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ABSTRACT

The thesis explores religious themes in selected 

examples of Soviet prose fiction published officially 

between 1964 and 1988.

In Part I the threefold relationship between religion, 

literature and political ideology is considered. It is 

proposed that religious models applied by Soviet writers 

may be helpfully related to an anthropological debate on 

the nature and development of religion, based on the 

theories of Edward B. Tylor and Emile Durkheim. Briefly, 

it is shown how the animist/totemist dichotomy highlighted 

by this controversy may be applied to Russian religious 

thought before the 1917 Revolution and to the literature 

of the Soviet era.

Part II points to animist elements in writings by 

Valentin Rasputin, Chabua Amiredzhibi and Daniil Granin.

It draws attention to the connection between Rasputin's 

religious vision and traditional Siberian beliefs, 

particularly those of the Buryat. Chabua Amiredzhibi's 

novel Data Tutashkhia is analysed with reference to 

Zoroastrian thought. Daniil Granin's 'Kartina' ('The 

Picture') serves as an example of a work in which notions 

of art and beauty take on an animist quality.

Part III pays attention to literature revealing a 

tension between the animist vision and the totemic
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Abstract

understanding of religion. It argues that early fiction by 

Chingiz Aitmatov reflects aspects of pre-Islamic Central 

Asian religious tradition. 'Komissiia' ('The Commission'), 

a novel by Sergei Zalygin, is treated as a work which asks 

how individual, spontaneous needs may be accommodated 

within a system of social and moral order. The writing of 

Vladimir Tendriakov offers a further example of a vision 

divided between an awareness of psychological dilemmas and 

loyalty to familiar sociological models.

Part IV shows how Durkheim's theory of religion as an 

expression of collective self-consciousness may be related 

to ideas in works by the Russian nationalist writers:

Iurii Bondarev, Sergei Alekseev and Vasilii Belov. It 

suggests that particular examples of fiction by Petr 

Proskurin, Chingiz Aitmatov and Vladimir Tendriakov 

indicate a renewed interest in the God-building ideas of 

Maksim Gor'kii and Anatolii Lunacharskii.

In conclusion, the thesis argues that the alternative 

religious vision introduced by Soviet writers between the 

fall of Khrushchev and the Millennium of Christianity in 

Rus’ served as a model for society's subsequent 

reorientation and for new discourse under perestroika.
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FOREWORD

The present Foreword is also a health warning. It 

explains the purpose of this study, but does so, partly, 

to account for areas not covered in it.

In exploring the significance of religious ideas and 

images in Soviet prose fiction published in the years 

following the fall of Khrushchev and before fflasnost' came 

fully into its own, I do not claim to offer a final 

interpretation of the texts. My purpose has not been 

literary 'theology'. Nor, for that matter, has it been 

analysis in the sense that modern literary theory tends to 

understand it. I have not sought to dismantle the 

structure of narratives, or to expose the pattern of 

constant relationships within them. Instead, I have tried 

to retrieve what may be an important, if at times hidden, 

level of meaning in each work, inviting the reader to 

consider its implications in the context of a coherent 

piece of literature.

Some account has been taken of the 'intertextual' 

aspect of the works covered, their discourse with other 

writings of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 

However, this has been introduced only where it serves to 

exemplify religious perspectives in the novels or stories 

di scussed.

In order to highlight what may be the most salient 

dilemma of philosophical and religious thought in Soviet
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Foreword

prose of the late 1960sf 1970s and early 1980s, the study

has been framed by a long-standing anthropological 

controversy over the nature and origins of religion. The 

two schools of thought in question (represented by Edward 

B. Tylor and Emile Durkheim) differ over whether religion 

should be understood as a psychological or a sociological 

phenomenon. The divergence arises on the basis of dated, 

but none the less pertinent, studies carried out on 

’primitive' religious cultures in the late nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries.

After the 1917 Revolution atheism was promulgated as 

official Soviet doctrine. Thereafter, authors seeking to 

touch upon religious issues had only their intuitions, 

oral tradition and scant available reading to fall back 

on. Religious teaching was illegal. Consequently, writers 

had to start from scratch; their experience of the 

religious impulse may display a quality that is more 

spontaneous (or 'primitive') than it does in societies 

where religious institutions remain firmly established. A 

comparison between the religious vision of Soviet writers 

and that reflected in undeveloped religious cults has, 

then, some degree of justification and may help to reveal 

tensions generically inherent in many, if not all, 

religious traditions.
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PART I : INTRODUCTION

Chapter 1. The Religious Impulse and the Narrated Tale

( i )

The spectacle of religious practice past and present

is a puzzle and a humiliation for human intelligence,

Henri Bergson remarked in The Two Sources of Morality and

Reliffion C1935):

Experience may indeed say 'that is false', and 
reasoning 'that is absurd'. Humanity only clings 
all the more to that absurdity and that 
error ....

We find in the past, we could find to-day, 
human societies with neither science nor art nor 
philosophy. But there has never been a society 
without religion.1

Despite sporadically ruthless attempts in the Soviet 

Union, and other ideocratic societies, to stifle religious 

sentiment and superimpose ideological structures on 

religious ones, the substance of Bergson's observation 

still holds good. Recent history has confirmed that in 

ostensibly atheist social environments religious faith 

continues to flourish u n d e r g r o u n d .2 In better developed, 

more 'open' societies, modernity and individualism may 

have undermined the moral influence of religious teaching, 

but it remains broadly true that religious institutions 

have maintained their role as inductors into the 

communi ty.3

Bergson formulated his explanation for the prevalence
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1. Religious Impulse and Narrated Tale

of the religious phenomenon by proposing that religion, 

being co-extensive with our species, must be inherent in 

our structure.* The urge to create religious forms is an 

aspect of an instinct, a vital impulse which, combined 

with intelligence, ensures man's survival and his 

evolutionary development. It does so by activating in man 

a defence mechanism which protects him from his own innate 

intelligence; from those egotistical initiatives which 

might endanger the social s t r u c t u r e . 5 Further, it shades 

him from the intellectual awareness of the inevitability 

of death, and from a realisation of the presence of 

forces outside his intelligence which can hinder the 

achievement of ends he sets himself.6 This instinctual 

defensive reaction preserves social unity, protects man 

from discouragement or fear, and is related to the faculty 

of imagination. In critical conditions, the imagination 

opposes to intelligence the symbolic representations which 

lie at the root of superstition and religion.7 The act 

which produces these representations Bergson calls 'myth- 

making' or 'fiction'.8 Religion, superstition, myths and 

stories are aspects of a psychological, defensive reflex 

to those cognitive powers which give man the ability to 

realise the hopelessness of his estate.

Bergson's interpretstion of the psychological 

mechanics of spiritual and literary creativity points 

clearly to the connection which many anthropologists have
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1. Religious Impulse and Narrated Tale

made between the religious impulse and myth, or the

narrated tale. Each is an imaginatively ordered expression 

of the human condition: the formulation in language of a

complex of ideas which carries a meaning relating to the 

cosmic structure and man's position within it.

In terms of Iurii Lotman's semiotic definition of 

language as any ordered communication system which

employs signs, religion and narrative fall into a single 

category.9 Both are secondary modelling systems 

C'vtorichnye modeliruiushchie sistemy1): communication

structures built as superstructures upon a natural 

linguistic plane ('kommunikatsionnye struktury,

nadstraivaiushchiesia nad estestvenno-iazykovym

urovnem').l0 They share a common foundation (natural

language), the same purpose (communication), and a like 

function as carriers of meaning within a system which 

expresses relationships existing between the natural or 

physical environment, and the psychic or spiritual sphere.

In common, unrestricted use, the term 'myth' may

imply no more than a traditional story.11 But of those

writers who have seen in 'mythical' narratives a direct

expression of the religious sense, Ernst Cassirer, for

example, writes:

In the development of human culture we cannot 
fix a point where myth ends or religion begins. 
In the whole course of its history religion 
remains indissolubly connected and penetrated 
with mythical elements. On the other hand myth, 
even in its crudest and most rudimentary forms, 
contains some motives that in a sense anticipate
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1. Religious Impulse and Narrated Tale

the higher and later religious ideals. Myth is 
from its very beginning potential r e l i g i o n . 12

Religion and mythical (or traditional) fictional 

narratives have in common a linguistic base and their role 

as modelling systems for information about linkages 

between man and his world. If both are born of

imagination, they also demand an imaginative response. As 

textual structures they call for a creative reply within 

the framework of the language system used. But because 

they pertain to imagination, not experience, they can

transcend the limitations of knowledge, conditioning and 

temporality. Indeed, why else should the Bible, the Koran 

or the ancient Vedic scriptures of India enjoy such 

continuing appeal in the last decades of the twentieth 

century?

In an article on C. G. Jung's views on the creative 

imagination, Sergei Averinstev has argued that there 

exists an objective mythological structure which a piece 

of literature may, or may not, possess.13 The quality of

myth is to be found in primary patterns of ideas which lie

at the base of the most complex artistic structures: 

universal models which can be detected in the visual or 

narrative formulations of the creative mind.14

Jung proposed some of the most far-reaching 

psychological explanations of the existence of such models 

embracing myth, religion, dream, fantasy and art. He 

considered the existence of unconnected, but recurring,

1 1



1. Religious Impulse and Narrated Tale

motifs and patterns in the myths and religious beliefs of 

peoples throughout the globe, as well as in dreams and 

fantasies of people in the modern world unfamiliar with

mythology. He explained such recurrences by the notion 

of a group or 'collective' unconscious, existing beyond 

the bounds of the individual psyche. From this level of 

the unconscious, he argued, issue 'archetypal' structures 

which a-priori determine the shape of human ideas.15 

Reaching the more surface level of the conscious mind, the 

archetype is shaped into an image. And when formulated

externally, it has the power fully to absorb the 

attention. The gift of the artist and of the seer is,

therefore, a special sensitivity to the archetype and to

its most perfect expression.15

If art and literature are essentially

externalisations of the archetypes, so is myth: the story

or image which possesses a 'typical', timeless formula and

touches on the simplest, most deeply felt qualities of

existence. Averintsev quotes Jung's contemporary, Thomas

Mann, writing on the tetralogy Joseph und seiner Bruder

(Joseph and his Brothers, 1933-43) which explores the

emergence of individual personality from the tribal

collective:17
B THnnMHOM Bcerna ecTb o^eHb m h o t o  MH^HMecxoro, 
MHcJJHMecKoro b t o m  CMbicjie, u t o  TnnnMHoe, xax h
BCSiKHft MHcf), - 3t o  H3HaMa7it>Hfeift ofipaseu, 
H3Haya/ibHasi <$>opMa >k h3h h  , BHeBpeMeHHaa cxeMa,
H3.npeB.ne 3a.naHHasi tf>opMy/ia, b KOTopyw
yKnajctbiBaeTCH ocosHawiuaa ceCsr KH3Hb, CMyTHo 
cTpeMainasrcsT BHOBb ofipecTM HeKOTfla

12



1. Religious Impulse and Narrated Tale

npejjHaqepTaHHtie eft npnMeTti.18

As Mann understands it, that which marks out the myth 

from a lesser narrative is a primary formula present in 

life as in art, creating a connection between life and 

art: between what is and the creative expression of what

is. If this is so, then the link which myth offers by 

presenting universally familiar experiences in a way which 

gives them, and life itself, a satisfying pattern, may 

suggest why it has been so closely linked with religious 

structures.

Myth has been said to be an expression of man's

cosmic orientationl9, to 'express in action and drama what 

metaphysics and theology define dialectic a l ly'20, 'to 

narrate a sacred h i s t o r y ' 2 l  and to establish norms for

l i v i n g . 22 But in the end, the archetypal narrative must be 

defined by its function: to be the cosmological,

historical and moral bridge between a temporal order and

an eternal order, a role it shares with religion.

Presenting,as it does, a textual model by which life 

may be understood, myth makes demands. On the one hand it 

sets something apart as sacred: the text itself, something

or someone within it, or an idea. It creates a polarity 

between that which is set apart as absolute, inviolable, 

eternal, and that which is profane. On the other hand it 

calls for an unconditional suspension of disbelief, a

revision of one's sense of life's linkages and, finally,
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1. Religious Impulse and Narrated Tale

action: the endeavour to bring the sacred quality (in

whatever form) into the profane world.

As Mircea Eliade has suggested, myth is a gesture 

towards the realisation of the eternal order within the 

temporal. It is an 'exemplar history', he writes, which

'must...be seen in relation to primitive man's tendency to 

effect a concrete realization of an ideal archetype, to 

live eternity "experientially" here and now'.23

Eliade notes too that the urge to imitate a mythical 

archetype - to have the profane world realise a

transcendent reality - which he sees as characteristic of 

traditional societies, may have parallels in some social 

and religious trends of the modern world: in messianic

movements, f o r  instance .24

Katerina Clark has observed a striking similarity 

between this perception of the world and that reflected in 

the official rhetoric of the Soviet Union in the 1930s.

Eliade depicts a dual sense of reality characteristic of 

primitive cultures, with traditional man looking on the 

one hand to a mythic Great Time and, on the other,

recognising the present as a form of profane time. The 

physical world gains its true quality to the degree that 

it establishes communion with the higher r e a l i t y . 2 5  There 

appears to be a neo-Platonic duality in things: the sacred

lives in myth, the profane must find its way to becoming a 

part of the myth. A similar scheme characterises

14



1. Religious Impulse and Narrated Tale

socialist realist literature. The Soviet novel, Clark has 

shown, suffers from an inherent 'modal schizophrenia'. It 

seeks to juxtapose 'what is* and 'what ought to be* , to 

combine two diametrically opposed systems of evaluating 

the world: the imperfect, incomplete reality of the here

and now, and a perfect, harmoniously structured reality 

which is immanent, attainable but not yet a r r i v e d . 26

The traditional Soviet novel is intrinsically a 

mythological genre. It sets out to bridge the gap between 

an imperfect world order and a perfect one, according to a 

loosely specified m o d e l . 27 jn its heyday, Clark writes, 

its dual role was to provide a parable for the working out 

of Marxist-Leninist ideology in history, and to be itself 

a myth for maintaining the social and political status 

quo . 2 8

True mythology, according to the religious 

anthropologist Joseph Campbell, may be identified by its 

four specific functions. One is to present a cosmology, an 

image of the u n i v e r s e . 2 9  Another is the validation of an 

established order.30 A third role is 'the centering and 

harmonization of the individual', traditionally through 

submission or the giving up of oneself to a higher 

authority.31 But the primary function of 'a living 

mythology’, Campbell writes, the 'properly religious 

f unc t i o n ' is:

15



1. Religious Impulse and Narrated Tale

to waken and maintain in the individual an 
experience of the awe, humility, and respect, in 
recognition of that ultimate mystery, 
transcending names and forms, 'from which', as 
we read in the Upanishads, 'words turn back'.32

The socialist realist novel proper fulfils all the 

roles Campbell prescribes for myth, with the exception of 

the last. It lacks, not an absolute (for its narrative 

illustrates the all-encompassing Marxist-Leninist 

ideological structure), but the recognition of a point of 

reference beyond expression or definition.

Marxism-Leninism offers a doctrine which is social, 

historicist and te l e o l o g i c a l .33 Like a religion, it 

purports to reveal the design of human life, and offers a 

final answer to its purpose. This absolutist quality gives 

Marxism-Leninism some of the characteristics of a 

religious orientation and may, as Dimitry Pospielovsky has 

suggested, encourage their d e v e l o p m e n t .34

However, more than seventy years after the October

Revolution, experience, it has been argued, has proven

religion and ideology to be psychologically incompatible.

Both may lay claim to supreme authority over individual

life, Aleksandr Zinov'ev writes, but their effect is

entirely different. Religious belief penetrates the

personality and is reflected in moral behaviour. Ideology

is but a superficial garb donned for practical expediency:

K O M M y H H C T H M e C K a S T  H^xeo/iorHsi, K a K  H pe/IHPHSI ,
n p e T e H a y e T  H a  po/it. a y x o B H o r o  nacTbipsi juojaeft. Ho 
O H a  . . . n p H H U H n n a / i b H O  OTJiHMHa ot p e r a r H H .
FIcHxoTiorHMecKyio o c H O B y  pe/inrnH o C p a 3 y e T  B e p a , a 
njieo/iorHH - <$>opMa/ifc.Hoe n p H H S T T H e  . . . . C o c T o a H H e

16



1. Religious Impulse and Narrated Tale

Bepti ecTfc H e n o e  n e p s o H S M a ^ b H o e  n c H X H w e c K o e  
c o c T O H H H e  w e / i o B e K a , H e  n p e ^ n o Jiaraioiu.ee h h k q k h x  
/l O T H U e C K H X  JIOKa3QTeiIbCTB H BKCTiepHMeHTa/IbHblX 
nojTBepDKneHHft T e x  no^oaceHHft, b  K O T o p w e  B e p s i T , h  
H e npeztno/iaraiomee Taxxce B H e u i H e r o  n p H H y x c j i e H H H . 
3 t o  BHyTpeHHsisi n p e , a p a c n o ^ o 3 K e H H o c T b  ' n p H S H a T b ' 
H e ^ T o  R a x  cymecTByioinee f H C T H H H o e ,
jao7i»Hoe.... B e p a  e c T t  o a H a  H 3  c n o c o b H o c T e f t  
M e / i o B e x a , H a  o c H O B e  K O Topofi B b i p a c T a e T
C n O C O f i H O C T b  K p e / I H r H 0 3 H 0 M y  C O C T O S T H H W  n C H X H K H  H K 
pe/iHrH03HbiM $ o p M a M  noBe,aeHHsi. . . . Haeo/iorHs*
n p H H H M a e T c a  p a 3 y M O M  h  h s  o c o 3 H a H H o r o  h t i h 
n o f l c o s H a T e ^ b H o r o  p a c y e T a  nocjie.acTBnft c B o e r o  
noBezieHHsi h  JiywuiHX yc/iOBntf x c h3 h h  . . . . Pe/inrnsi
n p o H H K a e T  b nyuiH J i n n e f i h  nposiBJisaeTcs? b h x
n o B e ^ e H H H . H^ieo/iorHsi e c T b  m h c t o  BHeuiHee c p e a c T B O  
b n o B e f l e H H H  J u o n e P i, a H e  c a M O  n o B e j i e H H e . 
IIoBejieHHe onpejjejisieTcsi jpp y t h m h  c h j i q m h  (a H M e H H o  
- S B K O H a M H  K O M M y H a / l b H O C T H ) . HjteOTIOTHSI JiaeT M M  
HarrpaB/ieHHe h o n p a B ^ a H H e .  O h b  H e  b x o a h t  b ziyniH 
/none#. H e T  B H y T p e H H e f t  n o r p e O H O C T H  b Hjjeo/iorHH . 3 5

As a construct superimposed on human psychology and 

on its essential creative nature expressed in archetypes, 

ideology must, of necessity, come into conflict with art. 

If art - particularly literature - is a system of 

communicative expression, or a language rooted in the 

unconscious, then its relationship to any ideological 

superstrueture inevitably confines and ultimately muzzles 

its voice.

While not being 'mythological* in any true sense, 

socialist realist narrative also lacks the qualities of a 

'literary* text. Because it is bound to illustrate an 

established doctrine it cannot - if one follows Lotman's 

definition of art - be a 'generator of languages' , a 

complex of superimposed linguistic models in dialogue with 

one another.36 The novel, Salman Rushdie argued in his

17



1. Religious Impulse and Narrated Tale

Herbert Read Memorial Lecture (1990), 'has always been

about the way in which different languages, values and

narratives quarrel, and about the shifting relations

between them.'37

During the critical and exploratory period in the

development of Soviet literature between the removal of

Khrushchev in 1964 and the 1988 celebrations of the

Millennium of Christianity in Rus', however, the range of

ideas and languages in fiction proliferated considerably.

The Soviet critic Galina Belaia has remarked on the

increased tendency of writers in the 1960s and 1970s to

identify their characters by an individual manner of

speech reflecting their personality and background. She

has noted too that the narrative voice shifted away from

the omniscient story-teller to independent personalities

speaking from within the narrative structure. Diegesis

was slipping into mimesis. Or, to introduce the presently

fashionable vocabulary of Mikhail Bakhtin, 'monologic'

prose was becoming 'dialogic', perhaps even

'polyphonic'.38

BceBe.ay]u,Hft aBrop Kax Gbi yuieji b TeHb - Ha 
aBaHcueHy Bbime/i report, h ero BMjaeHne mm pa, ero 
cosHBHHe ( ' wyacoe' co3 H6hhs ) CTa.no onoport 
CTpyKTypbi npo3bi.3 9

In addition, Soviet prose of the Brezhnev years saw

the return of a secondary language which was traditionally

enmeshed into the structure of pre-Revolutionary Russian

literature: that of religion. It appeared in references

18



1. Religious Impulse and Narrated Tale

to local religious cults and in suggestions of a 

personalised spiritual dimension present and active in 

human life. It was also, more obviously, evident in 

allusions to the traditions of the Great Religions.

The introduction of religious models in a subtextual 

discourse with atheist ideology helped Soviet literature 

to free itself from the unitary language imposed on it by 

the socialist realist c a n o n . 4 0  Within the framework of the 

plot it became possible to conduct an ideological dialogue 

where voices from the past, writers, philosophers and the 

bearers of religious and cultural tradition, might 

challenge the unassailable ideological model. This also 

paved the way for the eventual publication within the 

Soviet Union of literary works by the first writers to 

break ranks with socialist realism who were widely read 

only in the West (Solzhenitsyn and Pasternak are the most 

frequently cited examples). However, the new, discursive 

quality in Soviet prose also brought with it at times a 

restatement of ideological values couched in a different 

language. With new models to hand, the ideology of the 

collective could be expressed as well in religious terms 

as in secular ones.

Ensuing chapters will highlight the presence of 

religious language within a selection of literary texts, 

and suggest layers of meaning which familiarity with that 

language can reveal. In particular, it will be proposed

19



1. Religious Impulse and Narrated Tale

that the use of religious models by Soviet writers can be 

usefully related to a continuing anthropological debate on 

the nature of religious phenomena.

This controversy is based on the writings of two

anthropologists, Edward B. Tylor (1832-1917) and Emile

Durkheim (1858-1917), and may be summarised as follows. In

1871, Tylor published a two volume study on tribal culture

and religion, Primitive Culture, mooting that all

religions developed from man's psychological tendency to

believe in souls or spirits. Four decades later, his idea

was opposed by a sociological theory put forward in

Durkheim’s Les formes elementalres de la vie religieuse

(The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life. 1912).

Durkheim argued that religion was an expression of the

collective's consciousness of itself, rooted in the urge

to comply with and strengthen the bonds of the group:

A society has all that is necessary to arouse 
the sensation of the Divine in minds, merely by 
the power it has over them; for to its members 
it is what a god is to its w o r s h i p p e r s .41

The remainder of this study will illustrate how religious

models used by Soviet writers can be seen to fit into the

framework of this still unresolved debate.

( ii )

The disagreement among anthropologists hinges on the 

question of how (as Bergson put it) 'beliefs and practices

20



1. Religious Impulse and Narrated Tale

which are anything but reasonable could have been, and 

still are, accepted by reasonable b e i n g s ' . 4-2 While

examining religion in its simplest forms, free of the 

trappings of intellectual or economic development, the 

Tylor/Durkheim controversy offers two apparently

incompatible ways of understanding the religious impulse 

and religious culture: one psychological - pertaining to

the individual; the other sociological - relating to the 

group. When considered in conjunction with the

complexities of literary expression, the dispute also

confirms that manifestations of the religious impulse

cannot be satisfactorily relegated to any single 

definition, psychological or sociological. A psychological 

manifestation may become a sociological one and vice 

versa. The urge to a belief in spiritual beings may 

override social pressures; the inverse may also occur.

Tylor's theory of religion was one of progressive 

development from a postulated lowest form which he termed 

'animism', the belief in souls or spirits. He noted 

parallels between unconnected religious cults, and argued 

that these reflected an inherent similarity in the 

reasoning of all human beings, irrespective of their 

habitat or race. The laws of reason, applied to particular 

phenomena similar throughout the world (such as the rising 

and setting of the sun) would lead all men to similar 

conclusions:4 3

All human beings are in body and mind so much of
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one pattern that each can judge others by 
reference to his own understanding, intention,
and will, and by the consciousness conveyed by
language.4 4

Tylor's understanding of the primitive mind was that

it was undeveloped but rational - a view well in harmony

with the prevailing ideas of his time.45 Religion, he

argued, was rooted in the urge to reason out the nature

of the world, and particularly to explain such phenomena

as death, disease, trances, dreams and visions. Man's

reflections on these had led him to create a distinction

between the mortal body and the soul which, man assumed,

lived on after death and haunted survivors in memories and

visions. Tylor went on to say that primitive man had a

natural tendency to imagine the world in his own image.

Since animals, plants and objects moved about, behaved,

helped or hindered him, man would naturally assume that

they too were endowed with souls or inhabited by

independent spirits. Belief in spiritual beings

constituted Tylor's minimum definition of religion. These,

he argued, eventually developed into gods, beings superior

to man and in control of his d e s t i n y . 46

Tylor took his argument further still and considered

the developmental association between the notion of the

soul and the philosophy of ideas. In his conclusion to

the first edition of Primitive Culture he writes:

A special point brought forward in this work... 
(is) that one of the greatest of metaphysical
doctrines is a transfer to the field of
philosophy from the field of religion, made when
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philosophers familiar with the conception of 
object-phantoms used this to provide a doctrine 
of thought, thus giving rise to the theory of 
ideas.4 7

By way of example, Tylor cites a theory of thought of 

the Greek philosopher Democritus, who explained perception

by the notion that things were constantly throwing off

images of themselves. The images assimilated the 

surrounding air, entered a recipient soul and were thus 

perceived. This, Tylor writes, is 'really the savage 

doctrine of object-souls, turned to a new purpose as a 

method of explaining the phenomena of thought'.48

In this way the notion of the soul, modified to form

a philosophical theory of perception, developed into a

doctrine of ideas. The Roman philosopher-poet Lucretius,

Tylor points out, also formulates a theory of film-like

images of things to account both for the apparitions which

come to men in dreams and the images which impress their

minds in thinking. Even modern thought remains affected by

the notion of an idea being a real image:

Ideas, fined down to the abstract forms or 
species of material objects, and applied to 
other than visible qualities, have at last come 
merely to denote subjects of thought. Yet to 
this day the old theory has not utterly died 
out, and the retention of the significant term
'idea' (l5eoe, 'visible form’) is accompanied by
a similar retention of original meaning.49

It is with particular reference to Tylor's theory 

that I have chosen to discuss three Soviet writers whose 

vision suggests the existence of spiritual beings in
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creatures, places and objects, or in ethical formulations 

and intellectual representations. In Valentin Rasputin's 

'Proshchanie s Materoi' ('Farewell to Matera', 1976), for

example, the island of Matera hosts its own spirit.50 

Chabua Amiredzhibi's insights into truth and falsehood, 

good and evil, are respectively personified in the figures 

of Data Tutashkhia and his 'double' Mushni Zarandia (Data 

Tutashkhia, 1976-77).5l Daniil Granin's eponymous painting

('Kartina', 1980) possesses a soul which decisively 

affects human lives, being itself an image of the spirit

of beauty.52

The animist elements in selected works by these three

writers are examined in Part II. They may be seen as

reflections of the spontaneously formulated religious

impulse or, I would tentatively suggest with the

religious anthropologist Rudolf Otto, as subsidiary

models which help to grasp a preceding experience:

Representations of spirits and similar
conceptions. . . .are attempts in some way or 
other...to guess the riddle it propounds, and 
their effect is at the same time always to
weaken and deaden the experience itself. They 
are the source from which springs, not religion, 
but the rationalization of religion, which often 
ends by constructing such a massive structure of 
theory and such a plausible fabric of 
interpretation, that the 'mystery' is frankly 
excluded.5 3

Tylor saw man, at his most 'primitive' as an aspiring 

philosopher, a noble savage given to the creation of
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intellectual formulations. But a number of his younger 

contemporaries refuted or amended this view. James G. 

Frazer (1854-1941), for instance, argued that man was more 

concerned with practicalities than with reasoning. 

Religious forms had evolved from magical ones in man's 

'search for general rules whereby to turn the order of 

natural phenomena to his own advantage', he wrote.54

Religion, however, introduced a conscious, personal agent

into the pattern of immutable laws assumed by magic. It 

was :

a propitiation or conciliation of powers
superior to man which are believed to direct and
control the course of nature and of human
life.55

Other anthropologists appear to have built on this 

idea. R. R. Marett (1866-1943), also advocated a pre-

animist stage in religious development which could not be 

separated from magic. Undeveloped peoples have a sense 

that there exists a mysterious, invisible but active 

power, maria, which belongs to certain persons and objects.

It is this, Marett felt, that constitutes the earliest

manifestation of a religious cult: of the separation of

the sacred (that which possesses mana) from the profane 

(which does not).55 In psychological terms, Marett also 

argued, magical acts are a form of emotional catharsis and 

help to neutralise internal tensions. Magic, he wrote, is 

'a substitute activity in situations in which practical 

means to attain an end are lacking. '57 Religion in its
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earliest stages of development is the ritualised release 

of pent-up feeling.

Frazer and Marett shared the idea that primitive man 

had a sense of nature's laws and sought to establish a 

satisfactory or improved relationship with them through 

collectively recognised ritual performances. These 

symbolically acted out the desired state of affairs and 

helped to release emotional stress. In Part III, works by 

Chingiz Aitmatov, Sergei Zalygin and Vladimir Tendriakov 

are considered with reference to this idea through 

shamanistic techniques, and the cosmic order that 

shamanism postulates. This may illustrate the tension 

between psychological and sociological interpretations of 

the religious phenomenon. Is religion the reaction of the 

solitary thinking being to the unknown and the 

incomprehensible? Does it stem from an urge to propitiate 

the powers inherent in the natural world? Is it a way of 

releasing pent-up emotion through the medium of commonly 

acknowledged symbols, a formalised collective expression 

of the trauma of the human condition? Does it, in fact, 

pertain predominantly to the individual or to society?

The approach Emile Durkheim adopted to the problem of 

religion combined scientific observation with sociological 

theory. While drawing on material gathered from the 

observation of Australian Aborigines and North American
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Indians, he developed a comprehensive thesis on the 

dynamic of collective behaviour. His purpose, he wrote in 

the introduction to The Elementary Forms of the Religious 

Life, was above all 'to explain present reality', and also 

to expose what he believed to be the universal truth 

behind all religious m o d e l s . 5 8  Primitive religious culture 

served well as an object for examination since in it the 

group was more uniform, individuality less developed, and 

fundamental states of the religious mentality easier to 

i dent i f y .5 9

Durkheim held, like Marett, that primitive peoples

perceived a force immanent in the world diffused in an

innumerable multitude of things (mana). and conceived of

it in the form of a sacred animal or plant which was their

totemic god. The single factor common to all religious

beliefs, Durkheim wrote, was their classification of

things real and ideal into two distinctive and radically

contrasted categories:s0

The sacred and the profane have always and 
everywhere been imagined by the human mind as 
separate genera, two worlds which have nothing 
in common.61

Any passage made by a selected initiate from the profane 

world into the sacred involves nothing less than total 

metamorphosis, 'a transformation totius s u b s t a n t i a e ' .62

Sacred things were identified by being protected and 

isolated by interdictions expressed in ritual rules of 

conduct prescribing behaviour towards them. A religion,
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Durkheim wrote:

is a unified system of beliefs and practices
relative to sacred things, that is to sav.
things set apart and forbidden, beliefs and
practices which unite into one single moral
community called a church all those who adhere
to them. The second element which thus finds a 
place in our definition is no less essential 
than the first; for in showing that the idea of 
religion is inseparable from the idea of a 
church, it foreshadows the fact that religion 
must be a pre-eminently collective t h i n g . 63

The very idea of the sacred, Durkheim maintained, was

of social origin and could be explained only in

sociological terms. Its influence on individual, original

minds was only by way of secondary effect. The forms taken

by the notion of the sacrosanct could only be understood

in relation to the public institutions of which they are

t h e  e x t e n s i o n . 6 4  The sacred was on the one hand a mental

conception locating and objectifying the complex of

external and intangible social forces which form man, help

him, protect him and threaten h i m . 65 On the other, its

underlying purpose was to unify societies and stemmed from

the urge to group cohesion and preservat ion. The most

primitive form of religion, totemism, was a direct

expression of t h i s . 6 6  Totemic symbols embody in the first

instance the mysterious impersonal power which pervades

things in nature, and in the second instance the clans

which venerate t h e m . 6 7  Durkheim writes:

The totem is above all a symbol, a material 
expression of some other thing....

On the one hand, it is the external and 
tangible form of what we call the totemic 
principle or god. On the other hand, it is also
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the symbol of that particular society which we 
call the clan. It is the flag. It is the sign by 
which each clan distinguishes itself from the 
other clans, the visible mark of its
personality.... If, then, it is at once the
symbol of god and of society, is this not
because god and society are one and the same
thing?...The god of the clan, the totemic
principle, cannot therefore be anything other 
than the clan itself hypostasized and 
represented to the imagination in the form of 
the tangible species of vegetable or animal 
which serves as the totem.68

If God and society are the same thing, then every

group will create gods tailored to its own needs,

reflecting its own internal dynamic. In that, modern

society differs little from its primitive counterpart:

As much today as in the past , we see society
ceaselessly creating sacred things out of 
nothing....

As well as men, society sanctifies ... 
ideas. The moment a belief is unanimously shared 
by a group of people, it is forbidden...to deny 
or dispute it. The prohibition of criticism is a 
prohibition like any other and proves that we 
are face to face with a sacred thing.69

Durkheim's views on the projection of collective 

consciousness into the sphere of religion and ideas have 

particular bearing on writers whose work shows evidence of 

strong nationalist sympathies or state concerns. They are 

also relevant to writers whose work suggests that they 

view the idea of a deity as a useful or necessary social 

tool. Part IV of this analysis explores ways in which 

Durkheim's thesis may be related to the thinking of 

Russian nationalist writers such as Iurii Bondarev, Sergei 

Alekseev and Petr Proskurin, and to neo-rel igious, 'God-
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building* ideas expressed in some late writing by Aitmatov 

and Tendriakov.

'Man’s concept of the Absolute can never be

completely uprooted: it can only be debased',, Eliade

remarks in Patterns in Comparative Religion:

Primitive spirituality lives on in its own way 
not in action, not as a thing man can 
effectively accomplish, but as a nostalgia which 
creates things that become values in themselves; 
art, the sciences, social theory, and all the 
other things to which men will give the whole of 
themselves.70

The forthcoming chapters will trace the shape of this 

nostalgia in the last decades of a becalmed ideological 

culture which, for half a century, had perceived 

religious thought as a target for elimination.
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Chapter 2. Some Dilemmas of Russian Religious Thought in 
Retrospect

< i )

Throughout its recorded history, up to the Revolution

and beyond, the Russian religious experience has

vacillated between two principles: the theocratic and the

ascetic. Since the enforced conversion of Rus' to 

Christianity in 988, the Russian people have known an 

institutionalised religion closely tied to the state 

structure, which gave the state the authority to claim a 

divine commission. But within that tradition they have 

also seen many remarkable religious figures who prefered 

to devote themselves, as far as possible, exclusively to 

spiritual practice. 1

There has existed in Russian history an apparently 

endemic tension between a 'totemic' religious attitude - 

in the sense that the social unit, the state, was revered 

with all the trappings both of secular wealth and 

Christian tradition - and an attitude which might be

loosely termed 'animist', in that its adherents perceived 

the world solely in terms of an immanent Spirit, the

Trinitarian Deity.

This paradox between a spirituality which turns away 

from the material world, wealth and power, and a tradition
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which seeks to absorb secular and aesthetic values into 

its sphere, has been reflected as much in the 

institutional history of the Russian Orthodox Church as 

in the lives and thinking of some of its greatest saints 

and scribes.

The conversion of Rus' in 988 is now widely 

recognised by historians as an event motivated by 

political rather than theological concerns. The acceptance 

of Byzantine Christianity by Grand Prince Vladimir of 

Kiev, Dmitrii Likhachev has remarked, was an act of state 

rather than spiritual enlightenment. It created a sought- 

after coalition between the Eastern Slavs and brought with 

it an advantageous alliance with Constantinople; but, from 

the start, it put the Church in a position subservient to 

the state.2

Conversely, another event in medieval Russian history 

which might appear to have a political rather than 

religious character has frequently been drawn in terms 

that suggest the opposite. The repulsion of the Tatars by 

the Russians at the Battle of Kulikovo Field in 1380 is 

remembered as a spiritual victory. Aleksandr Blok called 

it a 'symbolic event' , and in his cycle of poems Na pole 

Kulikovom (Kulikovo Field. 1908) depicted it as an 

'eternal battle' (vechnyi boi) between the forces of good 

and evil.3 It was one of Russia's greatest saints, Sergii 

Radonezhski i , who is said to have given inspiration to
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the movement which thrust back Tatar domination.4

In the fifteenth century the Russian Church gained 

its independence from Constantinople and acquired a sense 

of its mission as protector of the original Christian 

tradition inherited from a fallen Byzantium. Since then 

the tension between the spiritual calling of the Church in 

Russia and its historical and political role has remained 

u n r e s o l v e d . 5 The letter which the elder Filofei of Pskov 

wrote to Tsar Vasilii III in about 1510, identifying him 

as the head of the Apostolic Church now in Moscow, and 

Moscow herself as the Third Rome, laid the foundations for 

a messianic attitude of mind which could be, and at times 

was, 'taken in a political as well as a religious sense, 

to further the ends of secular i m p e r i a l  i s m '  .6

But if this doctrine gave some influential 

representatives of the Church, and the Muscovite state, a 

free hand in the appropriation and dispensation of 

possession and power in sixteenth century Russia, this was 

countered by a group of ascetics - the 'transvolga 

hermits' lead by Nil Sorskii Cc.1433-1508) - who held that 

the Church should be independent of the state and 

questioned its right to any form of 1 andowner ship. 7 Less 

overtly, secularised religious forms were also challenged 

by traditional Byzantine beliefs which had permeated all 

levels of Russian society. One such was the notion of 

'folly for the sake of Christ'. This carried to its limits
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the veneration of suffering and the renunciation of 

earthly wisdom. The 'fool' voluntarily stripped himself of 

all intellectual attributes and took upon himself the 

burden of madness. He was then entitled to be critical of 

those in power and continued to be treated with 

considerable respect.8

The struggle between ascetic and theocratic 

principles is historically most clearly marked by the Old 

Believer schism in the seventeenth century. A group of 

clergy lead by the Archpriest Avvakum defied the reigning 

patriarch, Nikon, over changes in liturgical practice. 

These, Avvakum and his followers objected, broke the 

continuity of the sacred tradition of 'right worship'

(pravoslavi e ) for the sake of closer links with the 

Byzantine rite, which Nikon regarded as politically 

indispensable.9

The Old Believers were defending not just the purity 

of their religion or indeed the Russian messianic 

tradition, but, more important perhaps, the sanctity of 

the ritual act. This, they argued, could not be changed 

because it was the prescribed, age-old link between the 

Deity and the material world.10 Today - despite the schism 

- the Russian Orthodox Church continues to teach that it 

guards the glorification of God with 'right worship'.11 

The traditional ritual act is, as Georges Florovsky 

wr ites:

the witness of the Spirit; the Spirit's
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unceasing revelation....Tradition is not only a 
protective, conservative principle; it is, 
primarily, the principle of growth and 
regeneration.... (It) is the constant abiding of 
the Spirit and not only the memory of w o r d s .12

This idea of tradition as a living thing, 'the life

of the Holy Spirit in the Church'13 or the point of

encounter between the material and the spiritual, reflects

one aspect of what Nicolas Zernov calls the 'fundamental

conviction of the Russian religious mind* which is:

the recognition of the potential holiness of 
matter, the unity and sacredness of the entire 
creation, and man's call to participate in the 
divine plan for its ultimate transfiguration.14

The belief that the material world is intimately a 

part of the Deity, and that there exists an immanently 

present link between God and matter (often personified in 

the figure of Hagia Sophia, Holy Wisdom, or in the figure 

of the Mother of God), was preserved among social groups 

unaffected by Western thought - particularly the Old 

Believers - until Vladimir Solov'ev revived the idea among 

the intelligentsia in the late nineteenth c e n t u r y . 1 5  it is 

a notion deeply ingrained in Russian thought and crucial 

to the understanding of the Russian experience: historical 

and cultural. Until the eighteenth century, when Peter's 

reforms significantly changed the role and character of 

the Church, the struggle between 'involvement' and 'non

involvement' in politics and in the acquisition of wealth 

was at the deepest level a disagreement over the 

interpretation of the linkage between God and matter,
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personified in Hagia Sophia. Those within the Church who 

felt that power and material wealth should belong to the 

Church would argue that it was through the Church that 

matter as much as man becomes holy.i6 Their opponents 

preferred to leave sanctification entirely to God.

The tension was probably not rooted entirely in 

acquisitiveness; it may have been, in essence, 

theological. The doctrine of the Third Rome which laid 

foundations for the theocratic attitude of mind grew, 

Sergei Zenkovskii has reportedly remarked, from a thirst 

to bring closer the incarnation of the Kingdom of God on 

fiarth. It was 'a myth which grew up from the need to 

combine the heavenly and the earthly, the divine and the 

human in a concrete reality'.1?

The transfiguration of matter, man and, by extension, 

of wealth and society in history, and the way in which 

this would be achieved, remained a key problem in secular 

as well as ecclesiastical environments throughout the 

nineteenth century and well after the Revolution. And it 

was perhaps because of the deeply held belief that the 

world is by its nature there to be transfigured - made 

perfect and whole - that Western utopian ideologies were 

able to take root and flourish in Russia as nowhere else.

There are grounds for tracing the secularisation of 

this theological notion to the Petrine reforms. Tsar Peter 

the Great set himself the task of transforming Russia into
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a European power, and created a complex state structure

intended to assist the transition. He was disturbed by the

memory of Patriarch Nikon's political aspirations, and as

a precautionary measure, kept a tight hold on the Church

hierarchy.18 Following the death of Patriarch Adrian in

1700, he abolished the patriarchate, and brought the

Church under a department of state, the Holy Synod, headed

by a layman. The Church became a department of education,

social welfare and care or supervision for the common

p e o p l e . I t  ceased to carry the spiritual authority

touching upon every aspect of material existence which

Orthodox theology, as much as the Church's social and

political role, had previously bestowed on it. Commenting

on the quality of Russian culture before the meeting with

the West in the eighteenth century, Nicolas Zernov

observes that the Russians were:

intensely ritualistic. Their piety had 
affinities with the Old Testament prescriptions. 
The Muscovites distinguished between clean and 
unclean food, and between dress and customs 
becoming and unbecoming to a faithful Christian. 
The keenest among them combined this ritualism 
of daily life (bytovoe blaffochestie) with a 
puritanical disapproval of popular amusements 
and with severe moral and bodily discipline.20

The effective subjugation of the Church in the 

eighteenth century to an increasingly developed,

ostensibly religious, but actually secularised culture, 

was reinforced by Peter's successors. Under Catherine II, 

Church land was expropriated and replaced by subsidies

43



2. Dilemmas of Russian Religious Thought

which did not compare with its proper value. The rural 

clergy were forced to gain their income from parishes and 

farming small plots of land attached to parish churches. 

They were frequently left in poverty, preoccupied chiefly 

by drawing funds from their p a r is h i o n e r s .21 By the 

beginning of the twentieth century, the activity of the 

Church was almost wholly limited to the performance of the 

liturgy. Its voice, Metropolitan Antonii of St Petersburg 

complained in 1905, was unheard both in private and public
l i f e . 2 2

But the spiritual tradition the Church housed 

remained alive and active none the less. H. P. Liddon, 

Canon of St Paul's, observed after a visit to Russia in 

1867, that the sense of the supernatural seemed 'to 

penetrate Russian life more completely than that of any of 

the western nations'.23 Indeed, the nineteenth century - 

chiefly remembered as an age of bureaucratic oppression, 

with a materially and intellectually stifled Church - saw 

the revival of some traditional beliefs which Peter’s 

reforms had sought to brush away as unworthy of a modern 

Western power.

In a forest near the monastery of Sarov, for 

instance, St Serafim was preaching a doctrine of man's 

vocation to deification and union with God, re-emphasising 

that not only the soul, but the body - matter -r could be 

sanctified and tr a n s f i g u r e d .24 His teaching, and that of
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other less well known figures, descended from the

tradition of unworldl iness and independence from temporal

concerns laid down by Nil Sorskii three centuries earlier,

was taken up, for example, at the hermitage of Optina

Pustyn', south of M o s c o w . 2 5  The influence of these elders

C startsy) apparently penetrated nineteenth century Russian

society at all levels: from the peasantry - long attached

to religious tradition and belief - to well-placed

intellectuals, who tended to be n o n - b e l i e v e r s . 2 6  The

Optina monks affected the work of some of the most

renowned 1i terat i of the time: Gogol' , Dostoevskii,

Solov'ev and T o l s t o i . 2 7

These writers became spokesmen for Russian Orthodoxy

in a way theologians and academics could not;

ecc1esiastica1 and secular censorship was imposed on all

Orthodox pronouncements.28 Though now widely regarded as

representatives of their era, they and the Slavophile

thinkers with whom they sympathised were 'dissenting'

figures inasmuch as they questioned the basic tenets

upheld by the intelligentsia of the time, particularly its

positivism and material ism.29

The religious ideology professed by the Imperial

Russian state bore a secular character and was imposed by

secular means.30 It left little room for original thought

within its bounds. And this, writes Geoffrey Hosking:

predisposed both intellectuals and the
population at large to the acceptance of a new
ideology with the opposite characteristics, that
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is to say, claiming to be secular, but bearing 
strong unacknowledged religious overtones (such 
as became manifest in the symbolism of the
Stalin era

It is almost as if there were a church
shaped vacuum in that culture, waiting to be 
filled by any ideology or institution which 
could satisfy Russians' aspiration to join with
others in order to be of service to their fellow
men.3l

A number of scholars have pointed out that the

Russian intelligentsia as a social group was marked by 

some of the characteristics of a religious order.32 it was 

a class identified by conformity of dress, manner and 

values.3 3  And it had a vocation to save the world. The 

journalist Harold Williams, who was closely involved in 

Russian liberal circles between 1904 and 1917, observed 

that :

Its attitude resembled that of the Puritans and 
their successors. It had a Non-Conformist 
conscience, but the ideal pursued was not of the 
salvation of the individual soul but of the
salvation of the Russian p e o p l e . 34

While rejecting the dogmatic basis of religion as an

ideological ramification of the state autocracy, the

intelligentsia appear to have revived something of the

quality of pre-Petrine religious faith: disciplined,

uncritical, communal and m e s s i a n i c . 3 5  its guiding

principle was service to the people and a search for

pravda: intellectual and moral truth.3 6  The Russian

intelligentsia, Zernov writes:

took upon itself the Christian prophetic 
function and tried to stir the nation into
action, calling the Russians to fulfil their 
mission and build their corporate life in
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accordance with social justice, harmony and
peace.3 7

It did so by creating a cultural atmosphere which 

would encourage social responsibility and correct 

behaviour. Vissarion Belinskii, one of the fathers of 

socialism in Russia, saw literature in particular as the 

fibre which could knit the loose strands of society with 

thoughts and attitudes to help make it strong and whole: 

BHyTpeHHO CBsi3biBaioT monePi odmne HpsBCTBeHHue
HHTepeebI, CXOJICTBO B nOHSITHHX , paBeHCTBO B 
odpasoBaHHH h npH 3tom BaaHMHoe yBaxceHHe k 
CBoeMy ye^oBeyecKOMy aocTOHHCTBy. Ho Bee hbuih
HpaBCTBeHHtie HHTepecu, b c s i  ayxoBHaa DKMSHt Hama 
cocpe^oTOMHBajiact no c h x  nop h  eme nonro GyneT 
cocpejioTOMHBaTbcsi HCKTiioMHTe/ibHO b  JiHTepaType: 
OHa TOBOft HCTOVIHHK, H3 KOTOpOTO npOCa VIHB8I0TCSI B 
odmecTBe Bee ye^oBewecKHe yyBCTBa h  t t o h s i t h s i . 3 8

Nineteenth century radical literature - novels and

shorter tracts - offered guidelines for living in a way

similar to medieval hagiographic texts. The use of

biblical or liturgical language and imagery was the norm

in these writings, since their aim - moral education -

fell in with those of traditional religious works. As

Katerina Clark remarks:

Whatever the genre ostensibly used, a heavy- 
handed didacticism and religiosity soon entered 
the narration; consequently most radical 
fiction... soon surrendered its generic identity 
to the language of rhetoric and the c h u r c h . 39

Clark's observation could be directed with 

just i f i cat ion at the best wri ters of the period - 

Dostoevskii or Tolstoi - as well as at lesser figures such 

as Chernyshevskii or Stepniak-Kravchinskii. The nineteenth
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century was in many ways an age of final solutions to 

long-standing problems: economic, social, scientific,

philosophical. And in Russian literature as in no other, 

it was de rigueur to offer answers to the 'accursed 

questions': to show the readership how to live,

irrespective of the complexity of the moral or 

philosophical issues raised.

The notion that literature must have more than 

aesthetic significance was reflected in a didactic 

narrative stance, a fictionalised form of theological 

discourse and in an urge to prophesy characteristic of 

some writing by Dostoevskii or Gogol'.40 Related to this 

was Russian fiction's preoccupation with the depiction of 

characters who might serve as models for living.4* As 

critics frequently point out, the hero of the time was 

less an individual than a representative of moral or 

social qualities which might help to lead Russia out of 

s t a l e m a t e . 4 2 Literature offered a prescriptive guide to 

'right thought' and 'right behaviour' morally, socially 

and politically; and its 'positive* heroes were there to 

point the way forward.

The nineteenth century positive hero carried a 

greater burden even than the saint of medieval hagiography 

or the valorous prince of the chronicles, to whom he has 

been compared.43 His life did not merely present a
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conventionalised, exemplary pattern of virtue. He was to

do no less than spearhead a movement designed to

transfigure society and its individual members.

The prototype for the exemplary new man who would

take the reins when the world was ready and, meanwhile,

give his life to the realisation of the social ideal, is

generally said to be Rakhmetov, the taciturn revolutionary

in N. G. Chernyshevskii’s novel Chto delat'? (What is to

be Done?, 1863). Rakhmetov's role may be subordinate to

the main relationships in the plot (which works chiefly

towards a reassessment of the woman’s role in society),

but he is illustrative of the novel’s driving purpose as a

blueprint for the overthrow of an oppressive social

o r d e r . 4 4  Fiercely disciplined, well-read and persistently

active for his cause, Rakhmetov is a superior being

(vysshaia nature), awaiting recognition as an example to

the world and, perhaps, as its s a v i o u r . 4 5  His life recalls

the hagiographic pattern of the 'Life1 of Aleksei, Man of

God who also abandons an affluent background to live by

rigorous ascetic practice. And certainly, the novel was

invoked by the earliest leaders of the Soviet Union as the

text which most inspired their revolutionary activity.46

Lenin is reputed to have commented: 'Eto veshch', kotoraia

daet zariad na vsiu zhizn''.47

Positive heroes, writes Richard Freeborn:

whether Dostoyevskian and Tolstoyan or Soviet, 
have their literary beginnings in this post- 
Chernyshevsky concern for a vision of humanity
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transformed into exemplars, given a pattern of 
Christian humility to follow in Dostoyevsky, of 
structured religious doctrine in Tolstoy or of 
Marx-Engels-Leninism and scientific truth in 
Soviet 1iterature.̂ 8

However, the line of exemplar heroes Freeborn 

identifies appears to bifurcate precisely at this point. 

On the one hand we see those representing the energies of 

the revolutionary collective who might be termed 'totemic' 

figures. They can be traced from Chernyshevskii through, 

for example, works by Stepniak-Kravchinskii, to Gor’kii 

and writers of the socialist realist school. On the other 

side stand heroes whose lives suggest that their positive 

nature resides in a relationship with a spiritual or 

noumenal sphere of existence. These I would venture to 

call 'animist', citing as examples characters from 

Dostoevskii, Tolstoi and, later, Mikhail Bulgakov, 

Pasternak and Solzhenitsyn.

The animist/totemist dichotomy which can be observed 

throughout Russian religious history, was inherited, in 

the late nineteenth century, by a literature which had 

taken upon itself the task of revealing life's most sacred 

mysteries. The positive hero of the Rakhmetov school acts 

as a focus through which society is to perceive itself and 

its direction. He is an early sketch for the socialist 

realist hero who served as Soviet society's totemic god: 

the leader and father of the people, expressing and 

symbolising collective forces.
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The hero of the 'animist' school recognises an

immanent and personified spiritual reality, and allows it 

to be revealed in his life. Figures such as Father Zosima 

or Platon Karataev, Prince Myshkin or Nekhliudov are the 

bearers of a message affirming a numinous quality in

things, and a God-given human capacity to perceive reality 

in its integrated unity through personal relationship. The 

teaching of the mystic elder, Zosima, in Brat'ia 

Karamazovy (The Brothers Karamazov, 1879) reflects this

most fully:

' JlroOHTe Bee co3,aaHHe OoKne, h ue/ioe h Kaxcuyio 
nectiHHKy. Kaacjifeirt tihcthk , KaDK̂ birt /iy m doxcuft 
TUobMTe. . . . Byjeurt JuoCwTb BcsiKyio Beutt. h TaftHy 
Sohchio nocTHTHeuib b BeiH3X .

The particular quality of the mystery (taina bozhiia)

is that it is not just a way to redemption beyond the

grave, but, more relevant for the here and now, an

essential part of the mechanics of successful living. An

important element in Zosima1s teaching is the thought that

life itself is a paradise hidden within every human

being.50 There is no such thing as separation between

spiritual and material life. The mystical union between

spirit and matter, once consciously affirmed, cannot but

create miracles. As the narrator of Brat * ia Karamazovy

comments: 'V realiste ne ot chuda vera rozhdaetsia, a

chudo ot very*.5l

Zosima's vision of total unity, and of the potential

integration of physical and spiritual through life in
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communion and identity with what exists outside the self,

is shared by Tolstoi.52 This is so despite Tolstoi's

misgivings about institutional aspects of ecclesiastical

life and official interpretstions of Christian d o g m a . 53

Richard F. Gustafson writes:

Estranged from Father Zosima*s Church and 
monastery, Tolstoy dwells in his universe....

The theological vision of life in The 
Brothers Karamazov ...resembles the idea of the 
salvation of life in War and Peace. . . .Father 
Zosima's active love, which is understood as 
God's love in us given to be expressed and when 
expressed redemptive of 1ife,...stands in total 
agreement with Tolstoy's theology of redemptive 
love.5 4

Tolstoi's vision is based, like Dostoevskii's , on the 

assumption of an all-pervading unity to which things are 

subordinate, and on a sense that the world must be by its 

nature good - even when evil seems dominant - because it 

is rooted in the divine. This belief, as Gustafson shows, 

is in evidence throughout Tolstoi’s writing. In many ways 

it resembles the teaching of other Russian religious 

thinkers who were Tolstoi's contemporaries and 

successors, in particular the visionary philosopher and 

poet, Vladimir S o l o v ' e v . 5 5

Solov'ev's Chteniia o Bogochelovechestve (Lectures on 

Godmanhood, 1877-81) proposed a philosophical structure

illustrating the notion of total unity in terms of a 

metaphysical world of mutually penetrating, but separate, 

beings modelled on the Trinitarian God. These shared a 

wholeness, an 'All-unity' (vseedinstvo) which was and was
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not the Divine B e i n g . 5 6  The created universe was also, in 

Solov'ev's vision, a 'person', a single organism and a 

spirit which he identified as the 'World Soul' or as 

Sophia, the Divine W i s d o m . 57 She was metaphysically 

'married* to the Divinity, and advancing - with difficulty 

at times - towards an absolute union with H i m . 58 This was 

ultimately to be established through the increasing 

closeness of the relationship between man and God.59 The 

positive response of man to the love of the Creator could 

lead - through the person of Jesus Christ - to his 

ultimate transfiguration into 'Godmanhood'

(Boffochelovechestvo) . The term indicated the evolutionary 

integration of matter and spirit and the restoration of 

the ideal relationship between man and God, the world and 

God, or Sophia and the active, energising and unifying 

life principle, the Lo r o s .6 0

Solov'ev laid t W  foundations for those Russian 

philosophers of the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries who chose to reject positivism, Marxism and the 

socio-economic theories which governed the thought of the 

radical intelligentsia. Sergei Bulgakov and Nikolai 

Berdiaev, for example, turned away from the Nietzschean 

vision of man as God which the radicals had adopted and 

popularised in the heroic ideal of 'mangodhood'

(chelovekobozhestvo) .6* They reverted to the Christian 

idea that transfiguration was to be achieved not by
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resisting and mastering the forces of the cosmos, but 

through a growing together of man with the Deity, and 

through the uncorrupted reflection of the Will of the 

Creator in the will of man: Godmanhood.

Sergei Bulgakov, whose writing is also based on the 

sophiological conception of God and creation, went 

further; he re-emphasised Solov'ev's suggestion that 

Sophia, the spirit of creation linked to God, had her 

counterpart in the Orthodox C h u r c h . 6 2  it was through the 

Church that the Divine Wisdom was made manifest in the 

world, because the Church was no less than the cosmos 

transfigured through its communion with the Deity.

Bulgakov's thought makes explicit an idea always 

inherent in the Orthodox religious tradition: that the

cosmos and man were created to be deified through the 

mediation of the Church. Man, the icon or image of God, 

may if he chooses become God ('attain theosis') without 

losing his own identity in that union with the Deity.63 

But he may do so only within the corporate body of the 

Church with all its members, living and dead.64 

Deification is something which ultimately involves the 

body (though the full outward manifestation of sanctity 

must await the Last Day) and the whole of material 

c r e a t i o n . 6 6  'Redeemed man is not to be snatched away from 

the rest of creation, but creation is to be saved and 

glorified along with him', Timothy Ware writes.66
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The radicals of the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries drew significantly on ideas put foward 

by religious thinkers of their time: that man could and

should be God, and that the world and man could and must 

be transfigured - not in isolation but in community. The 

distinction lay in the focus through which this change was 

contemplated. The religious thinkers held that it was to 

be achieved through the integration of the individual self 

with the objectively existing world of the spirit, the 

persons of the Deity. The radical intelligentsia believed 

that it should be done by the submission of individual 

interests to collective interests via the totemic symbol 

of collective unity: the revolutionary man-god.

The two schools of thought had inherited, in effect, 

the dilemma which had teased the Russian religious mind 

since Prince Vladimir's conversion. Was the Deity a spirit 

being independent of, but somehow linked to, the physical 

world and waiting to be unified with it? Or was He rather 

the immanent fullness, the energy and power, the mana 

which is in the material world, particularly in the 

integrated community, the strong state, or utopian 

collective, and in its leadership?
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(ii)

The literature of twentieth century Russia has 

reflected this dichotomy no less clearly than earlier

writing. But as the social theories of radical

intellectuals crystallised into the ideology of the post

revolutionary state so, in officially approved works, the 

totemic line of thought took precedence over the animist 

and, for a time, stifled it almost completely.

The decree on religion passed in 1918 ensured that

religious thought and practice took on a wholly private 

character, isolated from the support of the state and the 

c o m m u n i t y . 6 7  Lenin had inherited Marx's personal anti

theism and Engels' view that religion was a fantasy 

reflecting man's helplessness before the powers of nature 

and society in the earlier stages of history. With the

increase of man's control over nature and social 

processes, religious practices would cease to have any 

function and eventually disappear. Discouraging any form 

of spiritual discipline or animist mode of thought 

consequently became a strong priority in Party policy.60

The rejection of a religious model which had shaped 

Russian thought for over nine hundred years gives further 

support to Lotman's thesis that the history of Russian 

culture can be divided into a series of dynamically 

opposing consecutive stages:
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Every new period - whether that of the 
Christianization of Russia or of the reforms of 
Peter the Great - is oriented toward a decisive 
break with what preceded it. At the same time, 
however, the investigator will encounter a good 
many repeated or very similar events, 
historical-psychological situations, or t e x t s . 69

In radically negating cultural models of the past the 

new ideology in many ways regenerated them. It called for 

as much commitment from its neophytes as religions demand 

from their followers. But the Leninist Weltanschauung was 

to be built on a prior rejection of any form of religious 

faith. Marxist atheism was to be 'a catharsis for

awakening revolutionary souls', Dimitry Pospielovsky 

writes, 'a precondition and a test for the sincerity of

any affiliation to the Communist Party'.70

The inspiration of a revolutionary mood became the 

task of all the arts, and the animist vision which had 

formed the basis of much of the finest literature of

nineteenth and early twentieth century Russia was

declared taboo. With the censorship body GLAVLIT

monitoring all published writing after 1922, the use of 

religious imagery was permitted only as parody of the 

reactionary past.71

When, in 1934, the doctrine of socialist realism was 

promulgated as a guide for Soviet writers, the formula A. 

Zhdanov presented to the First Congress of the Union of 

Soviet Writers offered only a loose methodological 

framework. It recommended writers to give 'an authentic,
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historically specific depiction of reality in its

revolutionary development', and asked them to combine this

with the task of 'ideologically reshaping and educating

toilers in the spirit of socialism'. It also guaranteed

the creative artist exceptional opportunities for the

manifestation of his creative initiative.72 Beyond that,

the doctrine was defined largely by quoting lists of

exemplary texts.73

Abram Terts (Andrei Siniavskii) has observed that the

Zhdanov precept, like the ideological model which

supported it, rested on a teleological assumption:

B ocHOBe stoiS cjiopMŷ ti. . . TieDKHT noHstTue ue/iH, 
Toro BceoxBarbiBaioiuero H^eajia, no HanpaBJieHHio k 
KOTOpOMy HeyK/IOHHO H peBOJIKJLXHOHHO pSBBHBQeTCH 
npaBjHBO H3o0paHcaeMa& .aeftcTBHTe/ibHocTb . 7 4

In so far as this presented a complete answer to the

meaning of human destiny, it shared something with the

religious vision of the past.75

In practice, Zhdanov's formula encouraged writers to

reapply structures based on religious models which had

been developed by nineteenth century radical thinkers, and

to translate them into a new set of interpretations drawn

from Bolshevik and, later, Stalinist mythologies.76 In the

words of Lotman and Uspenskii, the old system of values

was written into the new 'with a minus sign'.77

As many critics have recognised, Maksim Gor'kii's

novel M at' (Mother, 1907) illustrates well the transition

from radical fiction to the socialist realist tradition.78
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It offered a new interpretation of the plot pattern and 

system of images which, in the writings of Chernyshevskii 

or Stepniak-Kravchinskii , had served to outline moral 

qualities and spiritual growth. Gor'kii's novel, Clark 

writes, gave significance to nineteenth century cliches in 

accordance with the Bolshevik paradigm for historical 

progress, the 'spontaneity/consciousness dialectic'.79

'Spontaneity' (st ikhi inost') refers to social 

behaviour inadequately controlled by political awareness. 

It may be erratic, inconsistent or anarchic, stimulated by 

an uncontrolled nature rather than thoughtful 

deliberation. 'Consciousness* (soznatel'nost'> identifies 

behaviour that is controlled and guided by correct 

political affiliations. It is a part of the Leninist 

vision of social progress that the forces of spontaneity 

and consciousness have since time immemorial been locked 

in a dialectical struggle which gives history its 

progressive dynamic and leads to a final resolution in 

Communism.8 °

While establishing the precedence of the social 

value (consciousness) over individual drive (spontaneity), 

Mat ' also offered a new formulation by depicting the 

development of the animist value into the totemic value.

Gor'kii wrote the novel at a time when he was 

inclining towards the 'God-building' theory

(boKostroitel'stvo) propagated in the early writings of
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Anatolii Lunacharskii. Collective energy, Lunacharskii

argued, could effectively be tapped by means traditionally

used in religious institutions. The ’enthusiasm* and

motivation to creative activity which religion generated

could be valuable in the effective realisation of the

social ideal.8l

Gor'kii's thinking on the subject appears to have

been independent, however. As early as 1902 - six years

before the appearance of Lunacharskii's Religiia i

sotsia1izm (Religion and Socialism, 1908; 1911) - he wrote

to Leonid Andreev:

W e ’ll create a God for ourselves who will be 
great, splendid, joyous, the protector of life 
who loves everyone and everything.82

Man as ideal was, as Gor'kii believed, the inspiration by

which people might transcend petty personal interests and

fulfil their potential, submerging individual identity in

the collective All.

Nilovna, the heroine of Mat ' . develops, then, not

from an outlook that is religious to one that is

ideological but rather, as F. M. Borras has pointed out:

from one kind of religious outlook to another, 
from that which worships God in heaven to that 
which looks to the establishment of His kingdom 
on earth.83

Her faith undergoes a shift from a naive, mechanistic form 

of Christian worship, through a vision of the imagio 

Christ i in the faces of her son's revolutionary 

colleagues, to a religious sentiment directed at the
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unknown mass of humanity which she imagines as a titanic 

figure cleansing the earth of falsehood and revealing life 

in its simplest and fullest glory.84- The revelation marks 

Nilovna's leap into consciousness and into the totemic 

out look.

Critical attention has been drawn to parallels 

between the teleological aspect of Gor'kii's hovel and 

medieval Russian hagiographic 1iterature.85 Just as union 

with the Deity is the end to which the life of any saint 

progresses, so the purpose of Nilovna's life proves to be 

union with the collective Godhead.

Another point which has been noted in relation to 

this is the abstract and formal nature of the 

characteristics of Gor'kii's heroes (also reflected in 

later socialist realist novels) and their similarity to 

the depiction of princes in the chronicles of Rus' .86 The 

enlightened purposefulness of the positive hero in 

socialist realism in many ways gives him a literary role 

comparable to that of the medieval prince. His

characterisation is determined not by psychological

factors but by political ones. Just as the prince 

represents not himself but his estate, so the positive

hero (Pavel in Mat' . for instance) embodies the estate of 

the new revolutionary man. The prince's attributes are 

defined by his position as feudal master; the socialist 

realist hero's are determined by his position as
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representative of the revolutionary vanguard. The prince 

knows no doubts about his role which is to rule and fight 

for Rus' ; the traditional Soviet hero similarly has no 

doubts about his vocation. Finally, the medieval prince is 

glorified by slava. the recognition of the people with 

whom he is identified; the socialist realist hero is 

blessed with the love of the revolutionary masses.87

Another early exemplar for the socialist realist 

hero of the more romanticised variety is Kozhukh in 

Aleksandr Serafimovich's novel 'Zheleznyi potok' ('The 

Iron Flood', 1924). Kozhukh is a Cossack peasant who 

single-handed forges a revolutionary army from tens of 

thousands of starving peasants and, in 1918, leads them 

from Taman' to join the Red Army in the Kuban' . In a 

superhuman feat, he unites an exhausted and rebellious mob 

into one massive body, beating with 'a single, inhumanly 

enormous heart' C' odno ogromnoe, nechelovecheski-ogromnoe 

serdt se').8 8

Kozhukh emerges as a cross between a messiah and an

Old Testament prophet, looking upon the multitude as his

closest kith and kin, home and family. To them, he is a

father, a godhead and the reflection of their c a u s e . S9

Richard Freeborn writes:

As a parable on the way the masses seek, in 
their very deliverance from tyranny, to summon 
new gods to rule over them, The Iron Flood 
unintentionally reveals in all their nakedness 
the processes that lead to 'a cult of 
personality'.90
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And the gods they summon are totemic. Kozhukh develops 

into a representation of the social unit, its focus and 

the guarantor of its identity and cohesion. As a 

socialist realist hero, he serves the function of 

'society's official mandala': its religious representation

or its totem.9 1

The literature of the 1930s, however, appears to have 

given this function less to its leading characters than 

to its leader. It was traditionally through a momentous 

meeting with Stalin himself that the hero of the time 

achieved a state of consciousness.92

Despite the God-building subtext of Stalinist 

fiction, the emphasis is notably less on individual growth 

and transfiguration than on the message that the value of 

the ordinary, 'little' man can only be measured in terms 

of his loyalty to the collective and its l e a d e r . 93 The 

hero denies himself, subordinates his will and his life to 

a greater power or authority, and accomplishes his 

mission. His efforts are racked with apparently 

insurmountable obstacles. He may, like Pavel Korchagin in 

Nikolai Ostrovskii's Kak zakalialas' stal ' (How Steel was 

Tempered, 1934), face not just the perils of battle, but

the torment of progressive physical disability. Yet his 

work goes on. Paralysed and blind, Korchagin writes a 

successful war novel. He may not achieve the status of a 

god-like embodiment of the collective, but his capacity to
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strive and give for the Party is unbounded.

Clark's analysis of the structure of Stalinist 

cosmology suggests that it represents a travesty of the 

shamanistic system of cosmic order. She proposes a

structure in which the Kremlin stands as a link between

the terrestrial shadow world of ordinary mortals and the 

'higher' reality inhabited by 'those supraterrestrial

beings, Lenin and Stalin*.94 Like the shamanistic cosmic

tree or pillar, the Kremlin is a Jacob's Ladder between 

the heavens and the earth. It is given only to the elect

who strive hardest, the artist-seers or the supreme

achievers (which is what Korchagin - in a modest way - 

becomes) to climb the tree at great personal cost and, 

like the shaman, give the earth's inhabitants a promise of 

the transcendent.

The socialist realist texts of the Stalin era 

presented a focus on an unattainable supreme reality 

through which the reader was to realise himself in 

relation to the collective. The heroes of the time 

indicated that through faith and effort anything was 

possible. Social and even biophysical laws could be 

overcome. In Fedor Panferov’s novel Vol^a-matushka reka 

(Mother Volya, 1953) it is suggested, for example, that 

the limits of science may yet be crossed, and dead matter

r e v i v e d . 9 5  in the submission of the individual will and

the entire self to the group totem, there was the promise
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of neutralising the division between the worlds, of 

breaking out of the bounds of banal possibility into a new 

and fuller life in the here and now.

It is probably true to say that only two major prose 

writers of this period took up the system of thought 

which, in the past, had resisted the impulse to identify 

the sacred with society and its current leadership. They 

are Mikhail Bulgakov and Boris Pasternak.

Set against the backdrop of ’classical', Stalinist 

socialist realism, Bulgakov's Master i Marsarita (The 

Master and Margarita, written 1928-40; published 1966-7) 

presents in many ways a challenge to the mythological 

model of its time. It does so in two ways. First, it 

inverts the relationship between the two spheres of 

reality which classical socialist realism postulated. The 

transcendent reality is not to be striven for by supreme 

effort and heroic achievement. It comes down to earth of 

its own accord. An encounter with it is shown to be not 

only attainable but ultimately inescapable. It is an 

immanent truth, intervening and participating in the 

world. Second, instead of offering a final answer to the 

meaning of past and future, Bulgakov's novel presents the 

reader with a problem or puzzle which demands 

participatory evaluation.96

Rather than paint a formal canvas of a modern god,
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Bulgakov offers us an animated sketch of the devil. Yet 

the attributes of Woland as demon have, it has frequently 

been noted, only limited importance.97 He does punish and 

he does fall upon the acquisitive instinct as a way of 

ensnaring Moscow's bewildered population, but the purpose 

of his teasing is not to appropriate the human soul. The 

retribution he brings serves rather as evidence of a state 

of things in which denial of the supernatural and 

preternatural must bring with it the annihilation of 

consciousness. The fate of Berlioz - the rationalist 

decapitated - is emblematic.

The image of Woland as Mephistopheles goading a 

humanity sunk below its proper level, and seeking perhaps 

to be its master, loses the firmness of its outline as it

becomes evident that he may be an agent of salvation or,

at least, of relief from the troubles of this world. His 

shape is further disturbed by the role he shares with 

Bulgakov's 'Christ', Ieshua, as representative of another 

sphere of existence. And his arrival, like Ieshua's, gives

characters caught up in the concerns of mundane reality a

pointer towards a fuller level of being.98

Woland, then, is as much 'angel* or messenger as 

demon. He brings retribution, but he also offers 

revelation. And above all, he bears the story of Ieshua 

and Pilate. The devil, as Andrew Barratt remarks, 'is also 

a new evangelist'. "  Interpretations of his role have led
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to conclusions that he is 'a punishing sword in the hands 

of justice’, a catalyst, a satirist or a folk-tale donor 

figure who provides the hero with a magical a g e n t . 100 One 

attractive proposal suggests that he is a 'Gnostic 

Messenger': a supernatural being descended to earth with a 

message which carries enlightenment, but only for the few 

able to decipher it .10 1
The notion of a Gnostic Message also has bearing on 

the way the novel as a whole is formulated. It is built of 

clues and false trails. The characters from the other 

world are masked by their appearance, their names and the 

literary or religious allusions they c a r r y . 102 Earthly 

characters who hear the message (Margarita, Master, 

Bezdomnyi) are granted, selectively, some degree of 

understanding; but only once they have risked abandoning 

the forms of thought and images of the self on which 

mundane reality is founded.

Master i MarKarita is also structured around a 

traditional religious allusion (the Passion) which 

provides a 'cover' shading new modes of vision. Lesley 

Milne's argument that the novel's form can best be 

compared to the dramatic tradition of the medieval mystery 

play and carnival is helpful in that it emphasises the 

conflicting yet productive relationship in art between old 

hermeneutic patterns and the host of innovative (and 

frequently irreverent) thoughts they can help to
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release.10 3

The carnival festivities which accompanied many

religious feasts in the middle-ages promoted, Mikhail

Bakhtin writes, liberation from the prevailing point of

view of the world:

KapHaBa JibHo-rpoTecKHasi cf>opMa . . . noMoraeT
OCBOdOXCJieHHK) OT TOCnOJICTByiOlUeA TOMKH 3peHHSI Ha 
MHp , OT BCHKOft yCJIOBHOCTH, OT XOJ3STMHX HCTHH , OT 
Bcero oObiMHoro, npHBtmHoro, oCmenpHHSiToro, 
n03B0J15ieT B3r71SIHyTb Ha MHp nO-HOBOMy ,
nOHyBCTBOBaTb OTHOCHTe/IbHOCTb Bcero
cyiuecTByiomero h B03M0»cH0CTb coBepmeHHO h h o t o
MHponopajKa.10 4

The form of Master i Margarita is by its nature 

liberating. It gives scope for the subversion of 

established forms: religious, social, political and

literary. It breaks through the conventions of socialist 

realism and displays instead a more symbolist vision of 

dual reality (dvoemirie) - although Bulgakov does not 

allow himself to be drawn into the darkly pessimistic 

evocation of things earthly which frequently 

characterised symbolist p r o s e . 105

As it challenges the socialist realist model, the

novel inverts the heroic image: in Bulgakov's world, fear

and cowardice are the norm. It gives the reader the devil 

as compere rather than the totemic god as guide. And it

puts into the mouth of the most 'positively good'

character (Ieshua is ’polozhitel’no prekrasnyi', in the 

tradition of Prince Myshkin) a philosophy with an 

'anarchistic' f l a v o u r . 106 Ieshua's thinking rests firmly
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on the belief that there is no need for temporal power 

because all men are by nature good. The allegiances of 

earthly power are fleeting and have no significance in 

terms of the true reality. Death may be an unexpected 

visitor, as the fate of Berlioz shows, and all the energy 

invested in securing position or possessions may be 

dissipated in an instant J O 7

The totemic glorification of wealth, state or 

collective is exposed as hollow. And the importance of 

Christianity is shown to lie not in its tradition, nor in 

the history its records chronicle, but in the deeper 

levels of human experience it touches. The Christian story 

may be relived and recreated by a creative intuition which 

can unify men of the past and of the present. It is, in 

Jungian terminology, an 'archetypal' narrative or 

expression of the collective unconscious which, Barratt 

observes:

might be seen to have found fictional expression 
in Bulgakov's presentation of the Jerusalem 
narrative as a sort of primordial truth 
accessible to a number of i n d i v i d u a l s .l08

If primordial reality can be contacted through the

work of the creative artist, then — as mediator between

the mundane and the beyond - he performs the function of a

priest. Such, indeed, was the part assigned for the artist

by the symbolist system of metaphysics.109 He would

reveal, beyond the symbols and passing changes of the

phenomenal world, the true order.

69



2. Dilemmas of Russian Religious Thought

It was a role Bulgakov seems to have allowed with a 

healthy degree of detachment and irony. And it was one

which, in more sombre mood, was also taken up by Boris 

Pasternak.

The appearance in Italy of Doktor Zhivago (Doctor

Zhivago, 1957) generated a series of attacks in the Soviet

press. The novel was dubbed ’historically prejudiced' and 

'profoundly anti-democratic'.110 One critic, A. Surkov, 

complained that it was a 'petty travesty of history* and 

contained 'not one sympathetic portrait of a 

revolutionary'.ill

Like Master i Margarita, Pasternak's novel has no

active or 'positively' effectual hero. In a world 

preoccupied with changing and remoulding the quality of

existence, Iurii Zhivago, it has been alleged, seems to do 

little of practical use to help either himself or others. 

Isaac Deutscher impatiently, if memorably, dismisses him 

as a second Oblomov 'in revolt against the inhumanity of a 

revolution that has dragged him out of bed'.112 in a more 

measured analysis, Ronald Hingley draws a parallel with 

Prince Myshkin: 'He _i_s good certainly. But what good does

he do? *113

Zhivago's passivity, or his fatalism, forms part of 

a specific conception of historical change. Pasternak's 

purpose, as he expressed it (in English) in a letter to
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Stephen Spender was to:

represent the whole sequence of facts and beings 
and happenings like some moving entireness, like 
a developing, passing by, rolling and rushing 
inspiration, as if reality itself had freedom
and choice and was composing itself out of
numberless variants and versions.

Hence the not sufficient tracing of 
characters I was reproached with...hence the 
frank arbitrariness of the 'coincidences' 
(through this means I wanted to show the liberty 
of being, its verisimilitude touching, adjoining 
improbabi1i ty).1 l 4

The moulding or changing of material substance has no

application to the wholeness of a life which is free

spirit, moved by its own breath, formed and reformed in a

continuous re-enactment of resurrection:

Bee BpeMsi oziHa h t b ace HeoCtsiTHO TOxcjaecTBeHHasi 
*H3Ht Hano/iHs?eT Bce/ieHHyio h excewacHO ofiHOB/isieTcsi 
B  H e M C M H C J I H M b I X  C O M e T a H H H X  H  n p e B p a i l t e H H S I X  . 1 1 5

This vision, close as it is to the tradition of 

Russian religious thought, gave the novel a philosophical 

foundation and artistic shape which - more overtly even 

than Bulgakov’s - challenged the official literary model 

of its time. Implicitly it reaffirmed the beliefs of 

religious philosophers at the beginning of the century:

that life is in a constant state of transfiguration, and 

advancing towards an end which is unknowable, but right, 

because it has love and creativity at source. It also 

indicated that the tools by which death might be overcome 

were already in human hands. Christ's doctrine of love for 

one’s neighbour (which Zhivago's uncle, Nikolai 

Vedeniapin, sees in terms of driving 'energy' reminiscent
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of Zosima's notion of 'active love'), the belief in free 

personality and in life as a sacrifice by which 

individuality may be transcended, are means for historical 

man to respond to the obscenity of terminal existence.il6 

The self is called not to stand up and fight for 

individual rights, but to be, as it were, dissolved in 

the lives of others. The idea is conveyed in Zhivago's 

poem 'Svad'b a ' ('Wedding'):

lH3 H f a  B G & b  T03Ke T O J l h K O  M H T  ,
To/ibKO pacTBopeHbe
Hac caMHX b o  Bcex jipyrHX
Kax 6bi h m  b japeHbe.l 17

But without the element of artistic creativity, any

formulated truths, ideological or religious, lose their

value. As Iurii Zhivago remarks:

<J>aKTOB Her, noxa ^e/ioBex He BHec b hhx wero-TO 
CBoero, Kaxoft-To aojim Bo/itHHMaioiiiero
Me/ioBeuecKoro reHHH, xaxoft-TO c k 83k h .i i6

Where the story, the creative link with the 

collective unconscious, has been lost - in a language full 

of platitudes, or in the subjugation of personality to an 

imposed doctrine - life is barren. And the artist as 

priest or prophet carries the burden of reawakening an 

awareness of the barely perceptible system of connections 

which weaves the fabric of human lives and histories.

Of the lyrical poems which form an appendix to the 

novel, 'Gefsimanskii sad' ('The Garden of Gethsemane') in 

particular reaffirms in Christian imagery the final order 

to which the ages are turbulently flowing:
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'51 b rpo6 cott/iy h b TpeTHft iieHt BoccTaHy,
H, k s k  cnjiaBTisnoT no pexe n/ioTbi,
Ko M H 6  Ha cyjcl, KaK CapacH KapaBQHa,
C T O T ieT b si n o n / i i i B y T  h s  T e M H O T ti. ' 119

For Pasternak, Henry Gifford has written, 'to live in

history is to live in the awareness of grace, of a divine

purpose in t h i n g s ' . 120

The impact of Pasternak's thinking on Soviet literature 

during and after the 'thaw' has not yet been fully 

measured. Given the wide circulation of sami zdat in the 

1960s and 1970s, it can reasonably be assumed to have been 

considerable long before the official publication of 

Doktor Zhivago in Novyi mir in 1988.121 a revival of 

interest in Dostoevskii (a 10-volume edition of his 

writings began to appear in the mid-1950s, and a 30-volume 

edition was launched in 1972), and the interest among 

intellectuals in early twentieth century neo-Kantian 

philosophers such as Sergei Bulgakov, Nikolai Berdiaev, 

Petr Struve and Semen Frank (then unpublished in the 

Sovi et Union) certainly encouraged an increasing 

consciousness of religious values among the 

i n t e l 1i g e n t sia.122 Familiarity with Pasternak's writing 

would have added to this awareness still further.

Like the leading contributors to the Vekhi 

(Landmarks) symposium of 1909 - Bulgakov, Berdiaev, Struve 

and Frank - Pasternak had known Marxism and its 

consequences directly. Like them he had turned away from
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it on the grounds that man was an independent creative 

being who freely chose his own life and determined his own 

history. With them, he concluded that the driving force in 

society was not the acquisitive instinct and class 

struggle, but personality. The uncorrupted personality was 

linked by nature with God and moving not in the direction 

of proletarian revolution but of ultimate reunion with 

Him.l23

The part Dostoevskii (who seemed to have predicted so 

many of the pitfalls of revolutionary socialism), 

Pasternak and the Vekhi thinkers played in the 1960s was 

chiefly defined by their role as links between Russia's 

past and her present. Their thinking was particularly 

helpful to intellectuals disillusioned with Marxism but 

still vulnerable to its influences. And it also carried 

the fascination of bringing readers closer to the pre

revolutionary Russian tradition which Marxism-Leninism 

had sought to obliterate.

Dimitry Pospielovsky has suggested that the religious 

orientation in cultural circles of the 1960s was, 

initially at least, secondary to the interest in Russia's 

h e r i t a g e . 1 2 4  a  thirst for national and cultural identity, 

together with a sense of the paltry role allowed to the 

individual by Soviet ideology, helped create conditions in 

which the image of the uneducated and impoverished peasant 

- as the guardian of authentic Russian values and victim

74



2. Dilemmas of Russian Religious Thought

of the Soviet experiment - could become central to the 

literature of the period. Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn's novella 

'Matrenin dvor’ ('Matrena1s House', 1963) which introduced

the figure into Soviet fiction, became a model for much 

subsequent writing about the daily life and traditions of 

country people and communities.125

In the 1950s 'rural fiction' Cderevenskaia proza) had 

offered a new, critical portrayal of country life after 

collectivisation. In the mid-1960s, it took up the moral 

teaching on social repercussions of individual virtue from 

'Matrenin dvor', and developed a strikingly anti- 

teleological quality. Much of it is concerned with the 

implicit rejection of historicism, purpose and progress in 

favour of the exploration of the potential of personal 

experience. In their existential search for truth not as 

an abstract 'Idea' or as pure thought, but (in 

Kierkegaard's words) as something 'to exist in', the 

writers of rural prose turned to the familiar and the 

authentically known.* 26 They reassessed man’s condition 

and identity in terms of their own memories of the past 

and those of their generation.

The mood of their writing suggested that life 

directed towards a specified purpose was lived in error, 

and urged that the objective moral content of existence 

was a better measure of its value. The experience of 

Stalin's camps and the boldness with which dissenting
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writers such as Solzhenitsyn or Varlam Shalamov depicted

the human consequences of a system which had deprived so
many people of their lives, freedom and personal dignity,
could not but demand an alternative framework within which

to examine moral, social and historical issues. The urge
to turn literature back into the art form designed to
'straighten the twisted paths of man's history' and
'preserve the national language and the national soul' (as
Solzhenitsyn put it in his 1971 Nobel Prize Speech) was
shared by intellectuals associated with the
establishment as well as by dissidents.127 Anatolii

Lanshchikov's statement in support of the Orthodox
Christian tradition at a closed meeting for critics in
1969 has been cited as one of the more striking official
calls for a system of thought to fill the spiritual vacuum
in a society divorced from the ideal which had once
sustained i t :

Mbi HiueM yTepsiHHfeitt Huea/i! Hama MOJioizexct ujieana He 
HaXO^HT....

Hbm HyDKHbi . . . noiioxcHTe/itHtie vmeajibi. . . .
O pe/IHTHH . Si OTKpOBeHHO cxaxcy: eC/IH

OTpHuaTt po/it npaBoc^aBHSi, si He 3Haio, m t o  Cbi 
Torja ocTa/iocb b Po c c h h . 128

The purpose had been lost; the end could no longer be 
presented as justification for action and the means were 
now subject to assessment according to moral, not 
sociological, criteria. 'It is not the result that counts! '
( ' Ne rezul'tat vazhen! ' ) , is the heartfelt cry in 

Solzhenitsyn's .Arkhipelag GULag (The Gulag Archipelago,
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1973-76):

He pe3yiibTaT - a .flyx! He mtq caeyiaHO - a k b k  . He
MTO ^OCTHTHyTO ~ a KaKOft UeHOft. 129

Writing on the nineteenth century terrorist Nechaev,
and using an idiom and frame of reference which reflects
the socialist rhetoric of the early 1980s, Iurii Trifonov

expresses a remarkably similar thought:
Ana HewaeBa, Tax xce kbk h Jinn He3yHTOB, r/iaBHoft
OtL/ia ueTib. Cpe^cTBa He HMe/iH ansi Hero HHKaKoro
SHaMeHHa. 3t o JiHnia/io uejit HpaBCTBeHHoro 
coziepDKaHHSi. H oTcio.aa b o 3Hh k /ih HeoCbiwa^Hbie
ctioxchocth, noTOMy m t o ue/ib JiHinajiacb
yeTioBe^HOCTH. Benb HpaBCTBeHHOCTb - 3t o Bcerna 
MeTIOBeMHOCTb. Il03T0My HewaeBlUHHa B KOHe^HOM
HTOre BbipOaiHJiaCb B ' peBOJIIOUHOHHblft 6aHiIHTH3M ' . 1 3 0

After the revelations of Khrushchev's 'Secret
Speech' , and the witness of those who returned from the 
camps in the years following the 20th Party Congress in 
1956, it became impossible for writers to continue looking 
upon individuals as projections of social forces. To a 
degree, it had to be recognised that man was a free agent, 
living in dialogue with the external world and seeking a 
relationship with it. And in that thinking lay the animist 
surmise that reality consists not of one unit of 
consciousness - the collective - but also of other 
independent forms of consciousness, other realities 
embedded, reflected or expressed in natural phenomena.

As Sergei Zalygin wrote in 1972, literature was there 
to chronicle the burgeoning changes in the Soviet vision 

of things:
A b Harnux cero,QHsmHHX npejicTaB/ieHHSix h omymeHHsix
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npocTpaHCTBa He KpoeTcsi jth noraAKa, He roBopHT 
7IH npe/IMyBCTBHe Toro, HHOTO MHpa , B KOTOpOM ' BCe 
He t s k  ' , h npejK^e Bcero 'He to*  Bpewsi, h 'He Te ’ 
rpaHHUti MCH3HH ^e/ioBeKa, or poauieHHSi a o  ero 
CMepTH?

Kto ace .aoTDKeH no,aMeTHTb b we^oBeKe yace 
cero^HH ero  HOBbie yyBCTBa, ecyiH He
xyjioxcecTBeHHasi JiHTepaTypa? 131
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PART II: ANIMIST VISIONS

Chapter 3. Valentin Rasputin

( i )

The spate of prose about life in rural communities 

was a form of cultural reaction to a stale, urban-oriented 

ideology and to socio-economic policies which Stalin and 

later Khrushchev had implemented. Collectivisation, the 

onslaught on the kulaks and the migration of millions of 

Soviet peasants from their home villages to towns - for 

education, jobs and escape from officially denigrated life 

in the countryside - produced two generations of 

disorientated town-dwellers, with displaced identities.! 

They had been uprooted from an agricultural environment 

that was self-sufficient and culturally hermetic, to find 

themselves in a mechanised world that was incomprehensible, 

isolating, and ultimately demeaning.

Andrei Amal'rik has written of the confusions and 

fears of those consigned to the newly formed 'proletarian' 

class:

' r i p o 7 i e T a p H 3 a u H s i ' a e p e B H H  nopo/iH/ia ' CTpaHHtifl 
K7iacc' - H e  K p e C T t S J H  H  H e  p a d O M H X ,  C J B O H H O f t  
n C H X O / I O r H e f t  C O d C T B e H H H K O B  C B O H X  M H K p O X O S S i f i C T B ,  H  
d a T p a x o B  r u r a H T C K o r o  a H O H H M H o r o  n p e ^ n p H S i T H H . . . . 
,/Ja.nee, KOJioccayit-Hbiri o t j i h b  x p e c T t s i H C K o f t  M a c c t i  H 3  
. n e p e B H H  b  r opozi n o p o w ^  h  HOBbitf T u n  r o p o x c a H H H a : 
y e / i o B e x a , p a 3 o p B a B i u e r o  c o  cBoet f  c T a p o t f  cpeao f t, 
C T a p b I M  dblTOM H  KynfeTypoft H  C dOJIblHHM T p y j O M  
o d p e r a i o i n e r o  H O B b i e , MyBCTByioiiiHft c e d a  b  h h x  
o w e H b  H e y i o T H o , o ^ H O B p e M e H H O  s a n y r a H H o r o  h
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a r p e c c H B H o r o .2

In response to this common psychological plight, writers

who shared a similar background recreated in their work

a setting to ease the supressed nostalgia of those who,

like them, had abandoned and perhaps denied the life they

knew and understood most fully.3

Many of the best known writers of 'rural prose' had

personal memories of the confusion and distress of

transition from country to city. Their work represented an

attempt to recapture a lost integrity of personality by

stirring up dormant memories of village childhood and

formative experiences in a rural environment.4 Through

recollection they sought to recover ways of living and

perceiving with which to fill the vacuum of an

industrialised urban wasteland.

To that extent rural prose was an invocation to

pastoral tranquillity, to the healing power of memory and

a way of directing thought to an internal point of

balance. The introductory section to Viktor Astaf'ev's

'Oda russkomu ogorodu' ('Ode to a Russian Kitchen Garden',

1972), for example, reflects more than just sentimental

'yearning for...a rural childhood' which Gillespie has

detected.5 It suggests too that happy and serene memories,

invoked in a style similar to prayer, can help to restore

psychological health and clarity of vision.

IlaMsiTiD mosi , c o t b o p h  eute p a a  uyjio, chhmh c nymvi 
T p e B o r y , Tynoft rH er  ycTa/rocTH, npoOy^HBiueft 
yrpioMocTfa h oTpaB-nsuomyio cjia .nocT t o jH H o ^ ecT B a . H
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BOCKpeCH. . .BO MH6 MQ^bMHKS , AQft yCnOKOHT bCSI H
oyHCTHTbcsi Boa/ie Hero. Hy xoyeuib, si, CesfioxHHK, 
HMeHeM rocnojjHHM 30 KJiHHaTb Teds cTaHy, ksk 
o.QHa3K.m»i, or/iymeHHbirt h oc/ien.neHHbirt BoftHoio, motihti 
nojiHSTt MeHS co aHa MepTBbix ny^HH h xoTb 4TO- 
HHdynb HaftTH b TeMHOM h OMepTBe/ioM HyTpe? H 
BCnOMHH/I. . .TO, MTO XOTeJIH BO MHe ydHTfa , 0
BCriOMHHB , 03KHBH./I M07IbMHK0 ~ H nyCTOTS CHOBS
HanojiHHTiacb SByxaMH, KpacxaMH, aanaxaMH.6

If emotional and spiritual health were not to be 
irredeemably lost, a new blueprint for living was 
indispensable. However far removed from the actualities of 
Soviet life derevenskaia proza might appear, it was just 
such a blueprint that its writers sought to offer. 
Vasilii Belov's reflective depiction of the traditional 
life of the northern peasantry, 'Lad' ('Harmony', 1979-81) 
suggests, for instance, that holistic rural existence in 
tune with the cycles of nature allowed for fuller, more 
creative and varied, human development. Its pace permitted 
the individual to mature in his own way and reaffirmed the 
harmonious and rhythmic variety of life itself, allowing 
the creative source within to follow its full, natural 
course.7

PHTM - OflHO M3 yCTIOBHft 3KH3HH ....
r apMOHHsr K0K .ayxoBHas H tf>H3HMecKas no 

OTHe/IbHOCTH, T0K M BOOdllte ~ 3TO >KH3Hb , 
nOJTHOKpOBHOCTb XCH3HH , pHTMHMHOCTb . C0HBK3 C 
pHTMa - 3t o do7ie3Hb, HeyCTpOlftCTBO , pa3/ian, 
decnops^oK....

PmTMH^H0H DKH3Hb , K0K H My 3bIK 0 TlbHO e
3By^aHHS, He noapaayMeBaeT oziHoodpaaHH. . . .o h 
( p h t m ) noMoraeT npo3ByvaTb HHjiHBMjuya jibHOCTH h 
opraHH3yeT ee, cttobho Me.no.aHio b My3bixe. Ph t m  
3aKpen/isieT b He/ioBene TBopyecnoe Ha^a/io.8

Ekaterina Starikova's observation that village prose
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sought less to reflect the panorama of rural existence 

than to point to the spiritual consequences of the social 

transformation of the countryside, draws attention to its 

role as a window on moral re-evaluation.9 Rural life 

could act as a litmus to test for truth and falsehood, 

right and wrong, because it gave direct access to 

structures and laws organically inherent in human beings 

as in the natural world. These, if followed, might prove 

to be m a n ’s deliverance, l 0

Gillespie has observed that, in respect of its 

rediscovery of new values based on spiritual links with 

the natural environment and the cultural tradition formed 

thereby, 'village prose... reflects the tradition of "man 

and nature" in . . . pre-revolutionary Russian literature. '1 i 

It would be unrealistic to refute out of hand the 

influence of the idealised nineteenth century image of 

the peasant as a 'human type embodying natural, elemental 

wisdom and morality' .*2 But it is also true that 

depictions of peasants by writers as diverse as Vasilii 

Belov or the Armenian derevenshchik, Grant Matevosian, 

give evidence of serious, innovative attempts to identify 

some of the elements which compound the raw human 

personality. As the Soviet critic, Lev Anninskii, observed 

in a comparison of these two writers published in 1982:

'Pered nami - v raznykh variantakh - popytka sobrat ' 

cheloveka' .* 3
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The narrative orientation of leading writers of the

1960s and 1970s, such as Belov, Vasilii Shukshin, Zalygin,

Astaf'ev or Rasputin, gave rural or uneducated figures a

degree of linguistic and psychological autonomy

uncharacteristic either of nineteenth century prose or

socialist realism.14 It had, however, already been

pioneered by Solzhenitsyn in 'Odin den' Ivana Denisovicha'

('One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich', 1962). In 1977,

shortly after the publication of the novella 'Proshchanie

s Materoi', Valentin Rasputin remarked how important it

was that an author should be on an equal footing with his

characters and never presume himself to be wiser or more

experienced than they.15

The increasingly 'polyphonic' range of characters and

voices was also interwoven with a strong sense of their

cultural background and its millennial tradition. As

Zalygin wrote in 1969:

Bmxihmo , Hanre noKO/ieHHe - nocnejiHee, KOTopoe
CBOHMH r Jia 38MH BH.ae.no TOT TfeicsTne/ieTHH# yKJia.a, H3
KOToporo Mbi Bbiui/iH 6e3 Majioro Bee h Kaxc.m>irt. E ctih 
Mbi He cKaxceM o HeM h o ero peniHTenbHoft nepe.ae.nKe 
b TeweHHe KopoTKoro cpoxa - k t o  DKe cKaxceT?16

The past, Zalygin reportedly also observed, had been

written into human psychology.17 The awareness in rural

prose of an ancestry and a millennium of chronicled

history, tradition and religious thought allowed

literature once again to explore more profound ontological

issues. Such renewed sense of a personal and historical
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heritage, from which Soviet man had been torn by 

revolution and social change, was bound to beg questions 

on his relationship with a lost ancestry, and with that 

most ancient ancestry of all - nature.18

The restoration of the broken connection between 

modern man, his ancestry, and his land became perhaps the 

most salient theme of prose in the late 1960s, and 1970s. 

And it was expressed most richly in the form designed to 

encompass both history and metaphysics - myth.iS

< ii )

The function of myth, it has been suggested earlier, 

is to build a historical, cosmological and moral bridge 

between a temporal order and an eternal order. It may also 

be that - in Joseph Campbell's words - a 'recognition of 

that ultimate mystery transcending names and forms "from 

which... words turn back"' could be a criterion for 

discriminating between a genuine mythological model and an 

artificial one (see above, Chapter 1, pp. 13, 15-16).

If the novelist who most successfully broke through 

ideological 'myth', and revived an authentically 

mythological quality in prose published in the 1960s was 

Mikhail Bulgakov, his successor in the 1970s was arguably 

Valentin Rasputin.

In his fiction Rasputin evoked in archetypal imagery
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accessible far beyond the Russian context, experiences of 

the numinous which socialist realism categorically 

excluded. The term 'numinous' will be used here as it was 

defined by Rudolf Otto in The Idea of the Holy (1917),

indicating the mystical sensation of 'sacred' or 'holy', 

without the moral or rational elements which either of

these words might c a r r y . 20 As Otto explains it, the 

'numinous' carries the fascination of a supreme, 

incomprehensible, unapproachable, vital, overpowering

presence. It is objective, outside the self, and on this 

presence the self realises it ultimately d e p e n d s . 21 The 

term makes it possible to circumnavigate difficulties 

arising with the use of words such as 'sacred' and

'profane' which are laden with associations inappropriate 

and unhelpful in this context. When used here, 'profane* 

denotes neither 'irreverent* nor 'polluted*, but rather 

'known' or 'familiar'. Similarly, 'sacred' carries no 

moral or interdictory connotations.

In Rasputin's writing, the numinous principle (which 

is unchangeable and knows neither form nor limitation) is 

shown to be manifest in relative or profane reality. 

Paradoxically, the two opposing and irreducible principles 

- sacred and profane - co-exist. This notion is termed a 

'hierophany' in religious anthropology, and may be 

recognised in a natural phenomenon, an object, an animal, 

or a human b e i n g . 2 2  it is, Eliade observes, 'the cardinal
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problem of any religion’ , and may be observed as much in 

Christianity as in more 'primitive' traditi o n s .23

The numinous is identified in Rasputin's work through 

images recognisable as archetypes of the sacred: symbolic

compounds which represent the numen in the collective 

imagination of a range of unconnected cultures worldwide 

(sun, sky, earth or tree are typical examples).24

Rasputin's use of these representations carries general 

imaginative associations from folktale, myth and legend; 

but his imagery gains particular definition and colour if 

examined in relation to Siberian, or Altaic, beliefs, and 

to those of pre-Christian Slavs as well as of Russian 

Orthodox Christians.

There are striking parallels between Rasputin's 

philosophical perception and the religious vision noted 

by anthropologists among the undeveloped agricultural and 

nomadic communities of the Central Asian and Siberian 

area. Indeed, one should look perhaps in this direction, 

rather than to the Russian context, to identify the 

tradition closest to Rasputin in the early period of his 

development as a writer.25

Rasputin was born and brought up in the Irkutsk area 

of Siberia, close to the Autonomous Republic of Buryatiya, 

a region in which Buryat and Russian communities are 

closely int e g r a  ted.2 6 The way of life he encountered in 

his formative years would have comprised, therefore, a
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mixture of Russian Orthodoxy, Mongolian Buddhism and 

Altaic cult. And though, as I understand from verbal 

reports, he has been received into the Russian Orthodox 

Church, his writing consistently indicates that for him 

Siberian shamanism and the spirit world it embraces is not 

simply a local curiosity, but a familiar and well- 

assimilated system of belief.

The tenet on which the Altaic tradition rests is that 

man lives in a sacred nature not as her servant, but as 

her helper and kinsman. According to traditional beliefs 

of the people of the area, all things in nature are wholly 

integrated. There exists a vital force or spirit which 

emanates from the Supreme Deity or deities in the sky, 

permeates all form, animate or inanimate, and returns to 

the sky after death. Everything in the world is a 

manifestation of the sacred, and falls into a universal 

pattern of variation, decay, death and rebirth. This goes 

for rocks and stones and trees, as much as for planets and 

stars, the waters, the earth and all that is on it, 

including man. In the world, form may vary but essence 

does not; and death is merely the taking on of another 

form. The prevailing idea is that there exists a supreme 

reality beyond appearances lodged iji appearances, to the 

extent that all inanimate objects are thought to have 

their 'owner spirits' C ezhin).2 7

This paradoxical manifestation of a dual reality in
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the mundane is plainly evident in Rasputin's prose. It 

falls in with a sense of the unity and integration of all 

life's forms, reminiscent of Solov’ev's notion of the 

created universe as a single organism and spirit. It is 

there in evocations of cyclical mutation; or in hints of 

immanent spiritual presences active in human life. And 

this, even more perhaps than the social and moral aspect 

of his writing (studied by Gillespie and Klaus Holtmeier), 

lends Rasputin's fiction its originality and s u b s t a n c e . 28

( iii )

The remainder of the chapter will explore perceptions 

of the numinous and their integration with social and 

moral dilemmas in three of Rasputin's best-known novellas: 

'Poslednii srok' ('The Last Chapter', 1970); 'Zhivi i 

pomni’ ('Live and Remember', 1975); and 'Proshchanie s 

Materoi' ('Farewell to Matera', 1976). All are concerned

in different ways with the theme of transition from a 

familiar form of order into one that is unknown or, in 

Otto's terminology, 'numinous' and 'wholly other'.

The earliest novella, 'Poslednii srok’, broaches the 

theme most directly.29 its narrative structure loosely 

reflects Tolstoi's 'Smert' Ivana Il'icha' ('The Death of 

Ivan Il’ich', 1885-86), relating as it does the last few 

days in the life of an unremarkable character who is bed
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ridden, dying and surrounded by sympathetic, but otherwise 

preoccupied relatives. But where Ivan Il'ich's end is 

uncomprehending and tormented almost to the last, 

Rasputin's starukha Anna slips into death with neither 

question, fear nor resistance. Her life, like that of the 

peasant in Tolstoi's 'Tri Smerti' ('Three Deaths', 1858- 

59), has been ruled by the biological cycle, and in death 

she allows it to run its course.30

Illness provides the opportunity for a final meeting 

with her children. Three have been uprooted in search of 

education or a better life and sucked into the urban 

whirlpool.3  ̂ Of the remaining two Anna's son, Mikhail, is 

all but an alcoholic; her daughter, Varvara, now in her 

sixties, is absorbed by the practical difficulties of 

bringing up a sprawling family. Over the old woman’s 

deathbed the children exchange memories, and tensions 

emerge as their conflicting cultural expectations become 

apparent. Starukha Anna's favourite daughter fails to 

appear from Kiev. After several days, weary of their 

mother's protracted illness, the children depart. Only 

Mikhail remains. With that, the old woman's flickering 

consciousness finally turns in upon itself, and she dies.

Superficially, the story draws attention to the 

conflict of values and expectations stimulated by the 

encounter of an old cultural framework with the new. 

Beyond that, however, it also points to the more
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insurmountable divide between a consciousness wavering 

on the verge of the numinous, and minds still caught up in 

the conflicts and anxieties of the material world.

References to formal religion are oblique. The 

Orthodox tradition colours Anna's beliefs, but more 

serious narrative attention is given to visionary ideas 

outside the Christian f r a m e w o r k . 3  2 Two themes emerge in 

particular: the symbiotic relationship between human

personality and its external environment, and 

manifestations of the numen in the physical world.

In Rasputin's universe, the integration between man 

and the surrounding world is absolute. The environment - 

emotional, physical and social - determines what people 

are, and personalities affect each other to the degree 

that a presence or absence can determine life or its 

extinction. Anna revives briefly when her children arrive; 

their departure signals her death.

At a more subtle level, the quality of personality

permeates surroundings and transforms them in substance

and appearance. The bond between person and place may be

such that they seem barely distinguishable. Anna's cottage

is an extension of herself:

Bee 3nect. . . Ka3aaocfc>, wyTKO noBTopsi.no MaTb: 
3aroBapHBa.no BMecTe c Heft Han yMoaxaao, 
BrasiabiBaaocb . . .c /iacKOBoft h ropaeaHBoft
HaCTOftMHBOCTbK) H OT3bIBaaOCb T H X H M  , HeH8 30^ /IHBbIM 
BHHMaHHeM. . . . IIoXOHCe , OHM nOCTape/IH aO OaHHaKOBO 
aa.nfc.Hefi, nocaeaHefi wepTbi h aepxcaTcsi to/ibko 
baaroaapsi apyr apyry. Flo noay Haao dbiao cTynaTb 
ocTopoacHO, wToSbi He CTaao doatHO MaTepw, a to, 
<4to roBopHaH efi, yaepacHBaaocb b cTeHax, b yraax
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- Bea.ae.3 3

The symbiotic quality of relationships is also 

transposed into a metaphysical mode. 'Poslednii srok' 

points to the active participation in the tangible 

universe of a protective, life supporting, numinous 

presence which touches Anna when her awareness is wavering 

between the physical world and its spiritual counterpart. 

It is communicated through images of sky and sun. The sky 

has mysterious, impenetrable depth, but its distance is 

qualified by the warmth, peace and protection it 

generates, or by the comforting presence of a single puff 

of cloud:

Bbin/ibiBasr b  H e d o ,  BMce/ia o w H O K a s i  npo3paviHasi 
T y ^ K a , C7IH1UKOM H r p y m e M H a s i ,  WTodbi Bbi3biBaTb
T p e B o r y , c n o B H o  H a p o M H o  BbinymeHHasi, MTodbi eio
M03KH0 dblTTO /IlOdOBaTb CSI . B e C b  OCTailbHOft n p O C T O p  
h o h  ro/ioBoft o c T a B a j i c H  yncTbiM, r y i y d o K H M  h  BbipajKaa 
decKOHe^Hbifr noxoft, n o a  KOTopbiM, 3ajiHBaeMasi 
co/iHueM, /ierKO h  n o c a y u i H O  /ieHcajia 3eM.nsi.3 4

T h e  s u n ' s  r a y s  a r e  t h e  p a s s a g e  b y  w h i c h  t h e  v i t a l

f o r c e  in t h e  s k y  c o m m u n i c a t e s  i t s  p r e s e n c e  to  t h e  e a r t h .

A t  a t i m e  w h e n  e a r t h l y  r e a l i t y  a p p e a r s  m o r e  in t h e  g u i s e

o f  d r e a m  o r  m e m o r y ,  t h e  s u n  o f f e r s  A n n a  i n t i m a t i o n s  o f

another dimension of truth:35

E e  3aBopa3KMBa.no c o T i H u e , h o  H e  t o t  orHeHHbift m a p ,  
KOTopbift c m  an b  H e b e ,  a t o , m t o  nona.aa.no o t  H e r o  
H a  3eM7iio h  c o r p e B a . n o  e e , b o t  yace BTopoft a e H b  
C T a p y x a , H a npsirasicb, Hcxa/ia b  H e M  m t o - t o  n o M H M o
Ten/ia h  C B e T a  h  H e  Mor/ia B c n o M H H T b , h b ^ t h . O h b
H e  T p e B o r a ^ a c t : t o , i j t o u o /ixcho eft OTKpbiTbcsi, B e e
p a B H o  o T K p o e T c s i , a n o x a  , H a B e p H O .  . .He B p e M S i .
C T a p y x a  B e p n n a , v i t o , yMHpasi, O H a  y 3 H a e T  H e
TOTlbKO 3 T O  , H O  H  M H O T O  XipyTHX C e K p e T O B ,  KOTOpbie 
H e  JiaHO 3 H B T b  n p H  3KH3HH H KOTOpbie B K O H U e  K O H U O B  
cxaacyT eft B e K O B e w H y i o  TaftHy - m t o  c Heft dbiao h
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m t o  6y.aeT.3 6

The role of the heavens as an archetypal expression

of transcendence, infinity, eternity and creative power

(because they bring rain) is widely r e c o g n i s e d .37 The

Buryat venerate the sky (Tengri) as divinity in itself, as

well as the home of multiple d i v i n i  t i e s . 3 8 in ’Poslednii

srok', sunlight pouring across the sky suggests to Anna a

mediating passage between the earthly and the numinous.

Co/iHue n o  y T p a M  H e  n o n a j j a ^ o  b  H 3 6 y ,  h o ,  xorjia 
o h o  B30iusio, C T a p y x a  y 3 H a a a  h  C e 3  o x o r n e x : Boajsyx
B o x p y r  H e e  3axoj3H/i, a a M r p a a , O y a T o  H a  H e r o  w t o

zioxHy/io c o  C T o p o H w . O h b  no^Hsiaa r a a 3 a  h  yBnna/ia , 
^ i t o  , x a x  a e c e H X H  n e p e x H H y T t i e  u e p e a  Hefio, n o  
xoToptiM m o x c h o  c T y n a T b  TOJifaxo C o c h x o m ,  n o B e p x y  
0BIOT cyMaTourHbie o t  p a ^ o c T H ,  e m e  H e  HaniejnnHe
3eM7iio c o a H e M H b i e  Tiy^iH. O t  h h x  C T a p y x e  c p a a y
ca e a a / i o c t  T e n a e e , h  O H a  n p o i u e n T a a a :

- r o cnojiH ... 3 9

The image of the sun's rays as ladders in the sky 

reflects a feature of the shamanistic universe — 

traditionally espoused by the Buryat - in which the 

shaman's ascent to the higher world may be made by various 

kinds of ladder including a sunbeam.40 A single ray of

sunlight, the Buryat say, is a 'window from heaven'.4* The

sun expresses the sacred without losing its profane

quality, and so fulfils the nature of a hierophany. It is 

the force which can as joyfully dissolve life as give it, 

and offers Anna the certainty that all is well with the 

wor1d .4 2

Anna's intuitions of the experience of dying suggest 

that she may have experienced it before. She perceives it
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as a descent down a stairway to a place where the earth is 

covered with fresh hay. There she meets a double with whom 

she is united to the sound of a ringing bell.*3 Without 

weakening the impact of the original image, it is worth 

noting that there is here an intriguing combination of 

elements from both Christian and Buryat traditions. Hay is 

the dead matter on which, in the Christian tradition, the 

world’s spiritual rebirth took place: Christ, the

incarnation of the numen, was laid in a manger. The bell 

is the Christian call for attention to be turned to Him. 

According to the Buryat understanding of the afterlife, 

the souls of the dead are exact 'doubles' of the living 

personality, and live on in a world which also 'doubles' 

the earthly life. T. M. Mikhailov notes with M. N. 

Khangalov that to the Buryat the soul is 'vylityi i 

podlinnyi dvoinik cheloveka vo mnogikh otnosheniiakh, 

umstvennom, nravstvennom i fizicheskom'.44

Having been united with her double, the soul, and 

become whole, Anna continues her journey alone into the 

sounding bells watched by a pair of eyes which then sink 

under the hay, to earth, while she goes on into a 'living 

dawn' (zhivoe u t r o ) . 4 5 According to Buryat beliefs, a man 

may be composed of three parts or souls. The first has 

access to the higher world and is judged after death; the 

second remains on earth after death and becomes a ghost or 

spirit (bookholdoi) which lives on as did the living man;
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the third remains with the material body and may be reborn 

after death.40 Czaplicka also notes a belief that during 

illness one soul is held captive by the spirits. The 

encounter and union of Anna with her soul and their

subsequent apparent reseparation suggest that as she is

made whole with herself in death, so part of her 

consciousness (bookholdoi) is shed to the earth, while 

she continues into the next life.4?

Meanwhile, the third soul is left behind with the

material body, perhaps to be reborn. Anna also has

intimations of a previous life and death. She is hazy 

about the form she was given in earlier lives C’Kak, chem 

byla, polzala, khodila ili letala, one ne pomnila1); but 

she recollects a storm, lightning and rain which she 

believes may once have killed her.4® For the Buryat, to be 

killed by lightning is to be 'chosen' by Tengri.49 Within 

that model of understanding Anna may be counted among the 

blessed.

The numen touches not only the dying Anna; it also 

disturbs her more sophisticated daughter Liusia who has 

moved furthest from the forms of thought and communication 

into which she was born. Unconsciously, while distanced 

from her mother's thinking, Liusia has created a travesty 

of the same animist model, in which correct aspect and 

success are amulets to be worn as protection against ill- 

luck.

TIiocsi Bepmia, <4to HeyjaaMH TODKe c r^aaaMH, h
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npexcjie weM npw cTaTb k KOMy-HHfiy^b, o h h  bh.qsit  , 
k b k  w e / io B e x  nepDKHTcsr, n e r o  o h  c t o h t  h nance t o ,  
k b k  o h  BbirjisrjiHT BHeuiHe. Ha K p e n x o r o ,  
6/ iarorro.nywHoro M e/ioBexa  o h h  pejiKO peuiaioTCsi 
Hana^aTb.5 0

I n  a r e f l e x  r e s p o n s e  t o  t h e  g u l f  b e t w e e n  h e r  new l i f e

a n d  h e r  c h i l d h o o d ,  L i u s i a  r e l i v e s  h e r  m e m o r i e s  a n d  i s

s u b j e c t e d  t o  a r e v e l a t o r y  e x p e r i e n c e  w h i c h  b r i n g s  h e r  f a c e

t o  f a c e  w i t h  h e r  o l d  s e l f .  I t  f o r c e s  h e r  t o  r e c o g n i s e  t h a t

h e r  p a s t  h a s  n o t  b e e n  l o s t ,  b u t  r e m a i n s  p r e s e n t  a n d

w a t c h i n g ,  a d i s e m b o d i e d  f o r m  o f  a w a r e n e s s  i n  t h e  v e r y

f i b r e  o f  s p a c e  a n d  m a t t e r .

K a s a a o c b ,  3kh3hb B e p H y y ia c t  h 8 3 q k ,  noTOMy m to  o h b  , 
TIiocst, a ^ e c b  w t o - t o  3a6b i / ia ,  no T ep su ia  m t o - t o  oweHb  
ueH H oe h H eoC xojH M oe  nnsi H e e , 6 e 3  w e r o  HejiB3si,
ho h noBTopHBuiHCb, n p e x c H e e , ObiBinee x o r ^ a - T O  
aaBHO, He H c w e a a / i o  c o B c e M ,  a /iHiiib o t x o w t i o  b 
c T op oH K y,  MTodbi BHjaeTb, mto c  Heft c T a a o c b  n o c / i e  
3TOTO nOBTOpeHHSI, VTO B Heft npHCbi.no HJ1M yfibUIO , 
0T03B6J10Cb HJIH OMepTBe/IO HBBeKH . 5 1

T h e  w o r l d  i s  p e r m e a t e d  by  an  i n t a n g i b l e  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  

w h i c h  w a t c h e s  o v e r  n a t u r e  a n d  man .  I t  i s  i n  t h e  r a y s  o f  

t h e  s u n  w h i c h  f a l l  u p o n  A n n a;  i t  l i f t s  t h e  e a r l y  m o r n i n g  

m i s t ; 5 2  i t  t o u c h e s  L i u s i a  t h o u g h  t h e  p o w e r  o f  m e m o r y .  I t  

e x i s t s  i n  m a t t e r  an d  i n  t h e  human m i n d ,  much l i k e  t h e  

v i t a l  f o r c e  w h i c h  e m a n a t e s  f r o m  t h e  S k y  G o d ,  r e t u r n s  t o  

h im  a f t e r  d e a t h  an d  r e m a i n s  t h e  s i n g l e ,  p r i n c i p a l  s p i r i t  

i n  t h i n g s :  t h e  a l l - p e r v a d i n g  h i e r o p h a n y  w h i c h  d r i v e s  t h e

e t e r n a l  c y c l e  e v e r  o n .
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(iv)

The more conventional subject matter of the wartime 

novella 'Zhivi i pomni’ ensured that it was given a warmer 

welcome by Soviet critics. But the story also stimulated 

debate on individual commitment to society, and the 

tension between personal loyalties and duty to the 

community.5 3

Its primary theme - desertion and the recovery of 

personal life - no doubt touched a raw nerve in the Soviet 

readership. The more so as Rasputin's treatment of the 

subject, though apparently condemning desertion in

principle, also aired the idea that withdrawal from 

commitment to the group may be excusable if the

preservation of values of greater importance is at stake.

'Zhivi i pomni' is set in the winter of 1945. It 

portrays the dismal consequences of a relationship between 

Andrei Gus’kov, an army deserter who has returned to his 

Siberian home village on the Angara river, and his wife, 

Nastena, who shields him from the authorities and helps 

him survive, ultimately at the cost of her own life.

The novella operates on several planes, the simplest 

resting on questions of social ethics, the more subtle on 

problems relating to man's shifting position in a system 

of cosmic order which comprises a numinous reality,
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earthly life and a third, subhuman level.

Gus'kov betrays the collective unit by deserting from 

the ranks as war draws to a close, and thereby challenges 

the authority of the group. As he does so, he descends to 

a lower form of life. He lives like an animal in the 

forest outside his village, tormented and isolated, 

humanised only by Nastena's (perhaps misguided) loyalty. 

She hides him and, as the authorities close in, drowns 

herself and an unborn child to prevent his discovery. 

After her death, she is granted a grave in the village 

cemetery despite her suicide, and is remembered with pity 

by women in the community.

Examination of the work within the frameworks of 

Christian and Altaic tradition, however, shows a more 

complex inner design. Gerald Mikkelson has commented in 

some detail on the novella's underlying structure as a 

Christian parable.54 Nastena's role, he argues, 

illustrates the impulse to Christian sacrifice and 

forgiveness. She emerges, Mikkelson writes, as a mediator 

between Andrei and salvation, and as his protector from 

the destructive, even demonic aspect of his personality. 

She is both saviour and life-giver. The dating of her 

pregnancy, coincides with the Feast of the Annunciation 

( ' Bogoroditsa moia' , Andrei calls her) while her name may 

imply associations with resurrection and the salvation of 

fallen souls (Anastasis):55
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The Russian Anastasis is not so much a 
voskresenie as a so§estvie v ad. In Live and 
Remember. Nastenq represents both the One who 
descended and those including Andrei for whom 
Christ's descent was made.

Nastena's step into the water is her voluntary 'descent

into Hell', heralding resurrection and s a l v a t i o n . 56

The emphasis Mikkelson gives to Christian symbolism

in the story is a little exaggerated, but the general

thrust of his argument is persuasive. The more so since,

in the light of Altaic tradition, the Christian dimension

is imaginatively reinforced. Religious elements in the

story are fused throughout with the folkloric. An

awareness of the spirit world (werewolves, forest spirits

and demons) comprises part of Nastena and Andrei's

consciousness in a way which Christianity does not.57

Prayer, for instance, is a magic incantation to ensure

protection in times of danger or distress.58

Ostracised from the collective, Andrei is, in social

terms, a dead man. His fate is unknown. By his desertion

he has denied his place in the human community. He is

doomed to be forgotten and to disappear without progeny.59

He returns to his village, Atamanovka, to function like a

spirit and reaffirm his existence by breaking a series of

social taboos.60 He re-establishes a secret relationship

with his wife, drawing her out of the collective into his

own shadow life. He also kills a grazing goat and,

later, a calf (bychok), the young of the Buryat totemic
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ancestor, the bull.61 He returns like a demon in the bania 

- the unclean place where malicious powers and unclean 

forces are said to lurk.62 Nastena initially perceives him 

as an oboroten' (an animal spirit, a werewolf or 

changeling) or leshi i (forest spirit). For his part,

Andrei sees himself as a wolf or a bear - both demonic

images in Russian folklore. As his position grows more 

desperate, he retires under the earth into a cave.63

Having lost his place in human society, Andrei is 

reintegrated into the eternal cycle through a series of 

mutations which take him underground: perhaps to the

underworld whence there is no reprieve.64

The Buryat belief that man has three souls has been 

outlined earlier in the chapter. One of these (bookholdoi) 

returns home after death, lives in a dark abandoned place 

and may perform acts of revenge to mock the living.66 One 

also leaves the body in sleep, and its wanderings are 

remembered as dreams.66 Nastena and Andrei recall a dream 

they shared while he was at war. 'Mozhet, to dusha moia k 

tebe navedyvalas'', she remarks.6? Nastena's own dreams 

also indicate that she has contact with the spirit world 

and premonition of her fate.68

As Mikhailov notes, however, the soul may also leave 

the body as a result of fear; and unless it is persuaded 

to return by special shamariistic rites, death will 

ensue.69 Gus'kov's reappearance in his home village may,
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therefore, be less the return of a deserter and an outcast 

than of a wandering spirit. It is the homecoming not of 

the whole man, but of the shadow of the man who has known 

war .

While remaining sensitive to Nastena's personal 

tragedy as a figure caught between a deep emotional bond 

and her ties with the community, one might also consider 

her fate in terms of the system of images in Buryat 

religious culture. Within that model, Nastena's role is 

comparable to the shaman's. She straddles two worlds: 

those of men and of spirits, where different moral values 

prevail. In the one, the Absolute is social responsibility, 

and morality is gauged by notions of duty and loyalty to 

the group. It is, in Durkheim's terminology, 'totemic'. In 

the other 'animist' reality where Andrei resides, the good 

is seen as preservation of life, personal communication, 

fertility and procreation.

The worlds are divided like the two shores of the

Angara on which Nastena's dual life is lived. As the

world of men increasingly threatens Andrei, so, together 

with her unborn child, she abandons both systems of 

understanding to step into a third dimension. In the

Altaic system of belief, the waters participate in the

Supreme God of the Sky, Tengri .7 ° And it is the sky 

Nastena sees as she looks for the last time from her boat 

into the river which will take her life.
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The fusion of Christian and Altaic culture weaves 

into the story a subtext which supports the surface model 

but also suggests dilemmas which are deeper than the plot 

indicates. Andrei is more than a deserter drawn (by Soviet 

standards of the time) with unusual empathy. His 

characterisation is shadowed by the suggestion that he is 

the rebellious spirit of a man who has lost his life to 

the demands of war. Nastena is not just a positive 

heroine overcome by the conflict between love and duty. 

Her image conjures the concomitant thought that she may be 

a mediator between the worlds. Her last act, if weighed in 

the context of Siberian beliefs, is not self-annihilation, 

but a step out of a torn reality where the human spirit is 

abused, into another, better order.

( v)

In 'Proshchanie s Materoi', the numinous element also 

predominates over and qualifies the treatment of a 

topical, if hackneyed, social and ecological theme: the

violent sacrifice of the environment and a traditional way 

of life to technological progress.

The island of Matera, set in the river Angara, is to 

be flooded to make way for the building of a new 

hydroelectric power station.71 Its few remaining 

inhabitants - mainly old peasant women who have known no
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life away from the island — wait to be forcibly re-settled 

in a new purpose-built village on the mainland. Matera, 

its homes, monuments, its past and its way of life are to 

be wiped off the map.

Rasputin's depiction of the flooding of Matera gives 

the event an apocalyptic dimension, noted by a number of 

c r i t i c s . 72 It suggests the end not just of an age, but of 

a cosmic era: a time when the elements are fused, the

earth ravaged by fire, drowned by the waters and dissolved 

to fade away in a rolling mist. The final paragraph also 

suggests that Matera is lifted up and carried away whole, 

out of the profane world of the earthly into the numinous 

world of the sky.73

The subject matter is complemented by mythological 

overtones in the narrative structure, which recalls the 

legendary tale of the sunken city, Grad Kitezh.74 It also 

has a didactic quality absent from other works discussed 

here, but appropriate to the mythological function, as 

outlined by Joseph Campbell (see above, Chapter 1, p. 

15) .75

'Proshchanie s Materoi' is shaped like a latter-day 

deluge myth. The island of Matera has reached the moment 

when it must revert back to formlessness or chaos. In the 

tradition of deluge myths, as Eliade explains them, the 

story signals the end of an era while also pointing 

towards a new beginning, transcending the eternal cycle,

113



3. Valentin Rasputin

of which the old woman, Dar'ia, has intimations throughout

the story.76

The mythological significance of cataclysmic

immersion in water or flooding is almost universal. Eliade

expresses it well:

Water symbolizes the primal substance from which 
all forms come and to which they will return 
either by their own regression or in a 
cataclysm.... In cosmogony, in myth, ritual and 
iconography, water fills the same function in 
whatever type of cultural pattern we find it; it 
precedes all forms and upholds all creation. 
Immersion in water symbolizes a return to the 
pre-formal, a total regeneration, a new birth, 
for immersion means a dissolution of forms, a 
reintegration into the formlessness of pre- 
existence; and emerging from the water is a 
repetition of the act of creation in which form 
was first expressed. Every contact with water
implies regeneration.77

In Central Asia and Siberia, water has traditionally 

held a special quality, as has been noted earlier in this

chapter. To the Mongolian and Altaic peoples, it

participates in the Divinity in so far as it falls from

the sky and reflects it.78 But it is also a healer and

life-giver to the Russian Slavs. As A. N. Afanas'ev

explains, the waters released in the Spring are the waters 

of life (zhivaia voda). with the capacity to cleanse, heal

a n d  r e g e n e r a t e :

Xo/ioxiHasi 3 H M a , Ha/iaras* H a  h h x  c b o h
o K O B b i . . . s a n H pajia C B s m e H H b i e  Bo^bi. . . . BecHoio
Morynnft IlepyH p a 3 C H B a y i  s t h  K p e n x n e  o k o b m  c b o h m  
m o / i o t o m  h  o T B e p s a ^  c B o O o ^ H b i e  n y T H  noxneBhiM 
n o T O K a M .  . . . Bojie, KOTopasi H C u e a s r e T  paHbi, Hane/isieT 
x p e n ocTbio, 3acTaBJisieT p a 3 p y 6 / i e H H o e  Te/io
c p a c T a T b c s i  h  B 0 3 B p a i n a e T  caMyio )k h 3 h b .79
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'Proshchanie s Materoi' opens in the Spring of

cyclical time with the grandiose image of cracking ice

which Afanas'ev also draws:

H o n s j T b  H a c T y n H / i a  B e c H a ,  c b o s i  b  c B o e M  
H e c K O H w a e M O M  psijiy, h o  n o c y i e z i H s s r  ,a .n s i
M a T e p b i .  . . .OnsjTb c  r p o x o T O M  h  c T p a c T b i o  r r p o H e c T i o  
/ i e a ,  H a r p o M 0 3 / t H B  H a  C e p e r a  T o p o c b i ,  h  A n r a p a  
o c B o C o x c ^ i e H H O  O T K p b u i a c b , B b i T s i H y B i i i H C t >  b  M o r y M y i o ,  
C B e p K a i o i u y i o  T e ^ b .  . . O n s i T b  3 a n b u i a / i a  n o  3 e M / i e  h  
^ e p e B b s i M  3 e j i e H b  r n p o / i H T i H C b  n e p B b i e  . q o d r . a h  f 
n p w / i e T e y i H  c t p h j k h  h  J i a c T O M K H  h  j u o O o b h o  k  3 K H 3 H H  
3 a K B a K a / i H  n o  B e ^ e p a M  b  d o / i o - r u e  n p o c H y B i i m e c s i  
TISTry iU K H  . 8 o

In Matera's Spring rewakening nature is galvanised along 

with the four elements: the greenery over the earth and

trees burns; the waters descend; the air is filled with 

bird-life; and the creatures of the muddy earth awaken to 

express their passion for existence.

This is the beginning of the last year of cyclical 

time for Matera. As it advances, the island passes through 

all the stages of a cosmic loop or 'Great Year' , opening

with a creation, passing through a history, a period of

degeneration, and concluding with a return to chaos and

fusion with the elements.81

Eliade also points to the association of water

symbolism with earth symbolism:

Water precedes every creation, every form; earth 
produces living forms. While the mythological 
destiny of water is to open and close cosmic 
cycles, the destiny of the earth is to stand at 
the beginning and end of every biological form 
and of every form sharing in the history of 
place. . . .The living form as such, as the 
species, will never disappear till the end of 
the term allowed to earth by the w a t e r s . 82
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In 'Proshchanie s Materoi' that term is set. The 

image of Matera comes to express, iconographically, all 

earthly form, all place and history.83 But particularly, 

Matera has the qualities of which earth is the archetypal 

symbol: its creative and nutritive properties, its

subjection to the cyclic passage of time, its patient 

resilience, its vocation to serve and act as home for the 

custodian spirits or souls which inhabit its form.

These qualities are communicated through images which 

come to characterise the island. They are expressed in the 

two trees - a giant larch and a birch - which overlook 

the village, in the anthropomorphically depicted huts 

which are painfully burnt one by one and, above all, in 

the figure of the spirit owner (khoz i a in) of Matera and 

its oldest inhabitant Bogodul.

On the island’s pastureland stands an ancient and 

majestic larch tree, protectively, like a shepherd, 

Rasputin's narrator tells us.8 * Its peak has been struck- 

off by lightning (the fire of the gods); its roots are 

said to touch the very river bed on which the island 

rests.85 It is held that while it stands, Matera will 

continue to stand. Until recently it was venerated with 

offerings. These practices were discontinued as life was 

modernised, but it nevertheless continues to evoke respect 

and fear. The branches of the tree spread not up but out. 

All attempts to destroy it prove fruitless; as the story
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draws to a close, it remains standing over the burnt-out 

void that was the island's village, rising out of what 

appears to be a sepulchral mound formed of the bark it has 

shed over the years.86

There is strong evidence to suggest that the larch is 

an image of the Cosmic Tree which in the shamanistic

tradition stands at the world's axis and unites the three

cosmic zones: the sky, the earth and the underworId.87 It

may have been witness to that ancient time when

communication between the worlds was easier: its branches

are like rungs.88 Once it may have been climbed to reach 

the heavens. But now it stands decapitated, cut off from 

the sky.8 9

Beside it stands a birch - used in shamanistic ritual 

to represent the Cosmic Tree, and symbolically planted in 

the homes of Buryat shamans.90 Rasputin's birch is 

ancient (starcheskaia) and mortal (smertnaia).9 l Together, 

the two trees reflect the 'dual' aspect in nature: 

'masculine' strength and inflexibility, 'feminine' 

v u l n e r a b i 1 it y .92 While the larch proves too resilient to 

be defeated, the birch is finally cut down, as if

executed, by men clearing the i s l a n d . 9 3

The feature most unequivocally drawn from folk 

tradition both Altaic and Russian, however, is the 

khoz i a in of the island - its roaming spirit owner - 

described as a small creature, little bigger than a c a t . 9 4
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He is, the narrative informs us, the island's equivalent 

of a Russian house spirit (domovoi).95 But he may be more 

directly derived from the Buryat belief that every feature 

of the natural environment has its 'owner' (ezhin) which, 

Roux emphasises, reflects belief in a vital principle 

which penetrates all things, animate and inanimate.96

Rasputin's khoziain knows everything and disturbs 

nothing. He communicates with the spirit of all that is on 

the island : with its 'living' cottages (zhivye izby) or

with the burning wood of Petrukha's home. He senses 

imminent destruction and the end of his own s e r v i c e . 97 He 

is so close to the earth, so much the custodian of

Matera's earthly form, that the boundlessness of the sky 

is fearsome to him ('ono vvodilo ego v neiasnoe,

besprichinnoe bespokoistvo i pugalo svoei groznoi 

b e z d o n n o s t 'iu') . 9 8 But his perceptions also reach beyond 

the disruption of temporal order into an undefined beyond 

( 'on videl vse ot nachala do kontsa. . . .No on videl i 

da 1'she...').9 9

Another prominent element in the story is the theme 

of ancestral spirits combined with the notion of

reincarnation. The souls of the dead, Buryat tradition 

teaches, are lodged in features of the natural

environment. 10o Even today, Humphrey has noted, sacrifices 

are made to spirits of the ancestors. This is so 

particularly among the western Buryat (nearer Irkutsk,
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where Rasputin lives). In this area the link between the 

cult of ancestors and of locality spirits has tended to be 

stronger than in the east.10!

The power of the spirits lies in the vengeance they

must exact on the living for their sufferings; these will

be reproduced unless compensated for by prayers and

sacrifices. All misfortune - even bad weather - continues

to be ascribed to unsatisfied vengeful spirits inhabiting

particular sites.102

In 'Proshchanie s Materoi* the link between the living,

their ancestors and their locality is of central

importance. In abstract, it might also give rise to the

notion that it is only by giving recognition to the past

that we may live fully in the present. The dead are

considerably more than a memory: they participate in the

lives of the living. They descend at night to communicate

with sleeping villagers; they make demands^ and the living

have a responsibility towards them.103 Through the living,

Dar'ia believes, the dead remain alive and by departing

from the place where her ancestors live and lie, she is

doing them harm.104 For that they will judge her, because

she will have left them without hope and without a

future.I05 It is the function of the spirits to watch the

living and assess their capacity to remember, because -

somehow - memory defines existence:

Eft n p e n c T a B H T i o c f e , k s k  n o T O M ,  K o r n a  O H a  coft.neT 
oTcrcna b  cBoft p o n , c o f i e p e T c a  H a  cyn m h o t o — m h o t o  
juoneft ~ T 8 M  C y n y T  h  O T e u  c MaTepbio, h  nenbi, h
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npanenbi - Bee, k t o  npomen cBoft Mepen h o  
H ee. . . . Bee c yrpioMbiMH, CTpo t h m h  h BonpomaioinHMH
H H U 8 M H .10 6

Through Dar'ia they speak:

'Ka^Horo h s  b q c  m u  b h h h m  h  c KaDKHoro 
cnpocHM. . . . Bu Kan Ha BbicTaBKe nepen h q m h  , m u  h 
t h s i h h m b o  Bee r n a 3 a , k t o  we nenaeT, KTO Me 
n o M H H T . ripaBHa b naMsiTH. . . . '

y k o t o  HeT n a M H T H , y t o t o  HeT * h 3h h .10 7

According to Mikhailov, the Buryat believe that after

death the souls of distinguished, influential members of

their society sit in council to judge issues of special

importance:

JXymvi tbkhx nioneft, CTSHOBSict Oooxohhosimh , 
coxpaHsr/iH b aarpofiHOM MHpe BbicoKoe noHoxceHHe. 
EypSTTbl CMHT8HH, MTO HyilTH yMepiHHX HOftlOHOB
(ponoHaMantHHKOB I.M. ), cocTaB/isisi ocoSyio rpynny 
HyxoB, ycTpaHBaroT cyrnaHbi - cofipaHHsi h cynu - h 
pemaioT npaBOBbie, HpaBCTBeHHue h npyrwe 
Bonpocu.10 8

The way in which the quick and the dead communicate

might also reflect the Buryat belief that in sleep the

soul is temporarily disengaged from the body, just as in

death the two are permanently separated. It is in dreams,

then, that the living and dead may meet:

TojibKo H O M a M H , o t m s h h b  o t  TBepnoro C e p e r a , 
CHOCSITCSI HCHBbie C MepTBblMH , ~ npHXOHST K HMM
MepTBbie b nnoTH h cnoBe h  cnpauiHBaioT npaBHy, 
MToCbi nepenaTb ee eine naHbiue, TeM, k o t o  itomhhjih 
o h h ....

CeftMac 3t h  CHbi CneHHo BcnuxHBa^H 3a o k h s m h , 
k q k  HaHbHHe-npenaHbHHe aapHtmbi, h yxce no o h h h m
3THM OTCBeTaM MODKHO CblHO nOHHTb , THe eCTb /IK3HH H 
rne h x  HeT.109

Communication with the dead, which the living read as

dreams, has an elemental quality. It is also reminiscent
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of the way the dead manifest themselves in ancient Arian

tradition, as described by Afanas'ev:

n o  B e p o B a H H W , o O m e M y  B c e M  a p u r t c K H M  n / i e M e H a M ,  
n y n i H  y M e p u i H x  n p e n c T a B n s i / i H C b  c y m e c T B a M H
C T H X H f t H b l M H  -  j y X B M H  , U t e CT By i Ol I tH MH  B  T p 0 3 0 B b I X  
T y M a X ,  K 8 K  O b l C T p O  M e / I b K a i O l U H e  o t h h  ( m o t t h h h )  H /I H  
nyioiuMe BeTpw. 110

A further association may be made between a 

bookholdoi and Bogodul, the apparently ageless old man who 

lives in a shack in the village, but wanders about as he 

pleases, visiting the old women and sharing their food.lll 

Like the bookholdoi, he inhabits a dark, deserted place, 

feeds off the living and is, we are told, like a 'gift' 

from the ancestors. His physical appearance has a quality 

of stubborn resilience like that of the great larch.112 

His head is shaggy enough for birds to nest in it, he is 

heavy and bent and walks barefoot. His hands are monkey

like; his feet immune to snake bites. In winter he appears 

to hibernate. He has the characteristics both of a tree 

spirit and a Holy Fool (iurodivyi) . The other old men 

complain that the women treat him like a god. His presence 

is a mystery: he is not entirely of the village, but

seems to be a vestige of peoples and times past.

K a a a / i o c b , m t o  o h  o K o n a M M B a / i c s ?  3 n e c b  B c e r ^ a ,  m t o  
3 a  r p e x H  htth  e m e  3 a  m t o  n o c T a / i c s i  o h  n e p e B H e  b  
n o n a p o M e x  e m e  o t  T e x ,  n p e ^ c H H x  / n o n e # ,  n o / i H b i M  
C T p o e M  y u i e n n r H x  H a  n o x o f t .  . . .

M h o t o  yjiee j ieT o h  He MeHhjicsi , o c T a B a s i c b  B e e  
b  t o m  nee BHne, b  K8KOM noKaaa^csi BnepBbie, 6ynTO 
6 o r  3a n a / ic s i  ue/ ib io  n p o B e cT H  xoT b  o h h o t o  M e/ioBexa  
u e p e 3  HecKO/ibKo noKo/ieHHft . 1 * 3

Bogodul ' s is not a life of the living. He has no
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ties; little concerns him - except the destruction of the 

cemetery. He is more the vagrant ancestral spirit 

awaiting a death which will come only with the passing of 

the island itself and of its khoziain.114

The transition out of form and the dissipation of 

vital energy which takes place throughout the story is 

sensed with special intensity by Dar'ia. She acts as a 

mediating figure between the worlds and between past and 

p r e s e n t .l15 She seems to be in touch with the spirits, and 

makes prayers which are echoed and borne away into 

unknown reaches of space.116 In order to make her farewell 

to Matera as her ancestors wish, she is given as guide a 

little yellow-breasted bird (representing a soul in Altaic 

cult). It helps her find the fir - the first tree created 

- with which to decorate her cottage before it is 

b u r n t . 1 1 7  She is also granted sight of the island's 

spirit owner, while roaming bewildered after the burning 

of her home. That evening she is found sitting alone under 

the larch, the image of the shamanistic Cosmic Tree.

Dar'ia pronounces the hortatory lesson which 

Rasputin's tale gives on conscience, service and

participation in the holistic unit which man and nature 

form. The essence of morals, Bronislaw Malinowski has 

remarked, is that unlike legal and customary rules, they 

are enforced by conscience.il8 Without this, as the modern 

world has shown Dar'ia, moral discrimination ceases to be
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possible. She longs to see moral instinct revived, 

together with the recognition that life's vocation is 

service.119 Once contribution is outworn, death should 

follow. If it does not, this is a tragedy and, Dar'ia 

believes, a punishment.

The notion of service is related to the recognition 

of man's place in nature and of his role as custodian 

rather than master of his environment. By ceasing to 

participate in it, man breaks a bond with himself, because, 

as the narrative teaches, he and nature are one:

T b I  -  H e  T O / I b K O  T O ,  M T O  T b I  H O C H l H b  B  C e 6 e  , H O  H  

t o , H e  B c e r a a  3 8 M e w a e M o e ,  m t o  B o n p y r  T e f i a ,  h  

n o T e p s i T b  e r o  H H o f t  p a 3  n o c T p a u i H e e , M e M  n o T e p s i T b  

p y x y  h / i h  H o r y ,  -  b o t  3 t o  . . . m  o c T B H e T c a  b  n y u r e  

H e a a K B T H b l M  C B e T O M  H  p a H O C T b K ) .  B b l T b  M O X C e T  , 7THIIIb 

3 T O  o h h o  h  B e M H o , T i H i i i b  o h o , n e p e n a B a e M o e , K a  K

H y x  C B H T O f t  , O T  M e / 1  O B e K B  K M e / I O B e K y  , O T  O T I X O B  K

a e T H M  h  o t  n e T e f t  k  B H y k 3 m  , c M y m a s i  h  o f i e p e r a s i  h x  , 

H a n p a B / i s i H  h  o m h i u h h ,  h  B b i H e c e T  K o r n a - H H b y n b  k  
M e M y —t o  , p a H H  M e r o  j k h / i h  n o K O / i e H b s r  / n o n e f t .120

The consciousness of a common identity shared by man 

and his external surroundings is the essence of the 

spiritual tradition passed across generations. It has the 

power to protect, purify and direct towards the ultimate 

end. And if that is so, it follows that whatever disrupts 

awareness of this identity contravenes the end of life 

itself. By these categories, the flooding of Matera is not 

just tragic; it is a violation of natural law and a 

metaphysical crime.

The final scene is enacted in Bogodul's hen-house,

where the apocalyptic transition from form to chaos takes
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place. Matera dissolves in a strange watery light, seeming 

to evaporate into a foggy mist where formless presences 

move.12l Bogodul's shack is invaded by the elements in 

which the dead have their life: cloud, light and wind.122

The closing lines evoke final disengagement from earthly

form as the island's khoziain is washed away; then fusion 

with the elements in which the past and its spirits live

on; and, finally, as the sound of a motor boat is heard

from below ('budto spodnizu'), perhaps Matera's 

assumption, like that of the Universal Mother, 

BoKorodi t sa, into an elemental chaos of wind and

colour.123 The island appears to be carried upward, out 

of the earthly waters of the Angara into the heavenly 

ocean: okean-more.12 4 As the custodian spirit of her

earthly form is washed away, Matera is lifted whole - like 

the arc - out of the temporal dimension into the numinous, 

with the Cosmic Tree standing and her last inhabitants 

still on board.

To the author of apocalyptic fiction, David Bethea 

wr i tes:

Aesthetic shape...is the most appropriate 
surrogate at hand for suggesting a divine shape 
to human history....The voices in an apocalyptic 
fiction are...not all equal....These authors 
encourage their readers to see a hierarchy of
utterance whose highest level is, as Bakhtin
would hold, the novelistica1ly impossible - 
'dialogism', or the full awareness of life’s 
competing voices, within 'monologism' , or the 
hope that, despite the fragility of paradigms,
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there is an order outside it a l l . 1 2 5  

'Monologism' is centrally characteristic of

ideological literature. But it can be as much a feature of 

religious art. It reflects the 'purposefulness* or sense 

of movement towards a pre-ordained and meaningful end, 

which may drive religious thought as much as utopian 

socialist ideology. The 'end* is determined by divine 

intervention in the first instance, by history in the 

s e c o n d . 1 2 6  But because the two systems of thought share a 

similar teleological dynamic, it can take just the 

slightest shift in perspective for the religious structure 

to become an ideological one.

Bethea's remark, extremely perceptive in itself, goes 

some way towards explaining the reported inversion of the 

political position of Rasputin (and other village prose 

writers such as Belov or Astaf'ev) since the introduction 

of perestroika. Where they had been figures on the verge 

of dissent in the 1970s - speaking out against the

oppression of collectivism and stimulating a dormant 

awareness of the historical, cultural and religious past - 

since the mid-1980s they appear to have become closely 

associated with the hard-line nationalist, ideologically 

collectivist c a m p . 1 2 7

As 'Proshchanie s Materoi' suggests, Rasputin’s 

Siberian animism falls within a broader framework of 

'purposeful' unity and integration, looking towards
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apocalypse, the end of history or union with God. In that 

he follows the system of thought adopted by nineteenth and 

early twentieth century Christian writers and thinkers: 

Tolstoi, Dostoevskii, Solov'ev, Berdiaev or Sergei 

Bulgakov. And yet, Siniavskii has observed, the 

'purposeful' aspect of religion is precisely what brings 

it closest to the ideological cast of m i n d . 128

Why the animist vision, which by its nature 

recognises 'dialogue' between different forms of 

consciousness, should revert to a collectivist or totemic 

model of thought which does not, might be tentatively 

explained, perhaps, in two ways. First, as a reaction to 

the very real danger of social disorder which the early 

stages of democratisation have brought to the Soviet 

people. Second, in terms of an increasing threat to the 

cohesion, indissolubility and security of the state unit. 

The collective is at risk: that is the time to rally

around the totem.
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5 0 .  R a s p u t i n ,  ' P o s l e d n i i  s r o k ' ,  p .  1 9 6 .

5 1 .  I b i d . , p .  2 1 3 .
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Chapter 4. Chabua Amiredzhibi

( i )

Looking again to Tylor's minimum definition of 

religion as a belief in spiritual beings, we see that 

though the notion of the soul is initially projected onto 

external phenomena, animals and inanimate objects, it 

comes later to lose its material limitations. It is not 

necessary for spiritual beings to be manifest in the 

physical world; they may exist in a different dimension. 

Such logic takes man eventually to a belief in gods who 

have the capacity to control his fate, and powers which he 

could never hope to acquire.!

If we apply Jung's well-known dream image of the human 

psyche as a house with storeys representing different 

historical eras (the top being the present and the 

basement a primaeval cave), the personalised gods of myth 

and religion would reflect a 'higher', or more recent 

level of historical consciousness than the spirits of 

animist traditions.2 They are archetypes which appear 

later in the cultural development of peoples than those of 

object souls. That said, simpler mythological archetypes 

are as integral to the psyche as their more 'developed' 

counterparts and need to be explored with as much 

attention. As the Jungian analyst and writer Bani Shorter
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remarked in her Wolfson College Lecture on 'Memory in

Service of Psyche' (1988):

Jung recognised...(myth) as the supreme 
interlocking model of the remembered imagery of 
humanity, a model to which one is unconscioysly 
turned and returned by the necessity to explain 
and heal oneself. No longer is the science of 
mythology to be seen as a misguided attempt to 
explain the workings of gods believed in by less 
enlightened peoples. 'The gods', viewed 
psychologically, are the omnipresent archetypal
metaphors, and in their workings man sees
reflected that which is at work within himself.3

Jung and his successors have argued, and done much to

demonstrate, that, as Thomas Butler has put it:

We don't come into the world with our minds a 
tabula rasa, but rather equipped with an 
inventory of archetypal patterns of thought and 
relationship that express themselves in common 
myths and folk tales.4

If we accept this, then the Soviet experiment of

deleting and rewriting history, restrueturing art and 

destroying religion, was damaging not only intellectually, 

culturally and linguistically, but above all

psychologically. It blocked access to the very archetypal 

forms which allow the psyche to acknowledge, recognise and 

heal itself. As is now widely recognised, the retrieval of 

memory - historical, cultural and personal - formed the 

thematic core of Soviet writing published in the 1960s and 

1970s. It remains, perhaps, its greatest achievement. This 

is true in terms of historical documentation 

(Solzhenitsyn's Arkhipelag GULag), personal recollection - 

Nadezhda Mandel'shtam’s Vospominani i a (Hope Against Hope,
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1970; Hope Abandoned, 1972) - and in terms of the

retrieval of archetypal forms from different 'strata' of 

mythological and religious consciousness.

Rasputin's writing touches a level of experience 

expressed by the imitation or repetition of archetypes 

embedded in the pre-Christian religious tradition of the 

Siberian peoples. Similarly, Chabua Amiredzhibi's 

successful historical novel Data Tutashkhia (1972; 

author's Russian translation 1976-77) reflects the forms 

of a religious system once common in the author's own, 

Georgian, locality; Z o r o a s t r i a n i s m . 5 The remainder of this 

chapter examines ways in which gods from the ancient 

Zoroastrian pantheon, expressing in semiotic imagery the 

absolute ethical structure on which Creation was thought 

to be founded, are introduced into Amiredzhibi's novel and 

support the ethical dilemmas it poses.

In his History of the Georgian People, W. E. D. Allen

points to the spread of the Zoroastrian religion in

Georgia, together with a feudal culture in the Iranian

tradition, after the fourth century B.C.6 In the days of

the first Georgian Dynasty, the Farnazavi , he writes,

Zoroastrianism swept Georgia and became the cult which:

for the next nine hundred years, constituted the 
intellectual background of half the people of 
the Caucasus, and whose devotees, later, for so 
long contested for supremacy with the followers 
of Christ.7

And, as Georges Charachidze has pointed out, the Georgian
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myth of the creation of the universe has a great deal in

common with the Zoroastrian tradition.6

Zoroastrianism was the major pre-Islamic religion of

Iran, dating probably from the fourth century B.C. Its

vision, as expressed in the 'Yasna' section of the Avesta

scriptures (consisting of poems, hymns and treatises which

are the source of Zoroastrian beliefs), is widely viewed

as dualistic in so far as it represents good and evil as

necessary projections of the Supreme Deity: Ahura Mazdah.9

Mazdah, a sky god possessing the additional

attributes of omnipotence and righteousness, rules f rom

his celestial mansions surrounded by an escort of divine

beings. He is closely united with Vohu Manah (the Good

Mind) and Spenta Mainyu (the Beneficent Spirit), but

remains in eternal combat with Angra Mainyu (the

Destroying Spirit).

Spenta Mainyu and Angra Mainyu are twin spirits

fathered by Mazdah himself. They have determined their

own nature by choosing to absorb two opposing principles:

truth and the lie (or Asha and Dru j) . Spenta Mainyu has

elected to be the spirit of justice, good and life; Angra

Mainyu has chosen deceit, evil and death. 1 ° The following

well-known hymn or 'Gatha' from 'Yasna 30* , said to be

attributable to Zoroaster himself, describes the choice as

it is made at the beginning of time:

In the beginning those two Spirits who are the 
well-endowed. . .twins were known as the one good 
and the other evil, in thought, word, and deed.
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Between them the wise chose rightly, not so the 
fools. And when these Spirits met they 
established in the beginning life and death that 
in the end the followers of the Lie should meet 
with the worst existence, but the followers of 
the Truth with the Best Mind. Of these two 
Spirits he who was of the Lie chose to do the 
worst things; but the Most Holy Spirit, clothed 
in rugged heaven, (chose) Truth as did (all) who 
sought with zeal to do the pleasure of the Wise 
Lord by (doing) good works. Between the two the 
false gods did not choose rightly; for, as they 
deliberated, delusion overcame them, so that 
they chose the most Evil Mind. Then did they, 
with one accord, rush headlong unto Fury that 
they might thereby extinguish...the existence of 
mortal men. 1 1

E. O. James explains further:

Behind these twin-spirits lay the dualism 
between Asha and the Druj , Truth and the Lie, 
righteousness and evil, equated respectively 
with light and darkness in the cosmic order, and 
manifest...in human society at large. Since the 
dawn of creation the relentless struggle has 
been pursued between the angelic and demonic 
opposed forces and their adherents, but in the 
Gathas neither of them had an independent 
existence. Each was in relation to the other, 
meeting in the higher unity of Ahura Mazdah, 
thereby obviating a basic dualism.12

Mircea Eliade agrees that Zoroastrian theology is 

not dualistic in a strict sense since Mazdah is not 

confronted by an equal anti-god. Both good and evil 

proceed from Mazdah through their identification with his 

offspring. But because Angra Mainyu chose his mode of 

being, the Supreme God cannot be held responsible for the 

appearance of evil, although he does nothing to prevent 

it. The Supreme Deity transcends all contradictions and, 

as Eliade writes, 'the existence of evil constitutes the 

preliminary condition for human freedom'.13
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However, as E. 0. James also points out, the precise 

relationship between the twin spirits and Ahura Mazdah is 

never clearly defined in the ’Gathas'. Spenta Mainyu and 

Angra Mainyu may have had the choice, but behind them was 

the Wise Lord, omniscient and omnipotent, who endowed them 

with opposing natures and presumably would have known the

consequences for creation. While the final destiny of man

remained in Mazdah's hands and good was bound to prevail, 

he remained responsible for the origin of evil. This was a 

problem which the followers of Zoroaster sought to resolve 

only after his death. In a later dualistic development of 

the Zoroastrian system, Mazdah (renamed Ormuzd) and Angra 

Mainyu (now named Ahriman) are envisaged almost as 

equaIs.14

From the point of view of practical ethics, man's 

involvement in the cosmic struggle was a vocation to fight 

with the rest of the material universe for the good and 

for the C r e a t o r . 16 As the later Zoroastrian tradition 

holds, the pre-existent souls of men agreed at the

beginning of time to go down to earth of their own

volition. There they would fight and suffer in Mazdah's 

service, anticipating the world's end, when they would be 

resurrected and granted immortality, with evil banished 

to the Abode of Lies.16

Charachidze's comment on the parallels between the 

Georgian myth of creation and the Zoroastrian system also
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points to the complementary character which the two

conflicting aspects of reality - divine and demonic - seem

to hold in the Georgian tradition. He writes:

On peut penser en effet que le recit georgien 
doit beaucoup a 1 'Iran mazdeen. Toutefois,' on 
releve d'emblee une difference importante: la
reforme zoroastrienne op£re une disjonction 
definitive entre les deux composantes du monde. 
La Bonne Creation ne saurait entretenir aucun 
rapport avec la Mauvaise Creation, et leur 
conciliation suppose la destruction de la 
seconde par la premiere. En Georgie, en 
revanche, les elements cre6s par Dieu et ceux 
qui sont dus aux demons sont complementaires. La 
totalite forme un univers coherent et qui n'est 
pas appele a se transformer (a la difference de 
1 ' Iran mazdeen le paganisme georgien ignore 
toute preoccupation eschatologique. . . ) .17

( ii )

Amiredzhibi's novel Data Tutashkhia examines the 

application of ethical principles in life, within a 

philosophical system which closely parallels the Mazdean 

one. It depicts the lives of two cousins - Data Tutashkhia 

and Mushni Zarandia - in late nineteenth and early 

twentieth century Georgia. They are identical, we are 

told, in appearance and character, brought up with equal 

kindness by Mushni's father, a country church reader 

(d 'i achok). But they come to serve opposing ethical 

principles.

Zarandia chooses personal ambition, corrupt temporal 

legislation and deceit. Data Tutashkhia devotes his life
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t o  a  s e a r c h  f o r  j u s t i c e ,  t r u t h  a n d  e t e r n a l  l a w .  Z a r a n d i a

m a k e s  a  b r i l l i a n t  c a r e e r  i n  t h e  t s a r i s t  g e n d a r m e r i e ,

f r u s t r a t e d  o n l y  b y  h i s  a t t e m p t s  t o  e x e r c i s e  c o n t r o l  o v e r

h i s  c o u s i n .  T u t a s h k h i a  l i v e s  o u t  h i s  l i f e  a s  a n  o u t l a w

( a b r a g ) ,  p e r s e c u t e d  b y  t h e  a u t h o r i t i e s  b u t  b e l o v e d  b y  t h e

p o p u l a c e .  H e  i s  a l s o  f r e e  t o  m a k e  c h o i c e s  n o t  n o r m a l l y

o p e n  t o  t h o s e  w h o  a b i d e  b y  t h e  l a w .  I n  a  m e t a p h o r i c a l  a s

w e l l  a s  l i t e r a l  s e n s e  h e  t e s t s  t h e  l i m i t s  o f  f r e e d o m ,  a s

B e l a i a  o b s e r v e s :

Oh - a G p a r ,  h  s t o  M O T H B H p y e T  3 M n H p H M e c K y i o

C H T y a u m o , r ^ e  o h  K a x c y j b i f t  p a s  O K a s u B a e T c s i  b

y c a o B H H X  B b i d o p a  . a e f t c T B H f t ,  h o  a O p a r  o h  m

M e T a $ o p H u e c K H  -  o h  H C K a T e / i b  h c t h h u  ,

1 n y T H H K  1 . . . . H  n o s T O M y ,  C T p a H C T B y s i  n o  . n o p o r a M  

n o H c x a  c M b i c a a  * h 3 h h  , o h  h  b  a y x o B H o f t  C H T y a u n n  

O K a a b i B a e r c a  B e e  B p e M H  n e p e z i  H p a  B C T B e H H b i M  

B b l G o p O M  . 1 6

A m i r e d z h i b i ' s  o w n  v i e w  o f  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  b e t w e e n

t h e  c o u s i n s  c o n f i r m s  t h e  i m p o r t a n c e  o f  i t s  s y m b o l i c  v a l u e

a n d  s e e m s  t o  r e f e r  i n d i r e c t l y  t o  a  M a z d e a n  c o s m i c

s t r u c t u r e ,  f u s e d  w i t h  i t s  G e o r g i a n  v a r i a t i o n .  E v i l  a n d

g o o d  c o - e x i s t  i n  u n r e s o l v e d  e t e r n a l  c o m b a t .  H e  w r i t e s :

E p a T C T B O ,  p o j i c T B O  h  x t a s K e  B H e u i H e e  c x o ^ i c t b o  , / I a T b i  

T y r a m x H a  h  M y n r H H  3 a p a H y j H a . . . o 6 y c / i o B / i e H b i  T o f t  

j e f i c T B H T e ^ b H o c T b i o , K O T o p y i o  n n o c T a B H T i  c e 6 e  u e / i b i o  

o T o C p a 3 H T b .  T o r z i a  c ^ H T a / i o c b , u t o  z i o G p o  h  3 / i o  

o j j H O B p e M e H H o  h  n a p a / i / i e / i b H o  c y m e c T B y i o T  b  

u e j i o B e x e ,  b  n p n p o . n e . O h h  H S B e M H b i , h  M e a t f l y  h h m h  

H y i e r  n o c T o s i H H o e  n p o T H B o S o p c T B O . . . . 3 / i o  h  y j o G p o  

' o d p e q e H b i '  H a  o j n H O B p e M e H H o e  c y m e c T B O B a H H e . 

O h h .  . . c K O B a H b i  u e n b i o .  . . . H  K o r ^ a  o , q h h  H 3  S p a T t e B  

y M H p a e T  -  y M H p a e T  h  j a p y r o f t .  . . . M y u i H H  3 a p a H , a H a  b  

K H H r e  -  3 t o  3 /10 , h  o h o  y M H p a e T .  Ra  T a  T y T a m x H a  

Ann  M e H H  -  o / m e T B o p e H H e  / i o d p a  , <pn3 h m e c k h  h  o h

n o r n S a e T ,  h o  k h h t s  h  a  B T o p  c t b b h t  c e G s i  u e / i b i o

J O f i H T b C S I  T O T O  , M T O d b l  O H  3KH/ I  B  C e p j m e  M H T a T e / I S I  . 1 9
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Galina Belaia has argued forcefully that the strength 
of the novel lies in its qualities as a work of the 
'psychological' genre, in which personalities^ not 
principles are examined. It is a mistake on Amiredzhibi's 

part, she suggests, to think of it as a latter-day 
parable:

rioc/ie Bbixozia poMaHa AmhphcbjimchGh He To/ibKO He 
nbiTa/icsT CMsrtiHTfe mien o tom, mto MyuiHH h £aTa 
TyTauixHa - iiBa no/noca poMaHa, ho BcsmecKH 
nblTa/ICSI npHiiaTb 3TOMy npOTHBOCTOHHHK)
cHMBo/iHwecKoe 3HQMeHHe. Oh c^e/ia/i hx 
o/iHueTBopeHHeM TJoGpa h 3/ia, a H,aeio hx 
.ABoftHHMecTBa, MHoroxpaTHO OTMeweHHyw, nonwTa/icsi 
HCTO/iKOBaTb ksk M8TepHa/iH3auHio Hjew TexyMecTH H 
npOTHBOpeMHBOCTH Me/IOBeKa , B KOTOpOM 3/IO M .floGpo 
HepeyiKO cymecTByioT nowTH ojiHOBpeMeHHO.

Ho, npOMHTBB POMQH , C 3THM TpyUHO 
cor/iacHTcsr. ilaTa h MyuiHH -  sto Bee-tbkh He 
paaHbie Haya/ia b ojihom xapaKTepe, ho pa3Htie 
xapaKTepbi. . . .M nojmepKHyToe aBTopoM hx BHeuiHee 
CXO/3CTBO HSHaua^bHHX yC/IOBHft (OJIHa CeMbH, 0/[HH H 
Te »ce ponoBtie TpajiHixHH, ojjho h to xce BocnHTaHHe 
h T.n.) TO/ibKo ocTpee bbisib/ijiiot HecoBnaaeHHe
JIHMHOCTHbIX OCHOB 3THX nepCOHBXCeft . 2 0

Without belittling the substance of Belaia's 
remarks, it may be useful to show that for all its
polyphony and attention to psychology, the novel also 
depends on several underlying and conflicting modes of 
thought: political and religious.

Data Tutashkhia is set out as a series of documents 
culled from witnesses of Data's life, and presented
chronologically by a narrator who briefly introduces 
himself as the archivist behind the publication. The
material is to serve as evidence for the reader's 
assessment of the lives and personalities of Data and
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Mushni.

The work has a studied 'polyphonic' character, it is 

true. Each witness speaks from within the bounds of his 

own perception and understanding.2l An omniscient narrator 

is conspicuously absent. We observe Data and Mushni as 

they are seen by those whose lives they have affected, and 

watch the development of their moral character and 

understanding of themselves through their reported words 

and actions. But ultimately it is the quality of their 

deeds, reflected in the lives of those who knew them, 

which the novel offers as evidence for the reader’s 

judgement. Their philosophical observations - which in any 

case are not always consistent - are pointers to moral 

development rather than contributions to a dogmatic 

literary statement.22

Amiredzhibi's novel can be considered from at least 

three incompatible viewpoints: as a racy historical

thriller, promoting Soviet values in the context of pre

revolutionary Georgia; as a political statement 

propagating Georgian nationalism, even separatism; or as a 

philosophical study on the nature of the struggle between 

good and evil within the personality and in the world.

As a 'Soviet' novel it offers a hero who is a man of 

the people, and a villain well-read in ancient Georgian 

literature and theology whose life is enmeshed in a 

corrupt imperial regime. The chief witness of and
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commentator on the action is the one-time head of the 

Caucasian gendarmerie. Graf Segedi. Through his 

acquaintance with the cousins, he discovers the fallacy 

of trust in the tsarist administration. Data himself is 

cast as an epic hero. Like Grigorii Melekhov in Tikhi i 

Don (Quiet Flows the Don. 1928-40), he is ostracised by 

the community but none-the-less carries the burden of the 

fortunes of his people. He is not a revolutionary leader; 

but he does have a passing association with a 

revolutionary terrorist organisation and, towards the 

conclusion of the novel, helps to orchestrate an uprising 

in the prison to which he has voluntarily submitted 

himself.2 3

Predictably in this context, formal religion tends 

to carry negative associations. Data is seen resisting 

vice among the khlvs ty - a neo-Christian religious sect 

where acquisitiveness and promiscuity are r i f e . 2 4  Though 

frequently to be found in the company of priests and 

nuns, he is critical of the Christian monastic tradition 

insofar as it attempts to penetrate beyond practical 

ethics into personal spiritual l i f e . 2 6  The Church does 

nothing to prevent corruption among the clergy. A priest 

is involved in an episode of assault and rape specially 

engineered by Mushni to compromise and entrap his 

cous in.2 6

In terms of a nationalistically orientated scheme,
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the novel presents its hero both as a legendary bogatyr

figure and as a wanderer with neither home nor identity.

Data is the son of a people deprived, by an alliance with

Russia and her empire, of their rightful role in the

community of nations. As Sandro Karidze - a socialist

intellectual from Tiflis - declares, the Georgians have

lost their sense of life’s meaning and moral direction,

because they have lost their identity as a nation:

’B npHpoae, HaBepHo, h h w t o  t b k He 3aBHCHT npyr 
o t .apyra. . . k s k HpaBCTBeHHOCTt /ih wh o c t h o t
cyzibCbi ero hbuhh , KaK HpaBCTBeHHOCTb rpaHc/iaHHHa 
- ot joctohhctb h HejiocTaTKOB ero rocy^apcTBa. H 
HaodopoT. . . Ohh Tak c/ihtli, wto He 3Haeiut, wto 
CHawa/ra, wto noTOM. . . .HpaBCTBeHHOCTb sto Ta 
BHyTpeHHSiSI CH/ia , C nOMOlUblO KOTOpoft
/mwHocTfe. . . coweTaeT c b o h ace/iaHMH c HHTepecaMH 
CBoero Hapoaa, cBoero rocyjapcTBa....

IlpHcoeflHHeHHe k P o c c h h  pemHJio MHorHe ocTpwe 
npodTieMti Harneft x m b h h  . . .Ho OHa HecTia cboio
aaKOHOMepHocTb: rpyaHH, npHBtiKiiiHft 3a cboio
HCTopmo k OTBeTCTBeHHOCTH nepe,n we/iOBewecTBOM h 
nepeji cBoeft CTpaHotf, ocTa/icsi 6e3 CMbiCTia 
DKH3H H . . . .Ham Hapoji ctqji noxoxc Ha nymeHHoe b Tiyra
cTa.no, y KOToporo ecTb To/ibKo oaho  aqjio - mHnaTb
T p a B y ! ’2 7

As an outcast and an observer, Data explores life in 

his country from a range of perspectives and environments: 

religious, political and social. He is seen in abject 

poverty; living in a community subjected to a personality 

cult; or, later, enjoying the liberal, cultivated company

of intellectuals in T i f l i s . 2 8  xn all these environments he

remains isolated, less by his status as an outlaw than by 

moral posture. He refuses to be defiled by the evil which 

pervades the world.
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Non-defilement, the Zoroastrian tradition holds, is a 

form of resistance in the cosmic battle against e v i l . 29 if 

man chooses to enlist in the struggle, he must do so with 

his soul and with his body: both must be kept pure. The

best form of life to select is farming, as Ninian Smart

wr i tes :

The good man is one who looks after the cattle
and tills the soil in peace and neighbourliness.
He is upright and has a burning regard for the 
truth. It is his duty to keep away from those 
who worship the daevas (malignant gods IM), and 
to resist them with force if necessary. Angra 
Mainyu, the great evil spirit, threatens the 
f armer's 1i f e .3 0

Data Tutashkhia has all the attributes of a good man.

Before being outlawed (for defending the honour of his

sister in a duel) he is a herdsman. It is a role to which

he seeks to return later in life.3*

It may be incidental that the cause of his ostracism

is a woman. A misjudged shot, he kills his sister's lover;

this sends him into hiding for decades. According to

Mazdean cosmology, following the initial defeat of Ahriman

by Ormuzd, it was the Primal Woman (or 'Whore Demoness')

who stirred up the evil spirit as he lay prostrate. The

effect of his return, after three thousand years, was felt

both in the spiritual and material u n i v e r s e . 3 2  As Jamsheed

K. Choksy observes in his study of the principle of purity

in Zoroastrianism, there was in its tradition a 'tendency

to consider women as the polluted allies of the Evil

Spirit'.33 In Amiredzhibi's novel too it is the woman who
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sets the scene for conflict between Data and Mushni, the 

forces of good and evil.

Such contingent detail may have the Zoroastrian, or

indeed the Judaic, tradition at source.3* More important

is the development of Data and Mushni into figures

expressing the principle by which each has chosen (or been

elected) to live and its Zoroastrian quality. Their

innate potential is identical, Graf Segedi tells us in his

introduction; only the paths they tread differ. Individual

nature determines characteristics, 'talent* and perhaps

even morality:

Bo B e e  B p e M e H a  o C m e c T B O  npe.flCTaBJisi/io n o n p n m e
o p / i y , C T e p B H T H H K y  h  n T a x e ,  h  c T e 3 s i  KaD*c,aoro 6bi/ia
n p o / i a r a e M a  c o r / i a c H O  e r o  H p a B C T B e H H t i M
C K 7 I O H H O C T 5 J M  . . . .

3 T O  H C T O p H S J  5 K H 3 H M  H  O T H O l I i e H H f t  H B y X  CHJIfaHbIX 
H a T y p .  . . . I l p o B H i i e H H e  H a ^ e / i H T i o  h x  p a B H O B e  j i h k h m  
r a / i a H T O M ,  h o  H e c x o K e c T t  H p a B C T B e H H a s ?  p a 3 B e j r i a  h x  
no p a 3 H b I M  C T e 3 S I M . 3  5

As Belaia observes, Segedi's remark not only displays 

little respect for social determinism, but suggests the 

presence of an intuitive moral sense, independent of the 

will, which may shape the personality and decide its 

f a t e . 36 Data and Mushni have different moral proclivities. 

These determine the qualitative effect of their actions. 

As Segedi remarks in his narrative: 'Tsennost' liubogo

sversheniia opredeliaetsia nravstvennost'iu

svershivshego'.37

The cosmic quality of their conflict is emphasised in 

five introductory 'quotations', allegedly from an ancient
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text. They were added, Amiredzhibi has said, after the 

completion of the novel.30 The passages describe five eras 

in the cosmic battle:1/ the creation; 2/ its invasion by 

evil; 3/ its near destruction; 4/ the decision by a deity 

named Tutashkha to descend into the world and become a 

m a n ; 3 9  5/ Tutashkha's sacrifice of his human body for the 

salvation of mankind.

In the beginning, the world is created by the Supreme 

God, and Tutashkha is delegated to rule and judge mankind. 

Tutashkha, we are told, is not a man, but the spirit of 

man permeating the human soul and the body. Man - an 

imperfect creature, but blessed with a conscience by which 

to recognise his imperfections - works as a herdsman and 

a farmer as Zoroastrianism d i c t a t e s . 40

In the second passage, temptation is sown in the 

world by 'the scouts of the tribe which venerates Mammon’. 

Men are poisoned with desire; envy and conflict ensue. 

Tutashkha intervenes to restore balance but finds that, 

even then, treachery, injustice and vanity stalk the 

world. He withdraws and resolves to intervene no m o r e . 41

Thereafter the world is overrun by hate and 

destruction. The high priest of the people is a dragon who 

devours men. Tutashkha perceives that the dragon triumphs 

by cunning; mounted on a white horse and wielding a spear 

in the manner of St George (Georgia's patron saint), he 

swears to overcome evil by f o r c e . 42
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The fourth passage depicts Tutashkha's battle with 

the dragon, which proliferates heads as he decapitates it. 

Its blood falls to earth and humanity turns to war as the 

dragon gains in strength. Tutashkha understands that 

mankind will be saved only if he becomes fully human. With 

that decision, he is transformed f rom a demi-god into 
God.4 3

The final 'citation' shows Tutashkha offering his 

body to be devoured by the dragon. As the demon eats he 

grows increasingly human and, declaring himself satiated, 

refuses Tutashkha's heart. Evil has been transformed into 

good. Tutashkha's physical form is returned to him, as are 

the bodies of all those men who willingly gave themselves 

to be consumed. Tutashkha's soul ascends into heaven, his 

body remains on the earth.44

The Christian parallels at the conclusion of the 

story are self evident: Spenta Mainyu, Christ and St

George merge in the figure of Tutashkha. The Christian 

tradition, religious anthropologists tell us, owes much to 

Zoroastrianism. Satan or Lucifer - 'murderer' and 'father 

of lies' as he is - stands particularly indebted to his 

Iranian prototype.45 The syncretist quality of 

Amiredzhibi's tale reflects the model he applies.

Data Tutashkhia's life enacts in the world of men 

the cosmic dilemma which the god Tutashkha faces: by what

means may he overcome what must be defeated. To fight or
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not to fight? To make an active contribution to the 

destruction of evil or to allow it to destroy itself? To 

suf f er

The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune 
Or to take arms against a sea of troubles 
And by opposing end them?

It is, as Amiredzhibi has observed, also Hamlet’s

difficulty.46

Data matures from a raw youth of nineteen into a man

with a strong if nai've sense of social responsibility by

wrestling with the problem of whether evil should be

actively challenged. The conundrum is eventually resolved

by his recognition of the fact that evil is not overcome

until it becomes the good. This is the point at which the

duality between Spenta Mainyu and Angra Mainyu dissolves,

thanks to the intervention of a third principle (Mazdah).

The two-fold system is fused into one. Amiredzhibi

assesses his portrayal of Data's development in the

following way:

H a M H H a e T  o h  c t o t o ,  m t o  nbiTaeTcsi H c n p a B H T t  M H p , 
a k s k m m  Cy.neT p e 3 y / i b T a T  e r o  jieftcTBHft, ^jaxce H e  
3 a ^ y M b i B a e T C H . BTopotf nepHoji - o T w a s i H H e , 
HeBMeiiraTe/IbCTBO . . . .TpeTHft - C H O B a  a K T H B H O C T b  , 
C o p b C a  c yDKe o c o 3 H a H H b i M  3jtom w e p e s  Hacn/iHe, h o  h 
a a e c b  o h  r e p n u T  n o p a a c e H H e . M, H a K O H e i x , 
yeTBepTbift, caMbift BaxcHbift nepno.a, K o r j a  y u T e H  B e e t  
onbiT npeacHHX oihhCok , h jUbtb b C o p b C e  c o  3/iom yxce 
H e  n p o c T o  c H / i e H , h o  h My,np - o h  n o H H M a e T , m t o  
pa^HKayibHasi nodejja Ha.n 3/iom B 0 3 M o r a a  /iHiiib T o r ^ a , 
n o m a  y j jaeTCH n e p e n e / i a T b  3/10 b .qodpo.47

His last battle is among the people, the imprisoned 

narod. Behind bars, he is involved in armed resistance,
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r e m a i n i n g  a l l  t h e  w h i l e  t h e  i n v i n c i b l e  d e m i - g o d ,  i m m u n e  t o

b u l l e t s  a n d  p o l i c e  t r a p s .  H i s  g r e a t e s t  i n s i g h t  t o w a r d s  t h e

e n d  o f  h i s  l i f e  i s  t h a t  t h e  s t r u g g l e  i s  d i r e c t e d  n o t

a g a i n s t  i n d i v i d u a l s  b u t  a g a i n s t  t h e  e v i l  p r i n c i p l e .  A s  h e

e x p l a i n s  t o  h i s  a d o p t e d  b r o t h e r ,  B i l i a l '  Z a n k s h i :

H h  B p a r o M ,  h h  n p y r o M  . n y p H o r o  w e / i o B e x a  H e  c u H T a f t .  
Tbi . a o / r a c e H  B H j j e T b  n o p ^ y , H j n y m y i o  o t  H e r o .  . . B o t  3 T y  
n o p y y  h  b t o  3/10 t w  h  . a o / D K e H  n p e c / i e / i o B a T b , M T o d b i  
n p e B p a T H T b  h x  b  j i o d p o . . . .

Oh (M y i H H H ) t b o p h t  3/10. Si a d p a r ,  m o #  . n o / i r  
h / i t h  T e M H  a c e  n y T s i M H  h  H c n p a B / i s i T b  h m  n o p y e H H o e .  
T a x  Mbi  h  ) K H B e M : o h  n e / i a e T  c B o e ,  sr -  C B o e .  T a x
3 T O  H  JIO/DKHO CblTfa . 4 0

T o  t h e  e n l i g h t e n e d  m a n  e v i l  i s  d i v o r c e d  f  r o m  t h e

h u m a n  b e i n g  r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  i t ,  b e c a u s e  i n  e v e r y

p e r s o n a l i t y  t h e  t w o  a s p e c t s  o f  t h e  c o s m i c  s t r u g g l e ,  d i v i n e

a n d  d e m o n i c ,  c o - e x i s t .  Z a r a n d i a ,  i f  w e  a r e  t o  t a k e  G r a f

S e g e d i ’ s  o b s e r v a t i o n s  s e r i o u s l y ,  i s  w h o l l y  c a p a b l e  o f

f i n e r  f e e l i n g s  t o w a r d s  D a t a ,  b u t  l o y a l t y  t o  t h e  s t a t e ,  o r

a m b i t i o n ,  c o u n t e r  h i s  m o r e  h u m a n e  q u a l i t i e s . 4 9 H e  i s ,  t o

u s e  r e l i g i o u s  t e r m i n o l o g y ,  ’ p o s s e s s e d ' .  T h e  d e m o n i c

a r c h e t y p e  w h i c h  h a s  t a k e n  o v e r  h i s  l i f e  ( ' d e m o n  k o t o r y i

" n e  m o g  i n a c h e " ' ) i s  r e f l e c t e d  i n  a p p e a r a n c e .  H e  b e c o m e s ,

a t  t i m e s  w h e n  S e g e d i  p e r c e i v e s  t h i s  a s p e c t  o f  h i s  n a t u r e ,

a  s n a k e  -  o r  a  d r a g o n  ( z m e i ) . 5  0

3 t h  /iBa Haya/ia, y e / i o B e y e c x o e  h  a e M O H H y e c x o e ,  
jjeftcTBOBa/iH c o B o x y n H O , H e  nopo^c/iasi ziymeBHoft 
p a 3 J B O e H H O C T H ,  H  B  3 T O M  Bbipa»Ca Jia C b U e / I b H O C T b  H 
C B o e o d b i y H o c T b  HaTypbi 3 a p a H j a n a . 51

T h e  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  d e m o n  d i c t a t i n g  t h e  p r a c t i c a l  

a p p l i c a t i o n  o f  M u s h n i ' s  p o s i t i v e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s
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( i n t e l l i g e n c e ,  h a r d  w o r k ,  l o y a l t y ,  c r e a t i v e  i n t u i t i o n )  i s  

i d e n t i f i e d  w i t h  d e c e i t .  M u s h n i ' s  p e r s o n a l i t y  i s  p o s s e s s e d  

b y  D r u j  , t h e  l i e .  I t  i s  t h e  m e t h o d  b y  w h i c h  h e  

c o m p r o m i s e s  D a t a  i n  t h e  e y e s  o f  t h e  r u r a l  p o p u l a t i o n  w h i c h  

s h e l t e r s  h i m ,  a n d  s a b o t a g e s  t h e  c a r e e r  o f  a  r i v a l  a n d  

s u p e r i o r  i n  t h e  p o l i c e  a d m i n i s t r a t i o n .

J u s t  a s  t h e  p r i m a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p  b e t w e e n  n a t u r e  a n d

w i l l  r e m a i n s  a m b i v a l e n t  i n  Z o r o a s t r i a n i s m ,  s o  t h e  r e a d e r

i s  l e f t  t o  j u d g e  w h e t h e r  M u s h n i  h a s  c h o s e n  h i s

m a c h i a v e l l i a n  d i s p o s i t i o n ,  o r  w h e t h e r  i t  h a s  c h o s e n  h i m .

M u s h n i  ' s  o w n  p r e f e r e n c e  i s  f o r  t h e  t h e o r y  t h a t  m o r a l

i n t u i t i o n  i s  a n  a s p e c t  o f  p e r s o n a l i t y ,  i n h e r i t e d  a n d

n u r t u r e d ,  t h a t  c a n n o t  b e  c o n t r o l l e d :

B e e  c o B e p u i a e T c s i  c a M O  coQoPi . M o s t  H p a B C T B e H H O C T b  
H e  n o t f . n e T  H a  K O M n p o M w c c ,  H a B e p H o e , jaa j x e  non
y r p o 3 o t f  K a T a c T p o c f c b i . . . . 3 t o  m o s t  H a T y p a  , b  K O T o p o t f  
3 a n e u a T / i e / i a c b  H a c / i e n c T B e H H O C T b  , h  B o c n H T a H H e  . 5 2

A s  B e l a i a  h a s  n o t e d ,  t h i s  r a d i c a l  b e l i e f  i n  a  

c o n g e n i t a l  m o r a l  d i s p o s i t i o n  l i b e r a t e s  M u s h n i  f r o m  a n y  

n e e d  t o  e x a m i n e  h i s  a c t i o n s .  H i s  p h i l o s o p h i s i n g  ( l i k e

I v a n  K a r a m a z o v ' s  i n  B r a t ' i a  K a r a m a z o v y ) h a s  a  r e l a t i v e ,  

n o t  a n  a b s o l u t e ,  s i g n i f i c a n c e  i n  t h e  n o v e l  a s  a  w h o l e  a n d  

r e f l e c t s  a  s t u n t e d  m o r a l  p e r s o n a l i t y  w h i c h  e m e r g e s  f u l l y  

o n l y  i n  t h e  r u i n o u s  c o n s e q u e n c e s  o f  h i s  a c t i o n s .  I t

b e c o m e s  e v i d e n t  t h a t  s o m e w h e r e  t h e r e  h a s  t o  b e  r o o m  f o r  

c h o i  c e :

' J i HT y HL I HS T  ' , O K O T O p o f t  T 8 K  M H O T O  T O B O p H T  My i U H H  , 
3 T O  H e C T b  B p 0 3 K , J 3 e H H a S I  H p a B C T B e H H O C T b  ( H J I H  
' H p a B C T B e H H a S I  C K J I O H H O C T b  ' )  . A m H P 3 / 3 X C H 6 h  H e  C T B B H T  

n o a  c o M H e H H e  t o t  $ 3 k t ,  y T o  O H a  c y m e c T B y e T .  H o  o h
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c w M T a e T ,  wto, n o 7 i t > 3 y s i c t  B b i p a a c e H n e M  M a T e M a T H K O B ,  
3 T O  y C / I O B H e  C T a H O B / i e H H S I  7 I H M H O C T H  ’ H e o O X O U H M O  , H O  
H e . n o  c T a  to mho ' . . . .

HpaBCTBeHHasi noanuHsi we/ioBeka, no
Am h p s ^xchOh , CK^ajwBaeTCH H3 onpezie/ieHHbix 
3THWeCKHX KOMnOHeHTOB I B Heft eCTb TO, MTO HiieT 
o t  HaTypti; t o , m t o  H.aeT o t  BoenHTaHHSi h cpq.qbi; 
TO , MTO COCT3B/I5ieT ypOBeHb HpaBCTBeHHbIX
npnHunnoB, ycTaHOBOK, onpeaejisnoutHX .neftcTBHsr 
MenoBexa, ero noBejaeHne b pa3Hbix
o O c T o s i T e j i b C T B a x  . X a p a K T e p _________j e T e p M H H H p y e T c a
HpaBCTBeHHoft ycTBHOBKoft. npoBepxa Me/ioBexa - 
i i e f i c T B H e . 5 3

M u s h n i ' s  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  o f  t h e  e v i l  a c t  i s  t h a t  o f  a  

v i s i o n a r y  r a t h e r  t h a n  a  p r a g m a t i s t :  t h e  e v i l  t h a t  m e n  d o

i s  v i n d i c a t e d  b y  t h e  g o o d  t h a t  t h e y  e n v i s a g e .  J u d a s ,  h e  

s u g g e s t s ,  c a l c u l a t e d  t h e  g o o d  t h a t  w o u l d  c o m e  o f  h i s  

b e t r a y a l . 5 4  P e r f i d y  a n d  e v i l  a r e  t h e  w e a p o n s  b y  w h i c h  t h e  

s t a t e  m a y  p r o t e c t  j u s t i c e  a n d  g o o d . 5 5  Z a r a n d i a  

c o l l a b o r a t e s  w i t h  e v i l  t o  a s s u r e  a  t e m p o r a l  a d v a n t a g e  a n d  

e n f o r c e  h i s  f l a w e d  p e r c e p t i o n  o f  w h a t  i s  r i g h t .  D a t a ,  f o r  

h i s  p a r t ,  r e s i s t s  c o l l a b o r a t i o n  w i t h  a n y  f o r m  o f  e v i l

d e s p i t e  t h e  r i s k  o f  c o n s e q u e n c e s  w h i c h  m a y  ( a n d  f r e q u e n t l y  

d o )  p r o v e  t r a g i c  t o  o t h e r s  o r  t o  h i m s e l f .

T u t a s h k h i a  f i n a l l y  s u c c u m b s  t o  t h e  l i e  t h r o u g h  h i s  

f a i l u r e  t o  a d m i t  h i s  f a t h e r h o o d  t o  h i s  n a t u r a l  s o n ,  G u d u .

T h i s  o n c e ,  h e  l a y s  a s i d e  h i s  d e v o t i o n  t o  A s h a  o r  t r u t h  i n

f a v o u r  o f  a  w o r l d l y  a d v a n t a g e :  h e  p r e f e r s  G u d u  n o t  t o  g o

t h r o u g h  l i f e  b r a n d e d  w i t h  i l l e g i t i m a c y .  G u d u ,  m e a n w h i l e ,  

i s  a l r e a d y  c a u g h t  u p  i n  Z a r a n d i a ' s  f a r - r e a c h i n g  n e t w o r k  

a n d  h a s  n o  q u a l m s  a b o u t  f i r i n g  a  p i s t o l  a t  a  w a n t e d  

o u t l a w .  T o  p r e s e r v e  h i s  s o n  f r o m  t h e  k n o w l e d g e  a n d
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consequences of parricide, Data casts himself from a cliff 

into the sea. His body is never found, but his spirit 

haunts his e n e m i e s . 56

Tutashkhia's death - ennobled by his final act - is 

the consequence of a single submission to the demon of 

deception. But it heralds the demise of Mushni Zarandia 

shortly after. Melancholia sends him to the grave within 

three years. In accordance with the Georgian variation of 

the Zoroastrian system, the good and evil aspects of 

creation remain complementary: neither may exist without

its moral antipole.
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Chapter 5. Daniil Granin

( i )

As earlier chapters have indicated, the need felt by 

writers of the 1960s and 1970s to revive cultural memory 

stimulated their awareness of semiotic systems embedded in 

religions traditionally associated with their locality. If 

a literary piece was to be accepted for publication, the 

language of Orthodox Christianity was disallowed; but 

religious ideas could be expressed in the less familiar 

language of more ancient cults.

In some instances, however, the revival of memory 

touched less upon archetypal systems of images than upon 

displaced ideas. The writings of certain key nineteenth 

century thinkers (notably Vissarion Belinskii, but also 

Tolstoi and Dostoevskii) served as pathways back to pre- 

ideological and theistic thinking. Belinskii, and the 

German Idealist philosophers who influenced him, worked 

with concepts which carried strong vestiges of animism. 

They wrote, for example, of a transcendent Mind, Spirit 

or Order which expressed and realised itself through the 

workings of nature, and of art and beauty as living forces 

active in human life.

In later editions of Primitive Culture, Tylor 

emphasised that in developed civilisations, intellectual
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formulations or ideas have a role equivalent to that of

object-souls in more primitive societies. Indeed, he said,

ideas frequently continue to be understood in terms of

visual images which have an independent life of their own.

In Classical Greek philosophy, Democritus' notion of

images thrown out by objects and received by a recipient

soul was, Tylor wrote, a surviving doctrine of primitive

animism decanted into the form of metaphysics. Regarding

the prevalent doctrine of ideas, he observed that it had

undergone a transition similar to the doctrine of soul.

The term 'idea* (Greek: t Sea) originally indicated a

'visible form*. Its abstraction to denote subjects of

thought was, Tylor believed, still a relative innovation:1

The notion of ideas as real images of
things...does linger much in modern minds,
and...people who talk of ideas do often, in some
hazy metaphorical way, think of sensible 
images.2

It has been suggested earlier (see above, Chapter 1, 

p. 24) that Daniil Granin’s novel 'Kartina' ('The

Picture' , 1979) may serve as an example of writing in

which the notion of object-soul also comes to denote a 

more abstract conception: that of the spirit of beauty.

Though a simple work in terms of narrative structure, the 

interest of 'Kartina' lies particularly in the weight of 

derivative ideas from Belinskii, German Idealism and 

Dostoevskii, which it carries. It seems to serve as a

bridge to pre-revolutionary philosophical thought, built
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in accordance with a standard 'thaw' design, and 

displaying conventional views on environmental 

conservation, memory and the value of art.

'Kartina' reads rather like a publicistic work in 

novel form, promoting the moral and social effects of art 

and the saving grace of aesthetic perception.3 While on a 

visit to Moscow, the provincial Party official Sergei 

Losev chances upon an art exhibition. There he sees a 

painting which he recognises as a depiction of a familiar 

landscape with a pre-revolutionary building from his home 

town, Lykov. The house is about to be demolished to allow 

for the erection of a new computer firm branch. Losev 

finds himself strangely fascinated by the canvas which 

carries him back to his childhood. He determines to 

acquire it for the town. Having done so, he finds himself 

at the centre of a struggle between conservationists 

looking to save the building, and Party apparatchiki who 

can see no useful purpose in leaving it standing. On a 

personal level he is also subjected to the transforming 

power of art. He rediscovers youth, individuality, and 

capacity for moral judgement, to a degree which leads him 

to abandon a successful Party career for unspecified 

private principles. The historical monument is saved, but 

Losev is lost to the apparat and to Lykov. Only his memory 

appears to have been stamped on the painting which 

determined his fate. As the novel closes, a visiting art
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historian notes that the painting also faintly represents

the figure of a boy swimming in the creek. The Soviet

critic I. Grekova, - rightly, I think - surmises that

this is an image of Losev himself, liberated from the

spiritual confines of his old position:

n p en c/iaB /is ieT cs i , mto Ma/ieHbKH# Ma/ibMHK, n/ibiBymMft 
b TexyMeft B o n e , b o t - bot  roTOBiift Bbin/ibiTb H3 TeHH,
-  3 to caM C e p e r a  U o ceB , yme,mifHft h s  orpaHHMeHHbix
paMOK CBOeft 5KH3HH B OTpOMHblft COJIHeMHblft MHp . 4

The painted landscape represents and embodies the 

aesthetic principle, shown to have an irrational power 

which can galvanise and transform lives. Astakhov's

painting is the image by which we come to understand the 

dynamic properties of art and beauty.

( ii)

The role of art - its social influence, its part in

education - was widely discussed in the Soviet press in

the 1970s. The issue reflected public concern over the

preservation of culture, and distress about monuments

which had been destroyed under Stalin and Khrushchev. It

was raised at the 24th Party Congress in 1971, and again

at the 25th Party Congress in 1976. There, the role of the

writer or artist was recognised primarily as a moral one,

drawing on the ethical principles of Communist ideology. A

statement from the 1976 Congress declared:

3acjiyra Hamux nncaT e.ne£ if xyaoacHHKOB b to m , mto  
ohm cTp e M A T c a  noii^ep»:aTb /iy MiiiHe KAHECTBA
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Me/ioBexa - ero npHHUHnwa^tHOCTb, wecTHOCTb, 
r / i y C u H y  M y B C T B , h c x o j i h  r i p n  s t o m  m s  H e 3 b i 6 / i e M b i x  
n p H H U H n o B  H a m e f t  K O M M y H H C T H y e c K o f t
H p a B C T B e H H O C T H . 5

G r a n i n ’ s  l e c t u r e  a t  t h e  R S F S R  W r i t e r s '  U n i o n  i n  1 9 7 8 ,  

e n t i t l e d  ' L i c h n o s t ' ,  N T R , l i t e r a t u r a ' , c o m p l a i n e d  t h a t  

p e o p l e  w e r e  b e i n g  a s s e s s e d  l e s s  b y  t h e i r  m o r a l  q u a l i t i e s ,  

t h a n  b y  a c a d e m i c  o r  t e c h n i c a l  s k i l l s .  S c h o o l s  w e r e  

p r o d u c i n g  a n  o v e r - p r a g m a t i c  g e n e r a t i o n  a n d  t h e  a r t s  w e r e  

n o t  g e t t i n g  e n o u g h  e x p o s u r e ,  h e  s a i d :  ' E l e m e n t y  r o m a n t i k i ,

p o e t i z a t s i i  z h i z n i  d e f i t s i t n y  i  m a l o  k  s o z h a l e n i i u  

p o o s h c h r i a i u t s i a ' . 6

G r a n i n ' s  c o m p l a i n t  h a s  a  n i n e t e e n t h  c e n t u r y  f l a v o u r

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  v i e w s  o n  a r t  e x p r e s s e d  i n  a  w i d e  r a n g e

o f  S o v i e t  p u b l i c a t i o n s  o f  t h e  1 9 6 0 s . 7 I t  w a s  B e l i n s k i i ,  a

f i g u r e  c o n s i s t e n t l y  i n f l u e n t i a l  i n  S o v i e t  l i t e r a r y

c r i t i c i s m ,  w h o  s u g g e s t e d  t h a t  a e s t h e t i c  s e n s e  l a y  a t  t h e

b a s e  o f  a l l  m o r a l  d i s c r i m i n a t i o n .

M t w  n y r n y  H e  B O / i H y 0 T  M y a b i x a ; k t o  b h j h t  b  x a p T H H e  
t o Ji f a K o  r a / i a H T e p e f t H y i o  B e u t b . . . k t o  H e  n o / n o d n / i
C T H X O B  CMOJIOAy t K T O  B H U H T  B J i p a M e  T O / I b K O
T e a T p a / i b H y i o  n b e c y , a  b  p o M a H e  C K a a x y , r o z t H y i o  a a sj 
aaHSiTnsj o t  c x y K H , t o t  H e  M e y i O B e x . . . .
S c T e T H w e c K o e  M y b c t b o  e c T b  o c h o b b  z i o O p a , o c h o b b  
H p a B C T B e H H O C T H . 8

A s  V i c t o r  T e r r a s  o b s e r v e s  i n  a n  i m p o r t a n t  s t u d y  o f

B e l i n s k i i  a n d  h i s  l i t e r a r y  h e r i t a g e ,  t h e  s o c i a l ,  c o g n i t i v e  

a n d  p r o p h e t i c  p o w e r s  o f  a r t  r e m a i n e d  h i g h l y  v a l u e d  i n  

S o v i e t  a e s t h e t i c  t h e o r y  a f t e r  t h e  R e v o l u t i o n . 9 T h e  

e m p h a s i s  g i v e n  t o  B e l i n s k i i ' s  i d e a s  w a s  g r e a t e s t  i n  t h e  

1 9 2 0 s  a n d  a f t e r  t h e  ' t h a w '  ; b u t  t h e  s e n s e  o f  a r t  a s  a n
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important 'organiser' of emotions through the formulation 

of 'true' ideas, and as a contributor to the class 

struggle, was never lost in Soviet criticism. Art, it was 

frequently restated, was a source of moral transformation 

for the Soviet people.10 Belinskii's association with 

German Idealist philosophies of the late eighteenth and 

early nineteenth centuries remained a matter of 

controversy, however.

The 'organic' conception of art which Belinskii put

forward consisted of a neo-Platonic notion that the work

of art is balanced, like an animate being, according to

patterns found in the natural world. The relevant passage

from Plato's Phaedrus reads:

A composition should be like a living being, 
with a body of its own, so as not to be headless 
or footless, but so as to have middle and 
extremities fitting one another, as well as the 
whole.11

This conception has been variously treated by 

philosophers since: either metaphorically or literally.

Some recognised as real art only those works which could 

be likened to a living organism expressing some kind of 

vital force. The second interpretation more closely 

resembled the original Platonic view that a true poem or 

oration has a soul, infused into it by the poet's 

inspiration which is God's gift, and therefore 

prophet i c .i2

The notion that a work of art has an independent life
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and therefore not only mirrors nature but is equal to it,
was condoned by Schelling and Hegel, and by Belinskii :

nosT He noapaxcaeT npHpojje, h o  conepHimecTByeT c 
Hero, - h ero cos^aHHsi hcxojisit h s  Toro ace
HCTOMHHK8, H TeM 3Ke C3MbIM npOUeCCOM, KflK H BCe
siB/ieHHSi npnpoj3bi, c toio to Jib ko pa3HHuero, mto’ Ha 
CTopoHe npouecca ero TBopMecTBa ecTb eme h 
co3H8Hne, KOToporo /i nine Ha npnpozia h ee 
iiesiTejibHOCTb . 1 3

It is widely recognised by scholars of Belinskii's

work that, up to about 1840, his thought fell broadly in

line with German Idealism. After 1840 there are strong

indications that he became dissatisfied with this, and
more concerned with social, rather than purely

philosophical, issues. In 1836, certainly, he was writing

of the 'form' (f orma) of the work of art as the 'living

and organic body' C'zhivoe i organicheskoe telo') of its

'idea', which is its 'soul': 'ideia...sviazana s formoiu,

kak dusha s telom'.14

In 1842 Belinskii criticised neo-Platonic conceptions

of art, arguing that today art demanded intellectual

content ( ' razumnoe soderzhanie') and historical meaning
('istoricheskii smysl') rather than beauty C 'iziashchestvo
i krasota' ) . But only a year earlier he had published a

lyrical eulogy to poetic art which Terras compares to

Pasternak's definition of poetry in Sestra moia, zhizn'

(My Sister, Life, 1922):15

n033HH ecTb >KH3Hfa FtO npeHMyiUeCTBy . . . . II033HSI -
3TO CBeT/IOe TOp)KeCTBO OblTHH, 3TO OiiaxceHCTBO 
HCH3HH . . . 3TO BeMHaa H HHKOTJia HeyziOB/ieTBopHMasr
Mcâ cjia Bee oSHflTb h c o b c eM c/iHTt»cs?; 3TO t o t  
CoiHcecTBeHHfeift na<$oc, b k o t o p o m  cep/iue Harne CteTca
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B OilHH 7iaj3 C O  BCeiieHHOK) . . . T O T  OODKe CTBeHHblft 
nacjsoc , b k o t o p o m  3 e M H o e  cHsieT HeOecHbiM, a 
H e f i e c H o e  co^GTaeTcJ? c 3eMHbiM, h  bcsi npnpo,aa 
sTB/isreTC5i b eSpa w H O M  C / i e c K e ,  pa3ra.aaHHbiM 
Hepor7iH4)OM n o M H p HBinerocsi c Hero .ayxa.

Earlier in the same article he writes: 'V poezii zhizn’

bolee iavliaetsia zhizniu, nezheli v samoi

deistvitel'nost i '.16

It is noteworthy that the ideas of the early

Belinskii, rather than the thoughts of the more socially

orientated critic he later became, appear to re-emerge in

the Soviet aesthetic theory of the 1960s and 1970s. The

connecting link presumably lies in Soviet criticism of the

1920s; this saw in Aleksandr Voronskii, editor of the

journal Krasnaia nov' (Red Virgin Soil, 1922-28), an

influential and consistent defender of the Belinskian view

of art. Under Stalin, Voronskii's writing was banned and

all reference to him removed from published works, but in

the 1960s he was rehabilitated and, together with many of

his contemporaries, acclaimed as a major critic.17

Voronskii seems to have shared the early Belinskii's

understanding of art as a way of seeing through banal,

chaotic everyday reality into a 'real', 'objective',

'ideal' world beyond.18 Art tore away the veils of a lower

(seen) reality to reach a higher, less perceptible

truth.19 It did so through the creative intuition of the

artist who had the capacity to create an organically

integrated, 'true' and independently living form.20 As
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Voronskii suggests in his article 1Iskusstvo videt' m ir'

('The Art of Seeing the World’, 1928) art restores to man

those primal, childlike perceptions which have been dulled

by the years:

Me/ioBeK Bee Dice xpaHHT b  naMsiTM, CbiTb MoxceT, 
HHOTXta TIMUIb KSK JXQJieKOe , CMyTHOe CHOBH^eHHe, 
HeHcnopyeHHbie, non/iMHHbie oOpasbi M H p a . Ohm 
npopbiBaioTCH b  MeyioBena BonpeKH b c s i k m m  
npensiTCTBHSiM. Oh 3HaeT o hhx 6/iaro^apsi ^ e T C T B y , 
i o h o c t h  , o h m  OTKpbiBaioTC5i eMy b  ocoObie,
MC K JUOMMTe JTbHbie MOM6HTbI, B nepMO^bl O6lUeCTBeHHOft 
DICM3HM . Me/IOBeK TOCKyeT no 3TMM JjeBCTBeHHO-SipKHM 
oCpasaM, o h  c/iaraeT o h m x  earn, iiereHxibi, noeT 
necHM, coMMHJieT poMaHbi, noBecTM, HOBenjibi. 2 1

The notion that art can satisfy the yearning to see

again with the eyes of a child is reiterated in 'Kartina'. 

As Grekova has noted (see above p. 166), through aesthetic 

response, Losev regains lost innocence and clarity of

insight.

When 'Kartina' appeared in 1979, it attracted

attention because it touched upon tensions over the

environment and the national heritage between the Party 

apparat and the intelligentsia. These were issues already 

high on the public agenda. In addition, the novel raised 

a problem which was to claim full public attention in the 

early 1980s: the moral and cultural inadequacies of

members of the Party elite. Furthermore, in a way which 

says much about Granin's sociological acumen, it 

anticipated the coming of a 'restructured' official,

capable of individual initiative and of withstanding Party 

pressures. Losev is not given the opportunity to prove
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h i m s e l f  i n  h i s  n e w  r o l e  b e c a u s e  t h e  t i m e  i s  n o t  y e t  r i p e .  

L i k e  R a k h m e t o v  i n  C h e r n y s h e v s k i i ' s  C h t o  d e l a t 1 ? , h e  

d i s a p p e a r s .  B u t  t h e  c o n c l u s i o n  h i n t s  h e a v i l y  a t  a n

i m m i n e n t  r e t u r n .  W e  l e a r n  a b o u t  h i m  f r o m  L y k o v ' s  v i l l a g e  

d r u n k a r d ,  M a t v e i  ( p e r h a p s  a n o t h e r  m o d e r n  e q u i v a l e n t  o f  t h e  

H o l y  F o o l ) :

' C a M O C T O S T T e / i b H b i t f  G b u i  H a M a / i b H H K  . . . . M e / i O B e x  H 3  
y i e r e H j i b i !  . . . O t  C B o e f t  j i o / d k h o c t h  « a o 6 p o B O . / i b H O  
O T K a 3 a 7 i c s i .  I I o B b i m e H H e  e M y  n p e i i / i a r a j i H . H e  
r r p H H S iji . . . .

' ITo t o m  y e x a / i .  H c w e s  c  n o j i s i  3 p e H H s i . H o  si 
n o / i a r a i o ,  m t o  o h  B e p H e T c s i . . . .

' C H T y a i i H s i  DKH3 HH n o T p e O y e T  T a x o f t
7 I H M H O C T H  ! ' 2 2

T h e  S o v i e t  c r i t i c ,  L .  F i n k ,  h a s  a r g u e d  t h a t  G r a n i n ' s

m a i n  i n t e r e s t  a s  a  n o v e l i s t  a n d  p u b l i c i s t  i s  i n

m a i n t a i n i n g  ' s p i r i t u a l  a n d  a r t i s t i c '  v a l u e s  a s  s t a b l e

p o i n t s  i n  a n  e v e r  c h a n g i n g  w o r l d . 2 3  I t  a p p e a r s  t h a t  i t  i s

t h e  f i g u r e  o f  t h e  u l t i m a t e  i d e a l i s t ,  D o n  Q u i x o t e ,  w h o

p e r s o n i f i e s  t h e s e  t o  G r a n i n  m o s t  c o m p l e t e l y :

B e e  B o x p y r  / i h m h o c t m  C b i c T p o  M e H S i e T C H  -  x a p T a  
M H p a  , c k o p o c t h , a n n a p a T y p a  . . . . M e H s n o T c s *  y c / i o B M H  
T p y . u a  . . . . H t o  o c T a e T c a  H e H 3 M e H H b i M ?  K h h t h ,
K a p T H H b l , n / i a C T H H K H .  . . . ^3o h  K h x o t . . . .

T p y j j H O  B O o 0 p a 3 H T b  c e G e ,  m t o  C y / i e T  e c i i H  
H S b S T T b  H o H  K H X O T a  H 3  G b I T a  C O B p e M e H H O f t  
M c n a H H H . . .  2 4

. Z J o c T o e B C K H #  n o H H M  a e T  O M H i n a r o m y i o  cviny 
j i y x o B H o f t  K p a c o T b i  h  B e p b i .  B b i u i e  B c e r o  b  M H p o B o f i  
T i H T e p a T y p e  o h  u e H H / i  / [ o h  K h x o t b . 2  5

T h i s  i d e a  i s  d e r i v e d  f r o m  D o s t o e v s k i i ' s  l e t t e r  o f  

J a n u a r y  1 8 6 8  t o  h i s  n i e c e ,  S o f ' i a  I v a n o v a ,  c o n c e r n i n g  

I d i o t  ( T h e  I d i o t , 1 8 6 8 )  a n d  h i s  a t t e m p t  t o  p o r t r a y  a  h e r o

w h o  i s  t r u l y  ' p o l o z h i t e l ' n o  p r e k r a s n y i ' .  T h e  r e f e r e n c e
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confirms the importance of the Dostoevskian influence on 

Granin's moral v i s i o n . 2 6  in 'Kartina' it can be seen, for 

example, in the way the principle of pragmatism, or the 

practical solution, is countered by the redeeming power of 

aesthetic appreciation.

When the novel opens, Losev is introduced as an 

uncomplicated man, interested in facts and palpable

results. His task is to create material improvement; 

maternity wards, sewers and refuse collection are the 

priorities. But by providence or coincidence, Losev 

encounters a work of art which, despite himself, he deems 

beautiful. It evokes lost perceptions and is a monument to 

the past. It appeals to senses, memory and understanding. 

The judgements Losev makes thereafter - aesthetic and

later moral - are prompted by reawakened intelligence and 

a new capacity to contemplate and recognise order. He

discovers it first in the painting, then in its

relationship to the real object in nature and, finally,

in the object itself and the purpose it serves. In other 

words, the aesthetic experience gives Losev a sense of the 

design in nature. This finds reflection in his cognitive 

capacities and, as the plot develops, in moral perceptions 

and actions. Reference to Voronskii's views on the

capacity of art to reveal a higher unseen truth has

already been made. Directly or not, these were derived

from German Idealist philosophy. A short layman's
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reference to Immanuel Kant's theory of aesthetics may be 

helpful, in recognition of the fact that he is quoted in 

'Kart ina'.27

According to Kantian thought, beauty pleases mainly

because it satisfies our cognitive faculties, and our

shared sense of belonging to a universe which is ordered

and 'purposive* (zweckmassig).28 As Roger Scruton writes

in his short introduction to Kant's work:

The concept of purposiveness is 'supersensible': 
it is the idea of a transcendental design, the 
purpose of which we cannot k n o w . 29

Granin's novel shows beauty to have the power 

initially to awaken an intelligent response, subsequently 

to increase perception and understanding and, finally, to 

transform the personality. Specific ideas on its nature 

appear in a series of notes written by Losev's father, 

Stepan Iustinovich, which have been preserved thanks to 

the efforts of a penitent Stalinist, Polivanov, who now 

devotes himself to collecting objects of cultural 

interest. They show how easily the animist vision and 

Idealism can blend and fuse.

Stepan Iustinovich holds that all of nature’s forms

have a spiritual dimension:

Pa3 e c T b  D K H 3 H b , e c T b  h nyuia . H  n e p e B O , h  M y x a , h 
K a M e H b , h p e K H  HCHByT CBoeft dkh3Hbio. HejioBeK H e  
H C K / i M M e H n e . Xlyma e c T b  H e  y  n p e z t M e T O B , a y 
npHpOilHblX 0 C p a 3 0 B a H H f t .  IlOS T O M y  H H  O ^ H O  H 3  h h x  n o  
c h x  n o p  n o  KOHiia H e  p a a r a a a H o . 30

Beauty, he writes, signals the soul .3i It is also an
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expression of the order which exists in nature. That which

is beautiful is so by virtue of the contribution it makes

to that order: its 'purposiveness' in Kantian terminology,

or its part in the cosmic design:

Pexa Haura, njiHCBa , acypMHT o t t o t o  t b k  n p H H T H O , 
WTO npOH3BOJJHTCfl 3TO pa^H BCeoClIieft KpaCOTbl H 
ecTt HopMa/ibHoe BbipaaceHHe peKH. A 3By k h  odBaTia h 
xax yioMaeTCH jiepeBO - HenpHsiTHbi, .zjaxce yxcacHbi, 
noTOMy w t o  osHawawT dejicTBHe npHpo,abi. 3t h  ^ s k t u  
roBopsiT HaM, w t o  ecTecTBeHHoe cymecTBOBaHHe Bcex 
npejiMeTOB BbisiB/isieTCsi wepea KpacoTy. KpacoTa 
xaxciioro cymecTBa ecTb BKJiaM b odmyio no/ib3y 
npnpo^bi. He cjiywaftHo Bee HopMa/ibHoe pa 3BHTMe b 
npnpoiie Tax xpacHBo.32

The artist, as Stepan Iustinovich's record of

conversations with Astakhov shows, communicates that

order. He reveals the spirit in nature and expresses a

deeper quality of truth.

H a p H c o B a / i  xy«aoxcHHK ,q o m . . . .x p a c H B o .  . . . n o T O M y  w t o  
j o m  ^ywnre y s H a r b  m o x c h o  , .ayrny e r o  n p H O T K p b u i , 3 T a  
x p a c o T a  n p H d / i H » a e T  k .ayrne, t o  e c T b  k  H C T H H e . 33

The Kantian aesthetic is of particular significance 

since an inconspicuously placed quotation from Immanuel 

Kant encapsulates the novel's main moral, social and 

political message. As Losev flips through a volume of 

Kant's writings lying in the home of his one-time mentor 

Arkadii Matveevich, he reads a passage in the Fundamenta1 

Principles of the Metaphysic of Morals (1785), which 

formulates the reasoned basis for moral action: the

categorical impera t i v e . 3 4 And he learns from it that man 

is an end in himself and may never be used only as a 

means.3 5
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Just as the pattern of Losev's life shows the Soviet

bureaucrat shaking off the view that individuals should be

treated as objects serving higher state interests so, it

emerges, Astakhov's life was an affirmation of artistic

freedom against the expectation that art must serve the

same purpose. In the 1930s, Astakhov exposed himself to

unspecified repressions for painting his apolitical

picture and for his belief in the liberating power of

creativity. To his sweetheart Liza Kislykh he writes:

O T B e v r a T t  n p H j j e T c s i  n e p e x i  Tbopuom. . . . Ana M e H s i  

T B o p e u  - TaHHCTBeHHan cHJia, to noHyDKXieHHe, wto
3 a c T a B 7 i s i e T  M e H s i  n H c a T b .  3 a c T a B / i s i e T , h n p w  3t o m  
o c B o d o M c n a e T . K o r x t a  si  n w u r y , si  C B o d o x i e H  xax
H H K o r n a , s i  c a M  - r o c n o x i b  C o r ,  h h w t o  H e  B / i a c T H O  

H a j a o  M H O K ) ,  SI T B O p K )  M H p  T 8 K H M  , K a K O t f  M H e

H p a B H T C S I  . 3 6

The parallels with Pasternak's perception of the

poet as a f igure poised between the temporal and the

eternal are close enough to merit brief comment.

Astakhov's views parallel some of the thoughts expressed

in the ZhivaKO poem, 'Gamlet' ('Hamlet'): the sense of the

predestined quality of the creative act, the artist's

personal responsibility before the community and his

accountability before the Creator with whom he is one:

Ha MeHsr HacTaB/ieH cyMpax h o w h  
Tbicsmt.io CnHOK/ieft Ha o c h .
EC7IH TO/IbKO M03KH0 , ABBa 0T*ie ,
Haiuy 3T y mhmo n p o H e c H .

51 /hoCtho t b o A 3aMbiceji yrrpsiMbift 
H HrpaTb cor/iaceH 3Ty po/ib .
Ho ceftwac HxeT xipyrasi xpaMa ,
H H8 3TOT pa3 MeHSI yBOTIfa .
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Ho npoxiyMaH pacnopsixioK xieftcTBHft,
H HeoTBpaTHM KOHeix nyrw.
51, ojihh , Bee TOHeT b (})apHceftcTBe.
)KH3Hb npoDKHTb - He no/ie nepeftTH.37

If Granin's novel gives expression to Pasternak's

neo-Kantian view of art as the moment of relation between
the visible and the invisible, the known and the unknown,
it also gives a more 'primitively' animist interpretation
to the organic view of the artistic work. Astakhov's
painting has the qualities of a demanding and vital
organism, as the art critic, Badin, senses:

EaxiHH Haya/i ontyinaTb TanHCTBeHHoe XHBoe Ten/io 
3TOTO COSXjaHHST , DKHBymerO COfiCTBeHHOft DKH3HbJ0 
xcHBoro cyutecTBa . 3 8

It is vested with a soul which needs a special
environment, a community, in which to survive:

'B oxiHHOMKy HacTosimasi xapTHHa He MO^ceT
cymecTBOBaTb. . . .Eft HyxcHa cpe.ua, t o ecTb 
xyxioxcecTBeHHbift opraHH3M, co6paHne. '39

The warning which Astakhov's widow, 01 ' ga
Serafimovna, gives to Losev as he departs with the
painting has a lugubrious and sinister quality:

'He cBH3biBaftTecb Bbi c Heft. . . .X/ieCHeTe. . .saweM 
B9M . . . KapTHHbl, O H H  TpeCyiOT . . . O H H  MHe BCK) 
iiyuty . . . ' 4- 0

The work of art has a capacity, a demonic power even, to
direct personal fate and to take the human soul.

In its Idealist aspect, Astakhov's painting is the
link between temporal and transcendent, but its 'object- 
soul ' possesses an ambiguous quality. Granin's 
representation of the nature of beauty loosely parallels
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Dostoevskii's . It does not shirk the moral tensions which 
the aesthetic experience can rouse. Prince Myshkin 

maintains that beauty will save the world; Dmitrii
Karamazov observes that it is the ground on which God and 
the devil fight their timeless battle: 'Tut d'iavol s
bogom boretsia, a pole bitvy - serdtsa liudei'.41

In a further Dostoevskian touch, the redemptive

qualities of beauty are associated not only with
cognition, but with memory. The initial impact Astakhov's
painting has on Losev is determined by familiarity: it
reminds him of his childhood. A similar process takes
place when, later in the novel, Losev bathes in the creek
which the picture depicts. The memory of boyhood awakens
his perception of the fullness of life around him. That in
turn prompts memories of his father's pantheist theories:

TyMaH .QOTanBa/i, b o xja OHCHTia. . . . CTaptift Ba/iyH 
HCKpH/ICSI , XHTpO nOCBepKHBBJI . HxHHHOHOCblft Ky/IHK 
b c k o m h / i  Ha Hero m  cepbe3Ho nocMOTpeTi Ha
JIoceBa. . . . Kyxia h h  r/isixie/i JloceB, r/ias ero 
odHapyxcHBan yTaeHHyio MejiKyio ) k h 3 h l  , KOTopasi
nponcxoj3H/ia BHyTpw xpynHort d k m b h h  . O t  s t o t o  
kaoKMbiPi npexiMeT CTaHOBHTicsi eme xpacuBeft. . . .

Pexa B3r7isiHy/ia Ha Hero sipKo-KopHWHeBbiMH 
r/ia3aMH....

MoxceT Ha c b m o m  jnene Cbi/ia xiyrna y 3 t o #  pexn?
H y 3QBO.QH, y K8MHSI?42

The response to beauty is a key to awakening levels 
of consciousness which have a liberating or, in
Dostoevskian terms, redemptive quality. It recalls 
Alesha’s monologue to the group of children in the 

closing pages of Brat'ia Karamazovy:
CBSTToe BocnoMHHaHHe, coxpaHeHHoe c x s t c t b s  ,
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MoaceT ObiTb, caMoe /iywuiee BocnHTaHHe h ecTb. Ec/ih 
M H O r O  HaCpaTb T 8 K H X  B O C n O M H H a H H f t  C C O d O K )  B 
3KH3Hb , T O  C n a c e H  MeTIOBeK H a  BCK) 3KH3Hb . 4 3

In a scene where Losev and his newly acquired girlfriend

Tania Tuchkova witness an Orthodox Church Service,

Losev's apprehension of religious rite as something

beautiful is entwined with an inexplicable sense of its

f ami 1i ari ty.

The ambivalence of Granin's depiction of the Liturgy 

has been discussed in another article.44 jt will suffice 

here to point out that - in the religious context at least 

- just as beauty may have a redemptive quality, so it may 

also awaken forces of evil. The church, a haven of peace 

and aesthetic harmony, also shelters a shadowy server 

named II'ia Samsonovich. His appearance suggests a dark 

angel: gnome-like features, flapping elbows, blazing eyes. 

He cringes at the sight of the altar, and proposes to 

invert heaven and hell to test the disinterested nature of 

the good that men do. In addition he declares that his 

life has been an expression of that greatest of sins in 

the Karamazovan catalogue - doubt.45 II'ia Samsonovich 

seems a pale reflection of Dostoevskii's devil, immanent 

in human nature: an aspect of personality isolated from

its source-, torn from 'living life', and trapped in a 

metaphysical vacuum.46

If doubt takes an existential form in the novel, so 

does guilt. Losev is haunted by the death of a colleague,
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Shiparev, which he might, perhaps, have prevented. Twice 

he hears a ghostly knock on the door; twice he finds 

nobody there. Like Raskol'nikov, he feels unable to 

confess, even after listening to the drunk Matvei 

(derived, doubtless, from Marmeladov) expressing his own 

sense of responsibility for the death of his wife.

Peppered as it is with echoes of Dostoevskii and 

Pasternak, Kant and Belinskii, 'Kartina' impresses as a 

collage of ideas and literary devices, written to 

encourage aesthetic appreciation in a social environment 

which had long chosen to ignore it. The novel's own 

aesthetic integration may legitimately be questioned, 

given the weight of derivative ideas it bears in a 

relatively unsophisticated plot. It is tempting to fall 

back on Voronskii's remark regarding Leonid Leonov's 

novella Konets melkoffo cheloveka (The End of a Petty Man, 

1924) which is strongly reminiscent of Dostoevskii:

To, W T O  O T  XyXI03K H HKa , O T  e T O  H H T y H U H H  - n O W T H  
Bcerxia x p e n x o , pea/ibHO, m a H e H H o , n p o c r o ,  B e p H O ; 
to, w t o  o t  y M a , o t  p a 3 Mbmi7ieHHft, - cnjioiut h p s u o M
H S B e S f H O  C O  C T O p O H W ,  C O M H H T e / I b H O  , c n y T a H O , H e  

X I O i i y M a H O  . 4  7

'Kartina' is less an original piece of literature 

than an essay in novel form with references, quotations 

and an unlisted bibliography. It is an expansion of 

thoughts Granin had put forward in the essay 'Obratnyi 

bilet' (’Return ticket', 1976), which discusses the effect 

of art and memory on individual growth with direct
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reference to Dostoevskii. It also anticipates some of the 

arguments on the moral value of art to be found in a 

series of articles published under the title Dva kryla 

(Two Wings, 1983), and particularly in the much publicised 

article '0 miloserdii* (’On Charity', 1987). The latter 

refers to the traditional connection between art and 

social morality in Russian literature, and to the 

disappearance of the notion of charity from the Soviet 

lexicon and Soviet l i f e . 4 8

Given the publicistic qualities of 'Kartina', its 

resuscitation of ideas and moral conceptions which might 

have lain buried under the ideological rubble gathered by 

the Brezhnev regime is all the more significant. Chiefly 

through intertextual reference, and in a form which 

appears innocuously to reflect Marxist aesthetics and 

ecological concerns, it raises issues relating to

conscience, morality, aesthetics and religion. And it 

proposes answers which, though they may not seriously 

threaten the ideological nexus, do encourage its

expansion and the incorporation of greater freedoms within 

i t .
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PART III: PSYCHOLOGY OR SOCIOLOGY?

Chapter 6. Chingiz Aitmatov

(i )

Whether expressed in its 'simplest* or more 

'developed' form, the animist perception of things 

comprehends a model of reality in which spirits, or a 

Spirit, independent of the self,, live and move. Its essence 

is a constant creation and variation of relationships 

between the self and other beings: God or gods, spirits, 

demons, angels or saints.

The totemic vision, on the other hand, is concerned 

with the accommodation of the individual and his creative 

powers within the social organism. The world does not 

consist of multiple realities, but of a dual reality: self

and society. If the self is to survive within society, it 

must consent to be moulded and ruled. Society must be God,

and the self must dissolve within it.

The tension between these two systems of

understanding can probably be identified at the 

psychological level within any personality or community. 

It is likely also to exist within more sophisticated

religious models. Is the world best seen in terms of a 

constant stream of fluctuating relationships and dialogues
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between independent forms of consciousness? Or is it more 

readily understood in terms of a split betwen the self and 

the exterior - the environment, the social unit - which 

defines ’me' and to which 'I' must adapt?

The works discussed in this section show how this 

common human dilemma is treated by Soviet writers in terms 

of the animist/totemist dichotomy. It is within religious 

systems, which carry the burden of defining the 

relationship between self and exterior, that it finds 

what is, perhaps, its most vivid expression.

Just as the work of Rasputin and Amiredzhibi can be 

helpfully related to religious traditions of their 

localities, so the writing of Chingiz Aitmatov - the

Soviet Union's most celebrated Kirghiz writer - gains a 

further dimension when analysed with reference to 

religious forms prevalent in Central Asian culture:

shamanism and local polytheistic cults. It becomes 

possible to observe, through the study of two works - 

'Belyi parokhod' ('The White Steamship', 1970)1 and 'I 

dol'she veka dlitsia den'' ('The Day Lasts more than a 

Hundred Years', 1980)2 - Q shift in Aitmatov's thinking.

The emphasis seems to pass from a sympathetic

preoccupation with individualism of spirit and the values 

associated with it, to a growing concern about collective 

integration between man, the social unit and the

environment. As will be shown in Chapter 10, in his later
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novel 'Plakha' ('The Excecutioner's Block', 1986)3 this 

seems to develop into an affirmation of social and moral 

collectivism as the highest value.

Shamanistic practice has been described by Mirrcea 

Eliade as 'one of the archaic techniques of ecstasy - at 

once mysticism, magic and "religion" in the broadest sense 

of the term'.4 It is a religious system which was 

widespread in Central and Northern Asia until as late as 

the nineteenth century, despite pressures to convert to 

Islam. The shaman is a medicine man and a healer; but he 

is also magician, priest and mystic who, as a consequence 

of overcoming a violent physical and psychological crisis, 

has gained power over nature which he can use to benefit 

or harm his fellow men. In the shamanistic trance he 

communicates with spirits, has mastery over fire and can 

take different animal forms to span the three cosmic 

zones: the sky, the earth and the underworld. He is much

more than a quack. Rather, he is one of the elect, a man 

who can see further into the nature of things and into men 

because he is directly in touch with the sacred. He is no 

less than the prophet of God.5

The amalgam of monotheism and polytheism among 

primitive peoples has been widely debated by 

anthropologists; but, Jean-Paul Roux has argued, among 

Turkic and Mongolian tribes in pre-Islamic times, a belief 

in the existence of a Supreme God, the God of the Sky
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(Tengri), was p r e v a l e n t . 5 In addition, gods and spirits of 

earth and water, object and place were venerated to a 

greater or lesser degree in different areas.

References and images drawn from pre-Muslim and pre- 

Christian traditions, and their treatment in the two works 

to be discussed here, reflect assumptions about the nature 

of the world, and man's relationship with it, important 

for a fuller understanding of Aitmatov’s writing. They are 

the means by which his attitudes towards religious

experience are codified. Further, they may reflect

tension between a personal animist impulse and the 

demands of the collective - with its emphasis on the

preservation of group cohesion. The personal religious 

urge is closely associated with the use of images drawn 

from polytheistic and shamanist cults (which express 

individual experiences of the numinous). The call of

society is associated with totemism.?

( ii )

'Belyi parokhod' tells the story of a kindly but 

ineffectual old man, Ded Momun, and his seven-year-old, 

orphaned grandson. It is about the incompatibility between 

their ways of seeing the world, and about the tragic 

consequences this clash of perception brings.

Ded Momun's greatest concern in life is his tribal
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identity and the preservation of the ancient tradition of 

his once powerful clan, the Bugu of northern Kirghizia. In 

order to comfort and reassure his grandson, he tells the 

boy a version of the traditional myth of origin of the 

Bugu tribe. It describes how in years gone by, on the 

banks of the river Enisei - where the Kirghiz are said 

originally to have had their settlements - two children 

survived the massacre of their tribe. They were rescued 

and nurtured by a deer which lead them to the banks of 

Issyk Kul ' , where they were able safely to settle and 

mu11 i p 1y .

The deer became the surrogate mother of the Bugu 

tribe and was venerated until the day when younger members 

of the clan began to glorify their dead by killing deer 

and crowning the graves of ancestors with their horns.8 

The totemic ancestor of the Bugu, Rogataia mat' olenikha 

(the Horned Deer Mother), was thus debased into an object 

of thriving trade, to be hunted and possessed as a mark of 

social status. Because of this, she departed from Issyk 

Kul' never to return.

The boy takes the myth literally, because his 

understanding is coloured by an animist perception of 

things. To him, animals, plants and objects are in any 

case personalised beings, and he naturally applies Ded 

Momun' s story to the world as he has experienced it. 

Later, deer are sighted in the* surrounding area. Momun's
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family go hunting; they kill a deer and feast on it, with 

Ded Momun taking part in the sacrilege. Seeing this, the 

boy withdraws into a personal fantasy of transforming 

himself into a merman, and swimming out into the waters of 

Issyk Kul' to meet the white steamship he has watched pass 

by from the shore. There, he believes, he will find his 

rightful father and the resolution to the puzzle of his 

existence. But, alas, he drowns.

Aitmatov's novella reveals the tension between the 

two forms of perception: totemic and animist. To Ded

Momun, the myth of the Deer Mother is a point of reference 

for his identity and his relationship with the collective 

environment. His view of things is totemic not just in 

that he likes to associate his experiences with a myth 

about the ancestral origins of his tribe, but because for 

him the clan and the preservation of its rites and 

traditions are of prime importance. His perspective on 

life conforms to Durkheim's interpretation of the totemic 

tradition as one which looks less to the understanding of 

transcendent realities than to collective survival.

The story carries a number of further implications. 

It suggests that the totemic principle, the clan, fails in 

practice to satisfy the personalist religious urge 

inherent in the unspoilt human psyche. Ded Momun's 

Absolute proves to be in conflict with the animist impulse 

which, Aitmatov shows, is a part of child-like experience
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of reality. The little boy takes his grandfather's myth as
'a reality to be lived' and as knowledge to satisfy his

religious and moral cravings.9 It becomes a prescriptive

codification of his spiritual needs and, therefore, a
source of motivation and action. It also inspires his
final act of disengagement from the ways of the world. At
the temporal level this is tragic because he must die; at
the moral level - as Aitmatov indicates in the closing
lines of the story - it is a triumph:

Tbi oTBepr to, c veM He MHpH/iacb tbosi aeTCKaa 
ayrna. H b b t o m  mob yTemeHne. Tbi npoacM/i, k bk 
motihhh , o.HHa3icnbi cBepKHyBuiag h yracurasi. A mo/ihhh 
BbiceKaioTcsi HedoM. A Hedo BevHoe. H b s t o m  Moe 
yTemeHHe .

H b t o m  e me, v t o  .aeTCKasi coBecTb b venoBexe
- k ak 3apojtbiui b 3epHe, 6es 3apoiXbiina 3epHO He
n p o p a c T a e T .  H v t o  dbi h h  xc.Ha.no Hac Ha CBeTe, 
npaBHa rrpedy.neT BOBeKH, nona poxcnaioTCsr h yMHpaioT 
JlYiAYl . 1 0

If the brief life of Aitmatov's nameless little boy 
is like a flash of lightning born of the eternal sky, then 
in terms of the Kirghiz tradition, he is a child of the
Supreme God, Tengri. He has a particularly close rapport 
with clouds. He shares with them his secret desire to flee 
the world, be transformed into a fish-like creature, and 
take to the water so that he may reach his unknown, 
omniscient father.11 His greatest aspiration is a
metamorphosis which will take him on a shamanistic journey 

into another sphere of existence.
There are a number of features in 'Belyi parokhod' 

which suggest that the boy is not only a personification
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of the innocent soul, but an unrecognised shaman or 

prophet whose experiences may be related to initiation 

rites performed towards the fulfilment of his vocation.12 

He has been abandoned by his father, just as the shaman is 

abandoned in some traditions.12 He takes the mythical stag 

to be his mother, as the shaman is said to have an animal 

mother often pictured in the form of an elk embodying the 

prophetic gift and visionary power.14 Above all, however, 

he strives to communicate with another world. He regularly 

climbs a hill overlooking Issyk Kul', contemplates the 

white steamship and holds imaginary conversations with his 

father - rather like the shaman climbing the Cosmic 

Mountain to reach the higher cosmic zone. He also keeps 

company with a stray dog; the dog is traditionally the 

shaman's companion during his descent into the 

u n d e r w o r I d . 1 5 Finally, the boy seeks to take on another 

form which will allow him to make the transition into 

another sphere of life.

The shamans of western and central Siberia are 

generally recognised by exceptional traits shown during 

adolescence (nervousness and epilepsy are typical), but 

the vocation may be revealed also through attitude rather 

than sickness.16 Like Aitmatov's hero, the shaman as a 

child may be meditative, solitary, apparently absent- 

minded, with a tendency to dream. His vocation is 

confirmed by a 'crisis' , a form of mental illness or
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breakdown, during the course of which he experiences a

shift of reference from the family or clan to the universe

as a whole. This leads, Joseph Campbell writes, to:

the realisation of 'something far more deeply 
interfused' inhabiting both the earth and oAe's 
own interior which gives the world a sacred 
character.1 7

The shaman emerges from his ordeal delivered, as it were, 

from the human condition, ready to take up his role as 

mediator between the worlds.

The little boy in 'Belyi parokhod' likewise has a 

crisis, diagnosed by the uninitiated as a feverish cold. 

During his illness he converses with the Horned Deer 

Mother, bathes in hot water (Eliade makes reference to the 

function of heat in the process of the shaman’s mutation 

from body to body) and performs superhuman feats.18 He 

fights monsters in a blizzard, leaps from mountain to 

mountain, and rescues people from burning and drowning - 

ever watched and protected by the white deer. But he 

returns to the world of men to witness the savage 

dismemberment of his personal, incarnate Godhead (the 

deer) and to see her devoured by members of his clan. Only 

then does he perform the transmutation which confirms his 

vocation as a shaman, taking on an animal body to cross 

over into a new dimension.

However tragic the consequences of this may be in 

temporal terms, Aitmatov makes it clear that the child's 

animist experience - a personal religious urge and shaman
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like vocation - all motivate him positively. Ded Momun1s 

totemic beliefs lead only to his capitulation before the 

will of the clan. The one provides scope for total 

consistency in action, even when the cost is disengagement 

from life itself. The other does not, and the price is the 

debasement of human stature. Because Ded Momun worships 

the principle of the clan, and not a personalised deity, 

he is forced in the end to follow the ways of the clan. He 

sacrifices his God to the pragmatic necessity to conform, 

sharing in the feast which celebrates the killing of the 

deer out of fear of his ambitious, autocratic and violent 

son-in-law, Ozorkul. God is dead; tyranny prevails. If 

there is any comfort here, it lies only in the child's 

capacity to disengage himself from that state of things 

and to act consistently according to his faith in the 

possibility of a better way of living in another form.

When 'Belyi parokhod’ was published in Novvi mir 

(1970), the Soviet press reacted critically. The work was 

declared 'pessimistic' and disappointment was expressed 

that the novella did not, like earlier works for which 

Aitmatov received the Lenin Prize in 1963, 'illuminate the 

social significance of events' and inspire the reader with 

'hopes and dreams’. The author was charged with deviating 

from 'historical and social roots' and from 'reality'.19

In a fuller critical assessment of Aitmatov's work, 

published in 1982, however, G. Gachev treats 'Belyi
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parokhod' as a landmark in Aitmatov's literary 

development, and gives the novella the deserved 

acknowledgement it was initially d e n i e d . 20 Devoting 

considerable attention to the mythological associations in 

the story, he comments on its Christian imagery: 

associating the boy's lost father with God, the Deer 

Mother with the Virgin, and the boy with Christ. Momun, he 

writes, acts like Judas in betraying his Deity.21 The 

Christian features of the story are, Gachev argues, part 

of its mythological structure and essential to its 

meaning. In fact, the remark demands a stretch of the 

imagination to be of any help. As in Rasputin's case, it 

is less Christianity than the imaginative application of 

local religious archetypes which gives Aitmatov’s story 

its impetus and spontaneous quality.

( iii )

'I dol ' she veka dlitsia den* ' , published ten years 

on, might more justifiably be labelled 'pessimistic'. The 

novel exposes the dangers of losing touch with memory, 

tradition and cult. It also shows ways in which modern 

man has come to stunt or maim his personality, his mind, 

and his potential, implying that he is continuing to do so 

by refusing to acknowledge the possibility of reaching 

beyond the knowable, as well as the known.
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In Boranly-Burannyi, a settlement in the Sarozek 

steppes of Kazakhstan, an old and honoured member of the 

village community, Kazangap, has died. His long-standing 

friend, Edigei , takes it upon himself to ensure that, he 

receives a proper rite of burial, despite the 

inconvenience and reluctance of younger members of the 

family to co-operate. Edigei insists that the body should 

be transported to the ancient cemetery of Ana-Beiit, 

thirty kilometres away, where the ancestors of the steppe 

peoples lie. The bulk of the novel describes Edigei's 

experience of the funeral procession across the steppe, 

which he leads by camel, with a tractor bearing the body 

and a dog following behind. The journey appears to draw 

together in his mind the most important impressions of 

his life. At sixty, he looks back. It is a period of 

reflection and recollection.

Interwoven with this is a curious and apparently 

unconnected science-fiction story. As Edigei arranges the 

burial of his friend, two space rockets - one Soviet, the 

other American - take off to unravel a problem which has 

arisen aboard their jointly owned space station. The 

astronauts based there have discovered the existence of 

another planet populated by anthropomorphic, intelligent 

beings who are concerned about the long-term effects of 

dehydration on their environment. They are seeking to make 

contact with Earth in the hope of working jointly on a
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problem which in the long run must affect the human race 

as well. The authorities on Earth, however, cannot accept 

the implications of extra-terrestrial life. When the

astronauts leave the space station to explore their 

discovery further, they are forbidden to return. Steps are 

taken to ensure that no further contact with the other 

planet can take place. The Earth is cordoned-of f with

circling defence rockets to protect or isolate it from the 

rest of the cosmos.

As Edigei and his tiny funeral convoy approach Ana- 

Beiit, they find that it has been fenced off with barbed 

wire. The cemetery is to be destroyed to make space for a 

new township. The past is about to disappear. Meanwhile, 

the Earth itself is being cut off from the very external 

impulse or influence which might save its future. It

appears that modern man is determined to sever links not 

only with his past and his roots, but also with any 

existing potential for evolution and development. Edigei 

finally buries his friend outside the grounds of the

cemetery and, as the book concludes, sets off to plead 

with the authorities for the preservation of Ana-Beiit and 

the memory of his people.

'I dol ' she veka dlitsia den' ' warns of a danger: 

should the human race lose both past and future, it could 

remain in a limbo where it must eventually dry and wither 

away. From the religious angle, however, its particular
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interest lies in the references and imagery drawn from the 

pre-Islamic Central Asian tradition which add a further

dimension to its themes.

The Soviet anthropologist, S. M. Abramzon, has 

commented on the eclectic quality of the Kirghiz tradition 

and on the range of cults reflected in it.22 He mentions 

particularly the cult of the earth and sky, the mother

cult and the totemic animal cult - all of which feature in

Aitmatov's novel. The rite of burial, which is

thematically at the centre of the work, forms part of a

traditional ancestor cult. The spirits of the dead

continue to affect the lives of the living and demand

constant attention. Burial must take place on land where 

the ancestor was born and where he lived. Until as late as 

the nineteenth century it was common practice for the 

leader of a Kirghiz tribe to be carried a great distance 

for such burial to be possible - much as Aitmatov 

describes.2 3

Edigei's motivation in arranging his friend's burial 

reaches beyond a tendency to cling to what is customary 

and familiar. In religious tradition, he sees a way to 

improved psychological balance, a fuller life and the 

enhancement of personal potential. Death must be given its 

due if life itself is not to be d e v a l u e d . 2 4  its ritual

acknowledgement must be enacted at least for the benefit 

of the l i v i n g . 2 5  Religious rite and prayer - whether
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Islamic or more ancient - is a means of bridging the
conceptual gap betwen life and death. It elevates the mind
to a state in which the acceptance of transience becomes
p o s s i b l e . 26 To prepare himself for the burial, Edigei

repeats half-forgotten prayers. They help to organise his
thoughts and his emotions:

EypaHHbift Ejiwrert noBTopsiTi npo cedsi nojiy3adbiTbie 
MO JTHTBbI,' MTOdbl BblBepHTb SaBejjeHHbl# nopsrilOK C7IOB, 
bocCTaHOBHTfa TOWHee b naMsiTH noc/ie^oBaTeiibHOCTb 
Mbic/ieft, obpameHHbix k dory, ndo tojibko oh o,hhh ,
HeBeHOMblft H  He3pHMblft, M O T  n p H M H p H T b  B C O 3 H 0 H H H
ye/iOBeMecKOM HenpHMHpHMOCTb HaMa/ia h kohuq ,
DKH3HH H CMepTH . RjlSl TOTO , HaBepHO, H COMHHSI/IMCb 
MO/IHTBbl. 2 7

Prayer is a technique by which a balanced
psychological stance towards the rationally inexplicable
may be achieved. It is also the means by which man may
reach the essence of his personality which is the Deity:

51 xoMy BepHTb, mto Tbi ecTb h mto tm b noMbic/iax 
mohx. H Korzia si odpauiaiocb k TeCe c motihtbsmh , to 
H a  csmom jiene si odpauiaiocb ^tepea TeOsi k cede, h
AQHO MHe B Mac TaKOft MbICJIMTb , K6K eCJIH dbl MbICTIH/I
Tbi caM, co3^aTe/ib. . . .Ectih MtejioBeK He CMO»ceT 
B0 30MHHTb cedsi BTaftHe doroM, paTyioutHM 3a Bcex, 
K3K nOJiytteH dblTI dbl paTOBQTb Tbi O /IKUISIX , TO H 
Tedsi, doace, Toxce He CTaHeT.2 8

Unless man touches the quality within himself which he
calls God, and unless he has learned the technique by
which to do so, the Deity will cease to be.

Edigei's interpretation of religion is expressed in 
an idiosyncratic cult of remembrance evolved from a
combination of earth cult, ancestor cult, mother cult and 
totemism. The earth is the very stuff of memory; it is the
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only remaining tangible bond with lives which have made 

unwritten history. As Elizarov, a geologist, tells Edigei:

'"sarozeki - pozabytaia kniga stepnoi istorii"'.29 The 

ritual act of burial which gives recognition to the earth 

as man's linkage with the past is, in Edigei ' s view, an 

expression of nature. To deny this is a gesture against 

the innate urge to recollect and reaffirm human bondage.30 

Remembrance is expressed in the form of traditions passed 

from generation to generation, in ritual, song or legend 

which recall the links between man and man, and let past, 

present, future meet.3! The spirit of those who have died 

can be resurrected through the songs they sang and the 

stories they told; these are their heritage and teaching. 

As Edigei's friend Abutalip Kuttybaev believes, the song 

is one way in which the experience of one can be shared by 

many :

AdyTa/inn roBopun, mto dbiBaioT oTjjeTibHbie c^ywaw, 
OT.ae7ibHbie cy^bdbi m o n e P i, KOTopbie ctbhobsitcsi 
,noCTOSTHHeM M H o m x , Hdo ueHa Toro ypoxa HacTO/ibKO 
Bbicoxa, Tax MHoro BMemaeT b cedsi Ta hctophsu , mto 
TO, MTO dbUIO nepeDKHTO OUHHM Me/IOBeKOM , KQK dbl 
pacnpocTpaHsieTcsi Ha Bcex hchbuihx b to Bpewsi h 
MQyfce Ha Tex, kto npwjeT c j i e j a o u , mhoto no3xce.32

Through song and legend the memory of the people is 

preserved to function as the quality of the mind which 

makes men human, allows for growth and also, perhaps, for 

a kind of immortality.

The thematic centrepoint of the novel is the 

legendary history of the ancient cemetery Ana—Beiit
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(meaning 'the resting place of the mother'). According to

this, Ana-Beiit is the burial place of Naiman-Ana who in

times of old went out in search of her son, enslaved by a

nomadic Mongolian tribe, the Zhuan'zhuan. Naiman-Ana found

her son - only to be killed by him, because he had been

transformed into a mankurt, a slave whose absolute

loyalty was guaranteed since he had been deprived of

memory and identity. His condition, we are told, reflects

the greatest of imaginable evils:

KoMeBbie :»cyaHiOKyaHbi . . . nocsirHyjiH h
H a . . . coxpoBeHHyK) cyrb MejioBexa. O h h  Harn/iH cnocofi 
oTHHMaTfa y padoB hx xcHByw n a M A T b , HaHocsi TeM
caMbiM we/iOBeMecKO# HQType caMoe TsiMcxoe H3 Bcex 
MbIC/IHMblX H HeMblCJIHMblX 3JlOJXeS1HK(l . 3 3

Yet, the legend continues, as Naiman-Ana fell dying from 

the arrow shot by her son, the kerchief from her head 

dropped and was transformed into a white bird which 

henceforth haunted the area, crying the name of the

mankurt's father.

According to Abramzon, the mother cult was widely 

practised in ancient Turkic, Uzbek and Kirghiz tradition 

as the cult of Umai-Ana (the mother Umai). The Kirghiz 

word uma i refers to a fantastic bird which nests in the 

air. Abramzon traces its etymology to the Persian word 

huma, the great eagle-like bird of good omen which 

inhabits the Wor l d - T r e e .34 He demonstrates further that in 

Kirghizia, the Mother Umai was often associated with the 

bird motif, widespread in many ancient cultures. In one
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Khorezmic legend, he writes, Ambar-ona, a mother in search 

of her son, is also represented as a b i r d . 35

The story of Naiman-Ana evidently has its roots in a 

legend deeply embedded in the Central Asian tradition, .and 

may also be associated with the totemic cult of the bird. 

In the Turko-Mongolian religious system, the bird is the 

mediator between earth and sky, as well as the form taken 

by the souls of the d e a d . 36 in Kirghizia it is also the 

emblem (tamga) of a number of tribes. Indeed, Iu. A. Zuev 

has argued that the ethnonym Ki rgi z should be understood 

as the 'gryphon people', from the Indo-Iranian karkasa, 

karkas, meaning e a g l e . 37 in Aitmatov's legend of Naiman- 

Ana, the death of the mother striving to save her son's 

memory and identity releases the bird image, associated 

specifically with the Kirghiz tribe. Through her death, 

the mother figure is transformed into a totem of the 

people - the symbol of a common ancestry.

The bird image in fact recurs a number of times in 

the novel. The burial of Kazangap is watched over by a 

white-tailed kite circling overhead; in his prayer over 

the grave, Edigei expresses a desire to be reincarnated in 

that f o r m . 3 8  Later, as he runs from the noise of the 

defence rocket taking off to orbit the earth and isolate 

it from the rest of the universe, he senses a white bird 

beside him and knows that it is the one which had once 

been formed from Naiman-Ana's white kerchief. He hears it
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cry:'"Chei ty? Kak tvoe imia? Vspomni svoe i m i a ! " * 3 9

Edigei is associated, therefore, with the bird 

symbol: an emblem of tribal and national consciousness

appropriate to his function as the preserver of the memory 

of his people. In addition to this, he appears often in 

the company of two other animals which possess specific 

cult associations for the Kirghiz: the camel and the dog.

In some areas, Abramzon observes, the white camel is 

venerated as a spirit of holy places and is also the 

protector spirit of shamans.40 Edigei's prize camel, 

Karanar, is born of the stock of Naiman-Ana's white camel, 

Akmaia. Karanar and Edigei are like brothers with a shared 

totemic ancestry since both were nourished by the milk of 

Karanar's mother.41

The introduction of the dog image also has its 

significance, since the red dog (here it is ryzhi i - 

'rusty coloured') is an animal ancestor in a legend of the 

creation of the Kirghiz people.42 So Edigei is accompanied 

in the fulfilment of his task, which, like Naiman-Ana's , 

is to restore lost memory and identity, by two mythical 

beasts: a 'brother' camel of almost supernatural strength

(descended from the camel which bore Naiman-Ana herself) 

and his ancient ancestor, the d o g . 4 3

Finally, a brief comment on the sky cult: in the

Turko-Mongo1ian religious tradition, a correct

relationship between earth and sky was essential to the
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maintenance of the cosmic order. Tragedy or disaster on 

earth was seen as the result of a tip in the balance 

between the two.44 The sky was was, of course, identified 

with the High God, Tengri. Soviet anthropologists have 

noted that as Kirghizia was Islamised, so the notions of 

Sky God and Allah fused.45 This is worth bearing in mind 

as one reads in 'I dol'she veka dlitsia den' ' that, just 

as man has learnt to break his links with memory, the 

past, and the earth, so he now seeks to sever his links 

with the sky. By cordoning off the planet, humanity 

performs an act which must precipitate the apocalyptic

destruction of the universe; in Central Asian texts this 

was foretold in terms of a shattered relationship between 

earth and sky.45 According to the oldest of traditions, 

the enforced separation must be an act of supreme 

sacrilege. And there is nothing in Aitmatov's profoundly 

gloomy work to suggest that Edigei's valiant efforts to

preserve his ties with the earth can do anything to 

persuade the human race to re-establish its bond with the 

sky.

If 'Belyi parokhod' demonstrates the incompatibility 

of the child's animist perception with a totemic 

understanding which puts the survival and glory of the 

group first, 'I dol’she veka dlitsia den'' emphasises the

need to look to a real collective tradition in
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acknowledgment of the interdependence between man, his 

physical environment and his historical roots. Indeed, the 

later novel suggests that collectivism in the broadest 

sense - incorporating the environment and the past - is 

essential to the maintenance of a full and healthy 

personality. It is interesting to observe, therefore, that 

the first work by Aitmatov published under perestroi k a ,

'Plakha', appears to give the totemic tradition 

unprecedented prescriptive weight, at the same time 

tentatively advancing a neo-religious, collectivist

solution to the ills of the modern world. It proposes the 

veneration of the collective future and may reflect the 

God-building theories of Gor'kii and Lunacharskii.

'Plakha' will be fully discussed in Chapter 10. It is 

worth noting, however, that during the sixteen years 

between the publication of 'Belyi parokhod' and 'Plakha', 

the thrust of Aitmatov's writing appears to shift from 

interest in the spontaneous, unspoilt experience of 

life's variety towards the promotion of group

consolidation as a solution to social problems faced by 

the Soviet Union under perestroika.
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Chapter 7. Sergei Zalygin

(i )

If Aitmatov's 'Belyi parokhod' portrays the 

psychological disruption wrought by tensions between the 

animist and totemic aspects of the religious impulse, 

Zalygin's 'Komissiia' ('The Commission', 1975) raises some 

of the social dilemmas which the animist/totemist 

dichotomy can provoke.1 Zalygin's novel considers how the 

urge to think, act and create in response to personal 

spiritual insight may be reconciled with demands made by 

the community. It asks how the spontaneous expression of 

feeling can be accommodated in social law; how individual 

spiritual and creative needs are to be satisfied within a 

system of behavioural and economic order.

'Komissiia' depicts the life of a Siberian peasant 

community in 1918, during the Civil War. It is a time when 

all traditional notions of authority and law have been 

destroyed. To preserve their community amid the chaos, the 

villagers of Lebiazhka set up a forestry commission.

Initially it functions simply to protect the local

woodland area from abuse by individual woodcutters. But as 

events take their course, it comes to represent a new 

system of co-operative justice which aims to reflect

revolutionary changes occurring in the country as a whole.
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More controversially, it also stands for the principle of 

autonomous local government. The commission is finally 

dissolved by the arrival of Kolchak's forces and their 

refusal to acknowledge its legal status. All its members 

are condemned to be flogged.

The Soviet critic A. Bocharov has commented that 

'Komissiia' is a roman-disput, a novel in which the 

significance of issues discussed by characters overrides 

the importance of the action.2 The observation reflects a 

more general critical response which Zalygin had to face 

regarding the 'intellectual' aspect of his literary 

characterisation.2 Topics debated by the peasants in 

'Komissiia' include political, social and religious 

questions; and the strength with which the various ideas 

challenge one another suggests that no single idea or 

ideology can resolve them. As Zalygin has written 

elsewhere, since there are no perfect human beings, there 

can be no perfect ideas. We should not expect from ideas 

that which we cannot expect from people. Thoughts should 

be treated with the same respect, understanding, 

indulgence even, as the minds which formulate them.4

For Zalygin, ideas may not be divorced from 

experience or psychology. It follows that in his fiction, 

debate is a meeting of personalities, or 'types' of 

personality. In 'Komissiia' the focus is directed at 

Nikolai Ustinov and Deriabin - figures representing two
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opposing postures on ethics, politics and the environment: 

one personalist, the other ideological.

Ustinov is something of a natural philosopher. His 

notion of collectivism reaches beyond political 

affiliation to a sense of the need to acknowledge and 

support the order in nature. He is politically cautious 

and personally loyal: the epitome, Andrei Nuikin suggests,

of the peasant householder.5 In addition, he is hard

working, quick-witted, educated, with experience in a wide 

variety of jobs associated with environmental planning.6 

But he shrinks from total commitment to the commission. 

Deriabin, on the other hand, is a contender for its 

control. He emerges as dogmatic, intolerant, ambitious and 

loyal only to his revolutionary idea. If Ustinov shows a 

capacity to be sensitive to other forms of consciousness 

present and active in the world, Deriabin is defined by 

obsessive single-mindedness in pursuing a political end 

which involves complete identification with the social 

unit as he understands it.

Just how the contrast between the two figures is to 

be evaluated has been a matter of disagreement among 

Soviet critics. Galina Kolesnikova nods in the direction 

of Ustinov's thoughts about the universe, friendship, 

freedom and equality, but laments his lack of 

discrimination and inability to grasp the socio-political 

position in which he has been placed:

JX o ero coaHaHHfl He jioxohh/ih cjioBa 60/it.meBHKa
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BaHH riaHKpaTOBa. . . .He cjiyurajT y c t h h o b  h  
npo3op7iHBoro HepsidHHa, He cyMe/i pa3odpaTbcsi b  
K/iaccoBoft cymHocTH coBpeMeHHoro eMy odtecTBa, He 
OT/iHua/i BparoB o t  ^py3eft.7

F. Chapchakhov regards him as a fanciful, passive 

figure, in contrast to the politically mature Deriabin.8 

Andrei Nuikin, while dismissing these criticisms as passe 

(ustarevshie). sees the contrast between Ustinov and 

Deriabin as an extension of conflicts between men of 

reason and men enslaved by an idea, depicted in Zalygin's 

earlier works: 'Na Irtyshe' ('On the Irtysh', 1964) and

'Solenaia pad*' ('Salt Valley', 1967).9

1Na Irtyshe' tells of a struggle between Stepan 

Chauzov, a seredniak or middle peasant, and Koriakin, a 

despotic chairman of the troika dealing with the removal 

of kulaks. Chauzov refuses to give his grain to the 

kolkhoz sowing fund because he feels his first 

reponsibi1ity is to his family. As a result, he is exiled 

from his native village. In 'Solenaia pad' ' a similar 

tension arises between two commanders of the partisans in 

the Civil War: Meshcheriakov, a leader genuinely dedicated 

to his people and Brusenkov, a petty tyrant for whom the 

revolution is synonymous with his own authority. Nuikin 

wr i t e s :

jlepsidHH - Ta cn/ia, KOTopaa b o  Bcex uacTsrx 
Sa/TfeirHHCKOft TpH7!OrHH npHMO H OMeHfe OnaCHO 
npoTHBocTOHT b  dopbde 3 a  npaBjiy t b k h m  /uo.asm, k b k  
H a y 3 0 B ,  MemepsiKOB, Y c t h h o b . i o

It is a view shared by L. Terakopian and the Canadian
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critic N. N. Shneidman.1 l The fact remains, however, that 

the main plot suggests Deriabin's assessments are correct, 

Ustinov's naive. It is only at the level of the di sput , 

which Bocharov regards as central to the work, that this 

interpretation fails. Ustinov's reasoning is the more 

convincing and attractive. He seeks balance and stability 

in the surrounding chaos, while Deriabin seems ready to 

exploit disorder in pursuit of personal power. And it is 

Ustinov's vision which harmonises with the language and 

imagery of Zalygin's narrative.

The preservation of order in chaos is shown to be the 

prerogative of nature and of the community closest to it: 

the peasantry, epitomised in Ustinov. The novel sets their 

attempts to establish ways of protecting the environment 

and the community against the backcloth of an immutable 

natural order which man may either complement or subvert. 

It is manifest in the unhurried passage of the seasons, 

and in the balanced variety of forms in nature.12 It is 

reflected in the interaction between different forms of 

life in the Siberian forest which not only reshapes the 

earth, but gives a moral example to man and a 'rule* by 

which to l i v e . i 3  If men are capricious, anarchic, cunning, 

and suspicious of one another, the forest is generous and 

good and never fails to remember them:

JledHXCHHCKHe XCHTeJIH — H a p O H  CBOeBO/IfeHfelft ,
HenojiHaMa/ibcTBeHHtift, xHTpbift h  k o  B c e M y  x o t s t  fibi 
H e M H o r o  yyxcoMy H e n o B e p ^ H B b i t f , - k  Tiecy o T H O c H T i H c t  
c n o v i T e H H e M .  . . .

Tlec yBaxca/iH h thoOh/ih sa n o O p o T y ,  3a
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me.apocTb. 3 a  t o , w t o  o h , x o t s i  h  uapcxHft. . .o 
M y j K H K e  He 3 a d b i B a e T  H u x o r j a a  , H e  d b m o  c / i y n a s i ,  
^ T O C b l  3 a d b i 7 i .  . . .

H e  T a  k  - t o  M H o r o  H a  c B e T e  s T a x o f t  n o d p o T b i .
K t o  H e  n o H H M a e T , w e r o  O H a  c t o h t  , -  t o t  h  c b m  H e  
c t o h t  H H w e r o .

U e d S I D K C K H e  MyXCHKH 3 T O  T TO H H M aT lH  . 1 4

I n  n a t u r e  a l l  t h i n g s  k n o w  t h e i r  f u n c t i o n  a n d  t h e i r

r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  t h e  r e s t .  A s  U s t i n o v  r e f l e c t s ,  o n l y  m a n  

h a s  t h e  c a p a c i t y  t o  d e n y  h i s  v o c a t i o n  a n d  d e s t r o y  t h e

h a b i t a t  w h i c h  s u p p o r t s  him.15

T h e  h u m a n  m i n d  a l s o  h a s  t h e  p o w e r  t o  p e r c e i v e  t h e

s t r u c t u r e s  i n  n a t u r e ,  h o w e v e r ,  a n d  t o  e x p r e s s  t h e m

r a t i o n a l l y  o r  c r e a t i v e l y :  i n  a  c a r e f u l l y  d r a w n  m a p  o f  t h e

v i l l a g e ,  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  o r  i n  a n  e l a b o r a t e  w o o d c a r v i n g . 1 6  

M a n  c a n  r e p r o d u c e  a n d  a f f i r m  n a t u r a l  l a w  i n  c r a f t  -  a s

K i r i l l  P a n k r a t o v  d o e s  -  o r  ( s o  U s t i n o v  b e l i e v e s )  t h r o u g h  

t h e  q u a l i t y  o f  h i s  i n d i v i d u a l  l i f e :

y C T H H O B  B e p M / I  B e , I l b  , M T O  e C T I H  MODKHO p a C C M O T p e T b ,  
b  K 8 K O M  n o p s i . a x e  y c T p o e H  B e c b  d e j i b i r t  c B e T ,  T a x  h  
HCHTb  b  3 t o m  C B e T e  T o x c e  m o 3k h o  n o  n o p s r . a x y  h  a a x c e  
nopsizioyHo .1 7

A n  a p p r e c i a t i o n  o f  b i o l o g i c a l  l a w  c a n  d r a w  t h e  m i n d

i n t o  w i d e r  r e f l e c t i o n s  o n  t h e  o r d e r  b y  w h i c h  t h e  w o r l d  i s

s t r u c t u r e d .  I t  i s  a  l o g i c  w h i c h  m a y  a n t i c i p a t e  V l a d i m i r  

S o l o u k h i n ' s  w i d e l y  p u b l i c i s e d  r e m a r k  i n  t h e  l i t e r a r y  n o t e s  

' K a m e s h k i  n a  L a d o n i ' ( ' P e b b l e s  i n  t h e  H a n d ' ,  1981) -  f o r

w h i c h  h e  w a s  c o n d e m n e d  o u t r i g h t  b y  t h e  P a r t y  m a g a z i n e  

K o m m u n i  s t : 1 8

B . Q B a u u a T O M  B e x e  h / i si  x a x m o r o  3 , a p a B O M b i c j i s ? m e r o  
y e / i o B e x a  H e T  c o M H e H H #  b  t o m , m t o  H a  C B e T e ,  b o  
B c e / i e H H o f t , b  p a 3 H o o d p a 3 H H  3 K H 3 H H  c y m e c T B y e T  
B b i c i u e e  p a s y M H o e  H a M a / i o .  H H a y e  n p m i i i i o c b  d b i
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^ o n y c T H T t ,  mto T a x a s i  c j i o x c H a s i  h T o w H a a  
o p r a H H a a u H H ,  k b k  U B e T O K  ( p a c T e H n e ) ,  n T H u a , 
y e j i o B e x , M e / i O B e M e c K H f t  M 0 3 r ,  H a x o H e u ,  r r o s i B H / m c b  b 
p e 3 y y i b T a T e  c i i y M a f t H o - c M a c T / i H B o r o , c / i e n o r o  h 
C e c n p o r p a M M H o r o  c o e x t H H e H H a  xhmhwsckhx 3 J i e M e H T O B , 
M O T i e x y / i ,  a T O M O B .  H o  H e  mot/ih Hce c o c / i e n y  
c a M O C K O H C T p y H p o B a T t c a  T a x n e  T O M H e f t i n H e  h 
c j i o H C H e f t u i H e  n p n d o p b i ,  x a x  n o M K H ,  c e p . i m e ,  
u t H T O B H Z i H a s i  : * e . n e 3 a , d a p a d a H H a s i  n e p e n o H K a ,  r / i a 3 ,  
H e  r o B o p s i  yjK o  x p o M O C O M a x . B e e  sto f l e f l c T B y e T  n o  
p a 3 y M H b I M  3 8 K O H 8 M  M a T e M B T H K H  , X H M H H  , <J >H3HKH . . .

Bonpoc c o c t o h t  He b t o m , cymecTByeT tih 
BbicniHiri pa3yM, a b t o m , 3HaeT tih o h  npo MeHn h 
ecTb tih eMy no MeHsi x o t l  xaKoe-HHdynb neno?19

I n  ' K o m i s s i i a ' ,  r e f l e c t i o n s  o n  t h e  p r o b l e m  o f  a

s u p r e m e  m i n d  a n d  i t s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  t h e  w o r l d

p a r t i c u l a r l y  a b s o r b  U s t i n o v ,  t h o u g h  d i s c u s s i o n s  a m o n g  t h e

v i l l a g e r s  o n  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  G o d  a n d  s a n c t i t y  a p p e a r  a t

i n t e r v a l s  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  n o v e l .

B e c a u s e  m a n  l i v e s  i n  a n  e c o l o g i c a l  s y s t e m ,  a n d  c a n  

r e c o g n i s e  i t ,  h e  m u s t  h a v e  t h e  c a p a c i t y  t o  c r e a t e  a  s o c i a l  

e n v i r o n m e n t  c o m p l e m e n t a r y  t o  n a t u r e ' s  l a w ,  U s t i n o v  

r e f l e c t s :

Eace/iH nor.ns.aeTb , cxo/ib b npwpojie yDKe m h o t o  
cjienaHO - xaxoe cjiejiaHo coJiHbmrxo, Kaxas 3eMJis, 
KBKHe peKH Ha aeMJie, n y r a h Jieca h nauiHH, a
TBKXCe H MbI JH0J3H ~ TO 3CHO CTBHeTI He T8K y»C 
MHoro ocTa/iocb n e n o B , WTodbi ycTpoHTb
cnpaBe^i/iHBocTb Meaoiy /uojbMH, aoBecTM HawaToe mo 
KOHlia ! 2 0

H e  t u r n s ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  t o  m o r e  T o l s t o y a n  o c c u p a t i o n s  -  

p l o u g h i n g  a n d  a n i m a l  r e a r i n g  -  t o  g a i n  a  b e t t e r  i n s i g h t  

i n t o  t h e  w o r k i n g s  o f  n a t u r e ,  s e t t l e  t h e  m i n d  a n d  t h e r e b y ,  

p e r h a p s ,  i m p r o v e  h i m s e l f  a n d  t h e  w o r l d . 2 1

U s t i n o v ' s  t h i n k i n g  s l i p s  e a s i l y  f r o m  t h e  

p h i l o s o p h i c a l  t o  t h e  r e l i g i o u s ,  s u g g e s t i n g  a  n a t u r a l
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tendency for the mind which ponders the eternal questions

to rest on the problem of Creator and creation. For

Ustinov, the image of God is associated - though not

identified - with the sun: the giver and taker of life (as

is starukha Anna's experience of the numinous in

Rasputin's 'Poslednii s r o k ' ) 2 2 .  But his Deity is also a

projection of his own image of himself as the peasant and

the supporter of life on earth. God is not a superior

(nacha1'ni k ) but an equal (muzhik).2 3 Ustinov's thoughts

also turn to the sky, in a way which confirms Eliade's

observation on the archetypal human response to it:

Merely contemplating the vault of heaven 
produces a religious experience in the primitive 
mind....Even before any religious values have 
been set upon the sky it reveals its 
transcendence. The sky 'symbolises'
transcendence, power and changelessness simply 
by being t h e r e . 24

Ustinov sees figures in the sky and senses its breath:

B HbiHeuiHeM. . . Hede Bee dbi./iH UBera h  xpacxH, Bee h 
BCAKHe odaaMHbie <f>Hrypbi h w b e — to no^TH mto 
c/ibiiHHoe .abixaHHe .

H H e  B e p m i o c b  y c T H H O B y , d y ^ T O  hhkoto tbm 
H e T y , n y c T O  b H e o d b H T H O M  n p o c T o p e ,  Heacmioe 
T 8 M ....

He y e ^ O B e y e c K o r o ,  a c o B c e M  K a x o r o - T o  
^ p y r o r o  y M a ,  onsiTb H e  H 3 B e c T H o  u b e r o  -
coBepmaeTcs? t b m  ne/io h p a d o T a . 2  5

The religious sense here is animist and anthropomorphic.

Ustinov seeks a relationship with a presence in the sky or

with his animals. He looks to be a participant in nature,

and prefers to think of life as a gift to be accepted

rather than a system to be controlled:

HejiaTb Bee h q cBere caMOMy, HH^ero He no^yyaa us
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MyDKHX p y x , -  B  3 T O M  C M S C T b S I  H e T y !  B 3 K H 3 H H  / JOTI MCe H 

O b i T b  . a a p ,  H H a M e  o j h o  T o / i b x o  h  o c T B H e T C H  p e M e c j i o ,  

O J 3 H 8  T O J I b X O  M B C T e p C X a S I  H  3 S B O J ] ,  B  X O T O p b I X  JlKMYl 
H B M H y T  C T p o r a T b  H  n e M b  C B O I O  D K H 3 H b  H e H b  H  H O M f a  , 

6 e 3  O T j 3 b i x a  H a  o d e a  h  c o h ,  a x c H T b  h m  d y a e T  c o B c e M  

H e x o r a a . 2  6

But Ustinov's insights into the patterns and 

relationships within nature are - the plot suggests - his 

failing and ultimately his death. By seeking a solitude in 

which to reflect, he lays himself open to advances from 

Kirill Pankratov's spouse, Zinaida. He remains faithful to 

his own wife, Domna, but a tinge of disloyalty niggles. 

Because he takes pleasure in animals, he puts himself in 

the position of a small-time informer to acquire a new 

gelding. Through his mistrust of factual information and 

other people's instructions, he exposes himself to injury 

and death. Ignoring the warning to take up arms from 

the novel's one militant revolutionary, Venia, he 

remains true to the principle that only nature (prirodnyi 

rezon) should be man's guide. For that he is brutally 

murdered.

Ustinov is caught between his personal numen, his 

fondness for the heritage, values and memories of the 

past, and his position as representative of a 

revolutionary co-operative. There are even indications 

that he has a 'double' , Grishka, a reactionary kulak 

living on the edge of Lebiazhka's community. Grishka 

offers Ustinov his friendship which Ustinov declines. But 

the two remain linked by their individualism and by a
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triangular relationship with the same woman, Zinaida 

Pankratova.

'Komissiia' gives the animist cast of mind a fair 

hearing in a shifting narrative voice which slips from 

character to character but rests most conspicuously on the 

thinking of Ustinov. In a more conventional manner, 

however, the plot structure condemns his ineffectual 

personality. A philosophy such as his may create heroes, 

not survivors. And a threatened community needs survivors.

( ii )

There is no life outside the group, Lebiazhka's 

tradition teaches: any rift within the community will

provoke its destruction. The source of this wisdom lies 

in a series of traditional folktales which affirm the 

origin and structure of the community. The stories, 

interspersed at intervals throughout the novel, do not 

contain the prescriptive qualities of myth, nor do they 

express a sense of supernatural intervention in human 

life as myths do. Their structure is loose and open to 

variation; their purpose is largely to entertain. Folk

tales, according to the preliminary definition G. S. Kirk 

off ers:

are traditional tales, of no firmly established 
form, in which supernatural elements are 
subsidiary; they are not primarily concerned 
with 'serious' subjects or the reflexion of deep 
problems and preoccupations; and their first
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appeal lies in their narrative i n t e r e s t . 2 7  

Nevertheless, the tales of Lebiazhka - like children's 

fairy-tales - direct their listeners to discover their 

identity and calling as members of a s o c i e t y . 2 8

The stories tell of a community of nomadic Old 

Believers, kerzhaki . They describe how part of the group 

broke away from their ascetic elder, starets Lavrentii, 

who was leading them East beyond Lake Baikal, to follow a 

more pragmatic leader, starets Samsonii Krivoi, and settle 

in a pleasanter, more fertile land than Lavrentii had 

chosen. This initial division of the group may have been 

the community's 'original sin', as the village idiot (or 

Holy Fool) Kudeiar, later s u g g e s t s . 2 9  Claiming their new, 

chosen home, Samsonii's followers were persuaded by 

another group of settlers, already living in the area, to 

integrate the communities by allowing kerzhak sons to 

marry six of their daughters. The girls are now remembered 

and revered as the ancestral mothers of the community. 

Their stories are told as the lives of saints who 

sacrificed themselves for the good of the group. All the 

women of Lebiazhka are named after them.20

The collective experience which these stories affirm 

is brought home particularly in the final story which has 

a more mythic, apocalyptic character. It describes how 

starets Samsonii, fearing potential divisions within his 

community, called upon the stars of the Great Bear to send
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a sign to the Belyi Bor Forest when any such thing 

occurred. A blind seven-headed bear would then emerge from 

the forest and destroy the entire village, sparing neither 

the righteous nor the guilty.21

The folktales which give the people of Lebiazhka a 

sense of common tradition and history (and perhaps common 

guilt) are notably more popular among the villagers than 

Saints' Lives which also form part of their cultural 

tradition. The community is notionally Old Believer, but 

religious values are shown to leave the villagers baffled 

rather than satisfied. Ustinov's telling of the 'Life of 

Aleksei, Man of God' , in which the saint’s decision to 

take up extreme asceticism is shown to induce misery among 

members of his family, prompts a heated debate on the 

value of sanctity. Kalashnikov sees the saints as pointers 

to the things a good man may do, and the just society good 

men might create. Ustinov perceives them as personified 

reference points for moral qualities and Kirill Pankratov 

as examples of spiritual a c h i e v e m e n t . 22

Formal religion plays only a minor part in the lives 

of Lebiazhka's people. The local priest is subordinate 

to the laws of the community.22 The village elder, Ivan 

Ivanovich Samorukov, displays firm allegiance to religious 

custom, but his moral categories are determined only by 

the good of the community unit. Christian ethics cease to 

apply in the world outside the village.24 The head of the
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commission, Kalashnikov, sees religious ritual — which 

deeply affected him in his youth - as an externa1isation 

of the urge to cleanse life through new undertakings and 

act consistently according to one's ideas:

M H e  B o n a o m e H H e  C T i O B a  b  Meii c t b h m  v e T i o B e y e c T B a
n 0 7 I H ) C H / [ 0 C b  . . . . MOMCeT , H  B  3 K H 3 H H  3 T O  TOXCe  J S O C T y n H O  
-  o O o f t T H C b  C e 3  j e f l C T B H f t  O e C C M b l C T i e H H b I X  H 
H e 3 H a ^ a m H X ?  C o e i i H H H T b  c t i o b o  c  M e n o m ? 3  5

The reconciliation of thought and action is something he

tries to achieve in the co-operative. For, as Zinaida

Pankratova remarks, the community can be a surrogate

religion: '"U vas...poluchaetsia navrode r e l i g i i ! " ' 3 6

The totemic aspect of established religion is

directly identified with communal life. For Kalashnikov,

religious rite is a symbolic externalisation of the

individual’s drive to act, and the co-operative an

improved way of creating the very brotherhood and

equality Christianity teaches. For Ustinov, the system of

religious signs is a way of affirming the order in nature

which he would like to see reflected in the community.

Samorukov sees religion as the symbol of social unity and

its moral code as an adaptable way of benefiting the

group.

H b s h  H b s h o b m m  B c e r n a  h  B e e  n o B o p a v H B a ^  T a x ,  w t o  
J l e G s r a x a  o x a 3 b i B a J i a c b  b  B b i r o j ^ e . O h  y M e / i . H x o t s t  
GbiTi c m i b H O  B e p y i o u t H M ,  o O M a H y T b  H a y a / i b C T B O  h j i h  b c m  
B O J i o c T b  n o n a r a n  j i a p o M  C o a c b H M .  O S M a H e T ,  n o f t ^ e T  b  
a e d s i x c H H C x y i o  H e M y . a p s i m y K )  u e p x B y m x y  h  M o n r o  m e n u e r  
n e p e M  c B H T b i M  / i h x o m  C ^ a r o ^ a p c T B e H H y w  MO/iHTBy.3 7

But the elusive problem of the individual and
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personal aspect of religion remains open. The 

identification of the social unit or its further 

abstraction, 'the mass of the people' , with any kind of 

absolute truth is associated with unbending, autocratic, 

even sinister qualities. The chief spokesman for this 

attitude - Deriabin - is abrasive and ruthless. Ustinov 

remains unconvinced and worried by his declarations and 

his refusal to recognise the individual's right to go his 

own way.38 Moreover, Deriabin’s rejection of a proposal to 

undertake an investigation into Ustinov's murder does 

little to enhance his moral c r e d i b i 1it y .39

Yet the totemic posture is strong, the animist is 

shaky. It gives Kalashnikov the force of character to 

resist Deriabin's challenge, though he is by nature 

retiring and childlike. Loyalty to the community prompts 

Samorukov*s demand to share punishment at the hands of 

the Whites with his fellows - even though flogging must 

mean certain death for an old man.40 Commitment to the 

collective cause and revolution gives Deriabin an evident 

advantage in terms of authority, decisiveness and speed of 

act ion.41

The coherent social unit is the individual's 

strength, the broken society his downfall, avers the main 

plot, as do the folkloric texts within the narrative. It 

is also, perhaps, the thought implicit in the novel's 

closing image. The stars of the Great Bear seem to flash a
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signal to the earth in the way st aret s Samsonii once 

called upon them to do if ever the community became 

divided. This was to herald the annihilation of the 

village. And the arrival of Kolchak's officers indicates 

that that is exactly what must occur.

With Ustinov's mysterious death, the community is 

broken and destroyed. If that death is the work of 

Deriabin (and it may be, given the subtextual aspect of 

his characterisation) , then it is an overwhelming 

indictment of Deriabin's leadership and of his role as 

representative of the revolutionary idea.

Despite his social 'flaws', the narrative gives 

Ustinov - not Deriabin - 'heroic' status as a man who 

lives and dies by convictions that are entirely his own. 

It also leaves an unborn heir to continue his work. 

Finally, it consistently suggests, against the thrust of a 

conventional main plot, that there is a flavour to living 

which may be appreciated only in solitude, and a higher 

order to which the community is subsumed and which - if it 

is to be a good society - it must imitate.
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Chapter 8. Vladimir Tendriakov

( i )

The paradoxical idea of man as a free agent 

operating in a biologically and socially determined 

universe, is central to the theory of dialectical 

materialism. It is also a pivotal philosophical dilemma in 

the fiction of Vladimir Tendriakov. The capacity of 

Tendriakov's heroes freely to accept or challenge the 

natural and social order, and to make independent ethical 

judgements despite the causal nature of reality, leaves 

the impression of a literary vision torn (like Aitmatov's 

and Zalygin's) between the 'psychological' and 

’sociologi cal' .

Causal connection, The Fundamentals of Marxism-

Leninism tells us:

is universal in character and applies to all the 
phenomena of nature and society....Causeless 
phenomena do not and cannot exist.1

According to the theory of dialectical materialism, it is

through the recognition and exploration of universal

causal conditioning that man comes to understand the laws

by which nature and society operate. By the discovery,

knowledge and application of these laws he affirms his

f reedom.2

In asserting the existence of immutable laws and 

man's ability to enlist them in the pursuit of set ends,
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the Marxist-Leninist model has parallels with the system

of thought which, James G. Frazer argues, underlies the

earliest form of religious cult - magic. According to

Frazer, it is by establishing a satisfactory relationship

with mechanisms which govern the universe (through magical

practices) that primitive man looks to formulate a system

by which to live. Within it, as within the scientific

system, nature is controlled not by conscious

personalities but by absolute laws. It is this which

defines the discrepancy between magic, its successor

science and religion:

In so far as religion assumes the world to be 
directed by conscious agents who may be turned 
from their purpose by persuasion, it stands in 
fundamental antagonism to magic as well as to 
science, both of which take for granted that the 
course of nature is determined, not by the 
passions or caprice of personal beings, but by 
the operation of immutable laws acting 
mechanically. In magic, indeed, the assumption 
is only implicit, but in science it is 
expli ci t .3

The freedom of the man living in a universe ruled by 

magical powers rather than personal ones, consists in his 

knowledge of the systems or laws by which they operate. In 

like manner the freedom promised by Marxism is grounded in 

man's growing scientific knowledge and his consequent 

increasing ability to exercise control over nature.

Vladimir Tendriakov's examination of ways in which 

man endeavours to project his will onto the world has a 

superficially Marxist outline. However, his exploration of
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causal law operating in human lives also suggests (in a 

manner which brings to mind Dostoevskii's Prestuplenie i 

nakazanie) that causality may have its limitations and be 

answerable to another, personal force active in the world.

Of all the writers examined in this study, Tendriakov 

presents the most direct challenge to religion as an 

institution. He infers, like Tylor, that the urge to 

create animist representations, though it may take social 

proportions, is a psychological condition. Religion is a 

reaction of the solitary, thinking being to the unknown.

In an early story, 'Chudotvornaia' ('The Miraculous 

Icon', 1958), the hero is a small boy named Rod' ka who 

accidentally finds an ancient lost icon.4 Thereafter, he 

is subjected to harassment and humiliation by an over- 

zealous grandmother who insists on persuading him, and 

other villagers, that he is God's chosen instrument. The 

only genuine religious tremor Rod'ka senses comes during 

a night he spends out in the open to test for himself 

rumours that the church bell is rung nightly by evil 

spirits. The resonances he hears are, as the village 

schoolmistress later reveals, caused by passing trains.

Similarly, in 'Apostol'skaia komandirovka' ('On 

Apostolic Business', 1969), the religious quest of a 

disgruntled scientific journalist is motivated by his need 

to find some kind of answer to questions about death and 

life's purpose which rational thought and modern science
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are unable to resolve.5

In a social context, the stories also suggest, the
religious response may reflect the urge to express group

solidarity in a ritual form. But the collective aspect of
religion puts the believer in a position of intellectual
and psychological dependence on doctrine, thereby limiting

his thinking and his liberty. That, Tendriakov repeatedly
argues, is religion's greatest flaw. His series of
articles on religion and morality, 'Nravstvennost' i
religiia’ ('Morality and Religion', 1987) is critical of
any kind of faith which closes the mind to life's
complex i t i e s :

npHBepaceHHocTfe k Bepe, noKopHOCTt eft - 
HejJOCTBTOK . ^OCTOHHCTBOM ECe SBJlSTeTCH WyTKOCTb
BOCnpHHTHfl OKpyaceHHSi , TOft H3MeHMHBOft
.neftCTBHTe/lfaHOCTM , B KOTOpoft MbI )KHBeM, nOHHM3HHe 
CTTOiHCHfclX CBS*3eft B MHpe CeM, nOCH-HfeHOe nOHHMBHHe ! 
B TOM UViCJie H C/IOMCHfelX JllOJIC KHX B3aHMOOTHOUieHHft .

He oTBepraft yyacoe MHeHHe, ho He bynb paboM 
ero - BOT npaBHJIO , Ha KOTOpOM CTpOHTCSI JIHWHOCTt . 
Pe/iHTHsi, HaBsi3fciBaiomasi BceM e,QHHbie .norMaTbi, 
Tpebyioiuasi oaHHaKoro - no Hec/ioxcHbiM TpacfrapeTaM! -
noBe^eHHH, obe3JiHyHBa/ia wenoBeKa, ybHBana b HeM
TIH^HOCTb . 6

It is probably the most interesting aspect of 
Tendriakov's thought that by challenging institutionalised 
religion he comes to formulate an argument against any 
form of collective belief. His condemnation of religion 
translates into a backhanded drive against absolutist 
ideologies and implicitly introduces a case for 
individualism. The impassioned atheist and the fanatical 
believer, he writes on more than one occasion, fall into
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t h e  s a m e  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  c a t e g o r y :

T o t , k t o  ceftyac c neHoft H a  r y C a x  nbiTaeTcsi 
^ O K 3 3 a T b  - C o r a  H e T , T O W b - B - T O M b  noxoac H a  
tjjaHaTHUHoro Bepyioiuero, h c t o b o  3aK7iHHaiomero ~ O o r  
e c T b !  O C a  c/ieno BepsiT b  6 e 3 j O K a 3 a T e j i b H o e , o C a  
pejiHrH03Hbi n o  .ay x y .7

( ii )

It may be for his reason that Tendriakov's characters 

so frequently find themselves in irreconcilable 

confrontation with their social environment. Rod'ka in 

’Chudotvornaia', Leshka the lumberjack in 'Troika, 

semerka, tuz' ('Three, Seven, Ace', 1961) or Iurii 

Ryl'nikov in 'Apostol'skaia komandirovka' are all so 

forcefully challenged by their immediate surroundings 

that even as they gain awareness of their potential 

stature as individuals and their capacity for free moral 

choice, they withdraw, psychologically or physically, from 

the group.8

In terms of the spontaneity/consciousness dialectic, 

such a withdrawal may be seen as the expression of a 

character's social immaturity, a surge of individualistic 

st ikhi inost' . His growth thereafter would be a passage 

towards soznatelnost1, crowned by his return to the group 

with increased, better controlled energies and greater 

willingness to be answerable to the social unit. All in 

confirmation of the development of his essentially social,
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as opposed to biological, nature; that, Marxism teaches, 

is the human spiritual vocation.

The Soviet critic Feliks Kuznetsov highlights this

in an article on the materialist understanding of
'spirituality' (dukhovnost') which includes comments on

'Apostol'skaia komandirovka':

HMeHHo npnoCmeHHe HHjQHBHiia k oCmecTBy h cooCmaeT 
eMy nojuiHHHO wejioBeMecKyio - b OTTiHWHe o t  
npwponHoft, b jono/iHeHHe k ripuponHoft — cymHOCTb.

MMeHHO odinecTBeHHasi, TBopwecKH
npeoCpa3yiomasi mhp npnpoiia MeyiOBexa h jieJiaeT ero 
y e / i o B e x o M ,  KawecTBeHHo Bbme/iHeT ero hs 
MHpa npnpo.abi, CHo^orHMecKoro ecTecTBa, ae/iaeT 
ero cymecTBOM oziyxoTBopeHHbiM, to ecTb HaneyieHHbiM 
pasyMOM h coBecTbio, cnocoCHbiM TBopHTb M M p  no 
3akohbm ,aoCpa , hcthhh h xpacoTbi. OTciojia pacTeT, 
b HaineM noHHMBHHH, n jayxoBHoe doraTCTBO 
71HWHOCTH . 9

In Tendriakov's work, the development of individual 

characters to 'spiritual' social maturity is ritually 

signalled but not explored. The growth of the positive 

hero is not the main focus of attention. Instead, the 

conflict between 'spontaneous' psychological instinct and 

'conscious' social answerability remains open. The 

dialectic does not find its way to a synthesis where the 

personality is integrated and dissolved in the collective. 

Tendriakov shows ways in which the self-sufficient 

individual is pressed, by encounter and circumstance, to 

come to terms with demands made by the outside world on 

his emotions, intellect and independent moral persona. 

The hero learns at best to be reconciled to the world 

rather than to resist it, but his 'separateness' remains

2 3 2



8. Vladimir Tendriakov

intact.

In the story 1Vesennie perevertyshi' ('Spring

Somersaults', 1963), thirteen-yeai— old Diushka Tiagunov

finds that his understanding of things is drastically

overturned when he perceives that beauty - an ideal he had

previously identified with a picture in his schoolbook of

Pushkin's wife, Natal’ia Goncharova - is actually embodied

in his slightly senior schoolmate Rimka. With this

awareness, he discovers a new relationship with his

exterior surroundings. It is marked by an increased

sensitivity of response to others and their qualities as

individuals. The uniqueness of every personality takes on

the importance of a world in itself:

Bee He TBK , KaK BOKpyr .ZJlOMKM , “ HJiyT pH^OM, JKHByT 
PSTJ30M, HO B paSHbIX MHpQX . A /llOlIIKHH OTeU TOXCe 
coBceM, coBceM paaoM, h o  y ^ i o u i k h  o ^ i h o  , y oTua 
.apyroe. M y MaTepH ^ p y r o e , He noxoxcee h h  Ha 
.ZhoiHKHHO , HH Ha OTUOBCKOe. . . . HeyDJCeJIH , CKO/IbKO 
nloaeft , CTO/lbKO H pa3HbIX MHpOB?* 0

The natural environment, too, becomes enlivened and

animated by the presence of personality. Nature and matter 

take on a quality of 'otherness', of anthropomorphic 

sensibility and spirit:

He6o H e  n p o c T o  c H H e e ,  o h o  tsjhb't , o h o  3a c a c b i B a e T ,  
xaxceTca, b o t - b o t  npHno,nbiMeiubcsi H a  u b i n o w K H  jia tqk 
h  o c T a H e u i b c a  H a  bcio E C H 3 H b . Co/iHue B,npyr 
K o c M a T o e ,  H e n p H ^ e c a H H o e ,  B e c e / i o - p a a C o f t H o e . H 
H e ^ a B H o  ocBoCoziHBmasicsi o t  C H e r a , npoaaBJieHHasa 
r p y 3 0 B H K 8 M n  y/iHixa c B e p x a e T  /iy5KaMH, n o x o j K e , 
n o e * H B a e T c a ,  jabiuiHT, c / i o b h o  e e  n y ^ H T  H 3 H y T p n . H 
nofl H o r a M H  w t o - t o  n o c a n b i B a e T ,  .nonaeTcsi, 
meBejiHTCsi, kbk O y n T O  CTOHiiib H e  H a  3eMJie, a H a  
ijeM-TO 5KHBOM , H 3 H e M O T a K H U e M  O T  TeOfl. H  n o  JKHBOft 
3eM/ie npbiraioT c y x n e , nyutHCTbie, c o r p e T b i e  BopoC5bn,
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pyraioTcs? HajicauHO, Bece.no, noMTH m t o  noHSJTHO. i 1 

The development of Tendriakov's characters is 

frequently conditioned by the recognition of an extraneous 

aspect to their lives which is neither comprehensible nor 

anticipated. It may take the form of an encounter with 

unrequited love as in 'Vesennie perevertyshi' and the 

later, bitterly pessimistic novella 'Zatmenie' ('Eclipse', 

1977).i2 Alternatively, in a more Dostoevskian vein, it 

may be associated with unprovoked violence, arbitrary evil 

and death - as in 'Troika, semerka, tuz', 'Rasplata' 

('Settlement', 1979) or 'Shest'desiat svechei' ('Sixty 

Candles', 1980).13 Finally, it may appear in the challenge 

presented to the individual by deeply ingrained and 

irrational patterns of belief - whether religious or 

ideological - as in 'Chudotvornaia' and 'Apostol'skaia

komandirovka'.

In Tendriakov's world, man is not only formed by 

biological nature and social integration. The Marxist 

dictum 'bytie opredeliaet soznanie’ is called into 

question by the notion that consciousness is an 

independent entity, free to determine the quality of its 

own existence. It is affected, but not defined, by the

character of the social environment. Far more significant 

to its growth is the apparently arbitrary web of events

and relationships to which the personality is exposed: 

those head-on encounters with the impenetrable worlds
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w h i c h  a r e  o t h e r  p e r s o n a l i t i e s ,  m e t ,  l o v e d  a n d  h a t e d .  I s  i t

r e a l l y  p o s s i b l e  f o r  t w o  i n d i v i d u a l s  e v e r  t o  u n d e r s t a n d ,

r e s p e c t  a n d  l o v e  o n e  a n o t h e r ,  t h e  n a r r a t o r  o f  ' Z a t m e n i e '

a s k s  a t  t h e  c o n c l u s i o n  o f  a  s t o r y  w h i c h  h a s  r e v e a l e d  t h e

b a f f l i n g  u n p r e d i c t a b i l i t y  o f  h u m a n  e m o t i o n a l  b e h a v i o u r :

MoaceT /in Me/ioBeK noHHTb Me/iOBeKa, ^ie/iOBeK 
ne/ioBei<a yBaxcaTb w /uodHTb?. . .

I l e p e n / i e T e H b i  / h o , z i h  M e x c / i y  c o O o f t .  I I p o p o c / i H  / i i o h h  
/ i p y r  b  . a p y r a  m h o t h m h ,  m h o t h m h  c B s i 3 S i M H .  . . I I o f t M H  h  
n p n 3 H a f t  w e / i o B e K a , e ^ H H C T B e H H o r o  h s  B c e x ,  
H a 3 H a w e H H o r o  . a e / i H T b  c  T o d o f t  n y T b . T T o f t M H ! H e T ,  
T p y z i H o . 1 4

T h e r e  m a y  b e  a  h i n t  h e r e  o f  P a s t e r n a k ' s  v i s i o n  o f  t h e  

u n f a t h o m a b l e  i n t e r w e a v i n g  o f  e x i s t e n c e  w i t h  t h e  m y s t e r y  o f  

c h a n c e  e n c o u n t e r s  w h i c h  s h a p e  h u m a n  p e r c e p t i o n s  a n d  

f o r t u n e s .  W r i t i n g  o n  ' V e s e n n i e  p e r e v e r t y s h i ' ,  N .  P o d z o r o v a  

r e m a r k s  t h a t  i n  t h e  w o r l d  a s  D i u s h k a  s e e s  i t  i n  h i s  s t a t e  

o f  h e i g h t e n e d  s e n s i b i l i t y ,  t h e  i n t e r c o n n e c t i o n s  a r e  

e v e r y w h e r e :

B e e  b  3 t o m  M H p e  c B $ i 3 a H O  M e s c j s y  c o d o f t  h  B e e  
a a B H C H T  x i p y r  o t  a p y r a : c y a b d a  J i s ? r y u i K H , B H c s i m e f t  b
C a H b K H H O f t  p y x e  B H H 3  r O / I O B O f t  , -  O T  X e C T O K O C T H  
C a H b K H  J 3 K H 3 H b  d O / I b H O T O  T p H H M e H K O  -  o t  T a / i a H T a  H  
C Q M O O T B e p S C e H H O C T H  B p a u a , . ZJ lOMKHHOft  M B T e p H  ; a o d p o e  
H a  c T p o e H H e  M a T e p H  — o t  B H H M a T e / i b H o c T H  O T u a ;  
c y a c T b e  / J wi i i KH -  o t  B 3 r a s i a a  P h m k h  , a  P h m k h h b  
n e w a / i b  -  o t  p a B H o a y m n s i  J l e B K H  T a f t a e p a . l  5

A  p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  i n t e r l o c k i n g  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  w h e r e  

c a u s a l i t y  m a y  o n l y  b e  a s s e s s e d  w i t h  r e f e r e n c e  t o  t h e  

e f f e c t  o f  f r e e  p e r s o n a l i t i e s  e a c h  o n  e a c h ,  c a l l s  i n t o  

q u e s t i o n  t h e  l e g i t i m a c y  o f  a n y  j u d g e m e n t  m a d e  a c c o r d i n g  t o  

t h e  l a w  o f  c a u s e  a n d  e f f e c t .  A n d  y e t ,  d i a l e c t i c a l  

m a t e r i a l i s m  t e l l s  u s ,  ' a l l  p h e n o m e n a  i n  t h e  w o r l d  a r e
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causally conditioned' .16 If, as Tendriakov appears to 

suggest, causality cannot be fully traced, then the 

historical purpose cannot be rationally defined and the 

world ceases to be determinate. The assumption of a strict 

rule of law in nature and society ('a lawful and necessary 

connection of all events and phenomena, and of their 

causal determination') is thereby challenged.17 What moves 

life is something outside cause and effect, an 'x-factor' 

which drives it to an end outside the limitations of the 

known. What then is the nature of the law which determines 

'life' and man's relationship to it? How is it to be 

expressed in a way that is rationally acceptable?

To the Marxist, the questions which Ryl'nikov puts in 

'Aposto1'skaia komandirovka' ( ' Kakaia konechnaia tsel'?' ;

'kakov smysl zhizni?') are meaningless.18 Cause can be 

traced because man is limited to his dual biological cum 

social nature. Effects or ends may be set because there is 

nothing beyond the biological and the social to interfere 

in the progress of history. The notion of an 'ultimate* 

purpose would be like looking into the distance for an end 

to a chain which is dangling about your feet. Life is 

there to be lived. Echoing the response of Ryl'nikov's 

wife ('"CVopros] nepravomeren....Dvigaisia, izmeniaisia, 

zhivi, chtoby zhit'"'), the Marxist critic F. Levin 

observes that the very question presupposes the intrusion 

of a Supreme Being:19

OjaHo zie/io - n p H W HHOCTb, menb npHWHH w
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C/ieilCTBHft, CBSI3eft H B3aHMOOTHOUieHHrt . Ue/IH ace 
MoryT CTaBHTb nepej coOoft /iHUib co3HaTe/ibHbie 
cymecTBa. Kan To/ibKO Bbi c t b b h t ©  Bonpoc o 
KOHeMHoft ue/iH, npeziHa^epTaHHoft ne/ioBeyecTBy 
CBbirne, Bbi npHxojiHTe k BbicmeMy cynecTBy, 6ory, 
KaK 6bi o h  b  /la/ibHeftmeM h h  Ha3biBa/icsi. . . A c m w c / i
HCH3HH C O C TOHT B CBMOft DKH3HH , K8K JjaHHOCTH.2 0

Yet the leap of the mind from causal questions to 

the eternal questions is integral to the development of 

Tendriakov's heroes. If the universe is infinite will I 

live again after death, Diushka's friend Levka asks in 

'Vesennie perevertyshi' . 2 l Will the arbitrary collection 

of atoms which is the individual re-form at some 

unspecified time in the future? Or, in an absurd 

inversion of evolutionary law, is a spark of consciousness 

containing the entire universe bound, in the end, to 

dissolve into nothingness? Is the existence of personality 

to be crowned with just a little mound of earth?

The progress of thought through the unchartered 

waters of the eternal questions is mapped within the 

uncomfortable frame of an ideology reshaping itself to 

enfold ideas which leap outside its confines. The conflict 

between Tendriakov's preoccupation with philosophical 

issues underlying the work of Russian writers of the 

animist school, and his loyalty to the dialectical- 

materialist model, marks him out as one of the most 

representative authors of the pre-fflasnost' generation.22
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( iii )

In 'Apostol'skaia komandirovka', Tendriakov explored

the impulse to act on religious teaching more directly

than in any other of his fictional writings. Although he

touches upon the same theme in works such as

'Chudotvornaia', 'Zatmenie' and the posthumously published

novel, 'Pokushenie na mirazhi' ('An Attack on Mirages',

1987), none of these examines, with the same degree of

ambivalence, the conflict between the impulse to withdraw

from society into an animist spirituality and the urge to

be integrated into the group, thereby complying with its

e t h i c a l  a n d  i d e o l o g i c a l  s t a n c e . 23

In a round-table discussion on the novella 'Noch'

posle vypuska' ('The Night after Graduation', 1974),

published in Literaturnoe obozrenie in 1975, the critic V.

Vainberg observed:

TeH/ipsiKOB B c e r j a  /ik>6h /i c o 3 j a B 8 T b  x a p a K T e p u ,  
KOTopbie npe^c/ie B c e r o  H H T e p e c H t i  n  H e  k b k
x a p a K T e p b i  .naxce, a k s k  B o n / r o m e H H e  onpe/ie/ieHHoft
K O H L i e n U H H ,  T O M K H  3 p e H H H .2 4

'Apostol'skaia komandirovka' tends to confirm the aptness

of this remark. The novella does indeed read as a slightly

laboured polemic, narrated in the first person. Its hero,

Iurii Ryl'nikov, is an intellectual torn between the

positivist teachings he has recognised since childhood,

and a newfound attraction towards religion as a means of

expressing life's purpose and its moral formula. The plot
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is dialectically constructed. The first section focuses 

on arguments against the supremacy, of rationality and for 

the existence of a supernatural, animist reality which 

gives life direction. The argument then turns in favour of 

reason and against the religious impulse, as Ryl'nikov*s 

thoughts are countered by the ideas of the kolkhoz 

chairman, Gusterin. The resolution comes in a synthesis 

which suggests that man's spirit is made immortal by his 

labours. It is through the creative application of reason 

that man discovers and asserts his individual spiritual 

powers.

Iurii Ryl’nikov's dilemma emerges as a confrontation 

between second-hand ideas drawn from the animist tradition 

in Russian literature (Dostoevskii, Tolstoi and the 

Christian existentialists) and from positivism, 

materialism and Marxism-Leninism. It is apparently 

resolved in a teaching which echoes selected ideas of the 

nineteenth century neo-Christian philosopher Nikolai 

Fedorov, as a later part of this chapter will show.

Events in 'Aposto1'skaia komandirovka’ develop in the 

following way. Ryl'nikov leaves a comfortable, and not 

unhappy, existence as a Muscovite scientific journalist 

to give himself the freedom to explore life's meaning and 

find God. He buys a train ticket to a random destination 

and ends his journey in Krasnogl inka, an obscure rural 

backwater six days travel out of Moscow. There he finds
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lodging with a Christian peasant woman and takes a 

manual job on a kolkhoz. However, in the new environment 

he finds himself once again alienated by society's 

expectations. Education and a capacity to doubt isolate 

him as much as his newfound religious beliefs. He is 

rejected by believers and non-believers alike. Following a 

humiliating public interrogation initiated by a local 

Party hardliner, and a formative encounter with the 

independently minded kolkhoz chairman, Gusterin, Ryl’nikov 

abandons his search for God and returns to Moscow prepared 

to take up his old responsibilities.

As a dialectical work, the novel's 'thesis' takes

shape up to Ryl'nikov’s first meeting with Gusterin. Until

then, Iurii is seen grappling with ideas reminiscent of

the animist tradition of Russian thought. Like

Dostoevskii's anti-hero from Zapiski iz podpol1ia (Notes

from the Underground, 1864), he tells his story in

uneven, exclamatory, at times ironic, language explaining

his rejection of reason, science and material comforts.

They do no more, he says, than open up a smooth passage to

the grave. As Feliks Kuznetsov also points out,

Ryl'nikov's thoughts on science and material prosperity

closely parallel a view expressed in Dostoevskii's

Podrostok (A Raw Youth, 1875):

' S{ 6yjxy 3H a T b  B e e  O T K p b i T H s i  t o m h h x  H a y k  h w e p e a  
h h x  n p w o S p e T y  S e s / i H y  K O M c f > o p T H b i x  B e m e f t . . . r e n e p b  
C H x c y  H a  a p a n e ,  a  r o r n a  B e e  C y j j e M  cn/ieTb H a  
B a p x a T e ,  H y  h m t o  » e  H 3  3 T o r o ? .  . I l p n  s c e M  s t o m  
K O M c p o p r e  h B a p x a T e  xmsi w e r  o ,  c o B c t B e H H O ,
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DKHTb?' 2 5

Ryl'nikov is similarly overcome by his perception of 

the ephemeral nature of pleasure and the failure of 

material wealth to satisfy desire or necessity. . He 

questions the entire notion of prosperity (blagopoluchie) 

and implicitly draws attention to the idea Dostoevskii 

illustrated most persuasively perhaps in Bednye liudi 

(Poor Folk. 1846): that poverty and riches may be

conditions which are less economic than spiritual. In a 

manner similar to Dostoevskii's Underground Man, Ryl'nikov 

identifies his condition as a sickness which has forced 

him to reject society in order to live more truthfully, 

freely and fully.26 Like the Underground Man he becomes 

trapped by the insularity of his thinking.27

There is a level at which the structure of 

'Apostol’skaia komandirovka' allows for the Soviet 

interpretation that Iurii falls victim to religious 

fantasy because of an essentially bourgeois psychology and 

morality. Despite his Soviet education, his abilities and 

his position, Kuznetsov argues, 'spiritually' he is not a 

c i t i z e n . 28 it is true that the main plot pattern suggests 

the 'spontaneous* disengagement of an immature character 

from the social unit, his gradual development towards 

'consciousness' and finally his return to the fold. But it 

also indicates that Ryl'nikov's departure is partially 

motivated by a new sense of the inaccessibility and
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separateness of every human being. The suicide of his

neighbour, Ritochka, shocks him into awareness that every

individual consciousness is an independent interpreter and

creator of reality. Like Diushka, he suddenly recognises

every human mind as a universe in itself:

' 51' b o  B c e M  o m p a B H a s i  T o y n a . H e  G y , a b  M e H H  c  
MOHM p a 3 y M O M ,  H e / I b 3 S I  C K a s a T b ,  WTO M H p
c y n e c T B y e T .  H y x c e H  '51', w t o Gm  c b m o  n o H s i T H e
c y m e c T B O B a H H a  n p o s i B H / i o c b  .

J I i oGa s T B c n b i u i K a  p a 3 y M a  -  3 t o  B c n b i u i K a  B c e r o
MHpO 3, flQ HHS? . Y G H T b  W e / I O B e w e C K y i O  0 K H 3 H b  -  y O H T f a  

u e / i b i f t  M H p ,  H e  H Me ro i nHf t  r p a H H u . 2 9

Ryl'nikov turns to Christianity to break out of

intellectual isolation and to express his baffling

intuition that personality is as boundless as it is

unfathomable. By acknowledging an intelligent Deity, he

believes, he will create a channel for his consciousness

to escape the concentric circles in which it is caught:

Ec/ih si n p H 3 H a i o  G o r a  , w t o  oh e c T b . . . t o  t b k  tih y » c  
B85KHO 3 H 8 T b  M H e  , K O T . H a  M H p  H a w a / I C S I  , K O T ^ a  OH  
K O H W H T C S I ?  . . .

OG s t o m  Oh 3 H a e T ,  M H e  H e  j a a H O .  Ec/ih 
n o B e p H i u b  b  H e r o ,  t o  n o B e p b  h b  t o , w t o  Oh H e  
^ o n y c T H T  G e c c M b i c / i H U b i . 3 0

Iurii falls back, for a time, on the 'primitive' 

psychological urge to personify his need to know life's 

purpose and cast off the burden of anxiety and 

responsibility onto an infallible and superhuman guide. It 

is in his immature and intemperate nature, we are told, to 

associate the experience of calm and reassurance with a 

personified spirit.31 In his youth, it seemed to him that 

a door-handle touched by his wife—to-be, Inga, took on a
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s o u l . 3 2  it follows that in later life, his need for 

spiritual peace comes to be 'animated' into a notion of 

God. As Bergson once argued, religious representations 

offered by the imagination can help to release a mind 

caught in the consciousness of its own e x t i n c ti o n . 3 3  

Ryl’nikov is less concerned with the objective existence 

of a Deity than with the positive effects faith might have

on his own frame of mind:

E c T b  t i h  Cor?. .
Ho eCTfa / I H  O H  H / I H  H 6 T  e T O  , O / I H O  C e c c n o p H O  -  

3t o t  Bor M H e  H y x c e H . . . .

H y x c H o  B H y u i H T b  c e B e  h  n o B e p H T b  -  

B o o f i p a a c e H H b i f t  B o r  n p e B p a T H T c s r  b  p e a / i b H O C T b . 3 4

Ryl’nikov creates a real image from an idea; an 

abstract notion becomes for him a visible form. His 

rationale parallels exactly that of the primitive

philosopher depicted by Tylor.35 Ryl’nikov substitutes God 

for the Marxist 'Purpose* which, in its abstract form, 

carries no weight for him. Just as door-handles take on 

souls, so do ideas. History, Ryl'nikov declares, is a

series of battles, not between the possessors and the 

producers, but between different qualities of deity.36

Although the defence mechanism which is the religious 

impulse may be, initially, a reaction against distress 

induced by the knowledge of death, it has, Bergson also 

argued, a sociological aspect. It presents a counterweight 

to the egoism intrinsic to intelligence and appeals to the 

gregarious quality in human nature.37 a representation
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created by the individual imagination is inadequate,

Ryl'nikov feels; it is necessary to accept some form of

communal religious expression.38 Christianity offers an

archetype, formed in the collective mind, to satisfy man's

yearning to be more fully human;

Toro XpHCTa, KOTOpOMy JIHBH/IHCb H MOTIH/IHCb 
noKo/ieHHsi coajia/ia He MaTb-npHpona, a BpeMSi h 
JIKJIH , BK/iailblBaBlUHe B OJHH o6pa3, B OJIHy JIHWHOCTb 
to, wero HCKa/iH b ce6e h jipyrHX.39

The issue of the literal, historical nature of Christ's

image is as irrelevant as his supposed divinity and the

miracles he is said to have performed. It reflects an

evolution from the adulation of physical strength, power

and heroism, to a veneration of images of vulnerability
and kindness.40

In Krasnogl inka, Iurii tries to live the story of 

the Passion and, while digging a dung-pit, discovers a 

more harmonious relationship with his exterior and with 

others. As Tolstoi also liked to show, physical activity 

and fresh air can do a great deal to ease the tormented 

spirit.41 But the appreciation of the present and of 

others; which the story of Christ offers, develops into a 

desire to restructure the world according to the New 

Testament pattern. Iurii's experience of the Gospel 

narrative proves to be not just imaginative but, in 

Bronislaw Malinowski's use of the term, 'mythical'. It is 

'not merely a story told but a reality lived'.42 And being 

a reality, it takes on a social dimension. Seeing himself
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as Christ and his fellow diggers as the apostles, Iurii is 

moved to herald the myth which unites the faithful with 

all mankind.43

The religious myth is not, we are shown, just a 

creation of the imagination in response to thoughts about 

death. It is also a reflection of the totemic urge to 

group cohesion and a weapon against social disorder. The 

ethical code which ensures that social bonds hold is 

beyond the scope of rational persuasion, Iurii argues. An 

absolute authority is required to implement moral law and 

to counteract the acquisitive instinct along with all the 

other egotistical drives which disrupt the community. By 

recognising that authority, the group protects itself from 

individual excesses and a n a r c h y . 4 4

The psychological reaction which creates animist 

images in response to the anxiety of unknowing, as 

identified by Bergson, meets the totemic sociological 

concern to ensure the stability of the communal 

environment. Iurii is not only concerned with the 

psychological benefits of religion or with 'Godseeking'. 

He also shows symptoms of being a 'Godbuilder* manque. 

Here his thinking looks ahead to ideas Tendriakov puts 

forward in 'Pokushenie na mirazhi', which will be examined 

in Chapter 10. Caught in a no—m a n ’s—1and between sociology 

and mysticism, Ryl'nikov sees God as a shared meaning in 

life, the recognition of which will help the organic
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growth of society towards the final purpose:

Ec/IH JllOJXH DKHByT He B  COT/iaCHH, TSIHyT B p8 3Hbie 
CTOpOHM, TO, 3H8WHT, KTO“TO H3 H H X  HenpeMeHHO 
Hj3eT npoTHB Cora, npoTHB CMbic/ia xcH3HH. Cqm no 
cebe cMbic j i HenoaHaBaeM, ho ejBHHeHHe /uo/ieft, hx 
cn/ioweHHocTb, hx cojapyacecTBo, cooTBeTCTBywT 
BbicuieMy CMbic/iy, k b k  TeHb AepeBa cooTBeTCTByer 
caMOMy jepeBy.45

The encounter between Ryl'nikov and Gusterin, 

however, creates an antithetical argument which challenges 

the credibility of both animist and totemic aspects of

religious faith, re-establishing the supremacy of reason, 

scepticism and resistance to the notion of divine 

author i ty.4 6

The idea of paradise, Joseph Brodsky remarked in his

Biddle Memorial Lecture (New York, 1984):

is the logical end of human thought in the sense 
that... thought goes no further; for beyond 
paradise there is nothing. . . .It can safely be 
said, therefore, that paradise is a dead end;
it's the last vision of space, the end of
things, the summit of the mountain, the peak 
from where there is nowhere to step.47

Gusterin's argument, like Brodsky's, is that belief in a

God-given purpose is faith in a dead end. It is to ignore

life and those constant practical choices which actually

determine its q u a l i t y . 4 8

Gusterin also regards the argument that religion can

help to maintain social morality as unethical if it plays

on human fear without maturing the personality.49 He

suggests, instead, that the division of collective profit

among workers may act as a catalyst by which people might

2 4 6
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learn to gauge each other better, develop their faculties, 

and so evolve individually, economically and socially.50 

In consequence, Iurii comes to doubt both the. 

psychological and social value of two key Christian 

teachings: the doctrines of 'poverty of spirit' and

'sufficiency unto the day'.5* To insist that people 

abandon all responsibility for their fate is to offer 

scope for tyrants to flourish and to turn wise men into 

fools. Religion, Iurii concludes, subdues the creative 

spirit and encourages the triumph of mediocrity over 

talent.5 2

This stage of the polemic closely reflects the idea

Tendriakov expresses in the article 'Nravstvennost* i

religiia’, and Paraskov'ia Petrovna’s argument in

'Chudotvornaia' , that religion is a system by which m a n ’s

creative spirit is kept in check. If all that occurs is

seen to be the will of God, life becomes slavery:

Ot  c/ienoTbi, ot HeHSBecTHocTH nosiBJisieTCsi whcto 
acHBOTHbift CTpax nepen xhshbio . CTpax nepen Goxcshm 
rHeBOM, CTpax nepeu Hawa/itcTBOM, nepeij noameM He 
ko BpeMeHH, nepea Kouixoft nepeGeraiouteft 
.HOpory. . . . riOKOpHOCTt. , TieHHBblft yM H CTpaX - 3 T O T O  
Bno/iHe aocTaToyHo, WToCbi c/ie/iaTb H3 we/ioBexa 
jyxoBHoro pa6a.53

But - unusually and provoca t i vely for its time - 

'Apostol'skaia komandirovka' concludes not on the 

condemnation of all religious forms, but with the thought 

that man is indeed immortal through the achievements of 

his creative spirit. Lame though it may be to read of
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Iurii's return to Moscow on a train consisting of

'combinations of metal, wood and the undying soul of

Stephenson' , the idea that life goes on in poetry or in

technical design carries muted echoes of Pasternak's

vision which should not be ignored.54 Though less mystical

in character and supported, Ryl’nikov tells us, by the

philosophy of a scientist named Bekhterev, it hazily

reflects the notion expressed in Doktor Zhivago that the

creative spirit immortalises the mortal by bearing witness

to the spirit of life, even after physical death has

occurred. History, as Zhivago's uncle Nikolai Nikolaevich

Vedeniapin writes in his books, is:

BTopasi B ce /ieH H asi,  BosiiB H raeM asi we/ioBewecTBOM b  
OTBeT H8 STB/ieHHe CMepTH C nOMOlUbK) HB/ieHHft 
speMeHH h naMsiTH . 5 5

The idea that man has the capacity to overcome death 

by his own creative efforts most readily recalls the 

thinking of the philosopher Nikolai Fedorovich Fedorov 

(1828-1907), whose influence on Pasternak, Tolstoi, 

Dostoevskii and Platonov among others, has been observed 

by a number of Western s c h o l a r s . 5 6  The connection between 

Fedorov’s theories and Tendriakov's ideas may not be 

direct. It may, rather, have come via Dostoevskii, whose 

influence is more clearly discernible. Some observations 

on similarities may prove valuable none-the— less.

Ryl'nikov's thoughts and experiences in some ways 

reflect ideas expressed in Fedorov's Filosofiia obshcheKQ
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del a (The Philosophy of the Common Cause. 1906; 1913).57
The parallels are particularly noticeable if Fedorov's 

social views are considered. He found much that was 

objectionable in the urban environment and consumerism, 

for example. He also put forward the idea that society is 

formed of two classes: the 'learned' and the 'unlearned'.

One of the main criticisms Fedorov made of the 

urbanisation was that it encouraged isolation and the loss 

of 'brotherly' relations between p e o p l e . 5 8  it also turned 

attention away from the important to the trivial. The 

important was the promotion of life and the eventual 

conquest of death by science; the unimportant was the 

gratification of the senses and the acquisition of 

material wealth. The development of urban society also led 

to a division of the population into two classes: those

who live by manual labour alone, and those who live by the 

pursuit of knowledge or ideas and who are, in consequence, 

cut off from nature and r e a l i t y . 5 9

Iurii Ryl'nikov's dilemma in the opening pages of 

'Apostol'skaia komandirovka' has a thoroughly Fedorovan 

quality. He lives in a city where overcrowding has 

encouraged the loss of any sense of the value of 

companionship. As a scientific journalist with a family, 

he is caught between a life of intellectual abstraction 

and the pragmatic 'necessity' to pursue material 

interest s .
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Fedorov’s solution to the problems of urban isolation

and social division was to promote a proper understanding

of life's meaning and to act upon it. Human life is, or

should be, an act of aesthetic creativity directed, at

restoring order to a universe which had been distorted by

the sin of knowledge or abstract thought without action.60

It is only by action that man can help to intercept the

movement of the universe towards destruction and chaos,

and by doing so, follow the divine plan for universal

salvation. Man's vocation is to create order and

ultimately to overcome death by his own powers, and this

is fully within his capacity. Redemption is not just the

end for which he has been created by God, but the task

which he has been set to perform. It is the purpose for

which humanity has evolved.6*

To overcome death, however, man must first be aware

of its impending reality. It was the consciousness of

death, Fedorov wrote, which first developed man's

creative ability to act:

JlHuieHHbitf noKpoBOB, npe.naHHbift xonony, r o ^ y ,
6o/ie3HsiM, we.noBeK Ha KaaaioM uiary MyBCTBOBa ji
0/IH3OCTfe CMepTH , H  nOTOMy H3 pOHCJjeHHOTO Me/IOBeK 
noHeBQJie c t q j i co3H,aa!om.HM - cTpoHTe/ieM cBoero 
Te/ie, - h BbiHyxcaeH Bee doyiee h dojiee
pacnpOCTpaHHTfe CBOe BJIHSIHHe Ha BHeiHHH# M H p , 
nopaDKaioiuHft ero rojiojxoiA, H3B8MH h  CMepTtio.
He/ioBeK, HeMoiiiHbift no npnpoxie, - Moryy no padoTe,
no Tpy,ay . 6 2

In 'Apostol'skaia komandirovka ' , Iurii Ryl'nikov's 

consciousness of impending death induces him to take
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action where he had earlier been paralysed. Abandoning 

wife and child, he breaks the pattern of his inactive 

existence as an intellectual 'deprived of feeling and 

will'.63 By wronging his family he puts right his position 

with the world. Later he returns with a greater

sensitivity to the plight of others and a new philosophy
l

which points, like Fedorov's, to creative action as the 

key by which the life/death pattern may be restructured 

into the immortality for which man craves.

Ryl'nikov visualises creative spirit as smoke

spreading over the planet and breathed by future

generations after a man has burned himself out:

ITo m t h  KajKiibift MeJioBex K a K - T O  y c n e B a e T  H a M a j i H T b  sa
CBOft K O p O T K H r t  B e K  . IloCTie H e r o  71JOJ3H JlbUIiaT 3 T H M
JlblMOM , 3 T O T  HeT/ieHHblft .QblM COe^HHSieTCSI C B H O B b  
pO^tHBUIHMHCH. . .MOTHJia B O B C €  H e  HBJlSieTCSI K O H U O M  
MejroBena .

' C r o p a e T  b  neneii, b  n p a x , 
a rue, CKaacnTe, .QbiM? ' 

jlblMHblfl c/ien H a B T O p a  3TOft C T p O K H  T H H e T C S I  H 3  
n o K O T i e H H H  b  n o K O T i e H H e  b o t  yxee B o c e M t c o T  JieT, 
pacnpocTpaHsisiCfa h s  CTpaHbi b  C T p a H y ,  oxyTbiBasi b c i o  

n T i a H e T y . K o r ^ a  o h  p a c c e e T c a ?  H p a c c e e T c a  ji h  

b o o  dine , n o x a  x c h b o  M e / i o B e M e c T B o ?  . .6 4

Man's potential immortality is realised by action: the

form in which he casts his thoughts and offers them to the

world. In other words by the nature of a choice which can

liberate him from the tyranny of biological law.

From the point of view of Marxist ideology this idea 

is subversive at two levels. First, it challenges Engels' 

statement that there can be no freedom outside natural law 

because nothing beyond that law exists. Second, it carries
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an underlying suggestion that professed maxims - 

ideological or religious - have considerably less 

practical relevance than posture towards other people, 

something which remains reflected in the work one leaves 

behind after death.

This is emphasised in 'Apostol'skaia komandirovka' by

the parallel drawn between Anna, Krasnoglinka’s most

militant believer, and Ushatkov, the hard-line chairman of

the village sel'sovet. Both see Ryl'nikov as a demon. If

he is a bes to Anna, to Ushatkov he is a mrakobes and a

symptom of the unclean spirit which grips society when it

does not have a strong hand to guide it.65 For both, the

image of the lawgiver - whether God or generalissimo - is

the totemic symbol which maintains social unity. It is the

means by which the social environment is controlled and

personal power achieved. During his interview with

Ushatkov, Iurii observes:

'C K p e n K o f t - T O  p y K o f t  kqk H e  c T B T b  r e p o e M .  E y , n y T  h 
B O S B e T I H M H B a T b  , H M O / I H T b C H  H 8  T e O s i  O y ^ y T  . A 
r T I H J H l U b  , B  M O J I H T B 8 X  T O  H M O  C o r a  B O S H e C y T .  * 6 6

This insight into the cult of personality confirms 

Ryl’nikov's status as Krasnoglinka's dissident, targeted 

for public exposure and removal.

At their polarities, where commitment is total, the 

believer and the ideologue are two sides of the same coin. 

Neither will allow for the meeting of minds, or for the 

common affirmation of a shared human condition which is to

2 5 2



8. Vladimir Tendriakov

be found in doubt:

Bepa h h k b k  He h c k JiioMaeT HeBepHsi. HeBepue He m t o
HHOe , K8K HeraTHBHflfl Bepa - ilBe CTOpOHbl OJIHOft
Me.na.nH....

JlHiitfe Te, kto c n o c o O e H  n o j i B e p r a T b  c o M H e H H i o
B3rJIHJ3bI H 3̂0B0J3bI, CBOH H MyHCHe B pSBHOA Mepe ,
cnocoC H ti  noH5iTb npyr  n p y r a . 67

Ryl’nikov's experience as a dissenter - a believer 

among unbelievers and an unbeliever among believers - 

seems to earn him the dignity of a personal vision no 

longer dominated by extrinsic factors, whether 

psychological (based on fear and the desire for 

immortality) or social (resting on collective pressure). 

Beyond the animist impulse to create imaginative 

representations and shape the ultimate authority into an 

image of God, or the totemic urge to weld humanity into a 

monolithic unit, Ryl'nikov seems to find a better-defined 

identity and the courage to face the social environment 

with greater honesty. He returns to Moscow a freer man 

not because he knows more, but because he is more fully 

himself and in a frame of mind unconstricted by

religious or ideological models.

2 5 3



Notes to Chapter 8

1. Fundamentals of Marxism-Leninism, 2nd revised ed. 
(Moscow, 1963) p. 63, quoted in Gustav A. Wetter, Soviet 
Ideology Today: Dialectical and Historical Materialism, 
trans. Peter Heath (London, 1966) p. 65.

2. Ibid., pp. 75-6.

3. Frazer, Golden Bough, vol. 1, p. 63; Evans-Pritchard, 
Anthropological Thought, p. 137.

4. Vladimir Tendriakov, 'Chudotvornaia' , Znamia, No. 5 
(1958) pp. 3-55. Subsequent references are to: Tendriakov,
'Chudotvornaia’, Sobranie sochinenii v 4-kh tomakh, vol. 1 
(Moscow, 1980).

5. Vladimir Tendriakov, 'Apostol'skaia komandirovka', 
Nauka i religiia, No. 8 (1969) pp. 69-87; No. 9 (1969) pp. 
53-69; No. 10 (1969) pp. 77-95. Subsequent references are 
to: Tendriakov, 'Apostol'skaia komandirovka’, Sobranie 
sochinenii v 4-kh tomakh, vol. 4 (Moscow, 1980).

6. V. Tendriakov, 'Nravstvennost' i religiia', Nauka i 
religi ia. No. 7 (1987) p.11.

7. Ibid., Nauka i religiia. No. 4 (1987) pp. 52-3. See
also Tendriakov, 'Apostol'skaia komandirovka', pp. 382, 
383, 388.

8. Vladimir Tendriakov, 'Troika, semerka tuz', Novyi mir, 
No. 3 (1960) pp. 3-32.

9. Feliks Kuznetsov, 'Dukhovnye tsennosti: Mify i
deistvitel'nost'', Novyi mir, No. 1 (1974) p. 229.

10. Tendriakov, 'Vesennie perevertyshi’, Sobranie 
sochinenii v 4~kh tomakh, vol. 4, p. 583.

11. Ibid., p. 542.

12. 'Zatmenie' tells of the break up of a promising 
marriage when the wife, Maiia, falls in love with a trendy 
young Christian, Gosha Chugunov. Vladimir Tendriakov, 
'Zatmenie', Druzhba narodov, No. 5 (1977) pp. 15-150.

13. 'Rasplata' considers the problem of common guilt, 
focusing on parricide committed by a fifteen-year-old boy. 
Vladimir Tendriakov, 'Rasplata', Novyi mir, No. 3 (1979)
pp. 6—99. 'Shest’desiat svechei’ depicts the inner life
of a schoolteacher who receives a death threat on his

2 5 4



Notes to Chapter 8

sixtieth birthday, prompting him to examine his past and 
to question the ethics of conformism. Vladimir Tendriakov,
’Shest'desiat svechei', Druzhba narodov, No. 9 (1980) pp. 
91-165.

14. Tendriakov, 'Zatmenie', p. 150.

15. N. Podzorova , ' Dar chelovechnos t i ' , Okt i abr ' , No. 10 
(1974) p. 213.

16. Grundlagen der marxistischen Philosophie (Berlin, 
1960) p. 209, quoted in Wetter, Soviet Ideology, p. 65.

17. Kratkii filosofskii slovar'. 4th ed. (Moscow, 1955) p. 
109, quoted in Wetter, Soviet Ideology, p.71.

18. Tendriakov, 'Apostol’skaia komandirovka', p. 242.

19. Ibid., p. 270.

20. Quoted in L. Antopol'skii, 'Prichashchenie v
Krasnoglinke’, Druzhba narodov. No. 1 (1971) p. 275.

21. Tendriakov, 'Vesennie perevertyshi', pp. 577-8.

22. For an analysis of Dostoevskian features in 
Tendriakov's mature work ('Zatmenie', 'Rasplata' and 
'Shest'desiat svechei') see Ark. E l 'iashevich, 'Uchitelia 
i ucheniki' , Novyi mir, No. 7 ( 1982) pp. 237-49.

23. Vladimir Tendriakov, 'Pokushenie na mirazhi’, Novyi 
mi r , No. 4 (1987) pp. 59-116; No. 5 (1987) pp. 89-164.

24. 'Spor v povesti i spor o povesti' , Li t era turnoe
obozreni e , No. 1 (1975) p. 39.

25. As quoted in Kuznetsov, 'Dukhovnye tsennosti', p. 
212; Tendriakov, 'Apostol'skaia komandirovka ’, p. 234-5.

26. Tendriakov, 'Apostol'skaia komandirovka', pp. 249, 
290 .

27. 'Ia gorzhus' svoei bolezn'iu, mne zhal ' zdorovykh 
liudei, ne vedaiushchikh o moem neduge.' Ibid., p. 231.

28. Kuznetsov, 'Dukhovnye tsennosti', p. 230.

29. Tendriakov, 'Apostol'skaia komandirovka', p. 254.

30. Ibid., pp. 265-6.

31. Ibid., pp. 243-4.

255



Notes to Chapter 8

32. Ibid., p . 244.

33. Bergson writes, 'Religion is a defensive reaction of 
nature against the representation, by intelligence, of the 
inevitability of death.' Bergson, Morality and Religion, 
p. 109.

34. Tendriakov, 'Apostol'skaia komandirovka', pp. 268-9.

35. Tylor, Primitive Culture, vol. 1, 5th e d . , pp. 497- 
501 .

36. Tendriakov, 'Apostol'skaia komandirovka’, p. 351.

37. Bergson, Morality and Religion, pp. 100-2.

38. Tendriakov, 'Apostol'skaia komandirovka', p. 275.

39. Ibid., p. 277.

40. Ibid., p. 278.

41. In Anna Karenina, Levin, for example, finds the 
answers to his 'accursed questions' C'Chto zhe ia takoe? i 
gde ia? i zachem ia zdes'?') during the harvest season on 
his country estate. L. N. Tolstoi, Anna Karenina 
(Leningrad, 1978) pp. 682-7. And in Voina i m ir, Natasha 
discovers a new, innate essence to her personality after 
a day's hunting, and expresses it in the spontaneous 
Russian folk dance she performs in diadiushka's house in 
Mikhailovka. L. N. Tolstoi, Voina i mi r . vol. 1-2 (Moscow, 
1955) p. 654.

42. Malinowski, Magi c , p. 100.

43. Tendriakov, 'Apostol'skaia komandirovka', pp. 327, 
341 .

44. Ibid., pp. 319-20.

45. Ibid., p. 272.

46. Geoffrey Hosking remarks that Ryl'nikov's need for a 
'commander-in-chief' to rule his life parallels the
relationship between Soviet society and the authorities, 
'in which the entire burden of seeking meaning and purpose 
is assumed by the latter, and with it, the prerogative of 
deciding men's fates'. Hosking, Beyond Socialist Realism, 
p . 96 .

47. Joseph Brodsky, 'Catastrophes in the A i r ’ , in Less 
than One: Selected Essays (New York, 1986) p. 286.

2 5 6



Notes to Chapter 8

48. Tendriakov, 'Apostol'skaia komandirovka', pp. 350-2.

49. Ibid., p. 414.

50. Ibid., pp. 414-15.

51. Ibid., p. 365.

52. Ibid., p. 388.

53. Tendriakov, 'Chudotvornaia', p. 224.

54. 'Iz sochlenii metalla, dereva, neumiraiushchei dushi 
Stefensona i mnogikh-mnogikh drugikh dush.’ Tendriakov,
'Apostol'skaia komandirovka’, p. 420; Hosking, Beyond 
Socialist Realism, p. 97.

55. Pasternak, Zhivago, p. 66.

56. Ayleen Teskey, Platonov and Fyodorov: The Influence of 
Christian Philosophy on a Soviet Writer (Avebury, 1982) p.
5. Stephen Lukashevich, N. F. Fedorov (1823-1903): A Study 
in Eupsychian and Utopian Thought (Newark-London, 1977)
pp. 20-6.

57. N. F. Fedorov, Filosofiia obshchego dela, 2 vols 
(Vernyi, 1906; Moscow, 1913).

58. V. V. Zenkovskii, Istoriia russkoi filosofii, vol. 2 
(Paris, 1950) pp. 137-8.

59. Teskey, PI a tonov, pp. 9-10.

60. Zenkovskii, Istoriia russkoi filosofii, vol. 2, pp. 
134-6.

61. Fedorov writes: 
uchenie tol'ko ob 
iskupleniia'. Ibid.,
p. 112.

'Khristianstvo po sushchestvu est' ne 
iskuplenii, a imenno samoe delo 
p. 141; Fedorov, Filosof i ia, vol. 1,

62. Ibid 456 .

63. According to Fedorov, the division in the 
consciousness of each individual in the 'learned' class 
is, Teskey writes:

the inner discord... caused by an intellect 
deprived of feeling and will....The intellect 
separated from feeling leads only to knowledge 
of causes in general, whilst intellect separated 
from will leads only to knowledge of evil, 
without the desire to eradicate it.

Teskey, Platonov, p. 10.

257



Notes to Chapter 8

64. Tendriakov, 'Apostol'skaia komandirovka', p. 419.

65. Ibid., pp. 336, 397.

66. Ibid., p. 337.

67. Ibid. pp. 382-3. See also p. 388.

258



PART I V :  TOTEMIC GODS

Chapter 9. Religion and the Right

( i )

One aspect of the religious fallacy, Vladimir

Tendriakov writes in his essay 'Nravstvennost' i

religiia’, is its tendency to encourage unquestioning

faith in ideas or dogmas. In the political arena, he

suggests, fascism displays all the trappings of a religion

without Deity. The national ideal is projected onto

symbols representing it and these come to be seen as

sacred objects. In that sense it is religious. On the

other hand, extreme nationalism does not recognise any

supreme value to encompass what is known of the world

outside itself. In that sense it is Godless:

J\io6oPi HauHOHa/in3M pe/inrno3eH h 6e30oaceH
OJHOBpeMeHHO . . . . HaUHOHa/IHCT 4>eTHlIIH3HpyeT CBOIO 
HCTOpHK) , CBOft CbIT , CBOH TpajtHUHH . B <J>eTHlH
B03B0.QSITCST ^aXCe KOCBeHHbie npH3H8KH
HauHOHa^bHoro: 6epe3bi, m t o pacTyT Ha po,nHbix
no/iHX, pgSnHa, m t o apeeT b poziHbix yiecax, cTapbie 
norocTbi, CTapbie oCbiwaH, ojiexczia, peveBbie ofiopoTbi 
H np . H np . - 3T8KHri naHTeH3M B P8MK8X
HauHOHayibHoro . 1

Emile Durkheim, however, does not recognise the 

difference between the nationalist and the religious 

vision which Tendriakov acknowledges. All religion is 

pre-eminently social, he argues:

Religious representst i ons are collective
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representations which are the expression of 
collective realities. Rites are ways of behaving 
which only come into being at the heart of 
assembled groups and whose function is to 
create, maintain and to re-establish certain 
mental states within these g r o u p s .2

If the 'sacred' is the symbol of a society or its fiag,

there can be no qualitative difference between a crowd

hailing the image of its chosen leader and a group of

religious believers in a service of worship:

There is no doubt that a society contains all 
that is necessary to arouse in people's minds 
the feeling of the divine by the very influence 
it exercises over them; for society is to its 
members what a god is to the faithful. A god, 
indeed, is above all a being whom man imagines 
to be superior to himself in some way and on 
whom he believes himself to be dependent. 
Whether it be a question of a conscious
personality, like Zeus or Jahveh, or abstract 
forces like those which are called into play in 
totemism, in each case the believer thinks
himself bound to behave in a certain way, which 
is imposed on him by the very nature of the 
sacred principle with which he feels himself to 
be in communication. . . .

If society happens to take to some man, and 
if it believes that it has found in him the main 
aspirations which preoccupy it, together with 
the means of satisfying them, we may be sure 
that such a man will be set above his fellows 
and virtually deified. Opinion will bestow on 
him a majesty completely analogous to that which 
protects the g o d s . 3

It is true, of course, that the ritual or social

aspect of religious tradition, and collective expressions 

of group cohesion have enough in common to appear at times 

indistinguishable. Both seem to affirm group identity; 

both confer on group members the knowledge that they are 

elect, and so reinforce their individual and collective
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powers. Durkheim explains that no group or clan can exist 

without a name or emblem which contains its collective 

identity. It is therefore to the emblem, or totemic god, 

that society's sentiments are directed. Men are forced to 

imagine the collective force whose influence they 

experience in the form of a thing which serves as the flag 

of the g r o u p . 4 The binding energy which gives society its 

shape is conceived of as an unassailable, sacred image.

( ii )

In official Soviet prose from the mid-1960s to the 

mid-1980s, the notion of such binding energy was

frequently expressed in terms drawn from the Russian 

Orthodox Christian tradition. Totemic attitudes ranged 

from an exclusively Russian orientation, which gave the 

Russian narod the status of a hypostasis of the sacred, to 

a less nationally or tribally orientated vision of Soviet 

society seeking a new emblem or sacred image to unify it. 

In either case it was frequently combined with

denunciations by writers of excessive industrialisation, 

urbanisation and the loss of traditional values and family 

loyal ties.

The nationalist and conservationist voice which made 

itself heard in Soviet cultural politics after
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Khrushchev's retirement in 1964, encompassed a wide range

of views and loyalties already examined by Western

s c h o l a r s . 5 John Dunlop's deservedly respected analysis

shows that there existed a graduation from a group, he

calls ffosudarstvenniki (or 'National Bolsheviks') at one

extremity to vozrozhdentsy (or 'revivalists') on the

other. Gosudarstvenniki - some of whom may have cherished

Stalinist sympathies - believed in the establishment and

maintenance of a strong Russian state capable of world

leadership. Vozrozhdentsy sought rather to promote a

cultural rebirth based on Orthodox Christianity, and held

views comparable to those of nineteenth century

Slavophiles. Dunlop's characterisation of the two camps

merits full quotation:

Both tendencies are preservationist, seeking to 
safeguard Russian historical monuments and the 
environment from defilement and destruction; 
both deplore present demographic and social 
trends that are seen as unfavorable to the well
being of the Russian people; both are 
'polycentric' nationalists, desiring, at least 
explicitly, the cultural flourishing of all 
nationalities. In addition, both tendencies 
exhibit a keen interest in Russian conservative 
and patriotic thought of the past, though, as a 
rule, vozrozhdentsy are likely to align 
themselves with the Early Slavophiles, 
Dostoevskii and the Vekh i authors, while 
National Bolsheviks are drawn to such 
'realistic* thinkers as Danilevskii and 
Leont’ev. The principal differences between the 
two tendencies lie in their attitude towards 
Russian Orthodoxy and their willingness to 
achieve at least a temporary modus vivendi with 
Marxism-Leninism. Orthodoxy represents the pivot 
of the thought of most vozrozhdentsy, while the 
National Bolsheviks lean towards a quasi- 
deification of the Russian narod. In the eyes of 
the vozrozhdentsy, there can be no accommodation
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with atheistic, 'internationalist', Russophobic, 
anti-village Marxism-Leninism; National
Bolsheviks, on the other hand, are willing to 
make tactical compromises with it.6

In other words, if vozrozhdent sv incorporate the 

animist tradition into politics, through their association 

with Russian Orthodoxy, the National Bolsheviks promulgate 

the totemic stance in abstracting the idea of the Russian 

people (narod) into a symbol of the unity and ancestry of 

the state collective. The state is the Absolute and its 

strength is the main criterion for morality.

In another analysis, Dimitry Pospielovsky notes a 

similar division, stressing that National Bolsheviks or 

'Etatists* look to the ideas of Nikolai Danilevskii. 

Danilevskii's theory of non-Christian Russian nationalism 

- with its emphasis on struggle between peoples rather 

than classes and its character analysis of different 

nations - could justify state aggression, imperialism, and 

racism. His latter-day descendants, Pospielovsky writes, 

were also prepared to exploit the Orthodox Church 'as an 

ideological instrument...for mass mobilization of the 

state'.7

Differences in nationalist thought during the 'thaw* 

were frequently resolved in the face of clampdowns and 

purges conducted, first, by Khrushchev's regime, later 

Brezhnev's, and to a lesser degree Andropov's. The anti- 

religious campaign launched by Khrushchev in 1959 helped 

to unite dissenting Christian believers and vozrozhdent sy
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over the massive destruction of Church buildings and of 

the Russian Orthodox cultural heritage. From the mid- 

1960s, after the fall of Khrushchev, writing with a 

nationalist flavour mushroomed. Complaints about the 

neglect and destruction of Russian treasures and monuments 

(especially churches and monasteries) grew following the 

publication of Vladimir Soloukhin's Pis'ma iz russogo 

muzeia (Letters from a Russian Museum, 1966) in Molodaia 

gvardi i a , the official publication of the Central 

Committee of the Komsomol.8 From 1964, the journal became, 

as Pospielovsky writes, the precursor of an 'apparently 

secular Russian nationalism of a "Neo-Dani1evskian" 

type'.9

In his series of 'letters' from Leningrad to Moscow, 

Soloukhin drew attention to the wealth of history and 

culture in Russian's cities and villages, and to the role 

of religious tradition and art in preserving them. He 

attracted interest in this fresh, because previously 

forbidden, theme and, as Michael Meerson-Aksenov remarks, 

doubtless stimulated a growth of interest in religion 

among young people and the intel1igentsia. * ° Soloukhin 

also paved the way for a series of controversia1 articles 

which appeared in Molodaia ffvardiia between 1968 and 1970. 

Their authors included M. P. Lobanov , Iurii Ivanov, S. N. 

Semanov, and - most memorably - Viktor Chalmaev.

In his two articles 'Velikie iskaniia' ('Great

2 6 4



9. Religion and the Right

Explorations’, 1968) and 'Neizbezhnost'' ('Inevitability',
1968), Chalmaev put forward the view that the essence of
conflict in the world lay in a struggle between the

idealism expressed in the character and history of # the
Russian people, and mercenary values reflected in the

American ethic. It is a conflict which, in Velikie
iskani ia (written in celebration of the centenary of
Gor'kii's birth), Chalmaev traces back to the nineteenth
century, and sees reflected in the writings of Dostoevskii
and Tolstoi, as well as Gor'kii:

PyccKHft H a p o n  H e  m o t  r a x  /ierxo h  6e3fiojie3HeHHO, 
K 8 K  3 T O  np0H30UI7I0 H 8  3ana.He , O d M e H H T b  C B O H  6bI/Ibie 
CBSTTblHH H a  MeXOBbie XHH2CXH, HQ n a p ^ I Q M e H T C K H e
' X H n H T H J I b H H X H  ' n y C T O C J I O B H H  , H^ea/Ibl y iOTHOTO
' I e ^ e 3 H o r o  M H p r o p o . u a ' . He T a x  n p o c T  oxa3ajicsi 
n p o u e c c  n e p e x o ^ a  P o c c h h  H a  peTibCbi C y p » c y a 3 H o r o
p a 3 B H T H S J  . 1 1

A non-religious idealism, an 'aristocracy of spirit'
should be cultivated in the nation, he suggests:

He BCHxntf ‘HjieayiH3M’ pe/iHrH03eH, He Bcnxasi
cTbuuiHBocTb, neceHHocTb HaTypbi, decnpejiejibHocTb 
iiyiueBHbix HCxaHHft ocBsrateHbi HMeHeM XpncTa, He 
bcsixh# apncToxpaTH3M, c/io3KHOCTb A y u i u  ecTb
OapcTBO. Haiina OeiiHeeT, Tepsrsi 3t o t
apHCTOXpaTH3M. 1 2

It is spiritual supremacy which sets the Russian
nation apart and makes it the historical defender of
higher, aesthetic and humanistic values in a world which 
has sold out to bourgeois mercantilism. Gor'kii's great 
service to his country was to have shown that the urge to 
break free of the shackles of capitalist morality was a 
virtue of the Russian character as much as of Communist
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ideology.

The publication of Chalmaev’s second and more explicit

contribution, 'Neizbezhnost'' was preceded by an article

by Lobanov entitled 'Prosveshchennoe meshchanstvo'

('Educated Shopkeepers', 1968). It appeared in the issue

of Molodaia gvardlia following 'Velikie iskaniia' and

attacked — not imperialism - but:

^yxoBHoe Bbipo3K.aeHHe ' odpa30BaHHoro' MeyioBexa, 
rHueHHe b HeM Bcero we^OBeyecKoro. . .b d/iecxe 
HHTejiJieKTya/ibHoft c h h t b t h k h  .1 3

Lobanov also spoke of the dangers of 'Americanism of

spirit' (amerikanizm dukha) and suggested that Soviet

society's concern over the acquisition of comforts and

material wealth was subverting the best in Russian

character.l4

In 'Neizbezhnost'’, Chalmaev addressed the struggle 

between Russian 'spirituality' and American materialism as 

a historical continuum, reinforced - not broken - by the 

October Revolution. He visualised history as a spiritual 

progression with mankind now in an 'upper circle'

(verkhnii 'iarus') looking down at the cultural expression 

of that spirit in the past, and building higher levels for 

the future.i 6

The Russian people, he went on, have - through

historical experience and the complexity of their

collective personality - built up a strength which is 

expressed, periodically, in apogees of spiritual
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achievement. These peaks have been individual and
collective, demonstrating resistance to the recurring,
corrupting, indeed satanic, temptations of the materialist
ethos.16 Religious energy, Chalmaev suggests, has been and
can be a useful and creative force when directed in
defence of the unique spirit of the national collective:

H Hhkoh, h ABBaxyM. . .h - no-CBoeMy - Pa 3hh 
ojiHueTBopsnoT CTpeMHTentHO me/imyK) Ha Pycn 
UHBH/IH3aUHK) .QyillH . . . . HapO^Hblfl OprSHM3M K 6 K  dbl 
' OTx/ia/ibiBaeT' npo 3anac 3th B3paineHHbie ABBaxyMOM 
h Hhxohom ayxoBHbie cn/ibi, orHeHHbie nopbiBbi h 
MeMTbl, OH Bbin/iaB/IHeT H3 HHX OCHOBy MJisi 
rocyaapcTBeHHbix nojBHroB. O.QHH pas b cto /ieT 
BbixojaHT pyccxnft Hapoja Ha rio/iTaBcxyio dHTBy h/ih 
CTayiHHrpajicxoe npoTHBOCTOsiHne, ho totobsit ero x 
3TOMy Bexa. He/ib3H dbiTb /ierxoMbic/ieHHbiM b 
OTHOiueHHH x pojiHHe, - iiyiiia, onycTomeHHasr
de3BepweM, He cTaHeT 3a o h h h  .aeHb H o h c x h m , h /ih 
BarpaTHOHOM, h /ih MaTpocoBbiM. H .aaxce pe/iHrno3Hasi 
3Heprnsi pyccxoro we/ioBexa He Bcer/ia, h o BecbMa 
MacTO nepe/iHBa/iacb b npoui/iOM b paTHbitf no/iBHr , b 
TBopyecxoe BjioxHOBeHHe, t o ecTb odpama/iacb x 
ue/iHM coBceM He pe/iHrno3HbiM. . . *7

In each case, the individual or the collective are 
directly expressing the national spirit, allowing it to
flow through them like sacred energy or mana (see above 
Chapter 1, pp. 25, 27). Avvakum, Chalmaev writes, not only
sought to save his people from themselves and to unify 
them. He sensed that the authorities of the time, and the
canons of state and Church failed to express the spirit of
the nation:

ABBaxyM. . . omymaeT, w t o Tor/jaiiiHsisi ocJ>HUHa/ibHasi 
B/iacTb, xaHOHbi rocy/iapcTBa h uepxBH h h x q x  He 
HCMepnbiBaroT Po c c h h , He h b /isiiotcst .naxce TeM 
odpsr/iOM, He roBopsi yac - H/ieetf, b xoTopbix m o 
xoHua Bbicxa3biBaeTcsi jtyma Hapo/iHasi. l 8
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As Apollon Grigor'ev once suggested, this spirit 

continues to express itself through whatever framework is 

placed upon it, whether religious or a d m i n i s t r a t iv e . 1 9  The 

religious schismatics were in a naive, primitive way 

striving to create the ideal Russia. They sought to

express the Russian spirit in all its purity, and to free 

it from the bond of ideologies - feudal and later

capitalist - which could not carry its vast and ancient 

body:

Ha h KpenocTHtmecTBO, h xanHTa jih3m - 3to »ce 
utenxa b oxeaHe, Ha xoTopoft He yMecTHTesi
TbiCHMe/ieTHSis? HapojjHasr odHOB/isiiomasicsT P y c t ! 2 0

The reference to thousand-year-old Rus', and the

Russian people as a millennial nation, put history in a

new perspective. That which made the nation a single body

was not the Communist collective, but a shared religious 

tradition. The Millennium of Christianity in Rus' was a 

bare twenty years away when Chalmaev published the 

article, and proposed, more directly perhaps than ever

before, that the identity, unity and strength of modern 

Russia should be sought in a history and culture that

stretched back to the conversion under Prince Vladimir.

Chalmaev therefore challenged Marxist dogmatists on 

two main counts. First, he suggested that the history of 

Russia had not been interrupted and transfigured by the 

October Revolution, but that it was an expression of a 

continuing flow of the national spirit. Second, he stated
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that this spirit was capable, historically, of breaking

through constricting social systems - feudal and

capitalist - and must, by implication, also overflow a

system which allowed itself to be corrupted by

'Americanism of spirit'. As Solzhenitsyn later commented

in Bodalsia telenok s dubom (The Oak and the Calf,

1975):'v 20-e - 30-e gody avtorov takikh statei seichas

zhe by sunuli v GPU da vskore i rasstreliali' .21

Where Chalmaev's nationalism differs from that of

other authors of the neo-Slavophile school, and of

derevenshchiki aiming to revive an awareness of their

country's past, is in its militarist stance. His use of

imagery and language is more reminiscent of Serafimovich's

b e l l i g e r e n t  r e v o l u t i o n a r y  r o m a n t i c i s m  t h a n  o f  t h e  l y r i c a l

a n d  n o s t a l g i c  t o n e  o f  r u r a l  p r o s e .  ' N e i z b e z h n o s t ' '  o p e n s

w i t h  t h e  t h o u g h t  t h a t  u n i v e r s a l  h a p p i n e s s  i s  a n  i d e a l

w h i c h  d e m a n d s  a  f i g h t  (  ' b o r ' b a  z a  v s e o b s h c h e e

schastie') . Chalmaev writes of the 'battle* taking place

o v e r  t h e  b o u r g e o i s  n o t i o n s  o f  ' c r o w d '  ( t o l p a )  o r  ' p u b l i c '

(publika), and the Russian notion of 'the nation* (narod).

Genuine intellectualism and progress in art, he maintains,

i s  m e a s u r e d  b y  i t s  c o n t r i b u t i o n  t o  t h e  f i g h t  a g a i n s t

ideological opponents of the Communist Party:

M e p o f t  n o i i / i H H H o f t  H H T e / i / i e K T y a / i b H O C T H  h

n p o r p e c c H B H O C T H  b H C K y c c T B e  b H a u i H  /ihh H e H 3 0 e * H O  

ctbhobhtcsi p e a / i b H o e  , a  H e  n p H 3 p a M H o e ,  y y a c T H e  b 
d o p b b e  K o M M y H H C T H w e c K o f l  n a p T H H  h H a p o i i a  c  

H J i e O / I O r H M e C K M M H  n p O T H B H H K a M M  H a m e f t  P o / I H H b l . 2 2
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Scenes of war, such as Kulikovo Field where Dmitrii 

Donskoi defeated the Tatars, or Poltava where Peter I 

routed the Swedes, or the Battle of Stalingrad, are 

climactic expressions of the force of the collective 

spirit.2 3  War unites the energies of its participants in a 

glorious festival which affirms the supremacy of society 

over its individual members by demanding their life as

well as their l a b o u r . 2 4

After the appearance of ' Nei zbezhnost ' ' in 1968, 

Molodaia gvardiia continued to publish material in line 

with the Chalmaevan manifesto. The position of the 

nationalist camp was additional1ly strengthened from 1969 

by support from the journal Nash sovremennik. under the 

editorship of Sergei Vikulov. Novyi mir (then the bastion 

of enlightened Marxism-Leninism) sought to counter the 

Chalmaevan offensive with an article by A. Dement'ev which 

spoke of not exaggerating the significance of ’alien

ideological influence'. In response, a group of 

influential nationalists published in Qgonek a now

legendary letter which formally established their

posi t ion:

BonpeKH y c e p / i b i M  npn3biBaM A. HeMeHbTeBa He
npeyBe/iHMHBaTb ' onacHOCTH Myacwx nueojiornMecKHx 
b/ihhhh£i ' Mbi eme h eine pas yTBepac/iaeM, m t o 
npoHHKHOBeHHe k H6M 6ypHcya3Hoft HUeO^OrHM dbl/IO H  
ocTaeTca cepbesHeftmeft o n a c H o c T b w . 2  5

The publication toppled the editor of Novyi m ir, 

Aleksandr Tvardovskii from his post. As Alexander Yanov
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has observed:

The rout of Novyi mir was the first action in 
the post-Stalin era by the uni ted Establishment 
Right - a kind of historical experiment which 
demonstrated its unusual political potential.26

However in November 1970, a special meeting was

convened to discuss the nationalist challenge, at which

Leonid Brezhnev himself made a statement critical of

religious elements creeping into the Soviet media. Within

three months, Anatolii Nikonov, the chief editor of

Molodaia Kvardiia, had been dismissed, together with the

journal's editorial board.27

In response to the pressures and difficulties of the

time, a number of nationalist writers resorted to

samizdat. But the mid-1970s saw a marked deterioration in

their relations with the authorities. In 1974, the

sami zdat 'Russian patriotic journal* Veche was disbanded

and its editor a r r e s t e d . 28 At about the same time,

Solzhenitsyn was expelled from the Soviet Union for views

which were evidently shared, at least in part, by writers

from Molodaia ffvardiia.29 jn 1976, Valentin Rasputin - a

one-time protege of the influential nationalist Vladimir

Chivilikhin - published 'Proshchanie s Materoi', and was

severely criticised by the Soviet press. In 1977, he was

reportedly beaten up in I r k u t s k . 30

Throughout the 1970s, and until as late as 1984, the

right, and particularly vozrozhdent sy with religious

affiliations, were time and again exposed to attacks from
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the press, purges at work, and in some cases persecution. 

It was not until about the middle of 1984, under 

Chernenko, that their position seemed to improve. In that 

year Petr Proskurin, Vasilii Belov and Valentin Rasputin 

were all awarded the Order of Lenin. However, according to 

Radio Liberty's research, as the pressure lifted, so the 

differences between gosudarstvenni ki and vozrozhdentsy 

became more evident. The former turned increasingly to 

the state; vozrozhdent sy looked rather to

1iberalisat ion.31 Since the introduction of Mikhail 

Gorbachev's perestroika policy, however, this appears no 

longer to be the case. From the mid-1980s, writers never 

previously associated with the National Bolsheviks such as 

Astaf'ev, Belov and Rasputin, have apparently become 

firmly wedged in the statist camp - threatened, as they 

see it, by the bogey of Western cultural infiltration.

The religious perspective in more recent works by 

establishment nationalists of the Brezhnev era has 

maintained a Chalmaevan character. Their writing remains 

keenly anti-American, anti-bourgeois and/or anti- 

'cosmopolitan' (meaning anti-semitic) . They uphold the 

vision of a Western demon seeking to corrupt, divide and 

destroy the national unit, which must martial its energies 

to defend itself from the aggressor. Their heroes tend to 

be less the simple folk of the Russian village than 

educated and qualified inhabitants of the city, conscious
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that their lives have been subverted by a force intent on 

alienating them from their people, their history, their 

land, themselves. This is true of work by Bondarev - 

known in the 1960s as a successful war novelist, but 

regarded since the mid-1980s as a champion of

conservatism in the Writers' Union.32 it is also true of

writing by his younger counterpart Sergei Alekseev, 

promoted by Nash sovremennik in the mid- and late 1980s, 

and, more surprisingly, of Vasilii Belov's highly 

controversial novel Vse vperedi (Time will Tell, 1986).33

(iii )

Bondarev's novel Igra (The Game, 1985)34 and

Alekseev's Slovo (The Word, 1985)35 suggest that the

'spiritual culture', which could offer meaning and

consistency to Soviet Russian life, will only be recovered

once external cultural influences have been sifted out and

rejected. 'Pure' Russian culture is something Bondarev and

Alekseev trace back to the Old Believer schism of 1666.

David Bethea has wri 11en:

It would be no exaggeration to say that the 
Schism and the Petrine reforms (which the Old 
Believers led the reaction against) were the 
moment in Russian history when the oppositions 
of old/new and east/west entered into a 
particularly fateful alignment with the 
Russians' myths about themselves and the 
governance of their state. The very facts of 
broad popular appeal and interpenetration of the 
political, social, and theological realms 
suggest that this time was perceived as a
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'turning point' not only for the Avvakumians but 
for all those coming later who, with the 
emergence of 'historical consciousness' in the 
early nineteenth century, would wrestle with 
their country's identity as 'Eastern' and 
'Western', as a renovation of a golden past or a 
radical thrust into an enlightened future.36

In looking to the Old Believers, Bondarev and

Alekseev reinforce the vision of a sinful world which,

under Patriarch Nikon, sold out to foreign influence and

the Greek Church, abandoned the Orthodox faith and fell

prey to the powers of evil. In the eyes of the Old

Believers, all events since then have been a consequence

of that parting of the ways. Bondarev and Alekseev, as

much as Chalmaev, suggest by reference to the Old

Believer tradition that modern 'Americanisation* may be

another expression of that disastrous proclivity to absorb

what is foreign, corrupt and demonic: chuzhebesie.3 7

Mary Seton-Watson has put forward the suggestion that

the fashion for Old Believer culture, in the literature of

the early and mid-1980s, may have been encouraged by the

fact that this was a group which had found ways of

successfully withstanding the state for over three hundred

y e a r s . 38 it is worth noting, however, that the attitude

of the Soviet authorities to the Old Believers — a sect

living in a permanent, self-inflicted exile, but not

actively opposed to the regime - has tended frequently

towards ambiguity. In the 1920s and early 1930s, the

historian M. N. Pokrovskii - a personal friend of Lenin's
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- referred to them as 'the people's Church', essentially 

'democratic' in character, unlike the official Church 

which exploited the narod.3 9 Avvakum, the saint and martyr 

most venerated by the Old Believers, was never subjected 

to Leninist or even Stalinist iconoclasm. His 

autobiography and comments on the Bible were available 

(with a not unfavourable introduction) even in 1934, when 

no other religious literature was published in the Soviet 

Union.4 0

The theme of the Old Believers in literature of the 

1980s was less controversial than it might appear. They 

represented a group which had long resisted the monopoly 

of state power, but they equally served as evidence of a 

continuing, purely Russian, form of religious life which 

had successfully withstood the pressures of Western 

influence. Their strength - Bondarev and Alekseev suggest

- lies in a refusal to compromise with the authorities

over their beliefs and their way of life. As Bondarev's

hero, a successful film director named Krymov,

contemplates the statue of the Archpriest Avvakum, he

muses on the world today:

M Torna KptiMOBy nonyMaiiocb, mto ec/iH noj sthm 
HeboM yyfce HeT raKoft S H e p r H H , HeT n y x a , nojaodHoro 
Hec/ioMJieHHOMy npoTonony ABBaxyMy, to lihbhJiHsaunsi 
KOHMHTCfl TeM, MTO Hail onycTOineHHoft 3eM/ieft, Hail 
xpyrnoft nycTbiHeft dy.neT neTaTb HexTO m BHijeTb 
iiHiirb vepHbie nsiTHa oxnaiieBiiiero we^oBeyecKoro
DKHTHSi . 4 1

The threat to civilisation, Bondarev suggests in a
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manner reminiscent of Lobanov or Chalmaev, comes largely

from invading Western consumerism and from short-sighted

policies directed exclusively to technological progress.

But, Krymov believes, hope may lie in his own country:

Pocchh - caMasi HeoacHiiaHHaH c T p a H a. H Taxoft 
BTopoft HeT b npHpojie. Ecjih y x . kto cnaceT 
3ad7iyiiuiyK) uHBH/iM3auHio, Tax sto onsiTb x e  Pocchh. 
Kax bo BTopyio MHpoByio BoftHy. . . . MoxceT ObiTb, b Heft 
3anporpaMMHpoBaHa coBecTb Bcero M H p a . MoaceT 
6biTt>. . .AMepnxe 3Toro He jibho . Tbm pasBpaT iiyxa 
y x e  npoH3ome7i. H 3axjnoMeHO no/iHoe corjiaureHHe c
ilbHBOTIOM . 4 2

Bondarev remains one of the most unreservedly 

nationalistic authors writing in the Soviet Union today. 

His work is published in large print-runs and his novels 

have been staged in Moscow.43 Alekseev is a younger and 

less established member of the same school. His novel 

Slovo introduces another feature onto a map of world 

history similar to Bondarev's.

Alekseev's Old Believers are a group of eccentric 

and, at times, fanatical custodians of the treasures of 

Russia's past. They have in their possession a hoard of 

ancient and invaluable books, but are naive enough to be 

exploited by emisre Russians in an internationally co

ordinated campaign to deprive the Soviet Union of its 

cultural heritage. The books are regularly smuggled out to 

the West, and it falls to Alekseev's heroes (Anna, a young 

archivist and Zarodov, a junior museum assistant) to help 

save them.

There is evidence in the novel of the existence of a
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lost text written in an unknown script but entitled in 

Cyrillic: 'Drevlee pis'mo, pisannoe startsem Diveem,

iazychnikom' ('An Ancient Letter Written by Starets Divei, 

the P a g a n ) . 4 4  it confirms that literacy was well developed 

long before the Christ ianisat ion of Rus ’ in the tenth 

century. In a series of historical flashbacks, it becomes 

clear that Prince Vladimir's conversion and the enforced 

baptism of his people was by no means the dawn of Russian 

civilisation. Rather, it was the first of several cultural 

invasions which destroyed, or corrupted, a language and 

culture which had been truly indigenous to the Russian 

land. Another of these incursions was Nikon's adaptation 

of Church Liturgy in the seventeenth century. Since then, 

Alekseev suggests, the Church, as an arm of the state, has 

been rich, powerful, and a threat to the moral well-being 

of its own people. As one of his characters remarks: 

'"Religiia uchit liudei nishchenstvu, vot v nei i zlo 

derzhi tsia"’ .45

Belov's 'city' novel Vse vperedi - a new departure 

for a predominantly rural writer - draws a similar 

picture. Its plot is supported by the idea that an 

invasion of Russian cultural sovereignty is at hand. The 

novel shows a disintegrating society, invaded by a demonic 

force which divides: marriage, families, friends and the

community as a whole. Women have lost their maternal 

instinct, loyalty, modesty and concern for others. They
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have been infected with the desire to live by aesthetic 

values and the pleasure principle cultivated by their 

Western counterparts.

The demon responsible is embodied in the figure of

the sophisticated 'cosmopolitan' Misha Brish. He breaks

up Liuba and Medvedev's marriage, and displaces Medvedev

in his profession. On the basis of his bitter personal

experience, Medvedev concludes that the nature of evil

lies in the subversion of any existing form of unity:

'MnpoBoe 3/10 npsmeTCH b hc xy c CTBeHHO co3/xaHHbix 
npOTHBOnOCTaBJieHHHX . OxOHOMHVeCXHX , Xy/lfeTypHfeIX ,
HauHOHa/ibHbix. ripuHiiHn 'pa3jie/iHft h  B/iacTByft' 
.aeftcTByeT 0e3OTxa3Ho. Oh HesaMeHHM He To/ibxo 
OTHOCMTe/IbHO TllOJieft , HO H OTHOCHTe/IbHO BpGMeHH .
J l a x e  BpeMH Mbi pas/ie/iH/iH Ha npour/ioe h O y a y m e e ! 
HacTosmtero xax Obi He cyme c T B y e T , h 3to
no3Bo/isieT. . .jjbHBo/iy npHjiyMbiBaTb h BHejipHTb 
/uoObie T e o p H H , /noObie MeTojabi. . . .HanpnMep
pa3pyureHHe noc/ie/ioBaTejibHOCTH. Oho npoxo^HT 
Bcerjja Oe3Haxa3aHHo, * n o T O M y  mto peay/ibTaTbi
cxa3biBaiOTCH HaMHoro nosxce. . . .C pa3pyuieHneM 
nocueflOBaneTbHOCTH HCve3aeT phtm, a c hhm
Hcwe3aeT h xpaco T a . '46

Belov's demon has struck in all quarters: in the

environment, in society and in the human mind. He has 

infected humanity with a desire to create an artificial, 

model u n i v e r s e . 47 He has made of Moscow a city cut off

from the unifying qualities of nature, existing by its own

laws ('po svoim zakonam') and untouched by nature’s 

kindness or, indeed, her wrath. In surrounding areas 

nature's fury appears to be growing to apocalyptic 

proportions.40 One of Medvedev's workers is reported 

seriously wounded in the Ivanovskaia obi ast' during a
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cataclysmically violent hurricane (smerch):

' y h h x  Ha r/ia3ax rpy*:eHyio MauiHHy Kaxasi-TO cH/ia 
/ieroHeMKO nojaHH/ia c a oporw. MeTpoB 3 a q k  Ha nHTb 
B B e p x , cxpyTH/ia ee, xax 6e/ibe npn BbDKHMKe
CKpywHBawT, h o6poHH/ia . . . . UIocf>ep r o B o p H T , m t o
BHZie/i, xax b Boaziyxe 7ieTe/iH ro/ibie Tpynbi. Jlioiieft 
G y A T O Obi pBa/io Ha vacTH. H o M a , xpbiuiH, MaiiiHHbi 
/ieTe/iH BMecTe c noKoftHnxaMH. '49

The integration between man and the natural

environment, and between man and man - the Slavophile 

ideal of t sel 1 nos t 1 (wholeness or integrity) — has been

lost and the world, with the elements, is all out of

joint. But if the 'demonic* divides and subverts the 

integrity of the collective, then 'good' and the Godhead 

must be associated with a coherent society and the

totemic emblem. Belov implies what has been more

explicitly stated in works to be discussed in the next

chapter: that the Deity should be envisaged as a

representation of the unity and energy of the integrated 

national collective.
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Chapter 10. The New God—builders

( i )

In the years following the widespread but 

unsuccessful revolutionary action of 1905-7, some of 

Russia's leading socialist intellectuals toyed with the 

notion of promoting their ideology in the form of 

religious faith. By this, they hoped to encourage an 

atmosphere of shared purpose, excitement, union and self- 

denial in an increasingly uncertain and divided 

revolutionary movement. The God-building theory 

( bogos t ro i tel* stvo), as it was known, received only 

limited support among Russian social democrats, and was 

stifled within less than ten years largely as a result of 

Lenin's personal intervention. But between the early 1970s 

and the mid-1980s a new kind of God-building found its way 

into novels by three well-established writers associated 

with the rural prose school: Petr Proskurin, Chingiz

Aitmatov and Vladimir Tendriakov. Within the context of 

familiar themes such as the protection of the environment, 

cultural tradition and family ties, some examples of their 

work also emphasise specially the need to protect and 

preserve as Supreme Absolute the principle of the strong, 

undivided social collective.

The tendency to give the group or its projections
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sacred status, Durkheim remarks, was historically most in

evidence during the early years of the French revolution:

At that particular time, under the influence of 
general enthusiasm, things that were purely 
secular in nature were transformed into sacred 
things by public opinion, for example, the 
Motherland, Liberty, Reason. A religion was 
established which had its dogmas, its symbols, 
its altars, and its holy days...Even though the 
experiment was short-lived it retains 
sociological interest. The fact is that in one 
specific case, we saw society and its essential 
ideas become the object of genuine cult, 
directly and without any kind of
transf igurat ion.1

Elsewhere, Durkheim called this mood a 'general

effervescence characteristic of revolutionary or creative

periods'.2

It is a curious parallel that some Russian

revolutionaries appear to have anticipated, and sought to 

exploit, the 'religious' quality of revolutionary

psychology which Durkheim identifies. The idea that 

religion could propagate the cohesion and dynamism

necessary for a successful revolutionary coup was given 

its fullest airing in early twentieth century Russia by 

Anatolii Lunacharskii and Maksim Gor'kii.

Lunacharskii presents his God-building theory most 

extensively in Religiia i sotsializm, where he argues that 

religion has the capacity to stimulate hidden resources of 

energy and 'enthusiasm', and can tap the creative powers 

of the social group. He points out that socialism and 

religion at their best share a desire for justice and
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equality, and implies that the socialist idea might be 

best propagated among the Russian people as a religion 

because their cultural tradition was for so long dominated 

by Orthodox Christianity.3

Gor'kii's novel Ispoved' (The Confession, 1907) is a 

considerably more popularised promotional venture which 

sets out to thrill and convert.4 It is narrated in drawn 

out, neo-1iturgical prose as the personal record of a man 

whose search for a place in the world is rewarded by the 

achievement of a mystical fusion between his individual 

persona and the greater collective - the mass of the 

people. In later years, Gor'kii denounced the novel as a 

literary aberration and blamed his error on reactionary 

influences active at this difficult time for the 

revolutionary movement. This was due partly, no doubt, to 

Lenin's unequivocal reaction to any kind of religious or 

neo-religious thinking. A letter to G o r ’kii written in 

November 1913, shows that he viewed God-building as an 

extension of a tendency among many Russian intellectuals 

of the time towards idealism, mysticism and God-seeking 

(bogoiskatel'stvo). God-building differed no more from 

God-seeking than 'a yellow devil from a blue one' , Lenin 

remarked in the letter. Every religious idea, every bit of 

'flirtation with dear little god', was utterly vile.5

The difference between the essentially idealistic and 

individualistic God-seekers and the God-builders, who were
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materialists and collectivists, was something which Lenin 

chose to ignore. In fact Gor'kii had made every effort to 

emphasise the distinction in Ispoved1. The novel describes 

the spiritual progress of a God-seeker who is converted 

into a God-builder. The hero, Matvei, is an individualist 

who finds fulfilment only in the union of his energies 

with those of the revolutionary group.

Matvei learns as a child to pay lip-service to

Christian dogma. Much of his childhood and youth are

devoted to a surface piety which gives him support in 

moments of self doubt, but is readily twisted to justify 

egoism and corruption when survival is at stake. It takes 

the death of his young wife and son to show Matvei that 

superficial religiosity is of no help in facing life's 

deepest dilemmas. He retreats into the monastic life, but 

finds in it only iniquity and obsession. Thereupon he 

takes off into the world alone as a God-seeker, a pilgrim, 

to visit holy places.

That too offers limited enlightenment. Matvei's 

fellow God-seekers do little to recommend a life of

religious devotion. They live in a state of fear; they 

make gods in their own image which fail them; and they

are manipulated by self-styled prophets who are actually 

representatives of the ruling class. Matvei realises that 

the world's God-seekers are a group that is oppressed and 

divided, living in a 'chaos of estrangement' Ckhaos
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razobshcheniia) . Because of their alienation from one 

another they are without strength and have lost the Deity 

they so fervently seek.® He senses also that the mass of 

the people nevertheless represents a concentration, of 

suppressed energy, and a potential threat to the powers 

that be.

As if to confirm the truth of these perceptions, 

Matvei meets a wanderer, named Iegudiil, who teaches him 

the tenets of the God-building philosophy. Faith is a 

powerful creative force, Iegudiil explains. It is the by

product of man's unused potential, his vast stores of 

excess energy: 'izbytok v cheloveke zhiznennoi sily'.?

Faith, or the energy behind it, stimulates action. When 

external factors intervene to frustrate this, man endures 

spiritual turmoil. He has sought to resolve this, in 

history, by creating images of worship to help define his 

identity: little gods which reflect his deepest

aspirations and fears. But the only 'real' God is in, and 

of, man himself. He is born of human creative potential, 

stunted and subordinated to the forces of social 

inequality and religious terror. He is in the working 

peoples of the world, Iegudiil says. They are the God- 

builders, waiting to unite in a single force and create 

the Deity:

Bot npoctinaeTcs? bo/isi Hapo.ua, coeaHHHeTcsi 
Be/iHKoe, HacH/ifcHO pasobmeHHoe, yiace MHorwe rnuyT 
B03M03CH0CTH, K Q K  C/IHTfe BCe CH/1LI SeMHfcie B  e^HHyiO , 
us Hee DKe oSpasyeTca, cBeTe/i h npexpaceH,
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BceoOteM/nomHfi Cor 3eM7iH!8 

Iegudiil offers a historical outline of ways in which 

the people discovered the God-building vocation. They 

began by identifying their shared achievement with 

leaders and heroes who best personified their creative 

powers. Later, however, the people understood that 

spiritual elevation was intended to be not the privilege 

of some, but the right of all. At that point in history, 

Christ appeared. He fully embodied the collective will and 

energy of the people. He was a Deity for all men made by 

them, in recognition of the ideal of social equality.9

After exposure to Iegudiil's teaching, Matvei goes on 

his way to be apprenticed in living the new faith. His 

first task is to learn how to work with others and to

abandon his individuality. This will lead him to a state 

of primal bliss with unlimited resources for growth, and 

to certain knowledge of immortality - because 'the people* 

never dies. In a climactic scene, Matvei witnesses the

miraculous cure of a paralysed girl whose health and 

strength are restored by collective will and faith during 

a religious procession.* 0 At this point Matvei is fully 

converted and mystically unified with a glorious surge of 

human energy capable of regenerating the world:

B o  T b M e  SI OdHSI/I BCK) 3eM7IK> 7IK)6OBbI0 M O W ,  BCT37I H 8  
BepniHHy n e p e x c H T o r o  m h o #  h  yBH.ne.n M H p  n o n o d H t i M
o r H e H H O M y  n o T o x y  j k h b l i x c h t i , C y p H O  T e xyuiHx k 
c /ihsihhio b o  e^HHyio cHTiy, - ue/ii» e e  H e j o c T y n H a
M H e  .

Ho si p a i i o c T H o  noHsi/i, m t o  H e a o c T y n H o c T b  
ue/iH e c T b  h c t o w h m k  S e c K O H e M H o r o  p o c T a  n y x a  M o e r o
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H Be/IHKHX K p a C O T  M H p C K H X ,  a  B  O e C K O H e M H O C T H  3 T O #  
- O e c M H C J i e H H O C T b  B O C T o p r o B  nnsi x c h b o #  .nymn 
ye^oBewecKoft.1*

This is a particularly stirring evocation of the mood

of the early God-builders, and of the sense of an imminent

transformation of the human spirit peculiar to Gor'kii's

interpretation of the God-building ethos. It is also a

quality conspicuously lacking in the writing of the more

contemporary 'God-bui1ders' to be discussed here. They

demonstrate little of the fervour and prophetic quality

which gives Ispoved1 its momentum. None-the-1ess, examples

of work by Proskurin, Aitmatov and Tendriakov point to a

series of ideas which parallel G o r ’kii's to an astonishing

degree:

1. The notion of faith, including religious faith, as a 

powerful creative force.

2. The idea that collective energy can and should be 

tapped and fused.

3. Collective energy selectively elevates individuals who 

most fully embody it, and charges them with a historical 

function. Christ is frequently cited as an example.

4. The conviction that a society formed of little selves 

unintegrated into the collective energy-flow cannot 

survive for long.

5. A form of nature mysticism bracketing historical 

determinism with the idea that a universal force 

permeates all things, including man, and drives them
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towards unification.

There is nothing to suggest, of course, that any of 

these three eminently 'Soviet' writers ever looked to 

provoke a revolution, as Gor'kii had. 'New God-building' 

was a system of thought designed to encourage social 

regeneration, and moral rearmament. It arose probably in 

reaction to the loss of community spirit wrought by years 

of economic and cultural stagnation under Brezhnev.

To digress briefly: during a visit to Moscow in 1987,

I had the opportunity to speak with Valentin Svininnikov,

then deputy chief editor of Nash sovremennik (a journal

increasingly identified with views which are nationalistic

and ideologically conservative). In respose to a question

about the journal’s attitude to religion, Svininnikov said

that it was one of respect and understanding.

'The church (khram) is a material witness to the 
culture of the people. We have no wish to offend 
religious believers and we support faith: a
faith in moral principles and in man. What is 
God after all but the ideal man? I am sure that 
there will be increased understanding towards 
religion. Life without faith is a terrible
thing.'12

( ii )

Proskurin's novels Sud'ba (Fate, 1972) and Imia tvoe

(Thy Name, 1977) form the first two parts of an epic

trilogy with a patriotic flavour, and seem to reflect 

views on religion similar to those expressed by
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Svininnikov.1 3 The following lines, for instance, reveal

the innermost thoughts of one of Proskurin*s most positive

characters, a successful Party official from Imia tvoe:

H t o  ecTb Cor h m t o  ecTb CMepTb?. . . HmoK o r o  Cora 
HeT H OblTb He MOXKeT , h o  o h  HyDKeH MHe, H, 3H8MHT, 
o h  ecTb JiJisi Me H s i . JliodoMy we/iOBeKy, UToCbi mchtb , 
Hy^CHO MTO —TO yCTOft^HBOe, BeMHOe. . . VJTO He MMe7IO 
Obi KOHIia , H 3TO yyBCTBO , 3TO HCe/iaHHe OblTb 
B c e m a  h ecTb Cor.14

Proskurin offers a solution to the problem of 

religious impulse by proposing a mystical union not, like 

Gor'kii, with the working peoples of the world, but with 

the Russian people. There, he suggests, the individual may 

find fulfilment by participating in his nation’s 

historical destiny. And that must be to evolve into a 

people fully conscious of its identity and to lead the 

world, or at any rate Europe, along the path of social 

progress.15

Sud' ba and Imia tvoe span thirty years of Soviet 

history beginning in 1929. The characters range from 

elderly peasants living in the northern provinces, 

collective farm workers, Party officials, atomic 

physicists and astronauts, to Stalin himself. Together 

they experience war, its aftermath, Stalin's death and the 

beginning of the nuclear age, the better together to 

understand life's purpose: that the self must be fused

with the mass. Individual life presents two main obstacles 

to happiness, a character in Imia tvoe remarks: the

struggle against the self and fear of annihilation. But
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once the self has been abandoned and a consciousness of 

the people as the objective Absolute achieved, immortality 

is within everyone's grasp. With that awareness, Proskurin 

shows, the individual comes to personify the energies of 

the collective.

The development of the central character in Sud'b a , 

Zakhar Deriugin, is neatly illustrative. Zakhar begins as 

a 'spontaneous' figure, in Clark’s use of the word, with 

considerable potential but not enough self-restraint. He 

is married, with prospects ahead, but falls in love and 

abandons his family and career. His new life is broken up 

by war, however; and after the harrowing experience it 

brings Zakhar returns to his home village transfigured 

into an apparently invincible personification of the 

Russian nation. He is drawn, as Viktor Chalmaev has 

written in a flattering monograph on Proskurin, rather 

like a hagiographic i d e a l . 16

Zakhar's progression to this state takes him through 

a mystical revelation in the Lenin mausoleum, a growing 

realisation of his bond with the Russian soil, and, above 

all, war. This releases in him (and in the nation as a 

whole) what one character calls: 'neprikosnovennyi zapas

moral'nykh, fizicheskikh, biologicheskikh sil'.l7 It is a 

hidden excess energy similar, perhaps, to Gor'kii's 

'izbytok v cheloveke zhiznennoi sily'. And it is also 

identified as the source of creative action stimulating
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that most powerful of forces - faith.18

Having overstepped the barrier of his lesser self, 

and discovered his potential as a particle of the nation’s 

moral spirit, Zakhar becomes like a saint, a Father of.the 

Church or starets. He is serene and wise, people flock to

him for guidance, and no evil can touch him. He stands

back watching his enemies fall by the wayside. One is 

crushed by a pile of wooden logs, another goes mad, a 

third commits suicide; all because they challenged his 

moral authority.

Zakhar's enemies are figures who have refused to 

recognise the Russian nation as totem. They have defied 

God. One, Anisimov, is a Party man with liberal

sympathies: the viper in the bosom of the state.

Anisimov is an opportunist who denies the principle of 

social equality. He believes that all of nature thrives on 

conflict, and that in society everyone should look after 

his own interests without intervention. His challenge is 

directed not only at the Russian people but at the state 

itself, and its personification, Stalin.

After Stalin's death and funeral, Anisimov is lost in 

a blizzard in central Moscow and finds himself face to 

face with Stalin's statue. It is a scene reminiscent of

Evgenii's meeting with the Bronze Horseman at the end of 

Pushkin's poem Mednyi vsadnik. The statue seems alive and 

watching. Anismov longs to break it up but his hands are
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paralysed. A moment later he is released, but his 

challenge to the supreme law carries another dreadful 

puni shment:

E ro TOT^ac o t 6 p o c h / i o  Ha3a.11, c m s i t i o  , oc7 ienn/io  . ... o h  

6bin c m s i t  , pacTonTaH , p acnsiT , OTToprHyT o t  B c e x  
o c h o b ,  OTdpomeH H a B c era a  o t  BeuHO acHBotf b o ^ i ,  h  

caMoe CTpauiHoe Obuio b  t o m ,  m t o  o h  n o —npe^HeMy He 
noHHMayi h  He npuHHMaji e e  s b k o h o b  .19

Anisimov has committed a crime against life itself and,

like Lucifer, has been cast out of the sight of the

Godhead.

In Proskurin's novels, Stalin's individual moral 

persona is not to the point. He is the man at the helm of 

the times, a manifestation of social and historical 

processes embodying the collective drive to cohesion. His 

historical role is to induce a sense of the nation as 

something existentially real. Stalin's funeral is depicted 

as a time of national self-realisation, when the presence 

of the mass of the people gathered in proximity around his 

coffin gives characters a direct experience of collective 

energy and full union with it.20

Proskurin depicts 'collective spirit' in a manner 

very similar to Gor'kii, but his purpose is somewhat 

different. Gor'kii thought to build God in order to 

consolidate revolutionary energy and overturn the social 

and political status quo. Proskurin aims to weld national 

forces in the name of progress, and to enhance the Soviet 

Russian state's role as defender of historical justice in
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the face of the Western nuclear threat.2l

As a disciple of the edinyi potok school of history, 

Proskurin sees Russia's pre-revolutionary past as the path 

leading to revolution and socialism.22 Both novels suggest 

that it was the Orthodox Church which historically

contained the very pulse of Russian identity, its culture, 

its aspirations, and morally contributed to its defence 

when its existence and honour were at stake. Imia tvoe 

includes a flashback to the Russian victory over the 

Tatars at the battle of Kulikovo Field, and shows Sergii 

Radonezhskii giving his blessing for military action to 

liberate the Russian land.23 The Church, Proskurin

suggests, was the one consistent representative of the 

Russian nation throughout its history.

Despite this important variation in historical 

interpretation, there are a number of points where 

Proskurin's ideas mirror Gorkii's exactly. They share a 

similar view of the creative powers of faith and the

collective spirit. Both see 'great' individuals as those 

who most fully personify the energies of the collective,

and hold that individuals unintegrated into the social

compound can neither survive nor create a society worth

having. They have a similar sense of the link between

social or historical forces and the forces of nature.

Together, they suggest that what is sucessfully achieved 

socially or historically is determined by absolute natural
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l aw.24 Any attempt to defy it is doomed, as Hitler's

policies were, Proskurin writes in Sud'ba:

3aMbic7ibi THT/iepa h BonTiontaBiiiHe hx c m ib i 6buin 
de3HpaBCTBeHHbIMM , TJiyOOKO npOTHBHblMH
Me/ioBewecKoft npHpojse. Coiina/ifeHasr 3Bothouhsi He 
npomaeT HCTopHwecKoft CTienoTbi He TOTibKO oTneiibHbiM 
iieHTeTIfl^VHO H BBe^XeHHblM HMH B 3a 6 JiyxcjjeHHe 
ue/ibiM HaponaM h rocyjxapcTBaM.2 5

Proskurin's understanding of events is straightforwardly 

h i s t o r i c i s t .26 He identifies the laws of historical 

development with a social and evolutionary order expressed 

through the Russian people, in their history and vocation 

as God-bui1ders.

< iii )

Aitmatov's early work, discussed in Chapter 6,

introduces mythological models drawn from Central Asian 

tradition, to which he retains a close affinity. However, 

his novel 'Plakha' brought new, Christian or neo- 

Christian elements into his writing, which stimulated 

controversy in the Soviet press for months afterwards. The

work features an idealistic young seminarian who is

martyred for his beliefs, and Christ in conversation with 

Pontius Pilate. In consequence, Aitmatov was criticised 

both by atheists, who accused him of 'flirting with dear 

little god’, and supporters of the Orthodox tradition who 

felt that as a non-Russian and a non-Christian he was 

fumbling with a subject he had little business and no
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authority to t o uch.27

One imporant aspect of the novel was overlooked,

however, and that was Aitmatov's suggestion that a

rediscovery of religious culture and faith might be more

than psychologically, morally or aesthetically enriching.

It could, he proposed, serve as a co-ordinating force in

Soviet society today. Aitmatov was flirting less with God

than with God-building; but there has been, to my

knowledge, only one reference to this in Soviet criticism.

It came in an article by Evgenii Pazukhin in the samizdat

journal Biulleten' khr i s t ianskoi o b s h c h e s  tvennost i . 2 8 Nc>

wider public discussion of Aitmatov as God-builder has

appeared in the official Soviet press.

Aitmatov's own remarks on 'Plakha* remain ambiguous.

In an interview with Literaturnaia gazeta he indicated

that Christianity's value was predominantly moral:

B aqhhom cjiyyae a nonbiTa/icsi coBepuiHTb nyTt vepe3 
pejinrHW - k ye/ioBeKy. He k bory, a k
weyioBeKy! . . .

PasyMeeTCSi, He c/iyyaftHO. XpHCTHBHCKasi 
pe/iHrnsi jiaeT oweHb cn/ibHbift nocbi/i <£nrypoft 
XpHCTa. . . .HHcyc XpucToc .aaeT MHe noBoa CK83aTb 
coBpeMeHHOMy ye/ioBeKy He^To coKpoBeHHoe. ITosTOMy 
SI, BTeHCT , CTO/IKHy/ICST C HUM Ha CBOeM TBopvecKOM 
nyTH.2 9

The structure of the novel is somewhat convoluted.

It falls into three sections. The first and last focus on

contemporary man's abuse of the natural environment, 

represented by a pair of wolves who later bring 

retribution on their human tormentors. The central section
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tells the story of a seminarian, Avdii Kal1istratov, who 

leaves the Church in order to convert those who have lost 

their way in life to his own idiosyncratic religious 

views. He becomes involved with drug smugglers .and 

hoodlums who leave him crucified on a tree when he will 

not abandon attempts to make them see the error of their 

ways .

The thematic connection between the two plots seems 

to lie in parallel depictions of the abuse of collective 

unity. In the first part, this is shown in terms of man's 

attack on the natural collective: the environment. In

Kal1istratov's story it is brought out in terms of one 

m a n ’s battle against moral corruption and the abuse of the 

social collective - issues much in vogue under 

perestroika.

Avdii's religious ideas echo those of Gor'kii and 

Lunacharskii. He wants to resurrect the idea of God in 

modern society to improve the quality of living. He seeks 

to develop a notion of the Deity which will fall in line 

with man's historical development. God is a feature of 

human consciousness, he argues. He is a reflection of the 

best elements in the human personality as it aspires to 

affirm its liberation from social repression. Once this 

Deity has been acknowledged it will come to be reflected 

in human action and have a revolutionary effect on the 

world. Through it, social evils will be overcome.
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The novel includes a scene between Christ and Pontius 

Pilate, evidently derived from Bulgakov’s Master i

Maryar i t a . 3 0 Aitmatov's Christ puts forward the idea that 

as a result of his suffering, human consciousness will 

evolve towards its fullest potential which is the Godhead. 

God and man are to be identified, he says. All men, 

collectively, are the image of God on earth, embracing the 

sum of human actions and aspirations. He calls this 

Godhead the 'God of Tomorrow' C Bog Zavtra), and declares 

that his nature - whether he is to be fair or foul -

depends exclusively on man.31

The notion that the Deity is a reflection of the

quality of individual and collective consciousness bears

comparison with Gor'kii's Ispoved'. The 'God of Tomorrow',

a spirit of collective hope, aspiration and achievement; is

much in line with Iegudiil's vision (see above pp. 288-9).

The force of physical energy generated by the collective,

which Gor'kii emphasises, also comes over in 'Plakha'.

There is a rousing scene in which Avdii transcends himself

as he listens to an Orthodox church choir. But after the

initial exhilaration of experiencing this harmoniously

controlled group energy, he declares that religion is a

'vast delusion' (ffrandioznoe zabluzhdenie):

O, K3K Be/iHKO CTpeM/ieHHe weTioBeKa SbiTb
ycjibimaHHbiM HaBepxy! . . .Kan Tpy^HO poxuia/iocb b
ueyioBeKe we/iOBewecKoe. . .32

Avdii does not believe in a personal God. Like the early

3 0 0



10. New God—builders

Lunacharskii , he seeks to give a deity to the world to 
assist its historical development.33

In February 1987, the Communist Party newspaper 

Pravda published an interview with Aitmatov under the 

heading 1Veriu v cheloveka* ('I Believe in Man'). In it, 

Aitmatov emphasised that Soviet society's greatest 

potential investment was its moral capital. It is in this 

area, he suggested, that work must be done to overcome 

social and economic problems. He spoke of the importance 

of conscience, emphasising that a reawakening of moral 

instinct and social responsibility was the means by which 

to consolidate the collective. First it is necessary to 

build the individual, he said, by applying new, more 

sophisticated methods of ideological and moral 

educat ion.3 *

After 1986, as a writer and a public figure, Aitmatov

became a spokesman for the new social conscience and the

new moral rearmament which formed an integral part of the

early promotion of perestroika. As he confirmed in an

interview with Soviet Weekly in February 1988:

'It was right to put morals in the foreground in 
our perestroika drive. I think we realised at 
last that ethics are the most precious treasures 
a nat ion has. '3 5

And to promote ethics effectively you may need to create

God. That was perhaps PIakha1s most controversial message.
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( i v )

The final work to be examined is Tendriakov's novel 

'Pokushenie na mirazhi’. It was originally submitted for 

publication in 1982, but appeared in Novyi mir only 

posthumously. In the light of the religious dilemmas 

explored in Tendriakov's earlier writing (see Chapter 8), 

it would be inappropriate and misleading to brand him a 

fully fledged God-builder. He does not, like Proskurin, 

aim to inspire the national spirit; nor does he, like 

Aitmatov, suggest that religious enthusiasm could be a 

valuable social or economic asset. Collective or mystical 

'effervescence' was not something Tendriakov admired, 

despite his interest in the phenomenon of religion.36

None-the-less, the original God-building theory 

tackled more than just the possibility of artificially 

stimulating mass religious fervour. It also sought to 

resolve problems such as lack of faith, social cohesion, 

or the need to find a pattern in social history. It 

promoted a moral mood in which the self was placed in a 

position secondary to the collective, and in which the 

collective good became the supreme value.

'Pokushenie na mirazhi’ raises all these issues, and 

the apparent motivation behind the writing of the work 

seems like Gor'kii's: to offer an answer to the breakdown

of community spirit.37 In his novel, Tendriakov - a self-
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declared rationalist and historicist — tries to establish 

what made Christianity such an important historical 

influence; how societies have tried to maintain their 

integrity over the centuries; why they have failed and

what is to be done. He presents Christianity as an 

historical example of the instinctive urge to social

integration and unification - a thought central to God- 

building - while suggesting that Christianity's failings 

are symptomatic of the still unresolved problem of how a 

society may be successfully and humanely run. 'Pokushenie 

na mirazhi' is an ambivalent piece of writing; it puts

forward questions and ideas, but declines to offer final 

solut ions.

The plot is far-fetched and a little awkward. It 

describes an experiment carried out by a senior physicist 

with an interest in history and a powerful computer at his 

disposal. The physicist, Grigorii Petrovich Grebin, sets 

himself the task of identifying the degree to which 

Christ's existence was significant for the subsequent

development of Christianity. With the help of a group of 

enthusiastic young colleagues he feeds into the computer 

all available historical data from the Greeks up to, and a 

little beyond, the birth of Christianity - with one bluff: 

a piece of false information concerning Christ's death as 

young prophet, before his name became widely known. This, 

Grebin believes, will force the computer to select or
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create a new leader for the social processes of which

Christ became the historical representative. Grebin 

speculates that St Paul may be a likely candidate, but 

because of a small oversight in programming the impossible 

happens and the computer resurrects Christ so that the

long-term history of Christianity remains unaffected. St 

Paul retains his secondary role as a moral teacher and 

theoretician, with an appeal for the educated and those in 

authority. Christ remains God for the mass of the

downtrodden to whom he preached a poetic kind of 

liberation, and who rebuilt or resurrected him after his 

death to reflect the state of their developing

revolutionary consciousness and the urge to unity.

Grebin’s experiment raises vexed questions on 

historical determinism and evolutionary law. Tendriakov 

devotes a considerable amount of space to historicist 

arguments, on the basis of which Grebin and his assistants 

conclude that determinism - biological and historical - is 

a universal principle. There is no such thing as chance in 

history. Christ and St Paul were but a part of the 

historical model: like everyone else, they were formed by

history. Their moral calibre was a reflection of their 

t imes:

XpncTOc h riaBe/i, Ka/iHry/ia h HepoH. . ./11060ft h  
Ka/K/ibift 6e3 HCK/noyeHHH npo,ayKT BpeMeHH. . . .

M c T o p m o  ae/iaioT thojim? . .Ho B e n b  h c t o p h h  c a M a  
KyeT /noiieft, nan ruraHTOB, Tax h nwrMeeB. . . . Mbi He 
c o 3 H j a T e ^ n  B c s o x B a T H o r o  w e / i o B e y e c K o r o  n p o u e c c a , 
TiHiiib ywacTHHKH ero.38
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Collective consciousness shapes individuals in its 

own image and determines their moral behaviour. Collective 

aggression in times of war can make a peaceful man a 

killer, and because this is so, Grebin thinks, it should 

be possible to create a social mechanism for building good 

people.39 Grebin seeks a universally applicable, absolute 

formula by which the collective may be morally redirected; 

but he finds that he has to take account of facts about 

economic law and human character which seem to override 

all attempts to legislate for a social utopia. Give people 

everything they need and some will refuse to work, 

production will decline and you will end up with a society 

unable to feed itself and subjected to the tyranny of its 

own ideology of universal happiness. Legislate to increase 

productivity, and supply will stimulate demand; but the 

economic growth which should bring with it a better life 

will instead create stress and complications at the human 

1evel.4 °

As if by way of illustration, Grebin has to face the 

fact that the collective consciousness of the contemporary 

Soviet Union and its economic climate have moulded his 

son, Seva, into a man with little moral fibre and no 

respect for other people. Seva's philosophy smacks of 

classical liberalism, or at least of the way it is still 

sometimes understood in Central and Eastern Europe: as a

philosophy of rationally justified selfishness. He
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believes that human character is by nature egotistical and 

ruled by the instinct of self-preservation. But he 

acknowledges that in the social context this must imply 

adaptability. 'Zhivi i zhit' davai drugim' is his motto; 

but its practical effects on the lives of Seva's relatives 

and friends fail to recommend it.

Grebin's thinking and experience lead him to a number 

of negative conclusions. The utopian principle is 

impracticable; rigid economic planning does not work; and 

the Marxist-Leninist ethos has failed because the young 

are self-centred and confused. The only positive principle 

Grebin sees which might help to restore the 'loss of 

community spirit' (razobshchennost') in modern society is 

philanthropy or disinterested kindness, the principle 

which Christ taught and which - according to Grebin - 

history has proved as the firmest and most permanent 

va1u e .41

The other moral tenets which Tendriakov puts forward 

in the novel as prescriptions for social improvement are, 

appropriately, faith and hope: faith to sustain activity,

hope in a brighter future for the next g e n e r a  t i o n .4 2 

Faith, hope and charity - the principles taught by St Paul 

- form the foundation of Tendriakov's proposal for a 

pattern of moral values without reference to an objective 

Deity. Their purpose is to make a divided society whole 

again. It is God-building directed not at the masses who
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need emotional stimulation, but at the intelligentsia who 

require a more rational answer.

At a time when religious inferences could frequently 

be drawn from Soviet prose fiction, the three examples 

above illustrate that religious themes were also 

introduced to improve the moral climate and create a 

more efficient, stable and controlled collective.

If society and the sacred are identified in the way 

Durkheim suggests, then the group is protected and any 

attempt to question its authority is the infringement of a 

taboo. It must result in ostracism and, frequently, in 

death.43 Within a totemic model, the separation between 

sacred and profane is complete. They are, as W. S. F. 

Pickering observes in his study of Durkheim, 'essentially 

worlds that are contained in watertight compartments'.44 

Sacred things, Durkheim writes, 'are those which are 

protected and isolated by prohibitions: profane things are

those to which the prohibitions apply'.45

The suggestion by the 'new God-bui1ders' that 

society remained a sacred thing or the only absolute 

criterion for morality, reaffirmed the security and 

invulnerability of the state collective in relation to 

individual ambitions, needs or feelings. In that sense, 

the writers concerned were certainly appropriating 

religious tradition for ideological purposes. It could be 

argued more charitably, however, that this reflected a
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response to the spectre of chaos looming over a society, 

and an empire, with nothing but a shared past and the 

cracked shell of a common ideology to shield it from 

di sintegrat ion.
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CONCLUSION

The year of the Millennium of Christianity in Rus' ,

1988, began with the publication in Novyi mir of

Pasternak's Doktor Zhivago, i Within months, Varlaam

Shalamov, Andrei Siniavskii, Joseph Brodsky and Aleksandr

Solzhenitsyn were officially recognised as major

contributors to the development of Soviet l i t e r a t u r e . 2 The

Church was similarly enriched. The Millennium saw the

return to the Russian Orthodox Church of the monastery of

Optina Pustyn', which had once so decisively affected the

work of Dostoevski! and Tolstoi, and of part of the

Monastery of the Caves in Kiev.3

Speaking in London to commemorate the Millennium in

July 1988, Archbishop Kirill of Smolensk and Viazma

outlined the traditional and continuing penetration of

religious ideas in Russian literature:

The search of the sense and law of life, the 
aspiration to understand the eternal issues 
of...existence preoccupy the best artists of our 
time. These eminent prose-writers...and not
...professional philosophers, raise deep 
philosophical issues, and today we feel very
sharply the urgent need to solve them....

Russian literature has been always fed from 
Christian roots, and... contemporary literature 
is fed from the same r o o t s . 4

Archbishop Kirill's remarks are important less as 

literary analysis than for the association they make 

between Russian literature and Russian Christianity. This 

was perhaps the first public statement from a member of
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the Orthodox Church hierarchy drawing attention to the 

religious elements in contemporary as well as pre- 

Revolutionary Russian prose.

The lecture was not, and could not be, designed to 

take into account the many complexities of the subject. 

It ignored, for example, the questionable theology of 

Aitmatov's use of Christian themes, and the more general 

problem of the political purpose to which religious, and 

particularly Christian, elements in recent Soviet writing 

had been put. It made no mention of non-Christian 

religious elements in contemporary fiction, and treated 

Aitmatov and Rasputin as descendants of the Russian 

literary tradition, which they are only in part. It did 

not refer to non-Russian writers who have also introduced 

Christian imagery or ideas into their work: the Armenian

Grant Matevosian, for instance; the Georgian, Otar 

Chiladze; or the Ukrainian, Oles' Honchar.5

Religious perspectives in Soviet prose fiction 

between the mid-1960s and 1988 reflected awareness of a 

millennial past, and gave evidence of the persistence of 

traditional Christian values in the Soviet consciousness. 

As writers set themselves to 'dig' into personal and 

collective memory, they found a form of Christianity 

imbibed from literature and philosophy rather than the 

Gospel scriptures.6 But above all they discovered the need 

to express a new kind of order that was less historical
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than metaphysical and, perhaps, political. Consider a

remark made by Ernest Gellner in his introduction to

Evans-Pritchard *s History of Anthropological Thought:

Two topics are very pervasive and conspicuous in 
modern thought in general, in the attempts of
contemporary man to understand himself and his 
own situation: rationality and the state, our
orderly thought and our orderly society. Rule- 
bound thought and a rule-bound polity, the 
overcoming of anarchy in ideas and in 
institutions: are they connected?. . .As we see
ourselves so closely identified with reason and 
with political order, present or latent, it is 
also natural to look at the savage for 
enlightenment about the state of ignorance which 
prevailed when both reason and order were 
lacking, and as the clue to the acquisition or 
loss of legitimacy.7

There are several points worth picking up here. One

is the inherent human need to rationalise. Claude Levi-

Strauss writes:

If we look at all the intellectual undertakings 
of mankind, as far as they have been recorded 
all over the world, the common denominator is 
always to introduce some kind of order.8

The religious urge is no different. Religion is a system

of cosmic order: it gives shape to the world, to human

experience and hopes. In so doing it may at times distort

all three, as Rudolf Otto knew, for rationality itself is

subject to psychological deviation. Vision can be

twisted.9 But where there is no order at all, or where

that order does not stand up to the test of experience,

the mind is left with neither ballast nor substance.

The Soviet experiment of rationalising the world in 

terms of class, history and the future had shown itself -
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by the 1960s - to be an unacknowledged fiasco. When

circumstances and censorship allowed, order had to be re

examined, new systems considered, new visions put forward. 

The process of re-ordering, re-rationalisation, which 

prose of the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s illustrates, cannot be

divorced from politics. Religious themes in the literature 

of the period are to a significant degree aspects of 

political statements. The system of order which each of 

the writers examined proposes, touches upon geographical 

environment and society. It pertains to the condition of 

the state. This is true of Rasputin's view of the natural 

world as a conscious, living being abused by technology; 

Granin's suggestion that art should be taken into account 

as an independent, active spiritual force; Tendriakov’s 

statement that all dogma is destructive; and Proskurin's 

insistence that the national collective is the supreme 

va1u e .

It can be no coincidence that so many of the figures 

discussed in this study have enjoyed high ranking public 

positions under the Gorbachev administration. In the late 

1980s writers became prominent political figures, as 

indeed they had been, though not publicly, in the 1960s 

and 1970s. In 1986, Zalygin took up the post of editor at 

the influential literary journal, Novyi mirJ O  Proskurin, 

in 1987, became chairman of the RSFSR Branch of the Soviet 

Cultural Foundation.11 Rasputin was, in April 1990,
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appointed to Mikhail Gorbachev's inner cabinet, the

Presidential Council (prezidentskii sovet) A i t m a t o v  in

1990 took up the post of Ambassador to Luxemburg.13

It is also significant, returning to Gellnqr's

remark, that in seeking to sketch out new systems of

order, the writers of the period did so by looking away

from the metropolis to the countryside and the 'simple'

life, the unspoilt 'primitive' condition. Here they could

more freely explore the experiences, cosmic systems and

community relations of 'authentic' man. One might cite,

for example, Viktor Astaf’ev's description in Tsar'-

ryba ( King Fish , 1976) of a night by the open fire in

the t a iga. The narrator, mimetically drawn as a man from

the city, has intimations of a primal and liberating link

with the natural world:

T ax  b o t  BOTifeHo OhiJio T e C e ,  K o r n a  t w  h h k q k h m h  eine 
B o c n o M H H a H H H M H  H e  H a r p y 3 H / i  n a M H T b , n a  h c s m  ceBsr 
e n B a  /IH nOMHH/I, TOTIbKO y y B C T B O B B T I  KOXCeft M H p
B o x p y r , n p u B b i K a n  r/ia3aMH k H e M y ,  npuKpennHTicsi k 
n p e B y  k h 3 h h  x o p o T e H b K H M  c T e p x c e H b K O M  T o r o  c a M o r o  
yiHCTa, k s k h m  oinyTHn ce(3si c e f l w a c  b o t , b  penK yw
M H H y T y  n y u r e B H o r o  n o x o s .  . . 1 4

Despite the greater polyphony which rural prose 

contributed to the Soviet novel (see above, Chapter 1, p. 

18), it also reflected yearning for a tranquil, 

harmonious, ’pastoral' existence. The significance of

this, for the purposes of argument, is that idealisation 

of the 'primitive' in the style of Rousseau and his

descendants makes rural writing the more suitable for
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comparison with nineteenth century anthropological theory. 

Tylor's view of primitive man as an intelligent, rational, 

sensitive being who made sense of the world by 

personalising its various manifestations is close # to 

Rasputin's, Belov's, Astaf'ev's or Aitmatov's.

Similarly, the sociological view of man as a being 

formed by the beliefs and identity of the group, developed 

by Durkheim, has been traced back to Fustel de Coulanges' 

mid-nineteenth century study of the effect of religious 

beliefs on the social structures of the ancient world (The 

Ancient City, 1864).15 Fustel's view of religion as a 

determinant soc i a 1 factor forms a crucial strain in the 

positivist, Western thought which infiltrated Russia in 

the late nineteenth century. Parallels between Durkheim's 

views and those of modern Soviet collectivists need not 

surpr i se us .

It is self-evident that Tylor's theory and

Durkheim's were conditioned by European culture and 

thought. Like many Western interpretations of non-Western 

cultures, they doubtless have little in common with the 

way economically undeveloped peoples really do understand 

the cosmos, as Wole Soyinka would be the first to point 

out.l6 They are likely to be more illustrative of our own 

cultural prejudice than of the nature of early religious 

cult. That, however, is less to the point. The way Soviet 

writers depict their own rural peoples is likewise

3 1 8



Conclusion

coloured by a degree of culture, education and, above all, 

urban experience. They too are 'outside' the primitive 

environment. They are 'civilised' men watching 'primitive' 

man, conscious of looking to their roots.

There are also parallels between the Soviet writer 

examining his more primitive counterpart to discover 

himself and define his politics, and the twentieth century 

Latin American exploring his indigenous culture. The 

publication in Russian of Gabriel Garcia Marquez's One 

Hundred Years of Solitude (1967; Russian edition, 1970) 

may indeed have had an impact on Soviet writing of the 

decade.17 Marquez's introduction of folkloric 'magic' 

into a 'realistic' narrative came from an attitude to the 

supernatural ingrained in traditional Latin American 

culture. It is seen there as part and parcel of daily 

life. This may have encouraged the i ncorpor a t ion into 

literature of mythical or ritual elements from indigenous 

sources. In the prose of Rasputin or Aitmatov, the 

'marvellous' also became the 'ordinary*.

That said, the political motivation for change in the 

Latin American novel remains considerably bolder. Marquez 

is a radical social reformer. Alejo Carpentier - regarded 

as the initiator of 'magical realism* - was a committed 

revolutionary. Beside them, Soviet writing seems timid and 

conservative. Rasputin does not, like Marquez, through 

his literary method 'challenge the rules by which
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reality...(and) social existence is established and 

control1e d '.18 Nor do the other writers discussed here. 

It is still possible to read their work as a variation on 

the existing historicist model.

The animist/totemist dichotomy may offer a formula 

by which to draw a distinction between what is old and

what is new in Soviet fiction published during the two

decades before glasnost'. The socialist realist novel was 

essentially totemic in creating images of figures

expressing the revolutionary collective. Post-thaw prose 

challenged the totem by incorporating personalist,

animist elements into its structure. But it also redefined 

the totem itself. God became less revolutionary than 

national (Bondarev, Alekseev, Belov, Proskurin). 

Alternatively, he became a representation of a less

militant, if still collectivist, society (Aitmatov, 

Tendriakov).

In either case the change had bearing on the image of 

homo sapiens as a purely material or historical entity, on 

his role in nature and in the world community. But it also 

affected the novel as a genre. From being ideologically 

and stylistically homogeneous - 'monologic' in Bakhtin's 

language - it began to show signs of polyphonic range. 

This is true both of characterisation and of the 

introduction of philosophical and religious models
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incompatible with Marxism-Leninism. The challenge was most 

boldly expressed in animist imagery, since the animist 

mode of thought has an inherently non-ideological and 

dialogic quality. It is multi-voiced in that it assumes 

from the start a dialogue between the self and at least 

one other (soul, spirit, God...). Totemism presupposes 

only a relationship between self and a determinant social 

mass to which the self is subsumed.

The reappearance of the dichotomy in officially 

published Soviet literature was an indicator of the return 

of dialogic or 'heteroglot' qualities in it.*9 As David 

Lodge has remarked:

You cannot begin to write novels without having 
read at least one, and probably hundreds; 
without defining yourself in relationships of 
apprenticeship, discipleship, rivalry, and 
antagonism with precursors and p e e r s . 20

Once 'dialogue' is a feature of literature, it is 

impossible for new works to ignore it. And that being so, 

the ground was laid in the 1960s, 1970s and early 1980s

for voices in Soviet literature which had once challenged 

the monologism of socialist realism and been ostracised 

for it, to return and be heard.

If 1988 was the year in which religion, Christianity 

in particular, became a feature of Soviet public life, it 

was also the year when in Soviet literature voices from 

the past and from the outside world came flooding home to
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confirm that, thankfully, nothing conclusive or 

irreparable had yet taken place in the shape and history 

of literary discourse.
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