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The destruction of accepted forms and clichés has always been a main 
feature of literary evolution. In contemporary Russia, the use of this artistic 
device has reached an astonishing degree, even within the context of a 
national literature in which it is customary to slap the face of public taste. 
Looking at the works of certain contemporary authors, one may even speak 
of an attack on the reader’s horizon of expectations through the use of 
aesthetic shock. The beginning of Jurij Mamleev’s novel Sμatuny is typical of 
this phenomenon. At the very outset, a murder occurs. The protagonist 
Fedor Sonnov kills the first man he meets: 

 
– Net li zakurit´? – ugrümo sprosil on u parnä. 
Tot, s veseloj o ivlennoj mordoçkoj, po‚aril v kar-
manax, kak v sobstvennom çlene.  
I v qtot moment Fedor, sudoro no kräknuv, kak budto 
oprokidyvaä v sebä stakan vodki, vsadil v ivot parnä 
ogromnyj kuxonnyj no . Takim no om obyçno ubivaüt 
krupnoe krovänoe ivotnoe.  
Pri av parnä k derevu, Fedor po‚uroval u nego v ivote 
no om, kak budto xotel najti i ubit´ tam ewe çto-to 

ivoe, no neizvestnoe. (1993a, 8 f.) 
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The device of aesthetic shock is pivotal to the poetics of a whole group 
of contemporary Russian writers, who are grappling with the legacy of 
Soviet past. In this paper, I will analyse works by Viktor Erofeev, Jurij 
Mamleev, Sas¬a Sokolov and Vladimir Sorokin, that employ the poetics of 
monstrosity. Monstrosity can be defined as a radical (or – to use a medical 
metaphor – pathological) deviation from culturally established norms. In 
literature, monstrosity is then artistically realized as aesthetic shock. In this 
sense, monstrosity will probably be pointed out in future histories of 
literature as one of the chief characteristics of Russian writing at the end of 
the 20th century.  

There already exists a simple explanation for this phenomenon: Writers 
are compensating for a long period of officially decreed rectitude by freeing 
themselves from the narrow role of "engineers of the human soul". 
However, the widespread use of aesthetic shock is more than an infantile act 
of defiance in reaction to the collective trauma of totalitarian Soviet culture. 
The phenomenon of monstrosity in contemporary Russian literature should 
rather be seen as an explication of the semiotics of Stalinist culture (Lekuch 
1992). This connection has been emphasized in recent studies. 1  For 
example, Georgy Gachev (1995: 119) points out the importance of the 
"Rustam complex" (the father kills the son) in the Russian context and 
explains thus the Soviet inclination towards gerontocracy. Mikhail Epstein 
(1995: 180) interprets the ideological core of Marxism-Leninism as the 
incestous wish to rape Mother Nature (in Russian, all the positive values are 
feminine: "materija", "real’nost’", "priroda", "istina").  

One may say that late Stalinist culture lays bare the monstrous 
dimension of its own premises. For example, the abolition of the 
immortality of the soul led to attempts to make the human body immortal. 
Celebrities like M. Gor’kij, K. Zetkin, V. Kujbys¬ev and M. Sμaginjan 
underwent a treatment called "omoloz¬enie", whereby the body was smeared 
with the urine of pregnant women in order to renew youthful- 
ness (Zolotonosov 1991). Monstrosity is also evident as an un- 
conscious substratum of the most popular Soviet heroic tales. Indeed 
monstrous is, for example, Boris Polevoj’s "Povest’ o nastojas¬c¬em 
c¬eloveke" – a book that appeared in 1946 and had reached by 1954 a print 
run of 2.5 million. It describes the story of a pilot who looses both legs,  
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learns how to dance on his protheses and begins to fly again (Smirnov 1993: 
304). 

"Flowers of evil" is the title that was given by Viktor Erofeev (b. 1947) 
to an anthology of Russian contemporary prose (1995). The revival in 
Russia of Baudelaire’s famous formula is significant: Literature in the 
aftermath of totalitarian culture can uncover the aesthetic possibilities that 
lurk in the collective psychopathology. However, for both Baudelaire and 
his Russian successors, the term "evil" does not imply a moral judgement. It 
rather plays with the reader’s traditional perspective which tends to confuse 
aesthetics with ethics. The naive equation "monstrosity" = "evil" can make 
the reception of such literature impossible, as occurred for instance when 
Kharkov typesetters refused to work on a manuscript by Vladimir Sorokin 
(Vajl’/Genis 1992: 139, Vajl’ 1995: 4).  

The purpose of this paper is not only to point out the genuine aesthetic 
value of literature of the monstrous but also to show the variety of artistic 
uses of monstrosity found in Russian contemporary writing.  

Viktor Erofeev’s "Zμizn’ s idiotom" is rife with aesthetic shocks (Porter 
1994: 138-162). This story features a whole series of monstrosities: A 
married couple adopts a mentally handicapped person. The menage à trois 
turns slowly into hell as the idiot tyrannizes his foster-parents. He defecates 
and masturbates in front of them, rapes wife and husband successively, and 
finally decapitates the wife with hedge-shears, – a scene that triggers an 
orgasm in the husband. Contrary to the impression that this short summary 
might give, Erofeev’s story is not merely pulp fiction – in fact, the composer 
Alfred Schnittke chose this work as the libretto for an opera. The artistic 
dignity of "Zμizn’ s idiotom" lies in the myth-making power of the text – the 
story uncovers the mythical substratum of Soviet everyday life.2 It adresses 
a fundamental aspect of Russian experience in the 20th century – namely, 
the failed domestication of a crazy tyrant and the monstrosity of life with an 
unscrupulous ruler. In his horrifying parable, Erofeev depicts two ways in 
which a person who lives with an idiot becomes an idiot himself: First, 
through the sexualization of power and second – as the flipside of the same 
phenomenon – through self-infantilization. Both reactions parallel the 
behavior of a large part of the Soviet population towards the regime: The 
desexualization of private life directs a considerable amount of libido 
towards the political leader.3 The self-esteem of the individual decreases in 
the degree to which the power of the father figure increases. "Life with the 
idiot" turns into a tyranny of unquestioned harmony. The narrator describes 
the relationship with his feeble-minded and cruel oppressor Vova in terms 
of an infantile pastoral: 
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My ili s Vovoj v soglasii, ne nosti i nege, darä drug 
drugu skromnye podarki: konfety, raznocvetnye ‚ary, 
cvety i apel´siny, i lobzan´ä, – kak syn ivet s otcom, 
kogda oni - poqty bo ´ej milost´ü i volej, i v mire ne 
bylo lüdej sçastlivej nas. (1991: 23) 
 
The conjunction of the brutality of the oppressor and the self-disenfran-

chisement of the oppressed proves to be fatal: Erofeev’s illusory paradise 
ends for all figures in madness. 

Unlike Erofeev, Jurij Mamleev (b. 1931) does not aim at a symbolic 
reproduction of a certain political or social situation. The dismemberment of 
the human body as an exciting spectacle is a key theme in his work. Here, 
heads are cut off, corpses are sawed into pieces, limbs are torn off. 
Monstrous motifs provide a point of departure for the development of a 
highly idiosyncratic philosophy in the metaphysical tradition of 
Dostoevskij.4. Mamleev expands the Soviet experience to a universal model 
of the world. The story "Golos iz nic¬to" has pivotal significance for 
Mamleev’s system. Human existence is presented as the intersection of two 
contrary cosmic movements: On the one hand God, tired of his self-
sufficiency, has decided to commit suicide and is descending precipitously 
towards nothingness. On the other hand all creatures are striving towards a 
higher level of being. There is no place for harmony in this conception; that 
which is pathological is normal. In an article entitled "Mez¬du bezumiem i 
magiej" Mamleev explains this paradox: 

 
Ewe podpol´nyj çelovek Dostoevskogo govoril, a ne 
poslat´ li nam vsü qtu garmoniü ... kuda-nibud´ podal´‚e 
(imeä, veroätno, v vidu mirovuü garmoniü voobwe, a ne 
tol´ko social´nuü). Paradoks, odnako, zaklüçaetsä v tom, 
çto mir (i vse ego utopiçeskie varianty) daleko ne tak 
garmoniçen, kak ka etsä, tak çto, sobstvenno, net priçin 
çto-libo posylat´ podal´‚e (ne ottogo li tak ograniçeny, 
ne dovedeny do konca vse teodicei). Tajna zla, tajna 
"dizgarmonii" absolütno nerazre‚ima, na moj vzgläd, na 
urovne religioznoj konvencional´nosti, na urovne morali 
i çeloveçeskogo uma voobwe. (1987: 181)  
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Mamleev nevertheless tried to provide a philosophical solution for the 
problem of human existence. In his essay "Sud’ba bytija," which was mainly 
written in the 1960’s, Mamleev sketches out a metaphysics of the "I" 
("Metafizika Ja"). Drawing from Indian philosophy, Mamleev does not 
recognize the reality of the world. The "I" contains within itself the only 
true reality. However, since the "I," as a human being, is part of the world, 
the "I" cannot be real. Mamleev sees the fundamental task of every human 
being as the "realization of God" ("Bogorealizacija"). Man has to transform 
himself into what he really is: God. Since a human being is actually not a 
human being, but God in a human cloak, the realization of God means the 
destruction of every human aspect of man’s existence: 

 
Process uniçto eniä qtoj oboloçki (vklüçaä telo, psixi-
ku, um, etc) i oto destvleniä sebä s Bogom (putem znanij i 
metafiziçeskoj praktiki), t.e. so svoim sobstvennym is–
tinnym (a ne lo nym) Ä nazyvaetsä Bogorealizaciej ili 
Osvobo deniem (t.e. osvobo deniem ot vsex ograniçenij, 
sväzannyx s lübym fenomenal´nym mirom). Ponätno, çto 
qtot opyt ne imeet niçego obwego s religioznym, kotoryj 
osnovan na doktrine dualizma me du Bogom i "sotvoren-
nym mirom" i kotoryj kasaetsä li‚´ tak nazyvaemogo 
"spaseniä du‚i". (1993b: 72, see also Ogurcov 1992: 79) 
 
Since the true meaning of human existence lies in self-realization as 

God, Mamleev has to invert Descartes’ famous sentence "I think, therefore I 
am". Thinking belongs to the human sphere of existence and hinders the 
realization of God. Mamleev puts his formula in a provocative negation: 

 
"Ä ne myslü, sledovatel´no, ä su‚estvuü". […] "Ne dumat´" 
i v to e vremä "byt´" – znaçit proävit´ vys‚uü 
aktivnost´ transcendentnogo Bezmolviä, znaçit "pere-

ivat´" ne cep´ myslej, a çistuü osnovu myslitel´noj 
real´nosti, osvobo dennoj ot differencirovannyx mys-
lej. V koneçnom itoge – qto znaçit realizovat´ Veçnyj 
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Istoçnik samogo my‚leniä i proniknut´ v Bo estvennoe 
Niçto, kotoroe ravnosil´no polnoj potencial´nosti Vsego 
Suwestvuüwego. (1993b: 81) 
 
Up to this point, Mamleev’s philosophical system is still not very 

original. Although Mamleev never mentions Schopenhauer, the similarity of 
their concepts is obvious.5 The uniqueness of Mamleev’s philosophy lies in 
the construction of a "Final Doctrine". He delineates a non-entity that lies 
beyond God: 

 
Itak, Poslednää doktrina – qto "uçenie" o tom, çego net, o 
tom, çto le it po tu storonu Boga, Absolüta, o tom, çto 
transcendentno po otno‚eniü k Bogu, k Real´nosti i k 
vys‚emu Ä. Qto "uçenie" o tom, çto Bog ävläetsä vsego 
li‚´ "telom" istinno transcendentnogo (govorä metodom 
analogii), a ne suwnost´ü Transcendentnogo; poslednee 
ävläetsä kak by istinnoj T´moj, istinnym Okeanom, 
kotoryj "okru aet" Real´nost´ ... (1993b: 92) 
 
The conception of a Final Doctrine provides a clue to the absurdity of 

Mamleev’s fictional world, which is deprived of any inherent sense. 
Darkness overwhelms human existence and becomes the motive force of a 
postmodern anti-hermeneutics: 

 
Zdes´ e niçego ne skryvaetsä za mirom, za "vewami" – ibo 
real´noe, da e otnositel´no real´noe, ne mo et byt´ sim-
volom togo, çego net, no naoborot, nevyrazimaä mow´ 
Trans-T´my, Trans-Bezdny brosaet svoü "ten´" na voplo-
wennyj mir, "prevrawaä" ego v svoj antianalog, anti-
simvol, vstupaä s nym v absurdistski-paradoksal´nye 
otno‚eniä. (1993b: 95) 
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One of Mamleev’s protagonists, the serial murderer Fedor Sonnov from 
the novel Sμatuny, wanders around helplessly in this world of ubiquitous 
"anti-sense". By following his instincts, he does the right thing, in terms of 
Mamleev’s framework: He kills people in order to speak with their true 
personalities. Sonnov is thus not the monster he appears to be, but the 
prototype of a metaphysically seeking human being. Mamleev explained his 
device in a recent interview: 

 
Moi geroi vysodät v neizvestnoe, v inye, zapredel´nye 
sfery, i, kak ä u e govoril odna dy, oni prosto lüdi, 
zadav‚ie sebe voprosy, na kotorye razum ne v sostoänii 
otvetit´. Ä vsegda podçerkival, çto mnogie moi geroi 
ka utsä monstrami tol´ko potomu, çto oni pere‚li 
granicu vozmo nogo, oni nositeli tajnyx, neizvestnyx 
sil, kotorye xranätsä – nepoznannye – v glubine ka dogo 
iz nas. (Lavrova 1994: 3) 
 
Mamleev’s obsession with death now acquires a specific metaphysical 

sense. Death marks exactly the border of the possible. Someone who crosses 
this border takes a step towards the realization of his own Godness, but on 
the other hand moves away from the ultimate entity of non-being, the Abyss. 
The fatal mechanics of Mamleev’s cosmic model do not provide a 
deliverance in death. Spirit and body flee from one another, while at the 
same time experiencing a mutual attraction. Mamleev describes the 
perversity of this situation in a series of grotesque fantasies: A dead man 
copulates in desperate lust with his own corpse ("Nebo nad adom"), a girl 
who hanged herself longs for the drowning of her own head ("Utopi moju 
golovu"), a dead father haunts his family as a vampire ("Iznanka Gogena"). 
In Mamleev’s model, death can be repeated endlessly (Smirnov 1991: 206). 
The "black abyss" exerts an eery fascination on the artist more than on 
anyone else. In the article cited above, Mamleev defines the role of the artist: 
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Est´ "Mag", to est´ tot, kto vladeet nevidimoj real´-
nost´ü, i est´ "Bezumec", to est´ tot, kem nevidimaä 
real´nost´ vladeet. Poqt zanimaet srednee polo enie 
me du magom i sumas‚ed‚im (kak vidno, qto evropejskoe 
opredelenie znaçitel´no otliçaetsä ot induistskogo). Est´ 
i drugaä vozmo nost´ opredelit´ situaciü poqta putem 
voprosa: kto on - "mag", nadev‚ij masku sumas‚ed‚ego, ili 
"bezumec", nadev‚ij masku "maga"? Inym kazalsä bolee 
istinnym vtoroj variant: maska "Gospodina" mo et byt´ 
sorvana, i poqt vtajne xoçet qtogo, çtoby velikie temnye 
volny Neizvestnogo navsegda zatopili ego soznanie. Tak 
bylo s Gel´derlinom. Tak poçti sluçilos´ s Blokom. 
Govorät, çto poqtu bli e "çernyj veter" Neizvestnogo, 
Çernyj Veter Bezdny, çem poza pobeditelä nad nevidimoj 

real´nost´ü. (1987: 179)6 
 
Thus, it is the unstable position of the artist at the edge of the abyss that 

makes him sensitive to the truth of the "invisible reality". His task lies not in 
resolving cosmic disharmony but in its symbolic description. In the preface 
to one of the first volumes of his stories to appear in Russia (1991), 
Mamleev writes: 

 
Moej sverxzadaçej v tvorçestve bylo raskrytie tex 
vnutrennix bezdn, kotorye taätsä v du‚e çeloveçeka. 
Çelovek (v tak nazyvaemoj "obydennoj" izni) mo et ne 
zameçat´ ix, no oni rano ili pozdno proävläütsä – i v ego 
povedenii, i v ego duxovnoj izni, i v ego "podso-
znatel´nyx" straxax i nade dax. (1991: 3) 
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The different layers of Mamleev’s cosmological model are like pieces of 
a puzzle which do not fit together. Absurdities occur on every level: Human 
beings exist, but they are not real. God is the highest reality, but he is not a 
happy God. The Trans-Abyss is the final goal of the cosmologic process, but 
it cannot be reached because it allows for neither reality nor sense. Mankind 
strives towards a God, who at the same time seeks his own destruction. It is 
not, therefore, the absence or death of God that is the reason for Mamleev’s 
metaphysical pessimism, but the fact that God’s self-annihilation can never 
completed, since his own creation moves in the opposite direction.  

Viktor Erofeev and Jurij Mamleev continue – at least stylistically – the 
tradition of Russian realism. The provocative element of their texts lies in 
the bold depiction of taboo themes. Contemporary Russian literature also 
features texts that are provocative not only in their subject matter but also in 
their radically new form. Sas¬a Sokolov (b. 1943)7 and Vladimir Sorokin (b. 
1955) are the most important among the Russian avant-garde writers who 
shock the reader by combining monstrous fabulae with extraordinary textual 
practices. With his novel Palisandrija (1985) Sokolov tried to write a 
universal parody (Glad 1993: 182) – not only of Nabokov’s scandalous 
Lolita (1955), and its numerous imitations, but also of the unofficial culture 
of writing in Soviet Russia (Johnson 1986: 399). Sokolov’s protagonist 
Palisandr Dal’berg travels through a loosely coherent plot which is but the 
setting for various grotesque situations. Sokolov’s novel is saturated with 
sexual imagery at odds with its prudish language. Incest, rape and 
necrophilia are themes that occur throughout the text, although the sexual 
references are never made explicit. Sokolov’s circumspect euphemisms are 
the exact opposite of the naming of sexual taboos that is so often the subject 
of adolescent pleasure. The female genitalia are, for example, referred to as 
"lap, her circumstances, underwater grotto, labyrinth [lono, ee 
obstojatel’stva, podvodnyj grot, labirint]".(Matich 1986: 422). Sokolov 
combines in his novel the depiction of sexual violence with the theme of 
political oppression. This kind of brutality is also formulated linguistically 
in a circumspect way: The official terror machinery is called the "secret 
organization of guards", Brez¬nev fulfills the role of a "watchman of order", 
Andropov is given his due as "general protector". However, one should not 
look for a political statement in Sokolov’s use of historical figures. In an 
interview conducted by Viktor Erofeev, Sokolov maintained that literature 
is an autonomous field: 

 
Literatura - dlä menä – igra, ne v obydennom smysle, a v 
vysokom i ser´eznom – Igra. […] Literatura – voobwe ne o 

izni, sledovatel´no, razgovor o moral´nosti ili 
amoral´nosti neumesten. (Erofeev 1989: 198) 
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The extensive use of euphemism can be understood as a structural imi-
tation of the ubiquitous perversions of Soviet everyday life. The absolute 
discrepancy between signifier and signified is perhaps the only appropriate 
linguistic form for the pathological. The perverse union of opposites runs 
like a leitmotif through Sokolov’s novel: Palisandr who remains forever 
youthful looks in a mirror and sees his old face furrowed with wrinkles; he 
loves the soiling purification of mud baths; the discovery of Palisandr’s 
androgyny inaugurates the use of the neuter verbal form in the description 
of his actions. Sokolov’s novel can be read as a playful elaboration on 
aesthetic shock. Monstrosity is not shown directly on the textual level; rather 
it exists in the reader’s mind and is invoked through certain key motifs. 

Vladimir Sorokin (b. 1955), the "leading monster of Russian contempo-
rary literature" (Viktor Erofeev), is much more explicit.8 Already in his first 
novel Norma, written between the years 1979 - 1984 and first published in 
1994, Sorokin set out to describe the pathology of Soviet society. The eight-
part novel treats the theme of "normality" under conditions of omnipresent 
perversity. "Norma" in Sorokin’s novel refers to a daily ration which all 
Soviet citizens are forced to eat. The piquant detail: Norma is preserved 
human excrement. The eight parts of "Norma" are variations on one theme: 
Sorokin investigates in several "micro-novels" the reactions of different 
people to a situation that is officially declared to be "normal" but in fact is 
anything but "normal" (Vajl’ 1995: 4). 

Sorokin became famous after the publication of his novel Oc¬ered’ 
(1985, written 1983). The theme is very familiar to the Soviet reader: A 
throng of people are queing up without knowing what for. Sorokin’s 
technique consists in the complete excision of the narrator. He presents bits 
and pieces of conversation without any narrative commentary. His 
documentary effort goes to the extreme of having silence marked by white 
pages.9  

Tridcataja ljubov’ Mariny (written 1984) follows the fate of a young 
woman from Moscow who finds happiness in the affirmation of communist 
life after 29 strange lesbian relationships. To be sure: Sorokin is not 
presenting a parody of socialist realist literature but rather is turning 
socialist realism into pop art. This procedure does not allow for irony. A 
familiar cliché is placed into a new cultural context without any comment on 
the new situation. Pop art – or Soc art, as the Moscow Conceptualists put it – 
needs no aesthetic explanation. It is the context which provides the work of 
art with meaning.  

The most elaborate expression of Sorokin’s metaphysical system can be 
found in the novel Serdca c¬etyrech (written 1991).10 Life is interpreted as an 
unstable state of tension which eventually disintegrates into its organic 
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components. The general process which is repeated again and again in this 
novel is best labeled the "liquification" of the human being. The four 
protagonists not only turn most of the people they meet into bloody pulp, 
but also find redemption in their transformation from human beings into 
cubes of biological material. 

Sorokin’s most outstanding work is not only the size of a Russian 
classical novel, but also plays with this genre. The very title of the novel, 
Roman (written 1985-1989), indicates at the same time title, genre and the 
protagonist’s name. The plot is simple: Roman, a sensitive young artist, 
retires from his job as a lawyer in the capital and moves to the idyllic 
Russian countryside. He breaks up with his fiancée and instead becomes the 
husband of a poor but decent girl from the neighborhood. The wedding 
party is the prelude to the typically Sorokinian ending of the novel: Roman 
goes berserk and butchers all the wedding guests and his bride with an axe. 
Subsequently, he gathers parts of all the corpses in the church of the village, 
produces a pulp, mixes it with all of his own bodily fluids, smears himself 
with it, eats it and finally perishes.  

The radical thematic change that takes place in the novel also has a 
stylistic dimension. The first 300 pages are written in a perfect mimicry of a 
Russian novel in the style of Turgenev, Dostoevskij or Tolstoj. The literary 
allusions in this first part of Sorokin’s Roman are innumerable: The hunting 
imagery closely imitates Turgenev’s Zapiski ochotnika, Roman’s separation 
from the beloved girl is modeled after the key scene in Rudin. Nature is 
depicted in the manner of Tolstoj ("Chadz¬i Murat"), a discussion on the 
rationale of human procreation echoes "Krejcerova sonata". Dostoevskij is 
not only present in the motif of the axe (Prestuplenie i nakazanie), but also 
in the apotheosis of Russia as the exclusive home of morality (Idiot). In a 
recent interview Sorokin described his novel as follows: 

 [...] for me it is not a wedge that I tried to drive into the soft body of 
Russian literature. It is a closed structure, reminding me of a sand-
glass from which the sand won’t pour out. Perhaps, this is the most 
hermetically sealed work of all I have written. (Shapoval 1994: 10) 

In fact, the narrator in Roman does not provide any explanation for the 
bewildering combination of the provincial Russian pastoral and the cruel 
outburst of violence. Nevertheless, Sorokin’s Roman is not merely a textual 
game. It is useful to differentiate between the fictional and the metafictional 
sense of the novel.  

The key to the fictional sense lies in the moment that triggers Roman’s 
spell of violence. The slaughter starts precisely at the moment when Roman 
is left alone with his bride after the wedding ceremony. What follows is  
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nothing but the frightening realization of the spiritual metaphors that form 
the ideological center of classical Russian literature. The murder is actually 
Roman’s substitute for the consummation of his marriage – in fact he makes 
his wife bleed. The conjugal union is only possible in a very radical form: 
Roman puts on the skin of his slaughtered wife. The same holds true for the 
Russian theme of the novel: The "choz¬denie v narod" which was called for 
by the s¬estidesjatniki and which was described in Turgenev’s novel Nov’ 
(1877) is realized in Sorokin’s novel in a most bloody way. Roman literally 
immerses himself into the Russian people, plunging into the pap of its blood 
and its crushed limbs. The intellectual outsider succeeds in the desired 
integration into the "narod" only by mixing his own bodily fluids with that 
of the peasants.  

The materialization of all spiritual values is the basis for the metafic-
tional significance of Roman.11 The pun with the word "Roman" which 
means at once title, genre and protagonist, indicates that Sorokins novel 
applies its own content to itself. Roman’s obsessive destruction of his own 
physical and spiritual homeland becomes a poetological statement: The 
reproduction of the Russian novel of the 19th century entails under the 
conditions of the declining 20th century the implosion of the genre (Vail 
1994: 255). Sorokin reinforces the general theme of self-destruction on the 
stylistic level: The Turgenev-like diction which dominates the description 
of the provincial pastoral fades subsequently into a kind of inarticulate 
staccato. The novel ends in minimal syntactic style which consists only of 
subject and verb:  

 
Roman dernulsä. Roman zastonal. Roman po‚evelil. Roman 
vzdrognul. Roman dernulsä. Roman po‚evelil. Roman der-
nulsä. Roman umer. (1994a: 398)  
 
Sorokin is obsessed by three things: bodily fluids, power and language. 

Sorokin himself gives no interpretation of his works, but he tried to explain 
the genealogy of his triple trauma in an autobiographical sketch entitled 
"Zabintovannyj s¬tyr’". Sorokin justifies his aim as follows: 

 
Tysäçi literaturovedçeskix monografij byli by koroçe, 
esli b ix avtory znali, çto uvidel çetyrexletnij Levu‚ka 
Tolstoj çerez zamoçnuü skva inu, çem zamaxivalis´ na 
pätiletnego Kafku, kuda provalilsä trexletnij D ojs, 
gulää v sadu. Tak ne pora li prervat´ mnogovekovoe 
lo noklassiçeskoe molçanie i dobrovol´nym priznaniem 
sposobstvovat´ tor estvu istiny i rasseivaniü mifov i 
mira ej, oblegçaä slo nej‚uü, naprä ennej‚uü rabotu 
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filologov, biografov, analitikov teksta? Pora. (1992: 
565) 
 
It is typical for Sorokin that his psychoanalytical confession contains 

ironically not only "truth", but also the "spreading of myths and mirages". 
However, the description of his infantile traumas may still provide insights 
into his threefold obsession. 

At the age of five – as Sorokin reports – he was fascinated by the 
cleaning of the sewage system. A truck carried a huge pump, a voluminous 
hose was introduced into the shaft. "Everything bewitched me: the noise of 
the pump, the disappearance of the waste, the smell, the strange man [Menä 
vse zavora ivalo: rev ma‚iny, osedaüwaä i a, zapax, strannyj 
mu ik]" (566). To keep young Sorokin away from this spectacle his great-
grandmother told him a horrible story: The whole earth is covered only by a 
thin layer of ground, and beneath it the filth of the sewer stagnates.  

At the age of six Sorokin’s nanny catches him unconsciously attempting 
masturbation. The nanny threatens to cut off his penis with scissors. Sorokin 
begins to stutter.  

Sorokin’s childhood traumas serve as archetypes for the three realms of 
his psychopathology: Virtually the whole world is flooded with bodily 
fluids; thus, everything that contains a liquid calls for pouring out. Also, 
human bodies appear as mere containers, their "liquification" is just an 
aspect of the natural process of increasing entropy. Sorokin’s liquid trauma 
is caused in both cases by powerful grown-ups, by stand-ins for the 
totalitarian ruler. Sorokin reacts to the fragility of the world and the 
totalitarian attack on his sexual integrity by partially losing his ability to 
speak. He mutilates language, – a process which ends eventually in the 
repetition of a limited set of sentences. 

The psychoanalytical mechanism of Sorokin’s aesthetics of monstrosity 
works in a simple but effective way: The total decomposition of the spiritual 
and physical universe brings everything back to its point of origin. Sorokin 
uses a language which goes back to roots of minimal expressivity. The sense 
of his literary non-sense lies precisely in the digestive reduction of both 
world and language to primordial units. This nexus can be put paradoxically 
as follows: One has to understand Sorokin’s "catastrophes" as happy 
endings, because they resolve all painful tensions.12  

Thus, the poetics of monstrosity are much more than an adolescent 
provocation. Modern authors scrutinize the collective trauma of Soviet 
society: In the semiotics of Soviet culture, where there was no normality, 
euphemism became a metaphor of being. Aesthetic shock as a literary device 
is not an attack primarily on morality or beauty but on aesthetics itself – in 
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the etymological sense of the word (perception). The artistic transformation 
of everyday life into what it really was – a monstrous disaster – presents 
things that previously seemed to be known in a new light. The artistic 
approaches differ: Erofeev presents a symbolic interpretation of Soviet 
everyday life; Mamleev couches his monstrous fantasies in a philosophical 
system; Sokolov writes a parody of the use of language in Soviet culture; 
Sorokin uncovers the material core of signifying processes. But the 
functions of these literary elaborations on Soviet culture are similar: The 
poetics of monstrosity serve the purpose of "deautomatizing" human 
perception, as defined by formalist theory. Herein lies the artistic legitimacy 
of the literary scandal.  

 
University of Basel 
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1 The official ideology itself refers back to older national mythologies. (Groys 1992) 
2  The same holds true for Erofeev’s novel Russkaja krasavica (1990). See Shneidman 

1995, 180 f. 
3 Evgenij Fedorov provides in his novel Zμarenyj petuch a striking example for this 

mechanism, when he describes the feelings of his protagonist during the May Parade 
in orgasmic terms: "Stalin! Stalin! We were shaken by the intoxicating bacchanalian 
feeling of ecstasy. ... Our feeling of happiness was growing, enveloping the soul, 
piercing it. ... At this moment I felt as if a long, sharp, and sweet arrow pierced my 
quivering heart – an amazing feeling of freedom and integrity; all the borders and 
barriers disappeared. ... And then I experienced indescribable supernatural joy. ... I 
was not walking, I was floating over the earth, bathing in inexpressible supernatural 
happiness, which was growing and growing, strengthening and blazing. ... I cannot 
tell how long this amazing state of mine lasted, but it ended suddenly, painfully and 
disgustingly. ... My shirt was soaking wet. I dragged myself home. ... I forced 
myself to take a shower, hoping that I would feel better. It did not help. I didn’t 
know how I managed to get to bed; I collapsed as if dead. I felt fever, depression, 
weakness." Cited in Kustanovich 1993: 137. 

4 N. Mazur (1992) mentions explicitly Dostoevskij’s story "Bobok".  For a discussion 
of Mamleev’s novel Poslednjaja komedija (written 1970-71, published only in 
German) and Dostoevskij see Schmid 1994b.  

5 In an interview, Mamleev stresses his familiarity with German philosophy: "[...] 
interes k nemeckoj filosofii byl moim pervym filosofskim 
interesom ewe v ünosti […]." (Ogurcov 1992: 76) 

6 See also Mamleev 1993b: 99: "Pisatel´ […] mo et i ne pytat´sä "razgadat´" 
qto suwestvo, pust´ ego tajna ostanetsä nerazgadannoj, no ona est´, ona 
vidna, ona dejstvuet, - i qto u e bol´‚oe otkrytie." 
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7 Volume 21 (1987) of Canadian American Slavic Studies is dedicated to the work of 

Sas¬a Sokolov. For a detailed biography of Sokolov see Johnson 1992. 
8  For a discussion of Sorokin’s short stories see Shneidman 1995: 184-188 and Roll 

1996. 
9 This novel is thus far the only one published in English, under the title The Queue 

(1988). For an interpretation see Witte 1989: 145-168. 
10 The English translation of an extract has been published in Glas 2 (1991). For a dis-

cussion see Genis 1992 and Schmid 1994a. 
11 Sorokin speaks explicitly about his aim to materialize the spiritual characters of 

classical Russian literature: "When I read Russian classical authors the question of 
the corporeal nature of characters always occurred to me. I felt the movements of the 
soul, say, of Pierre Bezukhov or Alyosha Karamazov, but I did not feel their bodies. 
These are clots of psychic energy, which can expand to abysses or shrink to a 
needle’s eye. The Russian literary body, though, absorbs the characters and deprives 
them of their corporeality. We shall never know how Natasha Rostova’s armpits 
smelled and what pimples Alyosha Karamazov had. In the novel [Roman, U.S.] I 
wanted to compensate for the absence of corporeality in Russian literature." 
(Shapoval 1994: 10)  

12 From this perspective, Roman has a happy ending. Roman, for whom sexuality is 
dirty (like the hose of the cleaning pump), "cleans" himself with human pap. For a 
psychoanalytic explanation of coprophilia see Bornemann 1990: 206.  
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