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Abstract

This work analyses the famous anti-utopian novel "My" ("We", in English) by Evgenij Zamyatin,
written in Russian in 1920 and published for the first time in English in the United States in
1924. The novel was banned in the Soviet Union and published in the original language only
in 1988. Writing a review about it George Orwell was one of the first commentators to
recognize its innovative scope and crucial socio-political meaning, calling it «a study of the
Machine, the genie that man has thoughtlessly let out of its bottle and cannot be put back
again» (Orwell, 1946). We will examine how the author succeeds to construct an evident
contrast between the Utopia of the new, exaggeratedly futuristic world of the machines in
the "Single State" of the imaginary XXVI century - where the novel is set and where the
weather is always sunny, - and the cultural and aesthetic references to the Modernism of the
actual early XX century (mainly — to post-romantic and pre-revolutionary Russia), that seem
here to be loaded with a strong subversive potential against the utopian and collectivistic
State of “We”.

Keywords: Zamyatin; we; post-romantic; Modern aesthetics; femme fatale; Zamyatin and
Blok, Melusine.

Resumo Esse ensaio analisara o romance anti-utépico My (Nds, em portugués) de Evgenij
Zamyatin, escrito em russo em 1920 e publicado pela primeira vez em inglés nos Estados
Unidos em 1924. O romance foi banido na Unido Soviética e publicado no idioma original
apenas em 1988. Examinaremos como o autor interpreta a utopia do novo mundo
exageradamente futurista das maquinas do “Estado Unico” do imaginario do século XXVI.
Em particular, consideraremos as referéncias culturais, pictoricas, imagéticas e estéticas do
modernismo da Russia pré-revoluciondria porque no romance elas sdo carregadas de um
forte potencial subversivo contra a ideia do estado utdpico e coletivista.

Palavras-chave: Zamyatin; Nds; pos-romantico; Estética moderna; femme fatale; Zamyatin
e Blok; Melusine.

If | could master the art of Vrubel' 1'd create a Demon. ?

' Professor of Russian Language and Literature, University of Siena, Italy.

2 In Russian: “Ecnu 6bl 51 o6nagan cpeactsamu Bpy6ens, s 66l cosnan OJemoHa”. Aleksandr Blok “O
sovremennom sostojanii russkogo simvolizma”, 1910. The English translation is mine, A.C.
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(Alexander Blok)

The novel We by E. Zamyatin is known to be one of the first dystopias in
Russian literature of the twentieth century, already inspiring 7984 by George Orwell.
In the early 1920s the naval engineer Evgenij Zamyatin builds in literature a world in a
very distant future, the XXXII century, which is based on the mathematical prediction
of man's primary needs. A perfect world, where everything apparently works with
precision and has no problems.

The social and historical context in which the novel «We» is written is known:
less than three years have passed since the Bolshevik revolution in Russia. The
elegant era of the late reign of Nicholas the Il could not appear further away, while
that decadent, refined Russian aesthetic hedonism of that time was often defined as
ephemeral as "the last music on the Titanic bridge"®.

In the futuristic world of We by Zamyatin we are pushed forward by thousands
years, in a world where human needs are maximized thanks to synthesized food,
where hunger and poverty no longer exist, thanks to a strict politics on births
("materinskaja norma"), and on childcare, but where love does not even exist
anymore, and sex is reduced to a primary human need, useful to keep people's
"mental hygiene", and where the partner is assigned by the State, without the need
for courtship rituals, without the need to "conquer" or suffer for love.

Even the houses have no decorations, we could even say that in the One State
the aesthetic standard tends to 0 as in a successful mathematical limit: the houses
and apartments are entirely transparent, including the furniture, and the uniforms
called «junif»> (made of a silky futuristic material, of grey-blue color) replace clothes.

In the distant dystopic future of We where individualism is condemned and
collectivism is internalized by every citizen of the One State, mathematical precision
plays a fundamental role. It symbolizes the absolute rationality of that world, and it is
the familiar and reassuring element also for the narrator, and main hero of the novel,
called D-508.

8 Cf. B. Kolonickij (2010); G. Carpi (2017).
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Like any literary dystopia, it is often the love story between the two main
characters that acts as a disturbing, a-rational, revolutionary element of the apparent
perfect society of the future. This also occurs in the novel We, through the
construction and development of the love plot between the female heroine called I-
330 and the male protagonist D-503.

We, in fact, is mainly a story of seduction. But how is this seduction «built»
from a literary technique point of view?

In my paper | will point out that the character of I-330 is knowingly constructed
by Zamyatin as a disturbing element of the society of the future, by continuous
references to a precise epoch of the "past", that is the years immediately preceding
the Bolshevik Revolution, a late Belle époque that we could situate in the end of the
19th century and in the first ten years of the 20th century. Not only. The "disturbing"
element within the 1-830's character-seducer is, as we will see, a totalizing aesthetics
that we can define as post-romantic as well, that Zamyatin makes particularly
recognizable for the reader as the author builds a peculiar storytelling in which the
famous «femme fatale» of the late 19th century in art and literature is both Eve and

the snake”.

1) 1-330 as a Femme fatale:

In one of his first meetings with 1-330 the hero D-503 sees the woman in a
decidedly unusual context within the routine of the One State. Invited to witnhess a sort
of demonstration on the superiority of contemporary "industrial music", on the "old
style" one, 1-330 is called to play "in the old" manner and performs a piece by
Aleksandr Skryabin.

To the effect caused by the music, we add the peculiarity of the look of I-330,
which deliberately does not wear the uniform junif:

She wore the fantastic costume of the ancient epoch: a closely fitting black
dress, which sharply emphasized the whiteness of her bare shoulders and

* There is a large literature about the Holy Bible as a prototext for Zamyatin’s We.

21

VIS

Revista do Programa de Pds-graduagdo em Artes Visuais da UnB
V. 18, n°2/julho-dezembro de 2019

Brasilia

ISSN: 2447-2484



breast, with that warm shadow, stirring with her breath, between...and the
dazzling, almost angry teeth.... [...] - Then she sat down and began to play.
Something savage, spasmodic, variegated, and at that time not a trace of
rational mechanical method.®

The description of the 1-330's look suggests a close-fitting, long, elegant gown;
the representation on the strong contrasts black dress / whiteness of the shoulders is
a clear visual reference to the European ladies of the Belle époque, very similar to the
famous female portraits by Giovanni Boldini®, who was at the time worldwide known,

or, in Russia, by Valentin Serov’

G. Boldini, Portrait of Marchesa Luisa Casati with a greyhound, 1908.

® Here and below in the text all English quotations of the novel We will be in the translation by Clarence
Brown (E. Zamyatin, Penguin Classics, 1993). In Russian: “OHa 6bina B haHTaCTU4eCKOM KOCTIOME
OpeBHen anoxu: MNIOTHO obneratoLlee YepHoe nnarbe, OCTPO MOAYEPKHYTO 6efioe OTKPbIThIX Neyen
W rpygu, 1 aTa Tennas, KonbiXarowascs OT ObIXaHUs! TEHb MeXAY... U OCNenuTesbHble, NoYTK 3/ble
3y0bl... [...] Cena, saurpana. [lukoe, CyAOpPOXXHOE, NECTPOeE, Kak BCA TOrAaLUHSAS X XKU3Hb, — HU TeHU
pasymHon mexaHumdHocTu.” Russian quotation will be from E. Zamyatin Sobranie socinenij v 4ch
tomach. T.1. Moscow, 2014, p..

® See, just as an example, Giovanni Boldini’s portrait of Marchesa Luisa Casati with a greyhound (1908).

7 Just to quote two of his most famous paintings, see Valentin Serov’s Portrait of Henrietta L. GirSman
(1907) and the Portrait of Princess Olga Orlova (1911).
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The next meeting between the two takes place at the "old house", a building
of the twentieth century, preserved, like a museum exhibit, in a huge glass bubble.
The impressions of D-503 are initially on the "hostile" and coloured
environment, the protagonist is struck by the shapes and bright colors, in particular,
by the sinuous shapes of the furniture, which contrast so much with the clean and
transparent lines of the crystal houses architecture of the One State. The words that
are used for this type of furniture is "disorder", "disorganized", "epileptic".
«| opened a heavy, creaking, opaque door, and we stepped into a gloomy,
disorderly place (they called it an "apartment"). The same strange "royal”
musical instrument— and again the wild, disorganized, mad music, like the
other time, a jumble of colours and forms. A white flat area above; dark blue
walls; red, green, and orange bindings of ancient books; yellow bronze

chandeliers, a statue of Buddha; furniture built along lines convulsed in
epilepsy, incapable of being fitted into an equation®»

There is here a clear reference to the sinuous forms of the Art Nouveau
aesthetics, and to the Moderne, which had contaminated architecture, design,
furniture and colours in fin the siécle Russia too®. Thus, in Zamyatin’s long list of things
and extravagant objects (“yellow bronze chandeliers, a statue of Buddha”) there could
also be a reminiscence (or maybe, a parody?) from J.-K. Huysmans decadent famous

“lists of objects” in interior design we can find in his novel A rebours™. Here the main

8«51 OTKpbIN TAXKENyH, CKPUMy4dylo, HEMPO3payHylo ABepb — W Mbl B MpayHoM GecrnopsifgouHOM
NMoMeLLEeHN (3TO Has3blBa/IOCb Y HUX «KBapTupa»). TOT cambli CTPaHHbIA, «KOPONEBCKUIA»
My3blKanbHbIl MHCTPYMEHT — W [MKasi, HeopraHM3oBaHHas, cymaclleplas — Kak ToraalHss
My3blka — necTpoTa Kpacok u ¢opm. benas nnockoctb — BBEPXY; TEMHO-CUHME CTEHbI; KpacHble,
3eneHble, opaH>KeBble NnepenneTbl APEBHUX KHUM; Xentas 6poH3a — KaHgensbpel, ctatys Byoapl;
MCKOBEPKaHHbIe 3nunencuen, He yknagblBaloWwnecs HU B Kakme ypaBHEHUS — NUHUA Mebenwn».
(Zamyatin, 2014: ...).

® In Russia there were many examples of this aesthetics. In Moscow architectures by F. Sechtel’ were
iconic, see the mansion of the Russian banker Stepan Rjabusinskij, built in 1900-1901 (after the
Bolshevik Revolution this house was given to M. Gor’kij, and it is now a museum), or the beautiful
interiors of the Saltykov-Certkov villa, with an “epileptic” fireplace designed by M. Vrubel’ in 1897.

' The novel A rebours, by J.K. Huysmans (Paris, 1884) had a good fortune in Russia. The first
translation, in 1906 (Z.-K. Guismans Naoborot, Moscow, typography of A.l. Mamontov, translation of
M.A. Golovkina), was followed by a second edition in 1909 (Moscow, typography of V.M. Sablin, same
translation), and by a luxurious edition of the complete works of Huysmans in 1912 (Z.-K. Guismans.
Polnoe sobranie socinenij, Moscow, in three volumes, translation by Ju. Spasskij, K.F. Nekrasov
publisher. Second edition in 1916). Starting from 1920 this novel, as expected, was no longer translated
or published in Russia until 1990.
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hero Des Esseintes similarly describes some "sensual" pieces of furniture which
furnish his mansion near Paris. The references to this novel, apparently so distant
from Zamyatin and to his ultra-futuristic novel We are maybe not random: in fact
Zamyatin once cited Huysmans, the author of the decadent novel par excellence, in
one of his famous speeches about creative writing he made in Petrograd in 1919 at
the House of the Arts''. And in this novel there is an interesting ekphrasis, as Des
Esseintes describes Gustave Moreau’s painting of Salomé (who is, once again,
another femme fatale).
After the tour of the “old house”, 1-330 opens an antique wardrobe, takes off
her uniform and wears an elegant yellow and black dress:
« [...] the rustle of silk, | barely restrained myself from going in and - | don't
remember exactly— | must have wanted to say very sharp words to her. But
she had already come out. She wore a short, old style, vivid yellow dress,
a black hat, black stockings. The dress was of light silk. | could see the

stockings, very long, much higher than the knees. And the bare throat,
and the shadow between...»"

Critiques have already pointed out how [-330’s black and yellow dress recalls
in color both the Tolstoyan precedent of one of the earliest versions of Anna Karenina
(1872), where for Tolstoy the combination of black and of the seductive yellow were
a symbol for an irrepressible, carnal seduction, making maybe a reference to "yellow

- prostitution" connection, due to the practice of the Zeltyj bilet (yellow passport) in

" The speech was then published in Zamyatin’s collected works. See: Lekcii po technike
chudoZestvennoj prozy. Psichologija pisatelja (Zamyatin 2014, t.4: xx).: «MHe He pa3 npuxoguno B
roJIoBy, YTO, BEPOSATHO, 104 rMnHO30M nucatesis nvcasa 6bl B 10 pas 6bicTpee 1 nerye. K coxxaneHuto,
OMbITOB B 3TOM HanpasfieHUN He Npou3BOAMIoCb. Bcs TpyaoHOCTb TBOpYeckon paboTbl B TOM,
4YTO nMcarTesnto rnpuxoauTCs coBMeLYaTb B cebe U rmnHoTM3epa, U rMMNHOTU3UPYEMOro, NPUXoouTCS
rMnHoTU3NpoBaTb cebsi camoro, cCamoMy YCbINSTb CBOE CO3HaHWe, a O 3TOro, KOHEYHO,
HY>KHa O4YeHb CU/TbHasi BOJIST U O4YeHb XuBast ¢haHTasus. Hepapom xxe MHorme nucartenu, Kak M3BeCTHO,
npuberatoT BO BpemMsi paboTbl K HAPKOTMKaM, Bt TOro YTOoObl YChiNUTb PaboTy CO3HaHUS U OXXUBUTb
paboTy noacosHaHus, daHTasun. MNwmnbbilieBCKm HE MOI NMUcCaTb MHaye, Kak umes nepeq cobomn
KOHbSIK; [foncmaHc, fa n He OH OfMH, NOAb30BasCA 418 3TON Lenn onvem, mopdunem. AHgpees BO
Bpemsi paboTbl NN Kpenyanwmin Yyan. Pemuy3os, Korga nuweT, NbeT Kode 1 KypuT. 5 6e3 nanmpochl
He Mory Hanmcatb U cTpaHuubl». In the same speech Zamyatin briefly talked also about Flaubert's
Salammbé.

'2 «<Ho oHa y>ke Bbilna. bbina B KOPOTKOM, CTapUHHOM SPKO->KETOM MfaTbe, YSPHO LUSIsNe, YepHbIX
yynkax. [natbe nerkoro wenka — MHe 6bII0 ACHO BUAHO: YY/NKM OYeHb ANMHHbIE, ropasfio Bbllle
KONEH, — 1 OTKpbITasd Wwes, TeHb Mexnay...» (Zamyatin, op.cit. p. — xx).
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Tsarist Russia until the Revolution. This black-yellow visual contrast can also be found
in M. Bulgakov's Master and Margarita and in Russian mass-literature of the early
XXth century even in a nowadays edition: for example, in the modern version of the
famous feuilleton Mar’ja Lus’eva by A. Amfiteatrov, which was published for the first
time in 1904, telling the life and adventures of a young Russian prostitute' and which
had at the time a huge editorial success, the cover portraits a young woman dressed
in yellow and black'. The visual impact of these two colours’, that Zamyatin knew
and aimed to somehow point out, was central in the characterizations of the

provocative image of 1-330°.

'* A. Amfiteatrov (1862 — 1938) wrote one of the first Russian mass-literature novel in the early XXth
century, beginning with the novel-feuilleton Mar’ja Lus’eva (Saint-Petersburg, 1904, published with
major censorship cuts), having also a sequel with Mar’ja Lus’eva za granicej [Mar’ja Lus’eva goes
abroad], Saint-Peterbourg, 1908.

* A. Amfiteatrov, Mar’ja Lus’eva, Moscow: Geleos, 2005.

'> About colorism in Zamyatin, and in particular, in the novel We, there are several literary works. See,
as main references: Sabat (1994), Senceva (1994), Averincev (1973 — this work yet is in general about
east-cristian colorism in Russian literature), Kozemjakova (1997), Sedova (2006); Gudeleva (2008),
Davydova (2018).

'® |t is also interesting to note that not always this point was received by those who worked with
Zamyatin’s novel. For example, in the film about “We” by German / Czech director Vojtéch Jasny (“Wir”,
1982), in the “old house” scene the character of 1-330 wears a pink, vaporous romantic dress.
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A. Amfiteatrov “Mar’ja Luseva”. Cover of the novel, edition of 2004.

A yellow dress (saffron-yellow) will dominate completely in the third encounter
between D-503 and [-330, in a crescendo of passion and erotic tension, where the
seduction passes right through the shape and colour of the dress:

| turned. She was in a light, saffron-yellow dress'” of the ancient model. This
was a thousand times crueller than if she had worn nothing'®.

As far as the particular of women's clothing is concerned, and due to its
seductive scope, it is perhaps also necessary to refer to the conception that one of
the major Russian philosophers of the pre-revolutionary period, Nikolaj Fédorov (1829

— 1903), had about fashion: he believed that modern civilizations just obeyed the

7 About colorism in Zamyatin, and in particular, in the novel We, there are several literary works. See,
as main references: Sabat (1994), Senceva (1994), Averincev (1973 — this work yet is in general about
east-cristian colorism in Russian literature), Kozemjakova (1997), Sedova (2006); Gudeleva (2008),
Davydova (2018).

'8 «51 o6epHyncsi. OHa 6Bbina B NerkoMm, LadpaHHO->XeNToM, ApeBHero obpastia nnarse. 310 66110 B
Thicsiy pas 3nee, Yem ecnm 6bl oHa Bbia 6e3 Bcero.» (Zamyatin, op.cit. p. — xx)
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imperatives of sex, and that «the textile industry worked only to produce clothes that,
like peacock feathers, could make erotic play possible among humans» (Fédorov,
1982: 402-406). We note that this, in reality, is also the scope of the message of I-
330 in We: the use that the female protagonist makes of clothing and the impact it
has on the senses of man (both visual and auditory / tactile impact) is aimed
exclusively at his seduction, exactly in the way Fédorov intended. Even by being a
strong and decisive woman, 1-330 is far from the "feminist" idea a la Kollontaj'® that
ruled in Russia just after the Bolshevik Revolution. In Zamyatin’s XXXII century, in a
world totally made of glass (just remember that in those years in Russia there was
someone who theorized that in the future humans would wear just glass, transparent
clothes®™), the heroine wears (literally) the clothes of a femme fatale of the Belle
époque, and she also behaves as such one: she seduces for a functional reason to
her own purposes.

[-330 seduces because she needs a man to do exactly what she, in the first
person, is not entitled to do, because, ultimately, it is not her the engineer, but it is
still a man, even in such far future, who does that kind of work. 1-330, in fact, is indeed
a partisan, a political antagonist®’, but, ultimately, what is its only active role within the
plot economy in the novel? To seduce.

She seduces one of the Guardians-Chraniteli S-1147, who is therefore

somehow neutralized. She seduces the doctor to get fake medical certificates. She

' Aleksandra Kollontaj (1872-1952) was a pioneer of feminism, a Marxist revolutionary and the
People’s Comissar for Social Wealth in the first Soviet government just after the October. She theorized
a new concept for love and sex that would be totally free and indipendent from men-manipulating aims.
See her works as Sem’ja i kommunisticeskoe gosudarstvo [The family and the Communist state,
Moscow-Petrograd 1918] or Novaja moral’ i rabocij klass, [The new moral and the working class], 1919.
L. Heller defines her works and essays as “almost utopian” (Heller, 1992: 594). Zamyatin’s post-
romantic role model of I-330 as a manipulator rather than a “new”, “Kollontaj style” feminist is a precise
author’s choice.

20 See M. Sé&ekin’s work Kak Zit’” po-novomu: sem’ja, ljubov’, brak, prostitucija [How to live in a new
way: family, love, marriage, prostitution] Kostroma, 1923, and, again L. Heller’s essay (Heller 1992, p.
593).

211-330 has often been compared by critics to some of the most iconic women-terrorists of Imperial
Russia, as Sof’ja Perovskaja (1853-1881), one of the leader of the terrorist society “Narodnaja volja”,
hanged in 1881 after the murder of the Tsar Aleksandr Il, or Vera Zasulich (1849-1919). In post-October
era we should remember Fanny Kaplan (1890-1918), a political activist of the Russian social-
revolutionary party, who tried to kill Lenin on August the 30th, 1918. She was executed four days after.
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seduces the protagonist D-503 because he is the chief engineer of a potential
devastating weapon. In her courageous act of resistance, she is fact the perfect
prototype of the astute late-nineteenth-century woman-manipulator, and not one of
the new post-October revolutionary heroines. In this interpretation of a fascinating
diabolical character, 1-330 is therefore not very different from the post-romantic

heroines of European literature.

2) 1-330 as a «Snake-woman»:

D-503 first impressions of 1-330 are about «sharp teeth», «almost angry teeth»
and a «smile as a bite»*. She also has a triangular face, and yellow-gold eyes, like
ones of the reptiles, she's thin, she moves fast, and she is sinuously seductive.

Thus, in his expressionist style Zamyatin creates not only the portrait of a
femme fatale, but also of an elegant woman-huntress, a decadent schlangengottin.

The suspense and the erotic tension between [-330 and D-508 is then often
constructed through seductive, and at the same time, disturbing auditory perceptions
of silk, the rustling of the silky (artificial, futuristic) material of the uniform that falls
down while she undresses (like the skin of a snake who does the wetsuit), and that of
pure silk, this “ancient fashion material”, of the beautiful dress she wears to seduce
D:

«Sharp teeth, smile: «But now you are in my hands. You remember —
“Every number who has failed to report to the Office of the Guardians within
forty-eight hours, is considered..." [...] My heart thumped so violently [...]
And stupidly | kept silent. And | felt: I'm trapped, | cannot move a hand or
a foot. She stood up and stretched laizily. Then she pressed a button, and
the shades dropped, crackling lightly. | was cut off from the world, alone
with her, 1-330 was somewhere behind me, near the closet. Her unif
rustled, fell. | listened, all of me listened [...] The glass silk rustled down
the shoulders, knees, dropped to the floor. | heard |[...] one foot step out of

the bluish-grey silk pile, the other [...] And | heard — | saw her behind me,
thinking for a second. And now — the closet doors, the click of an opening

22 |n the Russian original we see: «oHa, TOHKasi, pe3kas, ynpsamMo-rnbkasi, Kak X/bICT», «MoYTU 3/ble
3y6bl...Ynbibka — ykyc» (Zamyatin 2014, 1. 1, p xxx).
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lid — and again silk, silk... «Well, if you please...». |turned. She was in a
light, saffron-yellow dress of the ancient model»*®

We note here how the feelings of D-503 are of attraction, but also of actual fear,

a fear that imobilizes him like a snake's prey, like a rabbit*. D-503 feels attraction,

but at the same time, he realizes that he has no way out, that he is trapped. In this

regard we see how [-330 underlines this inferior position of D-503, while she is

perfectly at her ease: «But now you are in my hands. [...] She stood up and stretched

lazily». She is perfectly in her environment, like a huntress who is preparing to seduce

but at the same time to pursue his prey. Her initial position and her slow movements

recall those of a sumptuous, heavy snake, a rolled and patient python, while D-503's

heart beats so wildly that he is afraid she could hear it (Zamyatin calls his heart a
"hammer that pounded inside me"), as we see in the next quotation:

«She sat® in a low armchair. On the rectangular table before her, a bottle

with something poisonously green, two tiny glasses on stems. [...] The

membrane still quivered. The hammer pounded inside me against the red-

hot iron rods. | dearly heard each blow, and suddenly: what if she heard it

too? But she puffed calmly, glancing at me calmly, and carelessly shook

off the ash — on my pink coupon. [...] She poured the liquid front the bottle
into her glass, sipped it. - Delicious liqueur. Would you like some? »?

% «Ho 3ato Tenepb Bbl — B MOMX pykax. Bbl momHuTe: «Bcsikuii Hymep, B TedeHne 48 yacos He
3asBuBLK Bropo, cuntaetcs...» [...] Cepaue CTYKHYNO Tak, YTo NpyTbs COrHynuck. Kak maneumiika,
— [Ayno, Kak manbyuwka, nonancs, rayno monyan. W yyscTBOBan: 3anytancs — HWU PYKOW, HU
Horon...OHa BcCTana, NoTsaHynacb neHWBo. HapgaBuna KHOMKY, C NerkKum TPEeCKOM yhnanum cO BCeX
CTOPOH LUTOPbLI. A 6b11 OTpe3aH OT M1pa — BABOEM C Hel. | Bbina roe-To TaM y MeHsi 3a CrHOW, BO3e
wkada. OHudba wypwana, nagana — A cnywan — Becb cnywarn. [...] BoT Tenepb wenkHyna kHonka
y BOpoTa — Ha rpyan — ewe Hmke. CTEeKNSAHHDbIA WK WypLWnT No nieyam, KoneHam — no nosny.
S cnbilwy — 1 3TO ewe sicHee, YeM BUAETb, — U3 ronyboBaTo-Ccepoit WeNKOBOM rpyabl BbllWarHyna
opgHa Hora u gpyrasi...[...] U s cnblwy — 51 BUXY: OHa, c3aau, oyMaeT cekyHay. Bot — asepu wkada,
BOT — CTYKHYyJ/la Kakas-TO KpbIlWIKa — U CHOBA LWeNK, Wenk...— 5 06epHyncs. OHa 6bina B NErkom,
wacdpaHHO-XKenNToM, OpeBHero obpasua nnartbe. (Zamyatin, op. cit.: xx). See the alliteration of the
sounds /sh/ /shch/, /zh/, sje/ s’/ which remind the hisses and the sound of a snake. Unfortunately in
the translation the reader loses all these expressionist auditive references.

4 This reminds the verse by Aleksandr Blok in the poem Neznakomka (1906), where the drunk men
look at the beautiful and mysterious unknown woman dressed in black “rnasamu Kponukos” - with
rabbit eyes.

% |n the Russian original I-330 was already sitting in the armchair, there is no movement: «oHa cugena
B HW)KEHBEKOM Kpecne».

% «OHa cupena B H3EHLKOM Kpecrie. Ha YeTbipexyrofbHOM CTOMVKe nepen Helt (hiakoH C YeM-To
A00BUTO-3e/eHbIM, OBa KPOLLUEYHbIX CTaKaHyMKa Ha HOXKax. B yrny pTa y Hee AbIMUNIOCbL — B
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Just after this brief moment of lazy pause (how many times does Zamyatin
repeat the word calm/ calmly?), In which 1-330 slowly contemplates the lover and
"her" green poison (the elegant glass of absinthe), it’s when "the attack" happens: |-
330 moves fast, suddenly rises, and in a second she attacks "from behind" his prey-
lover, D:

«She tilted the whole glassful of green poison into her mouth, stood up, and,
glowing pink through the transparent room, took several steps...and
stopped behind my chair. Suddenly, an arm around my neck, lips into lips

- no, somewhere still deeper, still more terrifying. | swear, this took me
completely by surprise [...]»*

The verbs from the first passage (starting from “she was sitting in the
armchair...she puffed calmly, glancing at me calmly...” see below, note n. 27) in the
Russian original are in the imperfective aspect, they express a status quo, a duration,
rather then an action; but starting from the drinking of the absinth [-330 starts to make
decise movements, and verbs are then expressed in the perfective aspect: actions
follow one after the other fast and all of a sudden, until she comes into an unexpected
suffocating attack from behind (this is expressed even without any verb: “suddenly —
an arm around my neck”), and doesn't stop until she gets what she wants: a deep
and passionate kiss/bite, in which she leaves his poison-wormwood in the lover's
mouth: «Intolerably sweet lips (I suppose it must have been the taste of the “liqueur'")
— and a mouth full of fiery poison flowed into me— then more, and more»*.

Starting from this moment the rational engineer D-503 will never be the same:

he becomes possessive, jealous, madly in love, cursed by this schlangengottin will be

TOHYanwWwen BymaxKkHon Tpybouke 3TO ApeBHee KypeHue (Kak Ha3blBaeTcs — cenyac 3abbin). Monot
61N TaM — BHYTPWU Y MEHSI — B HaKasieHHble [OKpacHa NpyTbs. S OTYETNMBO CAbIWAN KaxXablA yaap
W... N BOPYr OHa 3TO TOXE CNbiwnT? HO OHa CNOKOMHO AbiMUna, CNOKOMHO nornsiabiBana Ha MeHs»
(Zamyatin op. cit. p. ).

27 «XotuTte? [...] | cMesinack oYeHb CTPaHHO W Oonro. [...] ONpokuMHyna B POT BeCb CTakaHuuk
3eneHoro say, BcTana 1, NpoceeynBasl CKBO3b LadpaHHOe PO30BbIM, — cAenana HeCKOJbKO Liaros
— OCTaHOoBMNIacb c3agn Moero Kpecna... Bapyr — pyka Bokpyr moei wen — ryéamu B ryobl...
HeT, Kyga-To ewe rnybxe, ewe cTpaiwHee... KnsgHyCcb, 370 ObJ1I0 COBEPLUEHHO HEOXUAAHHO As
meHs [...]». (Zamyatin, ibidem).

2 «HecTeprnmmo-cnagkue ry6bl (8 nonaratwd — 37O Bbif BKYC «MKepa») — W B MEHSl BIUT MNOTOK
Xryyero sga — u ewe — u ewe...» (Zamyatin, ibidem).
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at the complete disposal of 1-330, who is, in fact, a very dangerous member of the
revolutionary association of «Mefi», whose sole purpose is to destroy the One State
and its apparent mathematical perfection of happiness. D-503 will talk about it as a
new «slavery of love»: «<She used the ancient, long forgotten "thou" — the "thou” of
the master to the slave. It entered into me slowly, sharply. Yes, | was a slave, and this,
too, was necessary, it was good»*°
This relationship with this kind of femme fatale is not only a reminiscence of
West-European decadent and post-romantic aesthetics, but is also connected to the
Russian literature of 19th century up to a late symbolism: see the fascinating snake-
woman in the novel by Nikolaj Leskov The enchanted wanderer (1873), who was an
author that Zamyatin loved, and, of course, some of the most “serpentine” verses by
Aleksandr Blok (in particular in his late poetry starting from 1909). Referring to this,
we would like to make just some comparisons between Blok’s poem Humiliation
(1911), in which the hero, completely subjugated by his lover-mistress, somehow
compares her to a powerful snake, and Zamyatin’s 1-330 in We:
Through the naked black boughs in window

| see yellow winter sunset. (Maybe in such a time the convicted
Men are carried to penalty death).

We have the same colourism of the situation is based on yellow and black, and
there is the inevitable decadent association of eros and thanatos. The lover-woman is
not directly described, but thanks to the poet’s technique, everything is described
with the male-lover’s eyes: her powerful and suffocating hugs, her threatening and
creepy whistle (in Russian: «cBuCT», «CBULLELWb ONATb N ONATbL» is also the snakes’

sound)

2 «3T0 OpeBHee, OaBHO 3abbiToe "Thl", "Thl" BnacTenvHa K paby - BOLIMO B MEHSi OCTPO, MedJIEHHO:
0a, s pab, 1 3TO - TOXKE HY>XHO, TOXKe xopowo» (Zamyatin, op. cit. p.).

%0 «B yepHbIX Cyubax AepeB 06HaXXeHHbIX/ YKenTbin 3MMHMI 3aKkaT 3a okHoM. / (K awacdoTy Ha KasHb
ocy>xaeHHbIx/ [NoBenyT Ha 3akate Takom). » A. Blok, Polnoe sobranie socinenij v 20 t. Moscow, 1997.
T. XX p. xx
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In the yellow, great winter sunset
There the bed sank (so fluffy) as yet...
It hard even breathe of embraces,
But you whistle again and again...*'

As in We, the poet insists on the sonorous dimension that paralyses the lover.
The whistle of the woman is death-like, the emotional climax rises up to the metaphor
of the "satisfied snake"
It is not joyful - your whistle, death-like...
Hush! Again | hear the murmur of spurs...

As a satisfied snake, the dress train crawled
Down from the armchairs to floor...?

And we have a claim to a final attack with something sharp:

You are brave! Let's be the more fearless!

I'm not your bridegroom, husband, friend!

Let you pierce heart, the yesterday's angel,
With your french heel, so sharp and so bad!®

Of course, E. Zamyatin may have been inspired by many other myths and
literary references about the femme fatale, about this modern “Melusine” of the post-
romantic era, since there are thousands of examples of such fascinating snake-
women in European literature and art (see also Flaubert’s Salammbd, also quoted by
Zamyatin in his speech about the Technique of prose), but it is also true that these
last references to Blok’s poem can be considerate punctual, and they seem to be built
on purpose to be easily identified by the Russian cultured reader of that period, in a
series of several a clés references that are typical of the Zamyatin literary technique:
he somehow “tickles” the intellectual component of his reader through recognizable
quotations and bookish references. In We there are many of them, as Old testament
ones, but also references to Puskin (in We R-15 is the poet with “negroid-fleshy lips”

and the portrait in the old house), to Blok’s Faina poetry cycle, but also to the Russian

81 «B XenToMm, 3MHeM, OrpOMHOM 3akaTe/ YTOHyna (Tak nbiwHo!) Kposartk.../ Elle TecHo gplwaTts oT
obbsaTun, / Ho Thl cBuLLEeLWwb onsATb U onaTb...» (A. Blok, ibidem).

%2 «OH He Becen - TBOW CBUCT 3aMOrubHbIN... /My! onate - GopMmoTaHue wnop... /CNoBHO 3Mmeit,
TSDKKWIA, CbITbIA U NbiNbHBIA,/ LLnend TBOM € Kpecen nonset Ha Koeep...» (A. Blok, ibidem).

8 «Tbl cMena! Tak ele 6yap 6eccTpaluHeit! 51 - He My, He XXeHVX TBoI, He apyr! Tak BoH3al Xe, MoV
aHren syepaluHuin, B cepgue - ocTpbin hpaHuy3sckuin kabnyk!» (A. Blok, ibidem).
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femme fatale Nastas'ja Filippovna, or to Majakovskij poem Cloud in trousers love
verses about lips*, et cetera.

E. Zamyatin, then, knowingly constructs piece by piece his extremely
innovative anti-utopia, the first real modern science fiction book in all Russian
literature, and one of the first literary dystopias of the modern era, and, at the same
time, "erodes" its own futuristic work thanks to the equal and opposite action of the
post-romantic and modernist aesthetics in 1-330’s character construction, to destroy

this same futuristic and rational world.
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