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Flowers of Evil: The Poetics of Monstrosity
in Contemporary Russian Literature
(Erofeev, Mamleev, Sokolov, Sorokin)

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 Satuny is typical of
this phenomenon. At the very outset, a murder occurs. The protagonist
Fedor Sonnov kills the first man he meets:

— Her nu 3aKypHUTh? — YTPIOMO CIIPOCHJ OH Y ITapHSI.

ToT, ¢ Becelom OXKWBICHHOM MOpPIOUYKOM, MHONIIApUI B Kap-
MaHaX, KaK B COOCTBEHHOM YJIEHE.

N B sToT MOMeHT Pemop, CyTOpPOKHO KPSIKHYB, KaK OYITO
OIIPOKHIBIBAsT B ceOsI CTaKaH BOJKHM, BCAIWJI B JKMBOT IapHS
OTrPOMHBIM KYXOHHBIM HOX. TaKMM HOXOM OOBIYHO yOHMBAIOT
KPYITHOE KPOBSIHOE KUBOTHOE.

IIpmzkaB mapHs K mepeBy, Pegop ImOIIypoBal y HETO B KUBOTE
HOXKOM, KakK OyITO XOTell HAWTH W YOUTh TaM e€Ile YTO-TO

XKUBoe, HO Hen3BecTHOe. (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, Sasa 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.! 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. KujbySev and M. Saginjan
underwent a treatment called "omoloZenie", 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¢em
Celoveke" — 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,

206



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 "Zizn’ 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 a 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 "Zizn’ s idiotom" lies in the myth-making power of the text — the

story uncovers the mythical substratum of Soviet everyday life.? 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.? 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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Mur xunu ¢ BoBol B corjlacuy, HEXXKHOCTH M Here, gapsl Ipyr
IPYry CKpOMHBIE ITOHApKH: KOH(METhI, pPa3HOIBETHBIE IIIApHI,
IIBETHI W aleIbCUHBI, U JI003aHbs, — KaK ChIH KUBET C OTIIOM,
KOTJa OHH - IIODTHI OO3KbEeN MMJIOCTBHIO M BOJIEM, 1 B MHpE HE

OBLIO JTIoAen cyacTauBer Hac. (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.*. 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 "MeZdu bezumiem i
magiej" Mamleev explains this paradox:

Eme mnmoamonbHBIM 4YelloBeK JIOCTOEBCKOrO TOBOPHII, a He
IIOCJIaTh JA HaM BCIO BTy TapMOHHIO ... KyIa-HUOYIb IMOTAIBIIIE
(uMest, BepOSITHO, B BHJAY MHPOBYIO T'apMOHHUIO BOOOIIE, a HE
TOJIBKO cOIMalIbHYI0). Ilapamokc, omHaKo, 3aKIIOYAETCS B TOM,
yTO0 MUpP (M BCE €ro YTOIIMYECKHE BapHaHThI) JAIEKO HE TakK
rapMOHMYEH, KaK KaxXXeTcCs, TaK YTO, COOCTBEHHO, HET IIPUYNH
YTO-JM00 MOCHLIATH ITOJAJIbIIE (HE OTTOrO JHM TaK OTPaHWYEHBI,
He JIOBedeHbl JTO KOHIIA Bce Teogmiew). TawHa 3ja, TanHa
"MM3rapMoHUM  aOCONIIOTHO Hepa3pelInMa, Ha MOM B3IJISI, Ha
YPOBHE PEIUTHMO3HON KOHBEHIIMOHAILHOCTH, HA YPOBHE MOpPAJIA

1 YeJIoBeuecKoro yma Boooie. (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 "1," 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:

IIporiecc YHUUTOKEHUS DTOM 000JI0YKM (BKIIOYAsl TEJIO, ICHXU-
Ky, YM, €TI]) ¥ OTOXKIECTBIIeHUs ceOs ¢ borom (myrem 3HaHWHT U
MeTapu3NIECKON IIPAKTUKH), T.€. CO CBOUM COOCTBEHHBIM HC—
TUHHBLIM (a He JOKHBIM) Sl Ha3bpIBaeTcsa boropeanusaiuen min
OcBoOoxkaenneM (T.e. OCBOOOXKIEHUEM OT BCEX OTpPaAaHUYEHUIM,
CBSI3aHHBIX C JIIOOBIM (hDeHOMEHAJIbHBIM MHPOM). [1OHSTHO, 4YTO
DTOT OIBIT HE UMEET HUYEr0 OOIIErO C PEIUTHO3HBIM, KOTOPBIN
OCHOBAaH Ha JOKTpHMHE IOyaiau3Ma Mexnay borom m "coTBopeH-
HBIM MHPOM U KOTOPBIM KacaeTcs JHUIIb TaK Ha3bIBA€MOI'O

"cmacenus nymu . (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:

"SI He MBICITIO, ClIEIOBATEIbHO, 5 cylIecTBYIO . [...] "He aymatp”
U B TO K€ BpeMs ObITh — B3HAQUUT IIPOSIBUTH BBICIIYIO
aKTUBHOCTb TpaHCIEHAeHTHOro be3MoBus, 3HAYUT TIepe-
KUBATh HE IIeNb MBICIEN, a YMCTYI0 OCHOBY MBICIUTEIBHON
peallbHOCTH, OCBOOOKIEHHON OT THddepEeHIUPOBAHHBIX MBIC-
Jer. B KOHEYHOM HMTOre — ®TO 3HAYUT pealin30BaTh BeuHbIN
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HMcTouHUK caMOro MBIILIEHUSI U NPOHUKHYTH B boxkecTBeHHOE
HuuTto, KOTOpOE paBHOCHIBHO IIOJIHOM ITOTEHIINAILHOCTHA Beero

CymiectByromiero. (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.” The uniqueness of Mamleev’s philosophy lies in
the construction of a "Final Doctrine". He delineates a non-entity that lies
beyond God:

Hrak, Ilocnenusis mOKTpUHA — DTO 'YUYeHHE O TOM, Yero HeT, O
TOM, YTO JEXKHUT IO Ty CTOpPOHY bora, AGcojiora, 0 TOM, UYTO
TPAHCIEHACHTHO II0 OTHOIIeHHI0O K bory, Kk PeampHOCTH M K
BeIciieMy SI. Ot1o "yuyenme' o TOM, uTO bor sBusercs Bcero
JIAIIL 'TEJIOM MCTHUHHO TPAHCIEHIEHTHOTO (rOBOpPS METOIOM
aHAJIOTHUM), a He CYHIHOCThIO TpaHCIEeHIEHTHOIro, IIOCJedHee
SBJISIETCS KaK Obl HMCTHHHOM TbMoM, HCTHHHBIM OKeaHOM,

KOTOPBIN "OoKpyxKaeT PealbHOCTH ... (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:

31ech 3Ke HUYETo He CKPBIBAETCS 3a MUPOM, 3a 'BellaMHi — MO0
pealibHOE, JaKe OTHOCUTEIILHO peadbHOE, HE MOKET OBITh CUM-
BOJIOM TOTO, Yero HET, HO Hao0OpOT, HeBbIpa3uMas MOIIb
Tpanc-Tembl, TpaHc-be3nHbl 6pocaeT cBOIO "TeHb Ha BOILIO-
IEeHHBIA MHUD, IpeBpalgasi ero B CBOM aHTHAHAJIOI, aHTH-
CAMBOJI, BCTyIIas ¢ HBIM B aOCypIMCTCKH-IIapaJoKCalbHbIE

otHoIeHusd. (1993b: 95)
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One of Mamleev’s protagonists, the serial murderer Fedor Sonnov from
the novel Satuny, 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:

Mou repoum BBICOISIT B HEM3BECTHOE, B HMHBIE, 3aIIpelelIbHbIE
cdepnl, U, KaK S y3Ke TOBOPUJI OTHAKILI, OHU IIPOCTO JIIOIH,
3aJaBIIre ceOGe BOIIPOCHI, HA KOTOPBIE pa3yM HE B COCTOSHHAU
oTBeTUTh. Sl Bcerma mOTYEepKUBAJl, YTO MHOTHE MOM TIepOH
KaXyTCs MOHCTpaMH TOJBKO IIOTOMY, YTO OHH TepelnIn
TPpaHUILY BO3MOZKHOI'O, OHM HOCHUTENIUW TaWHBIX, HEU3BECTHBIX
CHJI, KOTOpPbIE XpPaHITCSI — HEIIO3HAHHBIE — B TIIyOMHE KasKIOr'o

n3 Hac. (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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Ects "Mar”, To ecTh TOT, KTO BJIaJeeT HEBUIUMON peajb-
HOCTBIO, U €CTh be3ymel, TO ecThb TOT, KeM HeBHIUMAas
peambHOCTh Biaageer. IlodT 3aHMMaeT cpegHee MOJIOKEHUE
ME3KIy MaroM M cyMacuiemgInuM (KaK BUIIHO, DTO €BPOIENCKOe
oIpeJnelieHre 3HaYUTEeIbHO OTINYAETCSI OT MHIYUCTCKOro). EcTh
U Jpyras BO3MOXKHOCTH OIIPENEINUTh CUTYAIIMIO II0Ta IIYTEM
BOIIpOca: KTO OH - 'Mar , HaJAeBIINN MacKy CyMacIlemInero, uin
"Oe3yMel’, HageBIIMMA MacKy Mara'? HMHBIM Kasaincs 0Ooliee
WCTUHHBIM BTOpPOM BapuaHT: Macka TocmommHa' MOKET ObITh
COpBaHa, W MOAT BTAMHE XOYET DTOr0, YTOOBI BEJIUKHUE TEMHBIE
BoJHBI Hems3BecTHOro HaBcerjga 3aTOIMIIM €ro co3Hanwe. Tak
obuio ¢ lempmepimaoM. Tak MOYTH CIYy4YMIOCh C BJaokom.
T'oBopsiT, yTO mo®TYy OnM:Ke 'depHBIM BeTtep HewmssecTHOTrO,
Yepunin Berep be3nnbl, yeM 1mo3a mooemIuTelst Hall HEBUIUMOM

peasbHOCTHIO. (1987: 179)°

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:

Moel cBepx3agayell B TBOPUYECTBE OBLIO pPACKPBITHE TeX
BHYTPEHHHUX O€3IH, KOTOpble TasATCSI B OyIIe 4YeJOBEUYEKa.
YenoBex (B TaK Ha3bIBAEMOMN OOBIIMEHHOM KW3HU) MOKET HE
3aMeyvaTh UX, HO OHM PaHO WMJIX HO3THO IIPOSIBISIIOTCS — U B €T0
IIOBENIEHNW, M B €ro JIYXOBHOM KM3HHM, U B €ro IIOJCO-

3HATEeJIbHBIX CcTpaxax u Hagexkmax. (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. SaSa 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", Breznev 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:

JlutepaTtypa - O MeHS — UTpa, HE B OOBIIEHHOM CMBICJIE, a B
BBICOKOM U cepbe3HoM — Mrpa. [...] JIuTtepaTrypa — BooOIIIe HE O
KU3HHU, CJIeJ0oBaTeJIbHO, pa3roBOpP O MOPAJIbHOCTH WM

amopanabpHOocTH HeyMecTeH. (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.® 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 Oclered’
(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.”

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 Cetyrech (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 ("ChadZi 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 (/diot). 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 "choZdenie v narod" which was called for
by the Sestidesjatniki 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.'! 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:

Poman nepnyncsa. Poman 3actoHan. Poman nmomieBenmi. Poman
B3nporuyia. Poman nmepnyicsi. Poman momeBenunn. Poman nep-
Hyjacs. Poman ymep. (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
"Zabintovanny] Styr’". Sorokin justifies his aim as follows:

TheICIYM TUTEPATYPOBETUECKUX MOHOTpadU ObLIA ObI KOpOYE,
eclIi 6 X aBTOPBI 3HAIIU, YmMo YBUIE YeThIpEXJIeTHNUI JIeByIIKa
Toncror yepe3 3aMOYHYIO CKBAXKHMHY, YeMm 3aMaXHMBaJNCh Ha
natunetHero Kadky, kyda mpoBanuics TpexiaeTHHU JIKoric,
Iyliigs B camy. Tak He mopa JHM IIpepBaTh MHOT'OBEKOBOE
JIOSKHOKJIACCUYECKOE MOJTYaHUE ¥ TOOPOBOJILHBIM MPHU3HAHUEM
CITIOCOOCTBOBATH TOPXKECTBY MCTHHBLI ¥ PAaCCEMBAHUIO MUPOB U
MHUpasKeN, 00Jerdasi CIOKHENINYIO, HAIIPSKEHHENIIYIO paboTy
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duonoros, 6morpadon, aHaauTukoB Tekcra? Ilopa. (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 [Mens
BCE 3aBOPaXXMBAJO0: PEB MAIIIWHBI, OCENAIOIas XK1UXKa, 3a1max, CTpaHHbIN
MyxkuK]" (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.!?

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

NOTES
I would like to thank Marta Baziuk and Erik Plaks for their help in editing this paper.

The official ideology itself refers back to older national mythologies. (Groys 1992)
The same holds true for Erofeev’s novel Russkaja krasavica (1990). See Shneidman
1995, 180 f.

Evgenij Fedorov provides in his novel Zarenyj 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.

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.

In an interview, Mamleev stresses his familiarity with German philosophy: "[...]
WHTEpPEC K HEMENKOW ¢GuiIocodpuu OB MOHMM HEPBBEIM  (HIOCO(GCKUM

WHTEPECOM ellle B 'oHOCTH [...]." (Ogurcov 1992: 76)

See also Mamleev 1993b: 99: "IIucaTeins [...] MOXKeT 1 HE IBITATHCS ' pa3ragarh
BTO CYIIECTBO, IMYCTh €T0 TallHa OCTaHEeTCs Hepas3raJaHHOW, HO OHa €CTh, OHA

BUIHA, OHA NEUCTBYET, - X DTO YK€ OO0JBIIIOE OTKPBITHE."
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11

12

Volume 21 (1987) of Canadian American Slavic Studies is dedicated to the work of
Sasa Sokolov. For a detailed biography of Sokolov see Johnson 1992.

For a discussion of Sorokin’s short stories see Shneidman 1995: 184-188 and Roll
1996.

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.

The English translation of an extract has been published in Glas 2 (1991). For a dis-
cussion see Genis 1992 and Schmid 1994a.

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.] 1
wanted to compensate for the absence of corporeality in Russian literature."
(Shapoval 1994: 10)

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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