts
in the context of the literary norms prevailing at the beginning of the
twentieth century. As parodies which assume blasphemous disguises,
and as allegorical satires which offer concealed commentaries on con-
temporary political and cultural events, they will be approached as a
modern form of skomoroshina, or clowning, which paves the way for the
dramatic conceit of the later Blokha. They are quintessential illustrations
of the growing ecleticism of Zamiatin’s writing, and usher in a new
phase in his career characterized by increasing frivolity and whimsy.

Background

The use of saints’ Lives as literary sources enjoyed something of a
vogue in the latter half of the nineteenth century, attracting writers as
diverse as Dostoevskii, Tolstoi, Leskov, A. K. Tolstoi, and Dmitrii
Merezhkovskii, to name but a few.” On the whole, these authors were
concerned more with the value of the Christian message contained in
the Lives, and their relevance for modern-day humanity, than with
their literary form or style. It was common to borrow individual
episodes from well-known vitae, to model fictional characters on
celebrated saintly types, to adapt a particular vita for a modern, secular
audience, and to rework entire narratives for polemical, sometimes
anti-ecclesiastical purposes. It is rare, on the other hand, to find these
authors imitating the style and language of their hagiographic source.
For the most part, the topoi of sacred biography are transferred un-
modified to a modern setting, and the language remains recognizably
contemporary, even in those cases, such as Leskov’s adaptations of the
Greek Synaxarion (in Russian, Prolog), where the action of the narrative
takes place in antiquity.®

Only at the beginning of the twentieth century does this purely
thematic emphasis undergo significant and radical revision. This is
most evident in the work of Remizov, whose stylizations of archaic
folk-religious narratives are concentrated primarily in the period from
1907 to 1917. They include such pre-war collections as Limonar” (1907),
the title of which is borrowed from a thirteenth-century Byzantine
patristic miscellany by John Moschus (ES, xv11, 691-92); Paraleipomenon
(1912), which takes its title from the two apocryphal books of the Old
Testament after Kings (ibid., XX1, 763); Tsep~ zlataia (1913), the title of
which refers to a fifteenth-century miscellany of homiletic literature, i.e.
Zlataia tsep” (ibid., x11, 600-01); Podorozhie (1913), which adopts the anec-
dotal form of the paterikon and contains several stories narrated by
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fictitious monastic personae; the two war collections Za sviatuiu Rus”:
Dumy o rodnoi zemle (1915) and Ukrepa: Slovo k russkoi zemle o zemle
rodnoi, tainostiakh zemnykh i sud be (1916); and finally the lament for the
destruction of Old Russia at the hands of war and revolution, Slovo o
pogibeli Russkoi Zemli (1917). Analysis of these collections reveals an
eclectic body of work which relies on a wide range of folk-religious
sources: spiritual songs, apocrypha, menological collections, Byzantine
patristic miscellanies, the Synaxarion, sermons, and various hagio-
graphic sub-genres.’

Remizov’s experiments in this field constitute a massive restatement
of Orthodox Russia’s cultural and literary heritage. However, it is
primarily the unorthodox religiosity of the folk which he seeks to com-
municate in these stories, rather than the elevated pieties and dogmas
of the official Church. His interest in the apocryphal, marginalized, and
heretical — strikingly illustrated in his pornographic aetiological tale
Chto est” tabak (1908), but also evident in his unorthodox treatment of
biblical subjects and motifs — has given rise to the idea of him as
essentially a transgressional and ambiguous figure. Greta Slobin, for
example, describes him as a modern-day merryman or skomorokh who
rejected all forms of religious and secular authority.l® Certainly, the
private inauguration in 1908 of Obezvelvolpal, a mock-literary society
dedicated to anarchy and the exploration of sexual taboos, might be
said to offer strong evidence in support of this view. In a number of
miniature texts which accompanied the public declaration of this
society, Remizov championed the idea of authorship as a form of
skomoroshina aimed at official hypocrisy and mendacity — as he loftily
declared: ‘Jloxs Bcerna OymerT J0XblO, a JMUEMEpUE Bceraa Oyner
nMuemMepHueM, 4eM 6b1 oHH HH npukpsiBankce.’ 11 It is indicative of the close
relationship between Remizov and Zamiatin during this period that
Zamiatin was co-opted into Obezvelvolpal under the title of ‘Zamutius,
Bishop of the Apes’ in 1919. This is the title under which he responds to
Remizov’s skomorokh manifesto with a pseudo-ecclesiastical laughter
text of his own — also entitled ‘Tulumbas’ (i, 72-74) — which was
published in the same journal as Remizov’s miniature, and thus
declarative in intent.!? It is further noteworthy that Zamiatin, as one of
the editors at the Alkonost publishing house, must have been involved
in the reprinting of Chto est” tabak in 1920 as part of a collection of
Remizov short stories. This was a blatantly provocative act, since the
story in question was clearly offensive even to the new revolutionary
sensibility, and the title of the collection, Zavetnye skazy, alluded
specifically to Afanas’ev’s bawdy Russian folk tales, which even in the
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supposedly heady days of sexual licentiousness after the October
Revolution were still deemed unsuitable for publication.!?

If the period from 1915 to 1920 marks the high point in the artistic
collaboration between Remizov and Zamiatin, it is more than likely
that the experiments of the former in the field of historical stylization to
a certain extent explain the latter’s remarks on ecclesiastical literature
and language in ‘O iazyke’, his lecture at the House of Arts. These are
intriguing, not only for the light they shed on his writing techniques
generally (the language of the early stories, as we have seen, is also
characterized by a mixture of the archaic, ecclesiastical, and verna-
cular), but also for the range of sources with which he was familiar,
some of them directly relevant for his own chudesa. In this lecture,
Zamiatin recommended a number of antique materials with which, in
his view, the modern writer should be acquainted: these included
various examples of medieval ecclesiastical literature, apocrypha,
acathists, and menologies or cheti minei (readings from the Lives of
saints, arranged according to the calendar month), in particular those
compiled by the Old Believers (1v, 379). He also drew attention to the
deforming of church books and menologies of various kinds during the
reign of Peter the Great — according to Zamiatin, this took the form of
replacing old words with new ones, the purging of primitive and
vulgar expressions, and the censoring of love episodes and miracles
which, while ‘enchanting’, were deemed either fanciful or absurd
(ibid., 379). He blamed this phenomenon on the ‘positivist spirit’ pre-
vailing at the time, in all likelihood a reference to the Reading Menaea of
Metropolitan Dmitrii of Rostov, which was compiled in the latter half
of the seventeenth and the beginning of the eighteenth centuries on the
basis of Western (Bollandist) sources.* Zamiatin’s insistence that this
literature be read in the original suggests that, like Remizov, he was
acquainted with unexpurgated versions. Furthermore, like Remizov,
whom he characterized later in the lecture as a celebrated specialist in
the field of schismatic literature (1v, 380), his privileging of the pre-
Petrine over the post-Petrine, and his championing of the older, purer
forms of the language, suggested a conservative writer whose brand of
modernism, paradoxically, consisted of a renewal of the linguistic
present through retrieval of its past.

It has been suggested on the basis of their linguistic texture that the
folk-religious stylizations of Remizov and Zamiatin constitute a novel
form of ostranenie. Lampl, for example, argues that their use of anachro-
nistic and obsolete word-forms not only expanded the norms of mod-
ern Russian, but ruptured them altogether.!® In so far as this strategy
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complements the skaz stylizations of the early provincial period, it is
possible to view the chudesa as a particular brand of literary populism;
indeed, as we have seen already, Eikhenbaum mentioned the
biographies of the saints (zhitiia) and monastic chronicles (letopisi) in his
definition of lubok.'® The conceit of Zamiatin’s chudesa depends firstly
on the notion that the folk-religious imagination is characterized by a
belief in the miraculous; secondly, that the topos of the miracle in saints’
Lives had caused certain commentators to treat the genre of saintly
biography as a form of fabular fiction, rather than the edificatory treat-
ment of historical fact;'” and thirdly that there were popular brands of
hagiography — for example, the sermons read out during church ser-
vices and the abbreviated versions of Lives offered by the menologies
— which were intended for mass consumption and thus less elevated,
rhetorical, and sophisticated than the narratives produced for monastic
or clerical readers. In this context, it is useful to bear in mind that
cheap, accessible, and largely abridged versions of the Lives of popular
saints were being distributed in the countryside and sold at markets
and fairs with great success at the turn of the century.!8

The approach which emphasizes the aesthetic impact of the chudesa
in terms of ostranenie is all well and good; it does, however, ignore the
vital element of the carnivalesque in these stories and their essentially
comic ambitions. One of the key differences between Zamiatin and
Remizov, for example, lies in their respective attitudes to the Orthdox
literary heritage and the manner in which they manipulate their sacred
material. For all his transgressions and occasional straying into the field
of pornography, Remizov is celebratory in his reworking of sacred
models. His stylized adaptations, with their poetic exploration of
archaic language and mixture of high and low genres, constitute a
genuine renewal of form and language on the part of a literary
modernist; indeed rarely, apart from Chto est” tabak, does he seek to
provoke through parody or blasphemy (few of his works are laughter
texts in the strictly Bakhtinian sense, and almost none encountered
hostility from the censors). The novelty of Zamiatin’s parodies, by
contrast, lay in his carnivalesque sense of playfulness and the blatant
incongruity between the elevated ecclesiastical tone of the narrative
and the occasionally obscene content. While it is clear that he derived
pleasure from the archaic language of Old Russian, in particular those
words which had become obsolete, or the meaning of which had
changed subtly over the centuries, he was suspicious of the eternal
truths of Orthodox religion and sought to undermine them. His
‘miracle tales” mock not only the hagiographic tradition, but also the
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very saints themselves, their spiritual achievement, and the fantasies of
the miraculous which constitute the unofficial fabrication of their
legends. They are blasphemous in the sense that they ridicule the
sacred objects of Christian veneration, in particular the cult of the
Virgin Mary. Furthermore, while relatively tasteful in comparison with
such extreme works as Chto est” tabak, they are vulgar and bawdy in the
sense that they incorporate sexually explicit material into what is
usually considered a puritanical and prudish mode of discourse. In
short, much more so than Remizov, Zamiatin’s mock versions of this
genre deserve the epithet skomoroshina.

‘Zenitsa-deva’

The plot of ‘Zenitsa-deva’ appears simple and straightforward. The
author records the tale of a beautiful young girl who decides to
sacrifice that which is most precious — her virginity — in order to save
her country from oppression at the hands of a barbaric and ruthless
foreign warlord. After a brief opening declamation, in which the author
praises the ‘saintly sin’ of the Precious Virgin, and explains that by
succumbing to a sin of the flesh she succeeds in saving her soul, the
reader learns of a miraculous healing which took place while the virgin
was still a young girl. While drinking a bow] of water from her father’s
cistern, she accidentally swallows a tiny snake — this swells up inside
her stomach and gives her the appearance of being pregnant. After the
unsuccessful attempts of local sages to rid her of this unwanted
incumbent, the girl turns to a Gothic miracle-worker called Ulfil who
makes a mysterious sign and succeeds in banishing it. The young girl is
sufficiently impressed by this miracle to adopt the commandments of
his faith: she devotes her life to the poor, and refuses marriage,
preferring to lead a life of virtuous chastity. When the land is invaded
by the barbaric Erman, however, her first thoughts are with the women
and young girls taken prisoner and tortured by his hot-blooded
warriors. Seeking Erman in person, she brokers a deal whereby her
body is offered in exchange for a cessation of brutalities. For thirty days
there is an armistice and the nation rejoices. Erman becomes frustrated
by her lack of ardour, however. Cruelly rebuffed, he reneges on his
agreement, subjects her to terrible tortures, and imprisons her in the
cistern from which she first contracted the mysterious illness in her
youth. For three days and nights she prays for divine intervention,
during which time earthquakes and storms ravage the country, and
frighten the invading Goths into fleeing. It is recorded that her terrible
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wounds miraculously heal and that she dies a number of years later,
revered and honoured by a grateful nation.

Before proceeding to interpret the narrative content of ‘Zenitsa-
deva’, and to assess its polemical and allegorical strategies, it is crucial
to stress that there are problems relating to the dating of the text which
vitally affect our reception of it. This is particularly important in view
of the suspicion that Zamiatin may be satirizing events in the political
sphere (although clearly set in antiquity, the mention of a conflict
between Teutonic and Slavic tribes alone is suggestive in the context of
the First World War). Furthermore, the archaic stylization of the text
gives rise to problems of comprehension. Not only is there evidence
that Zamiatin made a number of mistakes himself in relation to the
meanings of certain archaic words, but there are several errors and
inconsistencies in the versions of the text hitherto published for which
the editors must ultimately be held responsible. It is ironic, bearing in
mind the ecclesiastical conceit of the narrative, that none of these
versions matches the four draft variants preserved in IMLI, and thus
that there is at present no ‘canonical’ version of ‘Zenitsa-deva’. None of
the articles devoted to the chudesa hitherto has paid any attention to
this aspect of the text.l® Yet these problems must be resolved before
proper consideration can be given to the aesthetic qualities of ‘Zenitsa-
deva’ and its various literary strategies.

‘Zenitsa-deva’ was first published on 15/28 October 1917 in the SR
newspaper Delo naroda. All the available evidence, however, suggests
that it was conceived and written prior to Zamiatin’s departure for
Great Britain in March 1916. The first mention of the story occurs in a
letter dated 22 April/5 May 1916 from Zamiatin to Remizov while still
in Newcastle; the manner in which he refers to the narrative suggests
that Remizov is in possession of a manuscript and has been requested
to find a publisher.? This would seem to be confirmed by the next
reference to the story in a letter to his wife dated 28 April/11 May 1916,
in which he refers to a ‘proof’ (RN, I, 200). In the absence of more
detailed information, we can only speculate about the reasons for the
extended delay in publication. Nevertheless, it seems to have been res-
ponsible for the incorrect dating of the four draft variants of ‘Zenitsa-
deva’ in the Zamiatin archive (IMLI, opis” 1, ed. khr. 58, 59, 60, & 61).
For reasons which are still obscure, these were all initially dated 1918.
Later, however, presumably in recognition of the actual date of publi-
cation, the date was crossed out and replaced with 1917, this in spite of
the fact that the fourth version is typewritten and conforms to the new
orthography (Lunacharskii’s decree took effect from 1 January 1918). A
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similar confusion has accompanied the reprinted versions of the story.
The Neimanis edition dates the story from 1917, yet the version pub-
lished differs markedly from the text in Delo naroda (since the Neimanis
version does not accord with any of the draft variants preserved in
IMLY, its provenance must be considered something of a mystery). The
Galushkin edition, which is reprinted from the text in Delo naroda, but
(unfortunately) modernizes the orthography, dates the story to 1916. It
should be clear from the evidence cited above that ‘Zenitsa-deva’ was
written at some point prior to March 1916. Furthermore, the existence
of so many draft variants of the text, and the very minor discrepancies
between them, suggest perhaps that the difficulties involved in the
stylization forced Zamiatin to accept certain adjustments, either at the
behest of Remizov or the editors at Delo naroda, prior to the story being
ready for publication.

Since the Delo naroda version as reprinted by Galushkin is the most
authoritative available, and accords closely to drafts 60 and 61 in the
archive, it will form the basis for the reading of the text which follows.
It is clear, nevertheless, that certain minor errors and inconsistencies
have arisen as a result of the archaic stylization of the language. These
relate not only to the spellings of certain words, but also to their
meaning, and it is not always clear to whom the blame should be
attributed. Where an alternative and correct version is given in the
drafts, it can only be assumed that the editors at Delo naroda or
Galushkin are at fault; whereas if the drafts contain the same errors, it
must be assumed that Zamiatin himself is responsible.

In the former category, we should include the sentence which tells of
the virgin’s response to her incarceration: ‘Tpu nHS ¢ MONMTBOH H
tepneHueM nobpuum’ (530, line 38). The last word here should read
dobliim, the archaic term for ‘courageous’ and ‘brave’ (Srez., 1, 673),
since dobrii does not make sense in this context (the drafts are unani-
mous on this point, and the phrase doblee terpenie appears in a list of
archaic expressions which Zamiatin noted down prior to writing the
story).?! A further mistake or oversight arises in relation to the number
of years lived before the virgin’s death: ‘U tax ner B npe6risana, u yxe
NpeKJIOHHa JHAMH Oblia, o6pa3 e roHOi# AeBbl nMena Bee ToT ke’ (531, lines
1-3). This has been indicated according to the Byzantine practice of
using letters from the alphabet — the letter B, however, which signifies
the number two, appears extremely unlikely in the context (it is worth
noting that draft variants 59, 60, and 61 all give the letter /1 (i.e. eight),
whereas the Neimanis version (1, 67) gives the letter M (i.e. forty)).
Lastly, there is an inconsistency in the spelling of the adjective meaning
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‘Hellenian’: ‘U3BasiHO X€ Ha KAMEHH TOM CJIOBECHI 3JIJIMHCKHMH, H CJIOBEH-
ckumH, u rorckumu’ (531, lines 12-13). As we can see here, Galushkin has
presented us with the modern spelling (anmuuckuit), which does not
derive from the Delo naroda version, and is the form preferred in the
(modernized) draft variant 61; whereas the pre-revolutionary draft
version 59 gives the archaic spelling (ennunckuit), which would be more
appropriate in view of the stylistic conceit.

In the latter category of error, we should also include Zamiatin’s
intriguing use of the adjective nevostiagnovennyi in relation to Erman’s
complaint about the young virgin’s lack of ardour: ‘— IlowTo ot
crpacteii HeBocTarHoBeHHa ThI? (530, line 23). This would appear to owe
its origin to the archaic vostiagnut’, which means ‘to bridle’, but is the
exact reverse of the meaning implied by the context (Erman is clearly
not accusing the girl of ‘unbridled’ passion, but of frigidity).2? The
presence of this same word in drafts 59 and 60, and its absence in 61,
suggests that the error may have been pointed out to Zamiatin at some
point after the text was published, and for this reason was subse-
quently removed (it is possible, perhaps, that he was confusing this
word with nevstiagnovennyi, which means ‘unrepentant’ and
‘desperate’ (D’iachenko, 341)).

The presence of these errors is by no means crucial, but they are
indicative of the hazards encountered by the reader when dealing with
this type of stylization. Many of the archaic forms employed can be
traced to the ecclesiastical documents of the early medieval period
which Zamiatin recommended to his students of creative writing in ‘O
iazyke’. In this lecture, for example, he describes ‘Zenitsa-deva’ as an
‘experiment’ in which he sought to create the illusion of an early
medieval text:

‘3eHHua geBa’ — prIlelﬁ, HO ynanmnﬁcn 3KCNEpHUMEHT CTHJIM3alUK A3bIKA: BELIb
HanHuCaHa OTHIOAb HE NO-APECBHECIABAHCKH, HO CO31AaCT UJLIIO3HIO.

In general, Zamiatin is careful to facilitate the reader’s task and make
the language accessible and comprehensible. Some of the forms he
incorporates, for example, can be traced easily from their modern
Russian derivations (the following are given with these spellings in
Sreznevskii): zlatyi (528, line 6); okrugnii (ibid., line 17); tselit” (ibid., line
21); rekovat” (ibid., line 24); sazhda (ibid., line 28); povedat” (529, line 31);
skvernennik (530, line 28); oplenenie (ibid., line 46); umertvie (531, line 5);
and slovenskii (ibid., line 13). Others, while archaic and ecclesiastical in
origin, were still part of the folk-religious lexicon at the turn of the
century (the following can all be found in Dal’): otverstyi (528, line 2);
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kudesnik (ibid., line 16); volshba (ibid., line 18); tokmo (= tol ko) (ibid., line
30); viashche (= bol she) (ibid., line 31); ud (= chlen, chast” tela) (529, line
21); divii (ibid., line 37); brashno (= pishche, sned’) (ibid., line 42); zloumnyi
(530, line 34); trus (= zemletriasenie, grom) (ibid., line 40); and chut” (531,
line 5). The jouissance of the narrative, however, relies to a certain extent
on words which were either obsolete at the time of writing, or the
meaning of which had altered subtly over the preceding centuries. It is
precisely this type of word which indicates Zamiatin’s enormous debt
to medieval ecclesiastical sources and his desire to resurrect the old in
the service of the new.

Without access to a dictionary of early medieval Russian, or a
specialist knowledge of medieval ecclesiastical literature, it is likely
that the following words would have posed difficulties (the literary
sources cited here are not unique in their employment of these words,
and are indicative only of their archaic origin). Otrozhdennyi (528, line
6), for example, derives from the Greek patrogennitos (literally, a
‘begetting from the father’), and appears to have been borrowed from
the text of a sacred song of praise (kanon) sung at Easter (D“iachenko,
397). Ves” (528, line 1; & 530, line 42), which means ‘village’ (derevnia) or
‘settlement’ (selenie), can be found in the eleventh to thirteenth century
Nikonian chronicle (SRIa XI, 11, 122). Lepota (528, line 36; & 529, line 41),
a synonym of krasota, features in the Sinaiskii paterik, an eleventh-
century patirikon, as well as Epiphanius the Wise’s fourteenth-century
Zhitie Stefana Permskogo (SRIa XI, vii1, 209). Brakoneiskusnyi (529, line 10),
which means ‘virginal’, and derives from the Russian noun for
marriage (brak) and the adjective meaning ‘without experience’
(neiskusnyi), occurs in an eleventh-century Triod” postnaia or prayer
book (SRIa XI, 1, 165), as well as certain acathists.2* Liashcha mochenaia
(629, line 47), a genus of lentil (aqua maceratus), appears in the
thirteenth-century Skitskii paterik (SRIa XI, vii, 351). Steblie (530, line 5),
pace Rogachevskaia, who mistakes this noun for a neologism, means
‘straw’ or ‘stalk’ (in modern Russian, stebel”), and occurs in Ilarion’s
eleventh-century Slovo o zakone i blagodati (Srez., 111, 583). And liute (530,
line 6), meaning ‘woe’ (in modern Russian, gore), can be found in the
Povest” vremennykh let (PVL(6523), 62).

Those words, the archaic spelling of which initially renders them
difficult to identify with their modern equivalents, should also be
added to this list of obsolete items. For example, skarpiia (528, line 14; &
530, line 41) is one of three archaic spellings for ‘scorpion’ (in modern
Russian, skorpion) — it appears with this spelling in the Izbornik
Sviatoslavov, a translation into Church Slavonic of an eleventh-century
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patristic miscellany compiled by John the Deacon (Srez., 11, 366). Pelyn”
(530, line 6), the archaic spelling of polyn’, and thus meaning
‘wormwood’ or ‘poison’, occurs in the twelfth-century Slovo Daniila
Zatochnika (SRIa XI, x1v, 14). Finally inii (530, line 37), the archaic
spelling for inei (i.e. hoarfrost), occurs in a thirteenth-century Irmologion
or book of sung prayer (Srez., 1, 1100).

A related problem consists of words, the archaic sense of which
differs subtly from the modern. Prel’shchat’, for instance, the verb
which appears in the sentence ‘KynecHuky cTajiu npenbllaTh €ro KO3HAMH
nectpsix ciosec’ (528, line 22), here means ‘to trick’ or ‘deceive’ (Srez.,
1, 1661-62). Pestryi, in the same sentence, means ‘cunning’ or ‘sly’,
rather than its modern sense of ‘motley’ or ‘varied’.?> Nerazumnyi (529,
line 19), which means ‘devoid of reason’ or ‘stupid’ in modern Russian,
is employed in the archaic sense of ‘unclear’ (neiasnyi) or ‘incomprehen-
sible’ (neponiatnyi) (Srez., 1, 422). The word employed to describe
Erman’s residence, khlevina (529, line 34), which means ‘barn’ in
modern Russian (Dal’, 1v, 553), could refer in antiquity to a house,
cell, fortified bank, trench, rampart, or dugout (D’iachenko, 789). The
noun ozloblenie used by the young virgin (‘— Tnennoe Tenece o3nobnenue
ockop6ut Mmens toneko 3aeck’ (530, line 15)), rather than deriving from
the modern verb meaning ‘to embitter’ (ozlobliat’), possesses the archaic
nuance of ‘suffering’ (stradanie) and ‘torture’ (muchenie) (Srez., 11, 637).
Lastly poklonnyi (531, line 2), an adjective which derives from the
noun poklon, is here employed in the archaic sense of ‘bowed’ or ‘bent’
(with age), rather than the modern sense of ‘humble’ (pokornyi)
(D’iachenko, 446).

‘Zenitsa-deva’ is a fascinating exercice du style for the reader and
scholar alike. The tracing of certain archaic words and the fixing of
their meaning has its own peculiar pleasures, not least of which is
the encounter with the language in its old and antiquated forms. As
we will see, the narrative is a burlesque parody in so far as it exploits
an archaic generic form and linguistic register for the purpose of
subversion; it is a carnivalized or laughter text in the Bakhtinian under-
standing, the comic effect of which relies on the subtle puncturing of an
elaborate illusion of solemnity and stylistic authenticity. Furthermore,
much in the manner of Saltykov-Shchedrin’s celebrated Istoriia odnogo
goroda (1869), a ‘found document’ purportedly dating from the early
eighteenth century, this stylistic mantle conceals a polemical and
satirical attack on various doctrines and attitudes associated with
the Orthodox Church, not merely in the sphere of personal morality,
but also in the wider public and political arena. In essence, the
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hagiographic conceit is a literary ‘Trojan horse’ by means of which
Zamiatin can mock Orthodox models of saintliness and virtue, the role
of princely saints in protecting the nation from catastrophe and
invasion, and Christian apologetics on the subject of war. The obvious
relevance of these themes in the context of the First World War gives
rise to the suspicion that the narrative seeks to subvert not only a series
of patriotic ideological positions, but also their expropriation and abuse
by artists in support of the war effort. It will be argued here that the
echoes of contemporary events in ‘Zenitsa-deva’ relate both to the
sphere of canonization as an instrument of imperial policy and the
unsuccessful military prosecution of the war with Germany. Indeed,
while the position which Zamiatin adopts in relation to these events
may be broadly defined as pacifist, the flippancy of ‘Zenitsa-deva” and
its whimsical treatment of the subject of war borders on literary
anarchism. The result is a multi-layered and complex text which can be
approached from a variety of different angles.

(i) Orthodox models of saintliness: the conceit of authenticity

The title of ‘Zenitsa-deva’ (slovo pokhval noe) refers to the encomiastic
sermon, a liturgical address in the ornate style with roots going back to
the early Christian Church and the Greek funeral oration.?® The
primary function of this sermon was to praise an outstanding person,
whether a martyr or non-martyr, whose piety, devotion to God, and
miraculous powers were deemed worthy of veneration. Composition
was associated with the day on which this person was buried, the
anniversary of his or her death, or the ceremony during which his or
her relics were examined officially as evidence of saintliness.?” It was
common for the encomiastic sermon to precede the longer vita, and
thus it formed part of the campaign by means of which an outstanding
person venerated by a local church or Christian fraternity could be
promoted for canonization.?® It has been observed, moreover, that the
vita and encomiastic sermon have a number of traits in common, these
being defined in terms of their shared ‘disposition of themes’.?? The
encomiastic sermon must therefore be distinguished from the simple
eulogy or panegyric (also a pokhval noe slovo) which usually appeared at
the end of a saint’s Life, but differed from the sermon in that it was not
a chronologically driven account, but a rhetorical enumeration of quali-
ties and accomplishments.® The fact that Zamiatin conceived his story
initially in the form of a vita — the title of draft variant 59 is ‘Zhitie i
konchina sviataia Zenitsy-devy’ — indicates his awareness of the
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stylistic affinities between the biographical account and the encomiastic
sermon. Moreover, his awareness of the liturgical function of the
sermon is suggested by the fact that he rejected two draft variants (58
and 60) in which the ostensible author reveals himself to be a monk
who has witnessed the events in question.3! While this would have lent
his literary account a sense of immediacy and authenticity, it assumes
an audience of clerical or lay readers (more typical of the vita), rather
than congregational listeners (more typical of the pokhval noe slovo).

By means of the title given to the ostensible author, Zamiatin
establishes a level of literary expectation on the part of the reader. This
initial impression of authenticity is then consolidated through careful
development of the plot and the characterization of the main female
protagonist. Her virginity and martyrdom (muchenie) are obviously
crucial elements in this conceit. Several leitmotifs employed in relation
to the Precious Virgin echo topoi in the legends (passiones) of the virgin-
martyrs.32 Her name alludes both to the Virgin Mary — in the Life of
her parents, for example, she is described as the ‘apple of their eye’
(zenitsa oka) — and a number of female martyrs for whom deva is part
of their name.® Like the majority of these women, she is blessed with
great beauty and parents of noble stock. Like St Irina (f.d. 5 May), she is
converted to the faith as a young girl and experiences a prophetic sign
in relation to her conversion (ZVS, 233-34). Like St Tat’iana (f.d. 12
January), she devotes herself in her youth to charitable work on behalf
of the poor and destitute (ibid., 30). Like St Barbara (f.d. 4 December),
and many others, she rejects the possibility of marriage with a wealthy
suitor in order not to compromise her faith (ibid., 680-82). Like all the
virgin-martyrs, she suffers vicious reprisals at the hands of an evil
figure of authority because of her refusal to renounce her faith — as in
the case of St Agnes (f.d. 21 January) and St Catherine (f.d. 24
November), these reprisals are motivated by the refusal of an explicitly
sexual proposition by a person in a position of authority, or a member
of his family (either a son or relation) (ibid., 53-54; & 658-59). Like St
Agatha (f.d. 5 February), whose severed breasts are a subject of
Renaissance painting, she survives these tortures and her wounds heal
miraculously by themselves.3* Again like St Irina, her ordeal involves
being thrown into a pit of snakes which leave her unharmed (ZVS,
234). Again like St Agatha, her martyrdom is accompanied by divine
intervention in the form of a natural catastrophe (in both cases an
earthquake).>> And again like St Irina, she senses in advance the time of
her death (ZVS, 234).
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If the passio provides Zamiatin with a skeletal framework on which
to hang his mock-encomiastic sermon, it is clear that he has introduced
two variations on the martyrdom theme. The first (minor) variation
consists of the fact that the Precious Virgin does not die directly at the
hands of her tormentor. While this might at first glance appear a
reversal of conventional expectation, the Life of St Irina provides a
precedent for the martyr who does not die as a result of her terrible
wounds, but lives on until her natural death at some unspecified point
later (ZVS, 234). It is important to recognize in this context that
although it is true that the vast majority of male and female martyrs
did die as a result of their terrible persecutions, the Christian concept of
martyrdom referred to the great, but not necessarily fatal, suffering
endured on behalf of one’s faith.

The second departure from the passio consists of the theme of foreign
invasion. This is a subject more readily associated with the Lives of Old
Russian saintly princes and princesses, and their importance as
defenders of nation and faith.3 Although, as we will see, Zamiatin sets
out to question patriotic notions of bravery and piety in the context of
foreign aggression, he incorporates several of the stock elements of the
kniazheskoe zhitie as part of his hagiographic conceit. The nobility topos,
for example, is established by means of the description of the virgin’s
family: she has a ‘wealthy’ and ‘most upstanding’ father, and possesses
a ‘crown’ (venets), metaphorically speaking, from birth. The topos of
prayer for divine assistance is paralleled by the prayers she undertakes
during her brief period of incarceration. The miracle topos, proof of the
divine assistance she seeks, takes the form of the terrible storms and
earthquakes which cause the invading Goths to flee in disarray. The
rhetorical depiction of the enemy as a satanic force is echoed in the
chronicler’s description of Erman as an ‘architect of evil’ (zlu izobretnik
(529, line 12)), and his warriors as ‘lawless’ and ‘barbaric’ (ibid., lines
18-19). Lastly, a premium is placed on the virtues of wisdom, courage,
and protective concern for the populace as a whole, rather than on
individual salvation. There are various royal figures from this Russian
tradition, both male and female, with whom Zamiatin’s female
protagonist can be directly compared. Like Vladimir, the king who
brought Christianity to the Eastern Slavs, it is the miraculous
restoration of her health which makes her see the light (PVL(6496), 49—
54). Like the anonymous chronicler of the Life of Dmitrii Donskoi, who
famously defeated invading Tatar hordes at the Battle of Kulikovo, the
author has recourse to natural similes in order to convey the physical
characteristics of his heroine — the young virgin’s beauty is compared
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to spring flowers (528, lines 35-36), whereas Dmitrii is compared in
stature to the Lebanese cedar and in blossoming health to the fig tree.?”
Like St Ol'ga, the queen who sacked Constantinople in the tenth
century and became the first Russian pagan to convert to Christianity,
her body does not succumb to mortal decay, but instead retains a
sweet-smelling perfume and radiance (PVL(6477), 32-33).*¢ Finally,
there is the small number of holy women (only seventeen in all),
virtually all of them royal, who are venerated by the Russian Orthodox
Church as models of Christian femininity; many were associated in the
public mind with times of civil and international strife, and many were
allegedly the sources of miracles which protected their localities from
invasion, disease, and fire.3

The third element in Zamiatin’s conceit of authenticity lies in the
sphere of the historical framework. If the female protagonist herself
and the events which relate directly to her are obviously fictional, the
conflict described in the narrative and two of the main characters are
loosely based on fact. Ulfil, for example, appears to have been
modelled on Wulfila (AD 311-76), the bishop of the Visigoths celebrated
for his translation of the New Testament into runic script — his name is
Vul‘fila or Ul‘fila in Russian (ES, xiI, 453-55). Whereas the name of
‘Erman-tsar” would appear to have been taken from the ruthless
fourth-century warlord, encountered variously in the chronicles of this
period as Ermenrikh, Germanrikh, and Hermanarikh (the name
Ermanarikh appears in a note which Zamiatin penned on the back of
what appears to be — because aborted — the very first version of the
opening paragraphs), who invaded neighbouring Slavic and non-Slavic
tribes during the establishment of his Ostrogoth kingdom. He reigned
from AD 350-70, and his kingdom, as accurately indicated by the
anonymous chronicler in ‘Zenitsa-deva’, stretched from the Baltic Sea
(Variazhskoe more) to the Black Sea (Surovskoe more).® Lastly, all the
Slavic and Finnish tribes mentioned in the narrative — the
Radimichians, Dulebians, Drevlianians, Severians, Polianians, Merians,
Vesians, and Chud — are genuine and feature in the ‘pre-historical’
section of the Povest” vremennykh let (PVL, 10).41

(i) Orthodox models of saintliness: the subversion

Despite the elaborate veneer of authenticity, the deviant nature of
Zamiatin’s stylization quickly becomes apparent. The purported
historical context, for example, contains an inbuilt absurdity, since
the conversion of Zamiatin’s heroine pre-dates the first recorded
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conversion of a pagan Russian (St Ol’ga) by some five hundred years.
Furthermore, had he stuck with the conceit of a monastic chronicler
who has witnessed the events in question, his sermon would pre-date
the Povest” vremennykh let by some seven hundred years, and thus enjoy
the reputation of Orthodox Russia’s first literary document. Even as it
stands, the document is clearly apocryphal (the author is ‘hidden’, and
it is not clear whether Zamiatin contributed his name to the piece when
it was first published in Delo naroda).

This author’s unorthodox treatment of his theme gives further cause
for suspicion. His inability or reluctance to expand on the faith to
which the virgin converts is curious and diverges markedly from
standard practice. The euphemistic reference to the ‘true faith’ (vera
istinnaia (528, line 31)) suggests that it must be Christianity, yet the
ignorance of the sign made by Ulfil (patently the sign of the cross) is
baffling. This can be appreciated more fully if we compare the account
of the miracle in ‘Zenitsa-deva’ with the similarly miraculous healing
which precedes Vladimir’s conversion in the Povest”™ vremennykh let;
here the reference to the God of the Christian faith is explicit
(PVL(6496), 49-54). Further unorthodoxies are revealed in the treat-
ment of the marriage topos — rather than announce herself a ‘bride of
Christ’ (the usual reason given for the refusal of marriage), Zamiatin’s
protagonist states that she is a ‘bride of the poor’: ‘Y6orux nesecra s, Ho
He Bama’ (529, line 8). This strikes an unconventional note, and is
heightened by the use of certain risqué images in later passages. The
scene in which Erman licks the virgin’s severed nipples is a grotesque
variation on the topos in the legends of the virgin-martyrs. Furthermore,
the anonymous chronicler’s references to the Radimichian women
being ‘flayed with bull-whips’, and their ‘tender parts’ flamed by
‘torches’, is too sexually suggestive for the conventional hagiographer,
whose prose style was characterized by sobriety, puritanism, and a
certain colourlessness of tone.

These elements in ‘Zenitsa-deva’ constitute a puncturing of the
elaborate edifice of authenticity which has been constructed around the
text; indeed, the perception of a playful, blasphemous authorial
persona behind the anonymous chronicler becomes stronger when we
examine the two scenes which constitute a major reversal and
subversion of the virgin-martyr passio. The first of these scenes consists
of the episode in- the virgin’s youth. This would appear to have been
modelled on a legend from the Life of St Simeon the Stylite in which
the pillar saint is called upon to cure a woman who has swallowed a
serpent while drinking a glass of water at night. The original contains
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little in the way of sexual innuendo: the author mentions only that the
snake grows inside the womb until it has become quite large; that she
seeks guidance from the saint because the local doctors are unable to
cure her; and that the snake is miraculously expelled after the saint
advises the woman to drink a cup of water from a local source.? In
‘Zenitsa-deva’, by contrast, this incident is reworked into an allegory of
pubescent liminality. The insinuation that the virgin is ‘pregnant’
(plodna (528, line 16)) suggests not only that she has reached adulthood,
and is thus capable of conceiving (Srez., II, 968), but that, symbolically,
she has lost her virginity. In the sense that this event is prognosticatory,
it conforms to hagiographic type. On the other hand, because the event
itself clearly involves corruption at the hands of an evil force
(symbolized by the ‘tiny’ serpent), and anticipates the later loss of her
prized virginity, it reverses the usual paradigm. Furthermore, it
provides a comic realization of the Orthodox doctrine, known as
pokhotenie oches, i.e. that sin can penetrate the soul by means of the eyes.
The identification of celibacy with eyes and openings generally is
suggested firstly by the virgin’s name (zenitsa combines the image of
the pupil — i.e. an opening onto the retina — with the purity of the
Virgin Mary). But the swallowing incident pursues this identification
much further, and with consciously blasphemous effect. The mouth
(the means by which the serpent enters her body) becomes associated
with the vulva (the point of Erman’s ‘invasion’ of her body, and the
means through which a woman becomes pregnant), and these by
extension are identified with the eye (the pupil, mouth, and vulva are
all openings which are circular in shape and protected by an external
screen). In retrospect, the ‘door to salvation’ mentioned in the opening
lines (‘IIBeps oTBepcTa 1uis BCeX, OHA e U ABepb Bo crniaceHue’ (528, lines 1-
2)) assumes an ambiguous and preposterous character: on the one
hand, it is clearly an allusion to Christ’s metaphorical representation of
himself as a ‘door’ for sinners seeking to enter the Kingdom of Heaven
(John 10. 6); but on the other hand, reinforced by the eye-mouth-vulva
imagery discussed above, it is a symbolic representation of the girl’s
hymen (a metaphorical ‘door’ which ‘opens’ onto the vulva and
similarly leads to the young girl’s salvation). Paradoxically, Zamiatin’s
Precious Virgin enters the Kingdom of Heaven by herself being
entered.

If the first scene reveals a blasphemous author at play, the second
scene is the focal point for a polemic on the meaning of virtue in
circumstances of duress. It is an axiom in the legends of the virgin-
martyrs that they refuse to renounce their faith; for them celibacy is an
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absolute virtue which may not be compromised under any
circumstances. The act of sacrifice on the part of the female protagonist
in ‘Zenitsa-deva’ thus constitutes a significant reversal of this topos.
Moreover, the subversive nature of the compromise is enhanced by the
fact that this act is not undertaken in order to protect fellow Christians
(which would make it more acceptable), but for the benefit of pagan
Slavs who are being persecuted, not for their faith, but for their ethnic
identity. As the title and opening paragraph suggest, the virgin’s claim
to saintly status rests on a notion which is oxymoronic, i.e. that of
‘sacred sin”:

JKeHbI M IE€BHI 1a HE MPE3UPAIOT ECTECTBA CBOEr0, My4Y€HHUs, HOO IBEph OTBEPCTA LIS BCEX,
OHa Xe WM IBeph BO cnaceHwe. Tak M 3eHHIaA-IeBa, MYUYHMTEILHOMY IpEXy CBOE TeJO
npenaBIId, TeM Aywny cnacia ectb. (528, lines 1-4)

The crux of the argument appears to be that a sin committed for the
benefit of the persecuted is an act of sacrifice akin to martyrdom, and
thus will it be judged in Heaven — as the virgin herself proclaims in
her initial exchange with Erman:

Tnennoe Tenece 03n06/1eHHE OCKOPOUT MEHS TOJNBKO 3/€Ch, a TaM TEJECHOE HEYECTHE B
4ecTh MHe OyzneT, H60 roHuMsIX paau To cotBopuia. (530, lines 15-18)

This idea is further developed during her second exchange with
Erman, in which she argues that the body and soul are separate entities
(the first may be mortal, but the second is immortal):

Teno Moe, eci xoyellb, MOXeIb B3sTh, K60 OHO €CTh TJIEH, QyLIy Xe HET CKBEPHEHHHK:
nyua HepactieHHa ects. (530, lines 27-28)

The fact that the virgin is able to engage in the act of copulation while
remaining indifferent to the act itself — Erman asks why she joins him
on his bed like an ‘insensible stone’ (kamenie nechuvstvennoe (530, line
24)), and later describes her purity in terms of frost (‘Chistota iniia
viashche i snega!” (530, line 37)) — proves her argument that the body
can function independently of the spirit (a comic case, perhaps, of mind
over matter).

This philosophy strikes at the heart of the passio and the cult of the
Virgin Mary, both of which encapsulate the Orthodox Christian view of
celibacy as an ideal. The uncompromising stance of the virgin-martyr,
which leads to her extinction, has been replaced here by a practical
compromise which offers a chance of survival, not only for the martyr
herself, but for the wider community of women and children to which
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she belongs. Zamiatin appears to be conducting an argument about the
conditions in which the committing of a ‘sin” may be justified in moral
terms. At the heart of this argument, inevitably, lies the Christian
doctrine of forgiveness. Christ’s parable of the two moneylenders, for
example, states that the greater the sin, the greater the forgiveness of
that sin.®® This is the edificatory message at the heart of the Lives of
penitent whores, many of whom achieve sainthood despite a wicked
and sinful past. It is also the message of those sacred legends, such as
the legend of Aza from the Greek Synaxarion, in which good people,
having found themselves in desperate straits on account of their
altruism, are forced to sin by circumstance (Leskov’s adaptation of this
legend in 1888 — ‘Prekrasnaia Aza’ — opens with a line from Peter the
Apostle, i.e. ‘Love covers a multitude of sins’).#* One might also include
in this category the Old Testament stories in which sinful means are
permitted to justify pious ends. Abraham, for example, allows his wife
to enter into sexual relations with the Pharoah in order to protect
himself from assassination (Genesis 12. 11-20). Lot is prepared to
sacrifice the virginity of his daughters in order to protect the identity of
the angels staying at his house (Genesis 19. 4-11). Sarah and Rachel
encourage their husbands to have sexual relations with their servants
because they themselves are infertile (Genesis 16. 14, 30. 3-8). And in
the apocryphal tale of Judith, the female protagonist of the title is
prepared to lie with her enemy, eat non-kosher food, and drink wine in
order to facilitate his murder, thus saving her village from almost
certain destruction at the hands of his besieging armies.

As Lebedev points out, the Orthodox position in relation to this kind
of sin at the turn of the century was by no means unambiguous;
moreover, as he rightly observes, in most of the above cases the
readiness to sin is not tested in practice.** Where that sin does take
place, as in the case of the penitent whores, it is committed prior to the
act of conversion and is accompanied by sincere repentance for past
deeds (the case of Mary of Egypt, as we will see later, demonstrates
how the magnitude of the sin bears a direct relation to, and is
subsequently atoned by, superhuman feats of ascetic contemplation in
the desert). Indeed, only in the case of Judith do these circumstances
not apply. On the contrary, commentators commend the wisdom and
justice of her act of murder, and her story is frequently cited in support
of the doctrine that violent means justify peaceful ends if undertaken in
defence of religious values and the survival of a God-fearing nation.

It is highly likely that Zamiatin conceived his narrative as a direct
attack on the kind of ethical position adopted in Judith. Not only was
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the subject a commonplace in the world of post-Renaissance art (in her
recent discussion of decapitation motifs in the painting of this period,
Julia Kristeva ranks this tale alongside the story of Salome and John the
Baptist in terms of popularity and importance),* but Serov’s operatic
treatment of the subject, first staged in 1864, had been successfully
revived with Fedor Shaliapin in the role of Holofernes in Moscow and
St Petersburg from the turn of the century onwards — indeed, its
fiftieth anniversary had been publicly celebrated in 1914, and such was
its popularity, and that of Diagilev’s balletic version of the third act,
that it was repeatedly staged both before and during the war, and
provoked a number of responses in the literature of the immediate pre-
war period (in particular, see Nikolai Gumilev’s poem ‘Tudif”,
published in the twelfth issue of Novaia zhizn” for 1914).#” There are
obvious parallels between the two narratives in terms of the dramatic
situation (a female ‘combatant’ takes on a male adversary) and the
larger context (catastrophe brought about by brutal foreign invasion).
In both accounts the heroines are devout, celibate, and models of
religious propriety. They are motivated by the desire to save their
compatriots. They bravely take the initiative by crossing into the
territory of the enemy (this, incidentally, is a topos which Zamiatin’s
tale shares with Flaubert’s Salammb6, and it is noteworthy that he
discusses this novel in the context of archaic stylization in ‘O iazyke’
(v, 375)). Their beauty is a crucial factor in gaining the confidence of
their male opponent. They are prepared to sin in order to gain their
objectives. And they are subsequently celebrated by their compatriots
for their courage, daring, and wisdom. Further and specific echoes of
the biblical narrative can be found in the description of Erman’s tent —
like that of Holofernes (Judith 10. 21), it is decorated with silver and
precious stones (529, line 27) — and in the words used by him during
his initial audience (529, lines 42-43), which are intended to put his
female guest at her ease (cf.: Judith 11. 1).

Zamiatin’s travesty of Judith depends on the distinction which must
be drawn between the policy of active resistance and that of
appeasement in the face of evil. The Old Testament tale is generally
interpreted as an exaltation of national and religious patriotism. A
crucial argument in the narrative takes place when Judith opposes the
city elders of Bethulia on the grounds that they are prepared to sacrifice
the values which the community deems sacrosanct in the interests of
survival; she considers this a betrayal of their belief in divine
providence, and the significance of her mission lies in the demon-
stration that providence can occur through natural means, rather than
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through miraculous intervention. The essence of Judith’s character lies
in her aggression and determination: she is the ‘saint who murdered
for her people’, a ‘warrior’ and ‘femme fatale’ rolled into one, who re-
veals herself in her dealings with Holofernes as a shameless flatterer, a
boldfaced liar, and a ruthless assassin.*® Kristeva, following Freud,
views her act as a symbolic form of male castration.*’ By contrast, while
certainly proactive in the sense that she seeks out her oppressor,
Zamiatin’s virgin exhibits no aggressive tendencies and is the
embodiment of self-sacrifice and negotiation. Unlike Judith, she is not
narrowly identified with any particular nation or ethnic group; her
faith is supra-national, a fact emphasized by the information that three
different languages are carved into her epitaph, one of them being
Gothic, the language of her enemy, and another being Greek, the
international language of the early Christian faith. Furthermore,
although she may be acting on behalf of the broad community of Slavs
under the Gothic yoke, it is primarily the poor who welcome her timely
intervention: ‘U cnaBunu cupsie Bce 3enuuy-aesy’ (530, line 21). In terms
of her faith, the settlement with Erman constitutes a moral surrender
akin to the proposal of the elders in Bethulia to sue for peace. Zamiatin
appears to be arguing, therefore, that courage and wisdom are moral
virtues which lie less in the sphere of military prowess and valour on
the battlefield than in the recognition of defeat when it occurs and the
necessity of negotiation for the survival of the vulnerable. If the
sacrifice of the Precious Virgin is unsuccessful in the long term, it does
at least succeed in ensuring peace for thirty days. Moreover, the
rightness of her decision is given divine approval through the
mechanism of miracle and her eventual success, via prayer, in
banishing the invaders. Her physical defilement (the invasion of Slav
territory undertaken by Erman has its analogy in his sexual ‘invasion’
of her body) indeed becomes inconsequential and is seen as a necessary
and morally unimportant sacrifice.

(iti) Orthodox models of saintliness: the modern context and the comic absurd

If ‘Zenitsa-deva’ seeks to promote a reorientation of Christian
prerogatives towards the interests of peace and survival, the modern
context of war prevailing at the time when it was first conceived, and
the patriotic climate of opinion which prevailed among the Russian
intelligentsia in the first two years of the war, add a further dimension
to its polemical and parodic strategies. It is clear that Zamiatin was
watching political events closely at this time. In a letter to his wife
dated 12/25 July 1914, for example, he reports a conversation on a train
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with a general about the ongoing strikes in St Petersburg and the recent
assassination attempt on Rasputin (RN, I, 176-77 (p. 177)). In other
letters, moreover, he reveals openly his concern, if not contempt, for
the wave of hurrah-style patriotism which was sweeping the country in
the opening months of the war. In a letter to his wife dated 25 July/8
August 1914, he notes the recent attempt on the part of the authorities
to pressure the editors of Rech’, the Kadet newspaper, into a more
patriotic line (ibid., 179-80 (p. 179)). In the same letter, he reveals that
he excluded himself from the general flag-waving, portrait-carrying,
and cheering which had taken place in Lebedian” the previous day
(apparently, he had stayed at home and continued with his writing
(ibid., p. 179)). And in a letter dated 8-9/21-22 November 1914, he
expresses his anger and indignation that the editor of Otechestvo, a
newly established journal which was encouraging patriotic literature
on the part of its contributors (many of them — including Remizov —
were among his friends) had published his name as a future
contributor (ibid., 181-82 (p. 182)).° We recognize from these reports
the stance of a sceptic who refuses to be influenced by the momentary
enthusiasms and prejudices of the crowd. That Zamiatin was proud of
his independent stance is confirmed in an angry letter written to
Lunacharskii after the war was over.5! Furthermore, the sardonic
remarks aimed at the patriotic and vulgarly anti-German poems of
Nikolai Kliuev, Fedor Sologub, and the Futurists in his post-October
essays — in particular, see ‘Skify 1i?’ (1v, 511) and ‘Ia boius™ (v, 253-54)
— suggest that he was contemptuous of writers who abandoned their
radical and pacifist views at a moment’s notice once the country was at
war.

It should be obvious that ‘Zenitsa-deva’ is the literary expression of
these dissenting views, and that this explains its delayed publication. It
must be stressed, however, that its polemical strategy has several
potential targets in its sights. One of these targets, suggested by the
archaic stylization of the tale, is the patriotic tradition in Russian
literature generally. A second target is undoubtedly those writers who
had drawn on that tradition in the service of the war effort. This has
recently been the subject of detailed investigation which does not need
to be rehearsed here? It is interesting, nevertheless, to note the
frequency with which the saintly models of the past were invoked as a
mode of historical parallel by writers who were essentially justifying
Russia’s participation in the war against Germany. In the work of these
artists, for example, war was defended as the highest form of Christian
self-sacrifice. The suffering of the Slavs (both Poles and Russians) was
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described in terms of a heroic martyrdom (this was associated
symbolically with Christ’s crucifixion, and in some cases with the early
Christian martyrs). Appeals were made to the saints who traditionally
protected Russia from calamity (St Nicholas and St George). Memories
were evoked of the icons of the Virgin Mary which, according to
legend, delivered glorious and miraculous victories on the battlefield.
The Prussian army was demonized in terms of barbaric Huns, Vandals,
and Tatars. Kaiser Wilhelm was frequently compared to the barbarian
warlords of the past (Attila the Hun), and in one instance to the King
Nebuchadnezzar, Holofernes’s commander-in-chief. The glorious
victories of the past, such as the Battle of Kulikovo, were invoked in
order to rally the troops. Tsar Nicholas was eulogized as the protector
of the nation and the Christian faith along the model of the saintly
princes. And the question of Russian war aims in relation to the
recapture of Constantinople was viewed in terms of Orthodox Russia’s
Byzantine heritage.>

While not uniformly guilty of chauvinism and xenophobia, the
writers who indulged in such representations were seeking to restate
the Orthodox concept of Holy Russia as the embodiment of superior
moral and spiritual values. Remizov, one of the writers whose work
does not fall within the scope of Hellman’s study, is an illustrative
example of this tendency. His stories of this period, published initially
in journals and newspapers (mostly in Otechestvo and Rech’), and
subsequently in individual collections, avoid the kind of vulgarly anti-
German sentiment of his contemporaries, but draw nevertheless on the
Orthodox and heroic literary tradition. His short story ‘Svet
neoborimyi’, for example, takes as its subject the legendary blinding of
invading Mongols by a Kostroma merchant holding aloft an icon of the
Virgin Mary; while ‘Chervlenyi shchit’ seeks to summon up the warrior
spirit of the past by juxtaposing (fictitious) excerpts from letters written
by soldiers at the front with lines from Slovo o polku Igoreve>* His
second collection, while orientated much more towards the folk tale,
also employs Orthodox religious symbolism. ‘Nikolin zavet’, for
example, first published in Otechestvo, is a story about a peasant whose
three sons are conscripted into the army and who is blessed by St
Nicholas and told that everyone must suffer for the good of their
country. ‘Za Russkuiu zemliu’, first published in Rech’, is about a
young woman who prays at the entrance of a church dedicated to the
Icon of the Virgin Mary of the Sign in order that her husband may not
die at the front (according to legend, this is the icon which was reputed
to save armies and besieged cities from invasion).>> While clearly
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supporting the war in these short stories, Remizov does not attempt to
conceal its tragedy. Nevertheless, as illustrated by the opening story of
the sequence, ‘Stradnoi Rossii’, which is written in the style of an
ancient lament, and punctuated by the sound of tolling bells which
signal that Holy Russia is in danger and that ‘Christ has arisen’, his call
for sacrifice is based on the conviction that Orthodox spiritual values
are at risk, but worth defending.* Undeniably, there is a sentimentality
and pathos in these works, and an absence of ironic distance, which
lends support to the view that Remizov was putting his literary skills
into the service of what Lampl has called Tsarist ‘war psychology”.>’

In direct contrast to this kind of writing, Zamiatin’s choice of
stylization and his subversion of genre clearly possesses a parodic
value: his choice of archaic model is therefore not a celebration of
tradition, but rather a debunking of that tradition. The presence of
ironic distance, something which Remizov’s stylizations clearly lack,
opens up a tension or disjunction between past and present which is
exploited for both comic and absurd effect. The language of the
dialogue, for example, as witnessed in the virgin’s first question to
Erman (‘— Ilouto BOMHaM CBOMM He NpeTHILb, O Ge33aKOHHHYE, MyKaMH
myuuTH xeu?’ (528, line 39-40)) sounds stilted and comic to the modern
ear — the grammar (i.e. use of the vocative) is archaic, the syntax is
convoluted, and the register does not quite achieve the (presumably
desired) elevated tone (a similar effect is achieved in modern English
by deliberately slipping into Shakespearian English, or punning on
those words which used to be pronounced with an ‘s’, such as ‘Sire’,
but printed with what appears to be an ‘f’). This ironic distance also
negatively affects the credibility of the miracles themselves. The breasts
which are miraculously restored to health, the Goths who flee before an
advancing army of snakes, vipers, and scorpions, and the bodies which
do not putrefy after death — all are outlandish and absurd to a modern
imagination now conditioned to read the narrative as mock, even anti-
hagiography. The modern reader will no doubt also find amusing the
incident from the virgin’s youth, the comedy of which relies on per-
verse sexual innuendo (the ‘tiny serpent” which causes her to become
‘pregnant’ makes it sound as if she has swallowed a spermatozoon).
One is forced to the conclusion that the choice of archaic stylization
itself, rather than an exercise in ostranenie, is in fact an exercise in the
absurd. For by resorting to such a device, Zamiatin draws attention to
the absurdity of drawing on the heroic tradition of the past as means of
seeking succour in the present.
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Another comic aspect of ‘Zenitsa-deva’ concerns its veiled allusions
to the events of the present, events which loomed large at the time
when Zamiatin came to compose his narrative (it is mainly for this
reason that a correct dating of ‘Zenitsa-deva’ is so important). This
lends support to the view that his tale is an allegorical satire which has
been projected into antiquity as a means to disguise its contemporary
relevance. The events in question relate to a number of scandals
which engulfed the royal family during the course of 1915: these
concerned official attempts to circumvent the Holy Synod in the sphere
of canonization, the unsuccessful prosecution of the war by the
Imperial Army, and popular suspicions that there was a pro-German
peace party gathered around the figure of the Empress which was
conspiring to sign a separate peace treaty in breach of Russia’s
obligations to the Entente.

The first scandal involved the attempted canonization of a holy
figure from the Siberian town of Tobol sk, Rasputin’s birthplace, which
gathered momentum during the summer and autumn of 19155 On
15/28 June, Bishop Varnava of Tobol’sk and the local townspeople
petitioned the Holy Synod for the canonization of Ioann Maksimovich,
a pious theological scholar who had died exactly two hundred years
previously. Suspecting Varnava of manoeuvring for promotion, and
finding his association with Rasputin distasteful, the Synod demanded
proof that miracles had occurred at Ioann’s grave, and that his body
had been preserved from mortal decay (it was known from an earlier
examination of his grave that his body had indeed decayed, and thus it
was hoped that such a demand would put an early end to the matter).
In the face of this resistance, Varnava turned for support via his ally
Rasputin and the Empress Aleksandra Fedorovna to the Tsar himself,
arguing that recognition would greatly increase the popularity of the
Orthodox Church at a time when religious belief generally was on the
wane. On the instructions of the Empress, and in flat contradiction of
the official position of the Synod, Varnava was given permission in
September to sing laudation, this béing the first stage towards full
canonization (it was recorded that for several days no thunder was
heard above the town — proof, supposedly, that the heavens were
rejoicing in the imperial decision). Prior to this celebration, however,
Rasputin’s machinations were exposed. Censorship restrictions were
lifted so that newspapers could attack him publicly; indeed, a series of
exposés entitled ‘Zhitie startsa Rasputina’ appeared in Birzhevye
vedomosti on 17/30 and 18/31 August.”® This added fuel to the faction-
fighting around the throne, and within the Orthodox Church as a
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whole, so much so that it apparently became the talking point of the
whole country. By 15/28 September, the ensuing power struggle had
forced the resignation of the Holy Synod’s director-general, Aleksandr
Samarin, this being followed two days later by strikes in several large
factories. Representatives in the Duma delivered public denunciations
of Rasputin’s meddling in state affairs, and the scandal quickly
developed into a political crisis of serious proportions.®

A parallel reason for this state of crisis was the disastrous failure of
the military campaign against the Germans. This had forced Nicholas
himself to assume control of the High Command in August 1915, but
he could do nothing to reverse the general loss of confidence in the
Imperial Army’s prosecution of the war. ‘Zenitsa-deva’ was conceived
at a time when the Russian and German armies were in a position of
stalemate. Nevertheless, a successful German offensive over the
summer had led to the loss of large parts of Poland, as well as territory
along the Baltic corridor. One by-product of this state of affairs,
universally commented upon at the time, and later the subject of an
official commission of inquiry by the Kerenskii government, was the
almost pathological desire on the part of the population to seek a
scapegoat for the defeats — hence what became known as the ‘Legend
of the Separate Peace’.®! From the very beginning of the war, rumours
had been circulating in the capital to the effect that pro-German
elements within the establishment were seeking to negotiate a peace
treaty with the enemy in repudiation of Russia’s treaty obligations with
the Entente.®? The finger of suspicion was initially pointed at the
Empress, since she was of German descent and known to have tried
publicly to halt the drift to war during the diplomatic manoeuvrings in
the summer of 1914 (one historian has described her as ‘the sole force
for peace’ at this time).5> Worse still, her close links with Rasputin, a
figure generally mistrusted by the population at large and also known
to have opposed the war (a superstitious man, he was convinced that it
would eventually lead to the end of the Romanov dynasty), were
public knowledge at this time. With the benefit of hindsight, buttressed
by the examination of her correspondence with the Tsar by the
Kerenskii commission, it appears that rumours about the Empress’s
involvement were without foundation. They were widely believed at
the time, however, and this gave rise to a popular lack of confidence in
her loyalty to the Russian state. The manoeuvrings of the so-called
‘German Party’ around the throne, and rumours concerning the
impending resignations of certain ministers, and their replacement by
politicians suspected of being pro-German, or at least more likely to
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take an appeasing stance towards the enemy, were reported
throughout August, September, and October.** Indeed, it has been
argued that the political crisis triggered by the canonization scandal,
combined with the hostility towards the ‘pro-German’ Empress and
her associate Rasputin, sowed the seeds for a popular revolt which
would eventually unseat the monarchy itself.¢>

An allegorical reading of ‘Zenitsa-deva’ depends on a number of
allusions, both general and specific, which relate to these events and
the person at their centre, the Empress Aleksandra Fedorovna. The
healing of the main protagonist by a German miracle-worker, her
desire to seek an armistice, and the popular confusion as to the nature
of her faith (her epitaph, as we have noted, is written partly in the
language of the enemy) allude generally to the fact of the Empress’s
German descent, her known opposition to the war, and the rumours
about her pro-German sympathies. The hagiographic conceit of the
narrative may be read as an ironic commentary on the policy of
canonization in general, but clearly it has a resonance in relation to the
scandal of 1915: both the topos of perishability (the body of the Precious
Virgin does not putrefy) and the topos of the miraculous thunderstorms
(the Goths are frightened into fleeing by the outbreak of severe storms)
echo the controversial circumstances surrounding the attempted
canonization of Ioann Maksimovich by the people of Tobol’sk. It is
conceivable, moreover, bearing in mind the title of draft 59 of ‘Zenitsa-
deva’ (this was the variant which played with the conceit of the vita),
that the story was triggered by the articles about Rasputin in Birzhevye
vedomosti. The difference, of course, lies in the fact that while the
newspaper columnist was seeking to attack the scandalous way in
which Rasputin’s ‘life” deviated from the saintly norm, it was clearly
Zamiatin’s intention to accentuate and ‘celebrate’ that deviation
(bearing in mind Rasputin’s rumoured proclivities at this time, the fact
that the deviation is sexual in ‘Zenitsa-deva’ is also suggestive).

This potential identification is reinforced by a number of specific
allusions which relate to the Empress’s position as monarch and to
certain events which relate to her actual life. Zamiatin hints at the
aristocratic bearing of his fictional female protagonist in a number of
subtle ways. The title of the tale, for example, and the modelling of the
narrative in part on the kniazheskoe zhitie, give rise to the suspicion that
it is a royal female figure who is the object of veneration: as we have
seen already, very few women had been canonized by the Orthodox
Church, but nearly all were royal, and one of them had been canonized
as recently as 1908.6 Within the pre-Christian conceit of the narrative,
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moreover, it is clear that the Precious Virgin belongs to the ruling caste.
This is indicated by the information about her father, who is wealthy
and clearly a figure of authority (in one unfinished draft variant, he is
described as a voenachal nik or warrior leader (IMLI, opis’l, ed. khr. 59,
p- 10)). The fact that she enjoys privileged protection when the invasion
takes place (a hiding place has been dug for her in the ground (529,
lines 23-24)), and the fact that she is later buried in a kurgan or barrow
(531, line 11), a place usually only reserved for the pagan aristocracy,
reinforces this sense of her special status. A further hint lies in the
description of her hair in terms of a golden venets: ‘Bonocs! xe umena,
Kak BEHeL| 3/1aThlii OTPOXKAEHHBIH, U3 3narta yepsieHa’ (528, lines 6-7). This
could be a wreath, laurel, or halo, and thus function as an indication of
her saintly status and the immortality that will be accorded to her in
heaven. The use of the adjective otrozhdennyi, however, a word which,
as we-have seen, means ‘a begetting from the father’, suggests that it
refers to a crown inherited as a result of one’s birth. That this venets
confers authority on the virgin is confirmed by the scene in which she
seeks an audience with the enemy leader: the guards, noticing her great
beauty and the ‘golden crown’ (zlatyi venets) which adorns her head,
decide to let her enter. This suggests that they recognize her as a person
of distinction.

Other details in ‘Zenitsa-deva’ allude indirectly to actual occurrences
in the life of the Empress and her general appearance. Her hair, for
example, was genuinely a flaming red-gold colour.®” Furthermore, the
curious episode of the small serpent which swells up in the virgin’s
womb may well have its origins in a real-life incident which was
widely known about in the capital, albeit in the form of rumour. I am
referring here to the phantom pregnancy experienced by the Empress
in the spring of 1902, while she and her husband were awaiting the
birth of an heir to the throne. This followed several months of
consultation with an assorted group of mystics and faith-healers,
among them a quack French doctor called Monsieur Philippe, whose
medical ‘expertise’ included occult medicine, sorcery, fortune-telling,
mesmerism, and somnambulism (being of a strong mystical bent
herself, the Empress was impressed by his purported ability to select
the sex of an embryo ‘through the most transcendental practices of
hermetic medicine, astronomy and psychurgy’, a skill which obviously
failed him in his moment of need).%® This episode receives its analogy
in ‘Zenitsa-deva’ with the references to the protagonist’s appearance of
pregnancy (‘Budto byla ta plodna’ (528, line 16)), and the many ‘sages’
(kudesniki) from far and wide who are invited to cure her. Further
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echoes of the real life of the Empress can be found in the virgin’s
devotion to the poor, the hungry, the peasants, and the ‘wandering
beggars’ (kaliki perekhozhie (528, lines 32-33)) — the imperial couple’s
trust in the wisdom and goodness of the common folk, the performing
of charity work as part of their public duties, and the Empress’s
concern for the soldiers conscripted into the Imperial Army were
public knowledge at this time (she visited several military hospitals
during the opening months of the war, for instance, and set up a
committee under the presidency of Prince Nikolai Golitsyn to look after
the interests of Russian prisoners of war).*

‘Zenitsa-deva’, the composition of which coincided approximately
with the declaration of the Zimmerwald Manifesto in 1916, is a striking
illustration of Zamiatin’s stated philosophy of following the path of
greatest resistance. Based on a fantasy of the popular imagination (the
supposed manoeuvrings of the pro-German peace party constitute
what nowadays would be called an ‘urban myth’), it is a celebration of
unorthodoxy which maintains a delicate balance between seriousness
of intent and outright whimsy. On the one hand, we encounter a
polemic with patriotic/heroic cultural stereotypes and moral
absolutism; on the other hand, we are faced with a carnivalesque
parody which, even while it expresses support for the idea of peace via
patient diplomacy, portrays the nature of that diplomacy with such
comic and grotesque hyperbole that it could hardly be deemed
persuasive (the idea that the virgin has to sleep with an enemy so ugly
that no one dares look him in the face totally undermines the serious-
ness of her sacrifice). Even as allegory, the text teeters on the farcical,
since the support for the (supposed) initiatives of the Empress is
expressed in a form so offensive that she herself, a God-fearing woman
with delicate sensibilities, would no doubt have found it repugnant.
Similarly, one cannot imagine many of Zamiatin’s readers reacting
sympathetically to a narrative which seems to treat the war itself with
such frivolity (Erman’s reference to the Radimichians living off lentils
(529, lines 46-47) is hardly amusing in the light of the general
deprivations suffered by the civilian population at the time). In short,
like the skomorokh who frequently abuses his audience while at the
same time ridiculing those in authority, Zamiatin’s parody verges on
literary nihilism.
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‘Otrok Erazm’

Zamiatin’s second experiment in the hagiographic style, ‘Otrok Erazm’,
was first published four years after the October Revolution.”® By this
time, he was a formal member of Obezvelvolpal, and therefore
officially dedicated to the practice of the carnivalesque. The different
political situation after 1917, however, meant that narratives of this
kind were received within a new ideological context, one in which,
ostensibly, the pre-revolutionary hierarchy of values had been turned
upside down. The official promotion of atheism, witnessed by the
widespread circulation of agitprop films ridiculing the practices of the
Orthodox Church — the future Cinema-Eye theorist Dziga Vertov, for
example, launched his career in 1919 with a film showing the
inspection of Sergii Radonezhskii’s relics (contrary to pious
expectation, the lid of the coffin was opened to reveal a few bones and
fragments of cloth)’! —, meant that the parodying of sacred genres and
the blasphemous treatment of religious subjects were no longer
considered subversive or taboo. Paradoxically, however, the new
Soviet authorities were puritanical as far as sexual matters were
concerned. Furthermore, although various manifestations of popular
street culture did survive into the 1920s, the official attitude towards
the carnival itself was one of suspicion, if not outright hostility: it was
regarded as a crude and vulgar form of mass entertainment which
required careful adaptation and ‘purification’ in order to prove
useful.”2 Publication of sexually risqué material therefore put artists on
a collision course with the new orthodoxy. It is symptomatic that while
both Zamiatin and Remizov found outlets for their more impious and
sexually explicit narratives at this time — witness the reissuing of Chto
est” tabak in 1920 — by doing so they incurred the wrath of officialdom
and found themselves condemned as counter-revolutionaries. Their
joint arrest in 1919, prompted by their alleged links with the Left SRs,
then Remizov’s self-imposed exile in 1921 and Zamiatin’s second arrest
in 1922 (this prompted the start of a number of attempts to be allowed
to emigrate during the mid-1920s) is adequate illustration of the
delicacy of their situation in the immediate aftermath of revolution,
and the degree to which their work was deemed provocative and
unacceptable by those in authority.

The paradox inherent in this new situation is illustrated with a
certain degree of ironic wit in Zamiatin’s ‘Tulumbas’ (111, 72-74), his
response to Remizov’s declaration of subversive intent in his
Obezvelvolpal manifesto. In its disguised attack on the saintly model of
asceticism, “Tulumbas’ provides a convenient bridge between ‘Zenitsa-
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deva’ and ‘Otrok Erazm’. The irony, however, lies in the fact that while
it consists of a mock defence of the body-hating and pleasure-denying
attitudes of the early Christian sects, and thus ostensibly parodies the
genre of the Christian epistle, it is also aimed at the grim realities of
war communism and the puritanical zealotry of the Bolsheviks. Life in
these new conditions is mocked as a form of monastic rigour in which
all pleasures of the flesh are denied and the inhabitants of the
community are subjected to permanent fasting. Zamiatin’s mouthpiece,
Bishop Zamutius, alludes to the shortage of soap, clothes, food, alcohol,
and tobacco (here, by referring to ‘Savrasius’s loathsome, gigantic
member’ (‘Savrasieva merzkogo udishcha’ (11, 73)), he manages a
concealed reference to Remizov’s Chto est” tabak). Zamutius also alludes
to the fact that, much in the manner of the early Church, the Bolsheviks
had promoted their own ‘saints’” whose icons adorned the walls of
every monastic cell and place of worship. The new culture of
conformity and intolerance of difference is compared to the early
Church’s condemnation of heretical sects — indeed, reflecting the
development of the dualistic model in early Christian theology, all
deviations from the norm are considered the work of the ‘Devil’, and
thus a threat to the health of the community at large. Zamutius
concludes his narrative with a paradoxical and flagrantly absurd piece
of philosophizing in which he suggests that the heart should rejoice at
the general lack of rejoicing, since those that rejoice in this world will
be lamenting in the next, while those who grieve in this world will be
rejoicing in the next; this, he solemnly proclaims, is surely the essence
of authentic monastic existence (zhitie).

The analogy which ‘Tulumbas’ seeks to establish suggests that
‘Otrok Erazm’ be approached with a certain degree of caution. Like
‘Tulumbas’, it is a coded text which, while challenging the attitudes of
the Orthodox Church, and thus functioning as a continuation of the
polemic launched in ‘Zenitsa-deva’, also satirizes certain aspects of the
new reality. Zamiatin’s argument that the revolutionary movement,
despite its professed atheism, bears many resemblances to early
Christian utopianism (belief in the possibility of a paradise in heaven
simply being replaced by belief in the possibility of a paradise on
earth), is pursued in a number of narratives written at this time which
resort to a coded means of expression in order to deceive the censors.
The historical pageant play Ogni sv. Dominika (1I, 243-81), published in
1921 as part of the World of Literature’s grandiose project for educating
the masses, attacks the ideological conformity and repressive mentality
of the Bolsheviks in the immediate aftermath of revolution, and
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compares the spirit of persecution and dogmatism to the Inquisition.
‘Tserkov” bozhiia’ (111, 94-95), a parable for ‘grown-up children’ dating
from 1920, tells the tale of a ‘new church’ built with money extracted
through murder and robbery. And My, which employs the
Dostoevskian paradigm of the Grand Inquisitor, satirizes the utopian
tendencies of the new regime’s supporters as evidenced in the work of
the Proletkul’t poets.”? Zamiatin’s idea of the artist as a heretic, one of
his central contributions to the cultural polemics of the 1920s, his
identification with the rebellious Lucifer of the Romantic tradition, and
his discussion of entropy in terms of the historical experience of the
Christian Church is part of his warning to the new authorities that
freedom of speech and thought is the only guarantee of a vibrant,
dynamic, and self-confident society.

Although it was published for the first time in 1922, the first draft of
‘Otrok Erazm’ dates from August 1920 (IMLI, opis” 1, ed. khr. 70) — in
other words, while Zamiatin was teaching creative writing skills at the
House of Arts. That he intended this narrative as a forgery in the style
of ‘Zenitsa-deva’ is evident from the design of the original edition.
Printed according to the pre-revolutionary orthography, and graced
with sketches by the painter and illustrator Boris Kustodiev (these took
the form of inset pictures and frames across the top and bottom of each
page), the pamphlet might be said to resemble the chapbook or lubok
versions of the Lives which had become widely available at the turn of
the century. Furthermore, the title of the edition, both in its initial
rendering on the cover page (‘O tom, kak istselen byl otrok Erazm’),
and the much longer version given on the inner page just prior to the
text proper (‘O blazhennom startse Pamve nereste, o narochitoi
premudrosti ego, o mnogikh proisshedshikh chudesnykh znameniiakh,
i o tom, kak byl istselen inok Erazm’), echoes strongly the titles of
certain stories about holy monks and their miraculous deeds which
constitute the earliest redactions of the Kievo-Pecherskii paterik, the first
natively inspired patristic miscellany in Russian literature.” The
episodic nature of these stories is reflected in the fact that ‘Otrok
Erazm’ itself is not a full biography or vita in the conventional
hagiographic sense. There is, however, an edificatory and laudatory
motive for its composition. As the reader learns at the very end, the
ostensible author, a scribe called Innokentii, has been given permission
by Pamva to record his story for the ‘edification’ of the monastic
authorities:

U s s, HemOCTOHHBIM CXMMHHMK, VIHHOKEHTHii, ¢ 6J1arocjioBeHHs MyApOro crapia
3amucall Bce K Ha3MIaHHIO H PYKOBOJICTBY UTyMeHOB Haieit ooutenu. (474)
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The designation of Pamva in the title as a ‘blessed elder’ (blazhennyi
starets), a conventional indication of his saintliness, suggests that
Innokentii’s narrative may well provide the basis for a fully-fledged
biographical account in which Pamva’s wisdom and miraculous
healing powers will be recorded for posterity. With its dual focus and
fixed axis in the teacher-pupil relationship, ‘Otrok Erazm’ thus models
itself loosely on the type of hagiographic text in which the theme of
guidance is central — see, for example, the eleventh-century Zhitie
Feodosii, which forms the opening section of the paterikon of the Kievan
Cave Monastery mentioned above.”> It is also worth noting that this
collection in its later redactions contains an account of the Life of the
icon painter St Alypius (f.d. 17 August), a saint celebrated in Russia for
the miraculous appearance of an angel which descended into his cell
and painted an icon while he was incapacitated by illness, and thus
unable to fulfil an important commission.”® In Zamiatin’s story, as we
have come to expect, the usual edificatory paradigm has been
parodied: it is the teacher, not the pupil, who acquires the necessary
wisdom; and, as we shall see, the lesson learnt is an unorthodox, if not
sacrilegious, one.

‘Otrok Erazm’ charts the passage from innocence to experience of a
young novice under the wise and experienced tutelage of a pious elder.
The main subject appears to concern the temptations of the flesh.
Pamva, the saintly head of a monastic community, is renowned for his
ability to perform miracles of various kinds, including the ability to
cure women of long-standing infertility. He himself brings the young
Erasmus into the world by miraculously curing his mother, but
demands in return that the boy enter the monastery as soon as he is old
enough. Erasmus proves to be an extraordinary child. Already on the
day his parents bring him to be consecrated, there are signs that he will
be a troublesome addition to the fraternity: as Pamva welcomes him,
two doves alight on a gravestone nearby and indulge in amorous
frolicking. The meaning of this sign is not lost on the blessed elder;
indeed, he tells his young novice that the devils are already casting
their nets for him, but that they seek only ‘precious quarry’ (464). The
innocent Erasmus turns out to possess many talents, one of which is his
voice. Compared to a mountain stream which tumbles from great
heights and fertilizes the barren wastes below, his reading of Song of
Songs possesses a powerfully erotic charge which excites his audience,
causing their breath to quicken and their cheeks to flame (465). The
subversive power of this gift is not lost on the saintly Pamva; as a
precaution, therefore, he isolates the young man in a cell of his own,
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and entrusts him with the task of painting an icon of St Mary of Egypt
in the hope that the Life of the penitent whore will provide him with a
proper understanding of the evils of the flesh. Unfortunately, however,
his plan goes awry. Erasmus is ignorant of the female form, and thus
unable to depict the naked harlot correctly. Frustrated, he prays to the
saint for a vision which will reveal to him the secrets of the flesh and,
miraculously, his prayers are answered. Like a shimmering apparition,
St Mary herself appears and reveals to him, one by one, the four secrets
which her body possesses. Erasmus is aroused by this lesson in
biology, and cannot help but express his ecstasy in the icon painting
itself. Taking advantage of Pamva’s temporary absence from the
monastery on important business, Erasmus exhibits his painting to the
other monks. The erotic force of the work is simply too much for them.
Their pent-up sexual frustration explodes, and Pamva returns to find
the entire monastery engaged in impious activities with the local
womenfolk. The blessed elder prays that they may be saved, and as he
does so, a voice speaks to him, saying: ‘Ciyctu ctpeny, u ciabHeT TeTHBa,
u yxe He Oyner Gonee cmeproHoceH nyk’ (474). Pamva interprets this
message as an instruction from God to initiate Erasmus into the fourth
and final secret of the female body, thus satisfying his desire to know
the truth, and at the same time releasing him from sexual frustration.
The stratagem is successful. Erasmus is no longer visited by demonic
visions, and his painting of holy figures ceases to possess its impious
force. To all intents and purposes, therefore, he is healed.

In so far as ‘Otrok Erazm’ celebrates the acquisition of sexual know-
ledge — in this sense it might be viewed as a reversal of the Paradise
myth (it is significant that Erasmus paints a golden fruit at the feet of
the young Mary of Egypt as she awaits her sexual encounters with the
men of Alexandria) — it must be considered one of Zamiatin’s most
irreverent pieces of whimsy. Gor’kii’s reproach that he considered the
narrative a ‘vulgar joke’ (grubaia shutka) unwittingly draws attention to
its sense of carnivalesque playfulness, while at the same time providing
an excellent illustration of the puritanical tendencies of those in autho-
rity. Indeed, Gor’kii’s references in the same letter to Anatole France
and Aleksei Remizov as the guilty parties who have clearly spawned
such unpalatable and tasteless offspring showed that his negative
reaction was a matter of personal taste, not literary judgement.””
Certainly, while not as explicit or grotesque in its use of imagery,
Zamiatin’s resort to a fictitious authorial persona and fairy tale
(monastic) setting is strongly reminiscent of Chto est” tabak. Further-
more, in its deliberate subversion of the Lives, and its combination of
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libertinage and gauloiserie, his short story owes much to the anticlerical
stylizations and hagiographic forgeries of Anatole France at the turn of
the century (Zamiatin’s obvious familiarity with much of France’s
writing is indicated initially in his 1924 obituary for the journal
Sovremennyi zapad (Iv, 195-96), and confirmed in his 1929 autobio-
graphy (1, 27), where he mentions his youthful passion for both Gogol”
and France).”® Other precursors worth mentioning in this context are
Pushkin’s Gavriiliada (written 1821), a scandalous and blasphemous
account of the Annunciation which was published for the first time
legally in Russia only in 1918;7° and Afanas’ev’s collection of bawdy
folk tales which, while still only available in émigré editions at this
time, was certainly in the possession of other lecturers at the House of
Arts (Viktor Shklovskii, for example, had analysed certain images from
this collection in his 1917 essay ‘Iskusstvo kak priem’, and it is
interesting to note, in view of the archery metaphor with which ‘Otrok
Erazm’ concludes, that he had also discussed the bow and arrow as a
euphemism for the private parts in Russian byliny).8

While the treatment of sexual material in the work of these authors
varies considerably in terms of explicitness and crudity, the narratives
in question are all blasphemous and obscene from the point of the view
of the Church. ‘Otrok Erazm’, for example, while relatively tasteful by
modern standards, was still provocative in terms of the public
sensibilities of the day, and far more subversive in this regard than the
earlier ‘Zenitsa-deva’. Kustodiev’s sketches, which Zamiatin compared
favourably in terms of their subtlety to the explicit illustrations which
accompanied the original publication of Chto est” tabak, nevertheless
incorporate depictions of female breasts and pubic hair.8! On closer
inspection, moreover, it becomes clear that many of the seemingly
innocent depictions of flowers and stamina which accompany the
opening page are in fact representations of female pudenda and
erections (see Plate 1v). This identification is made more explicit in the
illustration on page thirty-five; and there is a second erection, barely
disguised in the shape of a tree, in the vicinity of the women lying
prostrate on the ground in the illustration on page eleven (see Plate V).
The text itself contains several direct references to what Bakhtin terms
the ‘lower bodily world’. The cloud which Pamva summons above the
assembled monks after Erasmus’s reading of Song of Songs rains down
a thick, milky substance which one can only assume is semen (466) — it
possesses an ‘unpleasant’ (smradnyi) aroma, and a similarly sticky
substance, likened by the author to ‘resinous dew’, drips onto the
monastery roof as the narrative moves towards its climax (472). On his
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first encounter with Mary, Erasmus experiences an erection and is
forced to adjust his clothing in order to conceal his agitation — this is
described in terms of a stalk filled with ‘spring juice’, straining tensely
towards the sun (468-69). During the same encounter, as he explores
the breasts of the young virgin with increasing excitement, he feels the
life suddenly draining out of him — a reference, presumably, to a
premature ejaculation. As in Zamiatin’s private correspondence with
his wife, the female genitals are described poetically in terms of a two-
petalled flower, and he refers to their aroma, which Erasmus detects as
he first kisses Mary’s legs (see Plate VI);®2 and at a later juncture in the
narrative, Erasmus is described as ‘drinking’ from the fourth secret in
his dreams (473). The act of copulation is described at the culminating
point of the narrative:

U yBugen, xak coBiek EpasM ¢ HEXHOro Tenla 0[€X/1y H, BHOBb KOCHYBIUHCh TPEX IEPBBIX
TaifH, CO CTEHaHHEM TOTPY3UJICA B MOCJIEIHIOIO.

U norpysunock conHue B BOABI 03epa 3a OOMTENBIO, M HA HEBHHHOH Oenoil onexne
CTEHbI IPOCTYIIHJIO KPacHOE, KaK KpOBb, MATHO. (474)

Although metaphorical and poetic, the detail of the rupturing of the
virgin’s hymen (indicated by the red stain on the white wall) might
well be deemed crude, rather than delicate.

Like ‘Lovets chelovekov’, which recounts the seduction of a respec-
table suburban housewife against the background of an increasingly
frenzied and eroticized London landscape (Nelson’s Column is des-
cribed in the opening paragraphs in terms of a phallus), ‘Otrok Erazm’
charts the building up of sexual tension and the eventual explosion and
release of that tension; indeed, the structural dynamic of the narrative
as a whole has its analogy in the three stages of the male orgasm, i.e.
erection—ejaculation—detumescence. Carnivalesque subversion is thus
the organizing structural principle of the text. It is mirrored in the
battle between the forces of piety, represented by the saintly Pamva,
and the forces of impiety, represented by the demons (besy) which at
key moments of disruption are described in terms of their ‘games’
(igry), ‘intrigues’ (koznia), and ‘laughter’ (smekh) — all of them modes of
behaviour associated with the carnival. Anticipating the ideas of
Barthes, who characterizes the act of reading as one which is essentially
erotic, the jouissance of ‘Otrok Erazm’ consists of an elaborate striptease:
as Mary is gradually divested of her garments, and revealed in all her
naked splendour, so the illusion of ecclesiastical authenticity is laid
bare and the author-joker or skomorokh revealed to the reader. The
erotic adaptation of the Life of St Mary of Egypt; the teasing out of the
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latent erotic potential of Song of Songs; the subversion of imagery from
the Bible; and the inappropriate references to the Old Testament and
Gospels are part of a deliberate policy of titillation which makes a
mockery of the text’s supposed provenance. A pagan sensibility is
revealed which not only mocks the pious ambitions of the ostensible
author, but undermines his authority over the text itself. The narrative
is thus Janus-faced: on the one hand, it strives for an impression of
decorum and decency; while on the other hand we see between the
lines a subtle process of deconstruction at work which negates the
value of this respectability and turns it upside down.

(i) Orthodox models of saintliness: the conceit of authenticity

Although printed according to the pre-revolutionary orthography, a
fact which seems especially provocative in view of the attempt to
modernize the orthography in January 1918 (this was also true of the
reprinted version of Chto est” tabak), the linguistic stylization of ‘Otrok
Erazm’ is less radical than ‘Zenitsa-deva’. The syntax, clearly, is ecclesi-
astical and poetic, but for the most part the grammar is modern and the
number of obsolete words and archaic spellings has been pruned. It is
noteworthy that steblie (463 & 469), lepota (466), and brakoneiskusnyi
(ibid.) have been pressed into service directly from ‘Zenitsa-deva’. Else-
where, we encounter lozhesna (463), meaning ‘loins’ (Diachenko, 286);
tshchanie (467), meaning ‘endeavour’ (D’iachenko, 740-41); miatisia
(473), meaning ‘to suffer’ or ‘grieve’ (D’iachenko, 325); and mzda (471),
meaning ‘reward’ or ‘payment’ (D’iachenko, 305). All were exotic
anachronisms in the context of modern Russian usage at this time. A
particularly interesting archaism is the word razzhenie (471), which
means ‘fire’ or ‘burning desire’, and appears with exactly the same
spelling in the celebrated Zhitie Protopopa Avvakuma, im samim napisan-
noe (SRIa XI, xx1, 130). Here it refers to the carnal thoughts which the
archpriest seeks to extinguish by placing his hands over a candle flame;
whereas in ‘Otrok Erazm’ it is employed in the context of the Life of St
Mary of Egypt as a scurrilous euphemism for the male erection.

Along with a number of references to sacred texts — the
Pentecostarion (Tsvetnik), patristic miscellanies (izborniki otecheskie), and
menologies (chet’i minei) (465) — the author draws on a number of
images and themes taken directly from the Bible. The miraculous cir-
cumstances of Erasmus’s birth, for example, identify him symbolically
with a number of holy figures born after their parents experience the
humiliation of infertility. These include Isaac (Genesis 21. 2), Samuel
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(1 Samuel 1. 1-20), John the Baptist (Luke 1. 5-25), and the Virgin
Mary, whose Immaculate Conception, deriving originally from the
apocryphal Protoevangelium of James, is described in the menological
account of the Lives of her parents Joachim and Anne (like Erasmus,
we should note, Mary was consecrated to the service of the Lord when
she reached sufficient age).® Much of the imagery associated with
Erasmus is modelled on the Old Testament Song of Songs. The flowers
which are sprinkled on the ground to celebrate Trinity Sunday (464);
the description of his eyes in terms of wells of deep water (464); the
depiction of his voice in terms of a mountain stream which descends
into a green valley (465); and the sweetness of Mary’s voice, which
penetrates his heart ‘like a sword’, all find their echo in this most
sacred, and yet at the same time most erotic of religious texts. There are
references to the creation of woman from the rib of Adam (463 (cf.
Genesis 2. 21)) and to the Gospel account of ‘doubting” Thomas (469),
the apostle who was reluctant to accept the resurrection of Christ until
after he had touched his body with his own hands (John 20. 25).
Zamiatin also incorporates the Old Testament legend of Samson,
although in ‘Otrok Erazm’ this has been wickedly parodied: his loss of
hair, which extends to the pubic area, makes him ‘doubly naked’ (471);
and whereas the biblical Samson is locked in chains because of his
physical strength, Zamiatin’s Samson is restrained because of his
powerful libido.

Both the main protagonists are endowed with saintly characteristics
and associated with hagiographic topoi. The name of Zamiatin’s novice
— from the Greek erasmios, meaning ‘charming’ or ‘delightful’ —
belongs to various saints of the Orthodox tradition, one of whom (f.d.
February 24) served in the Kievan Cave Monastery (ZVS, 120).
Moreover, the topos of parental infertility identifies him not only with
the above-mentioned biblical figures, but also with Euthymius the
Great (f.d. 20 January) and the popular Alexis, ‘Man of God’ (f.d. 17
March), both of them Eastern saints.? The special gifts which Erasmus
possesses from his youth are variations on a common theme.
Furthermore, the visitation or vision topos, which takes the form of his
encounter with the young virgin, echoes the various visions of the
Virgin Mary entertained by righteous figures of the early Church (see,
for example, the above-mentioned Lives of Erasmus and Aleksis, ‘Man
of God’), and also the temptation topos in the Lives of the early
Christian Fathers, according to which the Devil assumes the guise of a
woman and appears before the righteous figure in order to tempt him
into sin — this topos is mentioned specifically by Zamiatin in
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connection with ‘Otrok Erazm’ in his obituary of Kustodiev ("Vstrechi s
B. M. Kustodievym’ (1v, 169)). Pamva, whose name means ‘shepherd to
all’, is thus identified with a fourth-century saint (f.d. 18 July)
venerated for his great piety and wisdom (ZVS, 392). An episode in his
vita involves an encounter with a woman dressed in fine garments who
is renowned for tempting men into evil; on meeting this woman, he
sheds tears, stating his desire ‘to take care of his soul as well as this
woman has taken care of her body’ (ibid.) Furthermore, his wonder-
working power as a ‘spawner’ (this is presumably the meaning of his
sobriquet Pamva-nerest” in the title) echoes the life of the martyr-saint
and miracle-worker Ipatius (f.d. 31 March), the saint invoked by the
Russian folk against the curse of sterility and childlessness.>

(i) Orthodox models of saintliness: the subversion

One of the central elements in Zamiatin’s parodic strategy lies in the
blasphemous subversion of the Life of St Mary of Egypt, a seventh-
century hagiographic account written in Greek and (it would appear
mistakenly) attributed to the pen of Bishop Sophronius of Jerusalem; it
is this version which forms the basis of the entry in Dmitrii of Rostov’s
Reading Menaea and the Russian Prolog for 1 April. Sophronius’s
account opens with a brief introduction about the fantastic nature of his
story, in which he appeals to the reader’s belief in the miraculous. This
is succeeded by a brief description of the source of his story, a monk
called Zosima from a monastery in Palestine. We learn that Zosima is a
good man and pious believer, unflagging in his praise of God, and
occasionally rewarded with divine visions. Tormented, nevertheless,
by the thought that he has reached a state of perfection, and therefore
has no need of further instruction, Zosima decides to leave his
monastery and withdraw into the Egyptian desert. There he comes
across a naked woman who first appears to him in the guise of a ghost
hovering several inches above the ground in the moonlight. Zosima is
intrigued by this apparition, and begs to hear her story. Mary telis of
her misspent youth in the city of Alexandria, and how she became a
harlot because of a burning and insatiable sexual hunger:

KopoTko ckaxy, 4To6bI ThI y3HalI, KaK [IOXOTJIMBa s ObUIa M Kak Majika 0 HacjaaxaeHbs: 17
JIeT, Ja NPOCTHIIb Thl MHE 3TO, & TOprosaja co0oif M, KISHYChb, HE pagd KOpPBICTH, HO6O
4acTo OTKa3blBajlach, KOraa MHe npemiarand miary. Iloctynana s Tak, Ge3Bo3Me3nHO
COBepIIas TO, Yero MHE XOTeNOCh, YTo6bI npHuBieysb k cebe Gonbliee yuco xenaoumx. He
OyMmaii, 4yto 1 He Opasa neHer, moTomy 4ro Obuta 6orata: MHE NMPHXOIMIOCH NMPOCHTH
NOflasHHEe WU NpACTb, HO s ObUla OJEp)KMMa HEHACHITHOM M HEYNEPXKMMOH CTpacThio
MATHATH ce6s rps3bio.80
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Her conversion is a particularly dramatic one. Driven by curiosity, she
decides one day to accompany a group of pilgrims travelling to
Jerusalem for the Festival of the Exaltation of the Holy Cross, many of
whom she seduces during the voyage. Having arrived at the church,
however, she is prevented from crossing the threshold by an invisible
force, and is then immediately overwhelmed by a sense of contrition
for past deeds. She breaks down, weeping, and prays to the Virgin
Mary that her sins may be forgiven. The next morning she is able to
enter the church and venerate the cross; and as she does so a voice
speaks to her telling her that in order to find eternal peace from her
inner torment she must cross the river Jordan into the desert. There she
spends the next forty-seven years, living on a diet of bread and water,
-until found by the pious monk.

An unorthodox model of repentance, Mary was nevertheless
extremely popular in Russia. As Ziolkowski points out, along with the
story of Aleksis, ‘Man of God’, her legend captured the imagination of
several Russian writers in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,
including Remizov, who adapted the story twice prior to 1917,
although using different sources in each case®” Unlike these
adaptations, however, Zamiatin’s narrative subverts the central
edificatory message. The vita account, while providing the broad
thematic framework, is transformed through an act of creative
imagination and fantasy into a provocative, eroticized, and visual
narrative. Indeed, a ftriangular tension arises by virtue of the
juxtaposition between the menological account, the visions which the
young Erasmus experiences under its pressure, and his subsequent
icon depiction, which draws on both simultaneously.

In both the vita and ‘Otrok Erazm’, for example, Mary is presented as
the instrument of a divine message, the meaning of which is eagerly
sought by the protagonists concerned. The nature of that message,
however, and the lesson which can be learnt from it, are radically at
odds. In Sophronius’s account, Mary tells the story of her youth in a
tone of voice which reveals her anguish and deep-rooted regret. While
this account is certainly dramatic, and depends for its effect on the
sheer force of her lust and the scale of her depravity (she emphasizes
the vast numbers of youths whom she seduced, and expresses
amazement that the bowels of the earth did not swallow her up in
retribution), it is balanced by the extraordinary feat of penitence
represented by her wandering in the desert. She is celebrated as a
shining example of humility and modesty, the like of which Zosima
can never hope to emulate.
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In ‘Otrok Erazm’, by constrast, the eroticism of Mary’s adolescent
years, and the hunger for sexual experience which it expresses, is held
constantly before the eyes. She appears before Erasmus, not scorched
from the desert sun and aged after nearly fifty years of desolate
wandering, but dressed alluringly in shimmering clothing. Likewise,
the concealment of nakedness which characterizes the menological
account (Mary is embarrassed by her lack of clothing and asks Zosima
to lend her his cloak so that she can hide her femininity from view) has
been replaced by the revealing of nakedness (Erasmus divests Mary of
her clothing in order to divine the secrets of the flesh). Ironically, his
initial depiction of the saint in his icon, which stresses her androgyny
because he does not know the secrets of the female form, is actually
faithful to the original, since Zosima is unable to tell whether Mary is a
man or a woman when he first encounters her. But under the pressure
of his own fantasies, and encouraged by Pamva to investigate those
aspects of the female anatomy which define femininity, Erasmus
introduces motifs into his painting which are absent in the Menaea. The
young girl’s breasts are accentuated (Pamva perceives two nipples
glowing dimly beneath her clothing); her pudenda are depicted in the
form of a two-petalled flower; the antics of her youth are portrayed in
the form of a sumptuous bedroom in which the young girl awaits a
queue of sexually aroused young men; and the lending of the cloak
becomes a scene which reveals an embarrassed state of excitement on
the part of Zosima (this is shown in Kustodiev’s illustration on page
thirty-one of the Berlin edition). In short, the figure of Mary as she first
appears before Zosima is obliterated completely. Furthermore, the
motifs of heat and desert have been reversed. In the vita account, the
heat has charred the skin of the penitent whore and to all intents and
purposes de-sexualized her; whereas in ‘Otrok Erazm’, the heat is
associated with the fires of sexual arousal (the young men of
Alexandria and the monks in the monastery are equipped with ‘red-hot
swords’ with which they are ready to fall on an unspecified enemy).

If not for this blasphemous subversion of a sacred text, and the
generally impious spirit of his narrative, Zamiatin’s celebration of
sexual love might be positioned within a semi-respectable
philosophical tradition, especially prevalent at the turn of the century,
which sought to approach the mysteries of sexuality from a mystical
point of view. In his treatise on the meaning of love, for example, the
philosopher and poet Vladimir Solov’ev drew on Song of Songs in
support of his view that sexual love was the only force capable of
transforming the physical nature of man into something of spiritual
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value.8® The writings of Vasilii Rozanov, moreover, the chief ‘phallus-
bearer’ in Obezvelvolpal, also demonstrate how the boundaries
between the sacred and profane could become obscured in the first two
decades of the twentieth century. Zamiatin’s tale, however, pursues
this argument beyond the realms of the acceptable. In ‘Otrok Erazm’,
the demonic and divine are merged into one, and knowledge of the
sexually forbidden is presented as a vital element in the creative
process. Pamva’s suspicions regarding the true sources of Erasmus’s
talent, and his uncertainty as to the origin of the visions which he
experiences in his cell, give rise to the possibility of demonic influence.
The ‘flowers of evil” which blossom at the height of the sexual excess
are indicative of this influence (they also echo the title of Baudelaire’s
Fleurs du mal, Zamiatin’s favourite collection of poetry); so, too, are the
words which guide the blessed elder to his solution. The blasphemous
nature of this advice can best be appreciated by comparing it with the
source from which it is most likely to have derived. In ‘Gora.
Egipetskaia povest™ (1890), Leskov’s adapation of a Synaxarion legend,
a very similar metaphor, attributed to the Egyptian king Amasis, is
employed as an argument against the practice of strict asceticism. The
speaker, a merchant called Zeno who has previously struck out his eye
in order to resist the sexual provocations of a female pagan, believes
that religious faith is best demonstrated at crucial, testing moments,
rather than on a continual ritualistic basis:

Tertupa Ha nyke ciaba, moKa Ha Hee He HaJIOXaT CTpely H pykoi ee He HaTaHyT. Korna xe
HYXHO, 4yTOOBI OHA HamnpsArjiach, OHa HaNpsHXXETCA U CUJIBHO YAAPHUT; HO €CJIH €€ NOCTOSHHO
TAHYT U I€pXKaT B HAIIPAXKCHUH, OHA UCTOHYACT H CHJIA €€ ocjabeer.

Zamiatin has transformed this argument into a metaphor with bawdy
implications. Paradoxically, it is the release of this ‘sinning’ arrow (a
metaphor for ejaculation) which reduces the sexual tension of the
young monk and neutralizes the dangerous impact of his art. Zamiatin
seems to be arguing that the forbidden is dangerous precisely because
it is forbidden; indeed, although this is given a pseudo-religious
justification in Pamva’s words at the end of the story — ‘Huuto B Mupe
He TBopUTCs 6e3 u3BosieHus TBoplia, naxe u rpex, U Bce Ko Onary’ (474) — it
is essentially an exhortation to blaspheme.

Because the combination of restraint, tension, and release applies to
many spheres of human experience, this bow-and-arrow metaphor can
be read on several levels. Undeniably, a central preoccupation of ‘Otrok
Erazm’ is the mystery of the creative process and the degree to which
art should or should not be placed under official control. In so far as
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Zamiatin’s tale depicts an artist in the process of creation, it is
essentially a metafiction and displays all the hallmarks of the
archetypal mise-en-abime. Erasmus’s impulse to encode his own
experience into the subject of his painting, thereby reshaping his
material into an original vision, finds its analogy in the devices
employed by Zamiatin himself as the real author who stands behind
the ecclesiastical chronicler; indeed, as Erasmus unconsciously subverts
the didactic message of the Reading Menaea, so Zamiatin distorts the
Life of St Mary of Egypt and compromises the piety of Innokentii’s
account. The implicit identification of the author-creator with his own
fictional protagonist is humorously laid bare in ‘Zhitie Blokhi’ (1929),
an account of the conception and staging of Blokha which parodied not
only the tradition of the Lives, but also Zamiatin’s own forgeries in the
hagiographic style (see Plate vi).*0 Furthermore, comparing ‘Otrok
Erazm’ with the earlier ‘“Tulumbas’, it is clear that this is a parable
about the relationship of art not only to religious, but also to secular
authority. In his attempt to protect Erasmus from ‘devilish’ influences,
and to ensure that his dangerous gift does not infect those around him,
Pamva is surely executing the task mockingly recommended by
Zamutius, the Humble Bishop of the Apes, to his fellow brethren,
namely to nurture talent for certain purposes only, while at the same
time endeavouring to neutralize any potentially menacing impact.

The setting of his tale in a monastery, and the fact that its
composition coincided with the period when Zamiatin was teaching
young writers the art of creative writing in the Petrograd House of
Arts, has crucial resonances for ‘Otrok Erazm’ as a coded text. In his
response to Zamiatin’s ‘la boius™, an essay which expressed his fears
concerning the future direction of literature under the Revolution (it
was published by the House of Arts in 1921 (PZ, 54)), Anatolii
Lunacharskii referred to the House of Arts as a ‘Petersburg literary
monastery’, and criticized the ‘unrepentent hermits’ who inhabited it.”
Furthermore, the symbolic role of Pamva as ‘feeder’ and ‘protector’,
and the exploration of the teacher-pupil relationship, has several
analogies in the circumstances prevailing at the time, in particular with
the role played by Gor’kii in establishing and patronizing various
organizations with a view to keeping literature alive during the terrible
conditions of war communism. As a person who benefited from
Gor’kii’s largesse both in the professional and private sphere (Gor’kii
was instrumental in 1919 in finding alternative accommodation for his
mother after her house had been repossessed by the authorities),
Zamiatin was in a better position than most to appreciate this new
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reality.”2 From 1918 to 1920, for example, he was working as an editor
at the Union of Practitioners of Imaginative Literature and the World
Literature Publishing House;® and at roughly the same time, between
1919 and 1921, he was actively employed in translation studios and,
along with other literary luminaries, giving lectures on the techniques
of creative writing at the House of Arts in Petrograd.* In his allegorical
treatments of this period, such as his comic ‘history’ of the World of
Literature publishing venture, Zamiatin describes these activities in
terms of a ‘blossoming’ and ‘bearing of fruit’ against a background of
(sexual) barrenness and sterility (it is symptomatic that the coded
words used for the production of literature in this piece — ‘labour’
(trud), ‘fruit’ (plod), and ‘barrenness’ (besplodie) (1lI, 334)) — are echoed
in ‘Otrok Erazm’).”> Gor’kii, whose code-name in the text is Augustus,
is the regent who makes this all possible. In his 1936 obituary, Zamiatin
referred to Gor’kii as the ‘literary archpriest’ of Soviet literature, a term
which Gor’kii had used jokingly about himself in describing his role as
a purveyor of taste and ‘intercessor’ on behalf of needy authors and
families (‘M. Gor’kii’ (Iv, 191)). In this same article he also describes
Gor’kii’s over-protective attitude towards the Serapion Brothers in
terms of a chicken fussing over her brood (ibid., 192) — a metaphor
which had earlier figured in ‘Otrok Erazm’ in relation to Pamva (469).
The idea of Zamiatin as an impious contaminator of innocent minds, an
idea which drew on the analogy of the demons in hagiographic
literature who tempted saints from the path of true piety, featured in
his discussion of Kustodiev’s designs for the Berlin edition of his story
(‘Vstrechi s B. M. Kustodievym’ (1v, 169)); this suggests perhaps that
the teacher-pupil paradigm in ‘Otrok Erazm’ may have its analogy in
the situation prevailing at the House of Arts itself, one which later
became renowned because of the battle fought for influence over the
future direction of Soviet literature.

Although the Serapion Brothers as a literary circle was not officially
inaugurated until February 1921 — that is to say, six months after the
first draft of ‘Otrok Erazm’ — Zamiatin had been teaching four of its
future members (Lev Lunts, Nikolai Nikitin, Mikhail Zoshchenko, and
Mikhail Slonimskii) since December 1919, i.e. from the moment the
studio was launched.? The relative influence of Gor’kii and Zamiatin
on these aspiring writers was a subject of some conflict at the time, and
has subsequently become a matter for scholarly dispute now that its
significance for the future course of Soviet literature has been
recognized. It would be exaggerating matters to claim, however, as
some have done, that the conflict over the development of these young
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writers was hostile and bitter. Gor’kii guarded his acolytes jealously,
and wrote an enthusiastic preface to the first Serapion almanach in the
summer of 1921. It is no secret, moreover, that he was regarded as a
teacher, master, and even prophet by some in the group. Zamiatin,
however, took an entirely different view of the matter. His own review
of the almanach, written in 1922, argued that, with the exception of
Konstantin Fedin, the Serapions had clearly rejected the realistic
approach of their mentor in favour of a more radical and experimental
neorealism (‘Serapionovy brat“ia’ (Iv, 535)). In his obituary, moreover,
he insinuated that their great respect for Gor’kii owed more to his
wisdom and knowledge of life than to any intrinsic interest in him as a
practising artist (‘M. Gor’kii’ (1v, 192)). Whatever individual members
of the group might have said to the contrary — Nikitin, for instance,
rejected Zamiatin’s influence in a private letter to Voronskii, but this
denial is undermined by other pieces of evidence to the contrary®” —
the very conceit of their circle suggested Zamiatin’s baleful influence,
since the Hoffmann tale from which the name derived tells of a young
man calling himself ‘Priest Serapion” whose mind is hostage to such
brilliant fancies that he imagines himself to be an anchorite martyred in
the fourth century.®® The battle with Gor’kii, if ‘battle’ is the correct
word, was fought over the realistic and fantastic tendencies in the work
of the Serapions, with Gor’kii favouring the former, and Zamiatin
promoting the latter. Although Gor’kii encouraged these writers to
read Zamiatin, and admitted that he had written ‘much that was
truthful’ in his 1922 review, it was primarily the early fiction which he
recommended to them, rather than the ornamental stories of the
middle period.” Indeed, the early 1920s found him increasingly
irritated by the supposed coldness and mechanical qualities which he
found in Zamiatin’s work, especially in the works of literary fantasy,
such as ‘Rasskaz o samom glavnom’ (1924), and later, when it was
published in the émigré journal Volia naroda, the novel My.'® More
than this, he seemed personally offended by the whimsical tendencies
in some of Zamiatin’s output. Writing to A. I. Tikhonov in 1924, after
‘Otrok Erazm’ had been reprinted in the fourth issue of Russkii
sovremennik, he claimed to see nothing of literary merit in it.1o!
Furthermore, Zamiatin’s mocking comparison of the World Literature
project with the building of the Towers of Babylon also caused him
consternation:

Masio nonsTtHa MHe WpoHHs 3aMATHHA Mo moBoay ‘BaBuinoHckux Gawmen’. S mymato, yTo
HMEHHO K TOCTPOCHHMIO TaKOBbIX M CBOAHTCA BCS CYTb KYJIbTYPHOH JEATENbHOCTH
yenopeka. 102
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The offended tone seems out of proportion to the nature of the offence,
and suggests perhaps that Gor’kii had recognized himself as the
nominal target in each case.

Read from this perspective, ‘Otrok Erazm’ becomes a laughter text in
the manner of several works written by Zamiatin in the early 1920s.
These texts were typified by the employment of private allusions and
in-jokes, either because they were intended for an initiated audience
who would appreciate them as such, or as a strategic ploy with
which to deceive the censors. An early example of this kind of
narrative, as we have seen already, was the humorous history of the
World Literature project: the artists, writers, and philosophers who
feature in this account were given codenames which would have been
incomprehensible to the non-initiated.1® A second example was the
aforementioned ‘Zhitie Blokhi’, which was written for an evening of
parody organized by the Physico-Geographical Association (FIGA). A
self-referential narrative, this relied on a number of private jokes and
allusions to real people involved in the production of culture and the
staging of the play. Both narratives were intended for internal
consumption only, not primarily for publication. This situation receives
its paradoxical culmination in the final pages of ‘Otrok Erazm’, where
it is stated that although the text has been written for the purposes of
instruction, it is only the elders who are allowed access to it, not the
ordinary monks.1% A disjunction is thus set up between those who can
be trusted with certain types of information and those who cannot.
Implicitly, this is a reference to the situation of publishers under
conditions of harsh censorship (they are permitted to read subversive
manuscripts, but not necessarily allowed to publish them), and thus by
extension to the situation of artists (they are allowed to produce their
subversive works, but no one is allowed to read them).

NOTES

1. Zamiatin, Izbrannye proizvedeniia, pp. 528-31, 53140, & 540-46, respectively.
Henceforth, for the sake of simplicity, I shall refer to these texts as ‘Zenitsa-deva’,
‘Otrok Erazm’, and ‘Pepel'naia Sreda’. For reasons which will be explained in due
course, all page and line references to ‘Zenitsa-deva’ will be based on this version,
rather than on the text published by Neimanis. Page references to ‘Otrok Erazm’,
however, are taken from the Neimanis version (I, 463-74), but without the volume
number.

2. Hagiography has been defined as an account in either verse or prose which describes
the lives, deaths, or miracles of saints. For a discussion of the genre which stresses its
diversity, see Alexandra Hennessey Olsen, ‘“De Historiis Sanctorum”: A Generic
Study of Hagiography’, Genre, 13 (1980), 407-29 (p. 424).

3. For the dual objectives of hagiography, the first devotional (to honour the saint), and
the second instructive (to explain to the hearer or reader the significance for Christian
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truth of the saint and his or her life), see Alison Goddard Elliott, Roads to Paradise:
Reading the Lives of the Early Saints (Hanover, NH: University Press of New England,
1987), p. 3.

Rolanc? Barthes, The Pleasure of the Text, trans. by Richard Miller (Oxford: Blackwell,
1990), p. 14.

For a discussion of this story within the context of the demonic tradition, see my own
‘Playing Devil’s Advocate: Paradox and Parody in Zamiatin’s “Ash Wednesday”’, in
Russian Literature and its Demons, ed. by Pamela Davidson (New York: Berghahn),
1999, pp. 441-72.

Rabelais and His World, trans. by Héléne Iswolsky (Bloomington: Indiana University
Press, 1984), pp. 13-15.

For further discussion, see Ziolkowski, Hagiography and Modern Russian Literature, pp.
3-33.

Leskov’s reworking of the legends in the Greek Synaxarion have been discussed in
terms of their ‘unmarked’ (nichtmarkierten) and ‘meutral’ (neutralen) prose. See Horst
Lampl, ‘Altrussisch-kirchenslawische Stilisierung bei Remizov und Zamjatin’, in
Wiener slavistisches Jahrbuch, 21 (1975), 13145 (p. 132).

See ibid., pp. 131-41; and M. V. Koz'menko, ““Limonar”” kak opyt rekonstruktsii
russkoi narodnoi very’, in Aleksei Remizov: Issledovaniia i materialy, ed. by A. M.
Gracheva (St Petersburg: 1zdatel stvo ‘Dmitrii Bulanin’, 1994), pp. 26-32.

Slobin, pp. 34-35.

For a detailed discussion of the history of Obezvelvolpal, see S. S. Grechishkin,
‘Arkhiv Remizova’, in Ezhegodnik rukopisnogo otdela Pushkinskogo Doma na 1975 god,
ed. by M. P. Alekseev and others (Leningrad: Nauka, 1977), pp. 20—44. ‘Tulumbas’
was first published in 1919 in the first issue of Zapiski mechtatelei. See Bibliographie des
oeuvres de Alexis Remizov, p. 134. Three further texts — ‘Kaftan Petra Velikogo’,
‘Obezvelvolpal’, and ‘Manifest’ — are also linked to the establishment of the anarchic
society, but were published alongside ‘Tulumbas’ for the first time only in 1922. See
Aleksei Remizov, AKHRU: Povest” Peterburgskaia (Berlin: Grzhebin, 1922), pp. 4849,
49-50, & 50-51, respectively. For the citation in question, see ‘Manifest’, in ibid., p. 50.
It is not known when exactly Zamiatin was co-opted into the Order, but Remizov first
mentions his title in connection with a series of arrests made by the Cheka in
February 1919 of artistic figures believed to be sympathetic to the Left SRs. See
Aleksei Remizov, Vzvikhrennaia Rus” (Paris: Tair, 1927; repr. Moscow: Sovetskii
pisatel’, 1991), p. 377. For further information about this incident generally, see Shane,
p- 17. Zamiatin’s ‘Tulumbas’ was first published in 1922 in issue no. 2-3 of Zapiski
mechtatelei (PZ, 54).

Bibliographie des oeuvres de Alexis Remizov, p. 53. Zamiatin’s editorial activities after the
Revolution are outlined in Shane, p. 41. For further discussion of censorship attitudes
towards Afanas’ev’s folk tales at this time, see B. Uspenskii, ‘“Zavetnye skazki” A. N.
Afanas’eva’, in Anti-mir russkoi kul tury, ed. by N. Bogomolov (Moscow: Ladomir,
1996), pp. 143-64 (pp. 144-45).

Dmitrii compiled his Reading Menaea from 1685 to 1705 on the basis of two sources:
the Vitae Sanctorum Orientis et Occidentis, a Latin adaptation of the Greek versions of
the Lives as undertaken by Simeon Metaphrastes; and the Acta Sanctorum, which
were compiled by the Bollandists, a society of Jesuit scholars who pioneered the
‘systematic critical’ and scientific approach to the legends of the saints, and whose
aesthetic inclinations were profoundly hostile to all unverifiable facts, especially
miracles. See Georges Florovsky, Puti russkogo bogosloviia, 2nd edn (Paris: YMCA,
1981), pp. 54-55.

‘Stylization functions principally on the basis of its “quality of being different”,
against the background of an expected contemporary linguistic norm (which at the
turn of the century can be equated with the traditional narrative language of
Realism).” My translation from the German. See Lampl], p. 131.

‘Leskov i literaturnoe narodnichestvo’, p. 12.
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It has been suggested, for example, that the legends of the saints are essentially
spiritual fables intended to delight the simple-minded and fill them with awe and
reverence. See Olsen, p. 409.

Ziolkowski, p. 23.

Anna Gildner, ‘Stylizacje na gatunki staroruskie v twoérczosci Eugeniusza Zamiatina’,
Slavia Orientalis, 37 (1988), 103-09; Ekaterina Rogachevskaia, ‘Zamyatin’s Yyneca and
the Medieval Russian Tradition: Certain Aspects’, Essays in Poetics, 21 (1996), 79-92;
and Andrei Lebedev, ““Sviatoi grekh” Zenitsy Devy, ili chto mog chitat” inok Erazm’,
in Novoe o Zamiatine, pp. 36-55.

‘Pis’ma E. I. Zamiatina A. M. Remizovu’, p. 178.

Two of the draft versions (IMLI, opis” 1, ed. khr. 59, p. 4; & ed. khr. 60, p. 4) give s
terpeniem dobliim. The phrase doblee terpenie (underlined) also appears in a list of
phrases and expressions which Zamiatin noted down on the reverse side of the final
paragraph of draft variant 59. These phrases, many of which can be found in the text
itself, suggest that as part of his preparations for writing the story Zamiatin read
examples of medieval literature and simply noted down those words or sentences
which he found potentially useful. See IMLI, opis” 1, ed. khr. 59, p. 5.

Driachenko (97) cites Psalms 31. 9 here as an example of archaic usage: ‘Uzdoiu
cheliusti ikh vostiagneshi’ (Authorized Version: ‘Be ye not as the horse or as the mule,
which have no understanding: whose trappings must be bit and bridle to hold them in’).
My emphasis.

‘O iazyke’, as published in ‘Tekhnika khudozhestvennoi prozy’, p. 81.

‘ Akafist preblagoslovennoi vladychitse’, p. 190.

Lukavyi and khitryi are frequently cited as archaic equivalents for pestryi (Srez., II,
1778). It is worth drawing attention to the fact that the example given here by
Sreznevskii — ‘He npenbluaii MeHe ko3bHH nectpbix cinoBec’ — matches exactly the
phrase used by Zamiatin in ‘Zenitsa-deva’.

Julia Alissandratos, Medieval Slavic and Patristic Eulogies (Florence: Sansoni, 1982), pp.
1-3.

V. O. Kliuchevskii, Drevnerusskie Zhitiia Sviatykh kak istoricheskii istochnik (Moscow:
Tipografiia Gracheva, 1871; repr. Farnborough, England: Greg International, 1969),
pp. 110-12.

Alissandratos, p. 90.

Ibid., p. 89.

Norman W. Ingham, ‘The Limits of Secular Biography in Medieval Slavic Literature,
Particularly Old Russian’, in American Contributions to the Sixth International Congress
of Slavists, Prague, 1968, August 7-13: Vol. II: Literary Contributions, ed. by William E.
Harkins, Slavistic Printings and Reprintings Series, 81 (The Hague: Mouton, 1968),
pp- 181-99 (pp. 189-90).

Each contains in the opening paragraph a statement from this author: ‘A3 xe, MuHX
HEJOCTOHHBIH, YBHAETL CrOAOOWICA TaliHy CHIO NpEYyAHYIO, M €IUE NOCTHr, HamMcaTh’
(IMLI, opis” 1, ed. khr. 58, p. 1); and in the later draft: ‘A3 xe, MHHX HeaOCTOMHbIH,
YBHIETb CTIOAOGHICS NpeuyaHYIO TaliHy CHIO, U TO, 4yTo noctur, 3anucats’ (IMLI, opis” 1,
ed. khr. 60, p. 1). There is also an unfinished fragment, attached to item number 59,
which actually names this monk: ‘A3 e, ['ne6 HeaOCTOMHBIH, CNOAOGHICA HANKCATbL BCE
o, uto noctur’ (IMLI, opis” 1, ed. khr. 59, p. 10).

For a discussion of the passio in terms of its narrative structure and topoi, see Elliot,
pp. 16-17.

‘Zhitie sviatykh i pravednykh bogootets laokima i Anny’, in Zhitiia Sviatykh na
russkom iazyke izlozhennye po rukovodstvu Chet ikh-minei sv. Dimitriia Rostovskogo s
dopolneniiami iz Prologa, 12 vols (Moscow: Sinodal naia tipografiia, 1903-11), 1 (1903),
185-92 (p. 191). For examples of the virgin-martyrs whose name is accompanied by
the epithet deva, see Evfrasiia deva (f.d. 19 January); Favsta deva (f.d. 6 February);
deva Dorofeia (f.d. 6 February); Glikeriia deva (f.d. 13 May); Feodora deva (f.d. 27
May); Feodosiia deva (f.d. 29 May); Fevroniia deva (f.d. 25 June); and Sira deva (f.d.
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24 August). Brief accounts of their Lives are given in ZSV, 49, 88, 252-53, 277, 281-82,
338, & 470-71, respectively.

For a brief summary of the Life of St Agatha, see The Golden Legend of Jacobus de
Voragine, pp. 157-61. Agatha is often depicted in art carrying her breasts on a dish
(the resemblance of the shape of breasts to bells led to her adoption as a patron saint
of bell-founders). See The Penguin Dictionary of Saints, ed. by Donald Attwater, 2nd
edn (London: Penguin, 1983), p. 32. For a general discussion of breast-mutilation as a
topos in the passiones, see Thomas J. Heffernan, Sacred Biography: Saints and Their
Biographers in the Middle Ages (New York: Oxford University Press 1988), p. 283. It
may be worth noting that the reworking of this topos had also appeared in the work of
the post-Symbolist poet Sergei Gorodetskii. See his ‘Mucheniia sv. Iustiny’ (1912), in
Sergei Gorodetskii, Stikhi (Moscow: Gosudarstvennoe izdatel stvo khudozhestvennoi
literatury, 1964), pp. 124-25.

The Golden Legend of Jacobus de Voragine, p. 159.

Norman W. Ingham, ‘Genre Characteristics of the Kievan Lives of Princes in Slavic
and European Perspective’, in American Contributions to the Ninth International
Congress of Slavists, Kiev, September 1983: Vol. II: Literature, Poetics, History, ed. by Paul
Debreczeny (Columbus, OH: Slavica, 1983), pp. 223-37.

‘Slovo o zhitii i o prestavlenii velikogo kniazia Dmitriia Ivanovicha, Tsaria russkogo’,
in Pamiatniki literatury drevnei rusi: XIV — seredina XV veka (Moscow: Gosudar-
stvennoe izdatel stvo khudozhestvennoi literatury, 1981), pp. 208-29 (p. 208).

This was a standard litmus test of saintliness in the Orthodox Church, and the
ritual of relic inspection (otkrytie moshchei) continued well into the early twentieth
century. Interestingly, Zamiatin himself mentions the ritual in a letter to his wife
dated 28 July/11 August 1914 in which he refers to the bell-ringing in his home town
which accompanied the opening of the grave of Archbishop Pitirim of Tambov
(RN, 1, 180-81 (p. 180)). This was presumably the initial stage in a planned process of
canonization.

For further information and discussion, see A. Trofimov, Sviatye zheny Rusi (Moscow:
Entsiklopediia russkikh dereven’, 1993).

See George Vernadsky and Michael Karpovich, A History of Russia (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1943), pp. 119-20. The note in question — ‘EpmaHapux 3aBoeBain
CeBepsH, MONAH, APeBRisH, paauMuueii, BiTHueil’ — appears on the reverse side of an
unfinished introduction to the story which is attached to the draft version preserved
in item 59 (IMLI, opis” 1, ed. khr. 59, p. 10).

Zamiatin’s misspelling of the adjective ‘Radimichian’ — twice in the text he refers to
the tribe as ‘Rodimichian’ (rodimichskii (528, line 17; & 529, line 14)) — must be
deliberate (the previous note demonstrates that he knew the correct spelling). Because
the Radimichians were essentially a Polish tribe (PVL, 10), he may have done this in
order to establish a means of identification for the modern Russian reader with the
idea of the homeland (rodina) and kinship (rodnoi).

‘Zhizn’ i dejaniia blazhennogo Simeona Stolpnika’, in Vizantiiskie legendy, pp. 25-36
(p-29).

See Luke 7. 41-50. The parable of the two moneylenders is also discussed in Lebedev,
pp- 48-49.

‘Liubov” pokryvaet mnozhestvo grekhoV.” See ‘Prekrasnaia Aza’, in Leskov, Sobranie
sochinenii, VIII (1958), 291-302 (p. 291).

Lebedev, p. 53.

Julia Kristeva, Visions capitales (Paris: Réunion des Musées nationaux, 1998), pp. 84-85.
Aleksandr Serov’s Iudif’, an opera in five acts, was one of a number of works
performed by the Moscow Private Opera as part of the huge nationalist revival at the
turn of the century. The sets were designed by Valentin Serov, and the premiére of
the balletic production took place in St Petersburg’s Mariinskii Theatre on 13/26
November 1912. See Lynn Garafola, Diagilev's Ballets Russes (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1989), pp. 15-16, & 389. The revived opera, with Fedor Shaliapin in
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the lead, was still being performed during the first and second decades of the
twentieth century. The fiftieth anniversary was celebrated by Valentin Serov in a
short article for the Kadet newspaper Rech’ on 19 January/1 February 1914, and
performances were still being staged as late as 1916. See Letopis” zhizni i tvorchestva F.
I Shaliapina, ed. by Iu. Kotliarov and V. Garmash, 2 vols, 2nd edn (Leningrad:
Muzyka, 1989), 1, 75, 94, 95, 113, & 116. For the text of Gumilev’s ‘Iudif”, see Nikolai
Gumilev, Sobranie sochinenii, ed. by G. P. Struve and B. A. Filippov (Washington:
Kamkin, 1962-), 1(1962), 227-28. It is perhaps also worth mentioning D. W. Griffith’s
first full-length feature film, Judith of Bethulia, which was released in 1913. Although
this film never reached Russia, Zamiatin may have seen it in Berlin during his trip to
Germany in April 1914. For further details, see William Rothman, The “I” of the
Camera (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), pp. 18-30.

Judith, introduction and commentary by Carey A. Moore, Anchor Bible series, 40
(New York: Doubleday, 1985), pp. 62 & 65.

Kristeva, p. 85. Freud’s discussion of the apocryphal tale arises in the context of his
interest in Friedrich Hebbel’s Judith, a dramatic version of the Old Testament subject
first staged in 1840. See ‘The Taboo of Virginity’ (1918), in Sigmund Freud, Standard
Edition, trans. and under the general editorship of James Strachey, 24 vols (London:
The Hogarth Press, 1953-74), X1 (1957), 191-208 (pp. 207-08).

The announcement had apparently been made in the very first issue of Otechestvo on
2/15 November 1914. Despite the fact that no works of Zamiatin’s ever appeared in
the journal, the editors continued to announce his future participation in the issues
which came out in the latter part of 1914 and the opening months of 1915. See RN, I,
182 (note 1).

‘Otvet A. V. Lunacharskomy’, in Zamiatin, Ia boius”, pp. 23940 (p. 240).

For a detailed discussion of this literature, and in particular the attitude of Symbolist
writers and poets to the war, see Ben Hellman, The Poets of Hope and Despair: The
Russian Symbolists in War and Revolution (1914-1918) (Helsinki: Institute for Russian
and East European Studies, 1995).

See Hellman, pp. 27-190 (esp. pp. 67, 73, 77, 84-102, 111-18, 132-38, & 184-90).

Za sviatuiu Rus” (St Petersburg: Otechestvo, 1915), pp. 4345, & 53, respectively.
‘Nikolin zavet’ and ‘Za Russkuiu zemliu’, in Ukrepa: Slovo k russkoi zemle o zemle
rodnoi, tainostiakh zemnykh i sud be (Petrograd: Tipografiia Sirius, 1916), pp. 12-13, &
35-37 respectively.

Ibid., p. 13.

Lamp], p. 140.

The following account of these events is based on the information given in Joseph T.
Fuhrmann, Rasputin: A Life (New York: Praeger, 1990), pp. 128-39.

Ibid., p. 131.

The political importance of canonization as an instrument of domestic policy in
Russia before the war, in particular the importance of Serafim of Sarov’s canonization
in 1903, is discussed in Robert L. Nichols, ‘The Friends of God: Nicholas II and
Alexandra at the Canonization of Serafim of Sarov, July 1903, in Religious and Secular
Forces in Late Tsarist Russia, ed. by Charles E. Timberlake (Seattle: University of
Washington Press, 1992), pp. 206-29.

For a detailed discussion of the background to this episode, see the chapter entitled
‘Tsaritsa — “Nemka"’, in S. P. Mel'gunov, Legenda o separatnom mire (Paris: [n. pub.],
1957), pp. 81-95.

The historian W. Bruce Lincoln, while dismissing these rumours as false, nevertheless
confirms their widespread popularity. As he writes: ‘Almost three-quarters of a
century has now passed since the Great War’s first winter, and not a shred of
evidence has ever been found to implicate the Empress Aleksandra in any plot
against her adopted homeland. That Russians high and low believed she had done so
was a tragedy made all the more profound because it was partly of her own making.’
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See W. Bruce Lincoln, Passage Through Armageddon: The Russians in War and Revolution
(New York: Simon & Schuster, 1986), p. 97.

Fuhrmann, p. 110.

An article entitled ‘Opiat” Rasputin’ appeared on 17/30 August 1915 in Suvorin’s
right-wing Vechernoe vremia: the monk was here accused of enjoying the patronage of
the ‘German party’, and of having conducted propaganda in favour of a peace treaty.
Birzhevye vedomosti reported rumours about the impending resignation of Interior
Minister S. D. Sazonov and his replacement by I. L. Goremykin in October 1915. See
Mel’gunov, p. 82.

Fuhrmann, p. 138.

Princess Anna Kashinskaia (f.d. 12 July and 2 October) died in 1368. Her relics were
inspected in 1649 and later believed to have been responsible for a number of
miracles, including the saving of the town of Kashin from the plague in the
eighteenth century and the Napoleonic invasion in 1812. After a lengthy campaign on
the part of the townspeople, the authorities finally agreed to her canonization in July
1908. This ceremony attracted more than one hundred thousand pilgrims (the
population of the town itself was only eight thousand people). It was attended by the
sister of the Tsarina, Elizaveta Fedorovna, and it is worth noting that a temple
dedicated to Anna’s memory was erected on Sampson ‘evskii Prospekt in the Vyborg
district of St Petersburg in 1910. See Trofimov, pp. 77-92 (pp. 84-88).

Bruce Lincoln, p. 28.

For a fuller account of this episode, see Fuhrmann, pp. 19-20. A slightly different
version, but one which nevertheless confirms the bizarre circumstances surrounding
the event, is given in The Fall of the Romanoffs, a scandal-mongering account of the fall
of the Imperial Family published anonymously in 1918. According to the author,
believed to have been a well-connected aristocrat on the fringes of the court, the
French doctor insinuated to the Empress under hypnosis that she would shortly
conceive an infant of the male sex. A short while later the Empress felt herself to be
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Fuhrmann, p. 117.

Zamiatin, O tom, kak istselen byl otrok Erazm, with illustrations by Boris Kustodiev
(Berlin: Petropolis, 1922; repr. Moscow: Kniga, 1989).

Mark Le Fanu, The Cinema of Andrei Tarkovsky (London: BF1, 1987), p. 34n.

In particular, see the views of Anatolii Lunacharskii, the Minister of Enlightenment,
as cited in Catriona Kelly, The Russian Carnival Puppet Theatre (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1990), p. 185.
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The foreword to ‘Zhitie Blokhi’ states that the text is intended only for a ‘small group
of friends’ (11, 507); and ‘Kratkaia istoriia’, according to Troitskii, was also written for
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