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Abstract 

 

The Soviet Exodic:  

Resistance and Revolution in Soviet Russian and Yiddish Literature, 1917 – 1935  

Elaine Wilson 

 

This dissertation establishes a category of early Soviet “exodic” literature, which consists of 

works published in Yiddish or Russian between 1917 and 1935. Reading together texts by Peretz 

Markish, Andrei Platonov, Moyshe Kulbak, Ilya Ilf and Evgeny Petrov, Yiddish texts are 

placed on equal footing with Russian texts to underscore the singular role of Jews in the early 

Soviet period and demonstrate shared anxieties and practices of resistance to hegemony 

among groups seemingly separated by language and culture. These anxieties and modes of 

resistance are what make the Soviet exodic a literature of revolution as it grapples with the 

complexity of the Soviet period and Soviet identity formation. Drawing upon political theorist 

Michael Walzer and his text Exodus and Revolution as well as the critical response from 

Edward Said, this dissertation uses the biblical book of Exodus as a theoretical matrix for the 

identification and elaboration of narrative sequences and thematic material that constitute a 

revolutionary genre and applies it to the study of early Soviet literature. Because they are 

written and published between 1917 and 1935, exodic texts are positioned between the 

Bolshevik Revolution and the crystallization of high Stalinism. Therefore, they are situated 

within what is commonly known as the “interwar period.” Such a definition relies upon 

absence (the absence of war). The Soviet exodic provides this historical moment and its 

attending texts a positive definition in deference to the revolutionary framework that guides 

it. This dissertation also considers how the texts enact revolution with the help of critical and 



 
 

queer theory, most notably Sara Ahmed’s Queer Phenomenology and Mary Rubenstein’s 

Pantheologies. These theoretical supports serve to articulate the various queer—that is, non-

normative—ways that the selected texts engage pluralism to resist ideological regimes and 

forces of control as they re-evaluate social and political categories and norms. Queer theory 

also serves to express the entanglement of self, other, and place, and in so doing, brings 

ecological anxieties to the fore. Resistance in the Soviet exodic thus takes shape through the 

queering or misalignment of categories like space, language, or gender performance, and 

culminates in the figure of the Soviet trickster, who, by means of their unfinalizability, is the 

embodiment of revolution.  
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Introduction 

 "Every nation has its period of stormy agitation, of passionate unease, of hasty activities. In 
such a period men become wanderers over the world, both in body and spirit."  

—Pyotr Chaadayev1  
 

“[One should be] less preoccupied with having the answers than with the questions 
themselves. Intricacy charms more than it disturbs; [one need not] seek a solution but rather 

give oneself over to the seduction of entanglement….”2 
—Peretz Markish  

Identity is a bit like a knot. To express oneself is to showcase the threadwork, even tug on a 

strand. Choose one thread and pull too hard, however, and the knot may become an 

impossibly condensed ball, or, alternatively, unravel entirely, reduced to a single thread. A 

knot demonstrates the simultaneous multiplicity and wholeness of entanglement. It also 

speaks to the reductive, and even destructive, power of emphasis on the singular.  

Intricacy, entanglement, and a convoluted sense of self—these and more speak to the 

complexity and volatility of the early Soviet period. In 1917, Russia was seized by violence and 

political upheaval that set into motion a series of massive changes with lasting repercussions: 

the expulsion of the tsar, the implementation of a provisional government, and, soon 

thereafter, the installment of a new, Soviet authority following the Bolshevik Revolution. 

Though the Bolsheviks’ seizure of power pulled Russia out of WWI, it nevertheless pulled the 

country into another conflict: a Civil War that lasted from 1917 – 1922. And yet, against this 

backdrop of political turmoil and internecine strife, artistic production never ceased.  

                                                
1 Peter Chaadayev, “Philosophical Letters: Letter 1,” in Russian Philosophy: Volume 1., ed. James M. Edie 
et al (Chicago: Quadrangle Books), 110.  
 
2 Peretz Markish, “Mit farmakhte oygen,” Bikher velt, heft 8 (Warsaw: Kultur-lige, 1922).  
The translation is my own. The original text of the quote reads: Nisht azoy di tshvues hobn im farnumen, 
vi di etsm fragn. Dos retzlhafte hot im mer batsoybert, vi baumruikt. Er hot nisht azoy dem pisren bazukht, vi 
gelozt zikh farfirn fun dem farhiltn.  
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 The volatility of the decade that followed the Russian revolution precludes easy 

definition. Over the course of the 1920s, the new Soviet authority implemented various 

initiatives that aimed to stabilize the young state, including the New Economic Policy, or NEP 

(1921 – 1924). NEP was “in large measure a Bolshevik response to a powerful mass protest 

movement that swept the country in 1921” among sailors, peasants, and workers in Moscow 

and Petrograd.3 NEP promoted gradual economic change through a market economy and 

rejected immediate collectivization of agriculture and forced, rapid industrialization; 

however, it “stopped short of allowing changes in the political structure,” a failing that made 

the New Economic Policy, in the words of one scholar, “capitalism without democracy.”4 

Nikolai Bukharin, a Marxist economist, theorist, and representative of the Comintern, insisted 

that such “a period of ‘disequilibrium’” was inevitable, and in fact, one of the “immediate costs 

of revolution.”5  

The 1920s likewise saw the development of Soviet nationality policy, which was 

concerned with questions of nation-building and identity among non-Russian peoples in the 

USSR. This nationality policy was hardly a driving force for order; it had no definitive 

prescription or plan. Speeches and programs following the 1919 Russian Communist Party 

Congress contained “little more than platitudes…concerning the ‘friendship of peoples’ 

expressed in varying forms.”6 Historians debate the intentions and variable results of the 

Soviet nationality policy due to its lack of clear definition or structured implementation. One 

                                                
3 Vladimir Brovkin, “The Mensheviks and NEP Society in Russia,” Russian History 9, no. 2/3 (1982), 348. 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/24652712. 
 
4 Vladimir Brovkin, “The Mensheviks and NEP Society in Russia,” 350. 
 
5 Lars T. Lih, “Bukharin’s ‘Illusion’: War Communism and the Meaning of NEP,” Russian History 27, no. 
4 (2000), 420.  http://www.jstor.org/stable/24659628. 
 
6 Jeremy Smith, “Was There a Soviet Nationality Policy?” Europe-Asia Studies 71 (2019), 973. 
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concrete course of action that came out of this nebulous policy was korenizatsiia, or 

"indigenization," an initiative that sought to bolster cultural production in non-Russian 

languages. Historians agree that korenizatsiia is clear indication that nation-building efforts 

during the 1920s were “actively pursued,” and yet, because of the “lack of central direction,” 

leaders of the various republics were often able to “decide their own agendas and resolve key 

issues themselves.”7  

In this midst of this period of “disequilibrium,” and “lack of general direction,” Lenin’s 

health was on the decline. By the spring of 1923, his “progressing disabilities led to the 

intensification of the political rivalry among party leaders.”8 Following his death in 1924, the 

struggle to seize power created turbulence in the Party ranks and led, by the 1930s, to the 

Soviet authority’s despotic turn and concentration of power under Josef Stalin. The dramatic 

social and political shifts of the decade following the revolution and into the early 30s, then, 

spanned intrigues in the upper echelons of the Communist Party, tensions between 

leadership in Moscow and the new Soviet Socialist Republics, and even extended to market 

forces and daily cultural and economic realities. The early Soviet Union was a state of and in 

flux, existing and consisting of disruptive uncertainty.  

In spite of Bukharin’s acknowledgment of the inevitability of instability, the rhetoric of 

the moment was typically utopian; from the outset, the Communist project promised new 

freedoms and modes of being. Indeed, the Soviet state granted equal legal status to the various 

peoples living in the former Russian empire, including the Jews, who had been restricted to 

the margins of imperial territory—the Pale of Settlement—since the eighteenth century. 

                                                
7 Ibid. 
 
8 Alexei Yurchak, “Bodies of Lenin: The Hidden Science of Communist Sovereignty,” 
In Representations (1 February 2015): 129 (1), 121. 
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Following 1917, “Jewish and non-Jewish authors in the new land of the Soviets celebrated the 

overcoming of all boundaries. The lines dividing class, nationality, language, gender, genres, 

the self from the world, the proper from the improper, the sacred from the profane, the 

literary from the nonliterary, and art from life, were to be no more. A certain wariness, 

however, accompanied the celebration.”9 

In stride with new legal freedoms, this post-revolutionary period saw “great artistic 

experimentation in all areas of the arts,” including literature, criticism, visual arts, and film, 

and, crucially, “Jews occupied prominent roles across [these] new movements.”10 How might 

one describe this complicated and chaotic moment in Soviet history, the hope—tempered by 

caution—that it inspired, and, along the way, properly attend to the singular role of Jews? The 

answer, I believe, lies in the defining force of this moment—revolution—a concept with deep 

ties to Jewish history and a fundamental Jewish text: the Exodus.  

 

A Biblical Precedent 

Exodus recounts the liberation of the Jewish people from their enslavement in Egypt, their 

exodus (from the Greek exodos, “going out”) from that place, and a subsequent 40 years of 

wandering before they are allowed to enter the promised land. Exodus is a Jewish story, but its 

lessons—and legacies—are not strictly the domain of the Jewish people. Exodus has been a 

major touchstone time and again in political theory. One of the most famous examples is the 

work of Michael Walzer, whose book Exodus and Revolution argues that Exodus is the Ur-text 

of revolution—the original narrative template upon which later revolutionary efforts have 

                                                
9 Harriet Murav, “Stillbirth of Revolution,” in Music from a Speeding Train: Jewish Literature in Post-
Revolution Russia (Redwood City, CA, 2011), https://doi.org/10.11126/stanford/9780804774437.001.0001. 
 
10 Harriet Murav, “Stillbirth of Revolution,” 2. 
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been based. As he puts it, “revolution has often been imagined as an enactment of the Exodus 

and the Exodus has often been imagined as a program for revolution.”11 To elucidate this 

point, Walzer notes that Exodus has been cited in political histories of the West, including the 

Puritan Revolution, the American Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s, and the Liberation 

Theology championed by Catholic priests and theologians in Latin America during the 1970s.  

Despite its proliferation in Western political theory, Exodus as a model of revolution 

has not been explored at great length in the context of the Russian revolution, and not 

explicitly with respect to Soviet literature.12 In the argument that follows, I will demonstrate 

that the Exodus is remarkably relevant to the Russian context thanks to a series of narrative 

and thematic harmonies it shares with works of early Soviet literature. From the standpoint of 

narrative sequence, three temporal stages exist as counterparts in Biblical and Russian 

history:   

1 - Liberation from Egypt / 1917 Revolution 

2 - Wandering in the desert / Discourse and Action for the “Building” of Communism  

3 – Attainment of the promised land / Achievement of Communist society  

 

At the thematic level, Exodus is the biblical book that charts the beginning of a new nation 

through:  

• a break from tyranny  
• wondering and wandering in a wilderness space (more on that below)  
• the establishment of laws and norms—a legal codex  

                                                
11 Michael Walzer, Exodus and Revolution (New York: Basic Books, 1985), ix. 
 
12 That is not to say that it the connection between Exodus and the Russian Revolution has never been 
engaged; Walzer himself likens Lenin to Moses in Exodus and Revolution. Moreover, Lincoln Steffens’ 
Moses in Red (1926) drew explicit connections between the Russian Revolution and Exodus. Still, it is 
not a common comparison. 
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Each arc is marked by a kind of failure; the newly Sovietized peoples, like the Israelites, are 

promised a better world, but they are also told that they must work to achieve it; ultimately, 

though, they never quite get there. In the biblical text, Moses and many Israelites cannot enter 

the promised land (entry only happens a few books later, in Joshua); moreover, the land they 

were promised is already inhabited—Canaan is populated, and hostile to the Israelites’ 

arrival. In the Soviet context, Communism is achieved only nominally, and the initial 

semblance of a broader distribution of power ultimately reconsolidates into despotism under 

Stalin.  

There are other narrative parallels that exist between the Exodus and early Soviet 

history, but one in particular is crucial for the historical framework of my argument as it will 

unfold later: their shared quality as marginal moments in time. Each period—the Exodus or 

the early Soviet—is situated between authoritarian powers with a singular, central figurehead 

at the helm. The Russian tsar is replaced by the tyranny of Stalin; following pharaoh’s rule 

and entry into the Promised Land, a new monarchy is established with the rule of King David. 

In keeping with such authoritarian bookends, then, my conception of this in-between period 

thus begins with the overthrow of the tsar in 1917 and ends with the concentration of power 

and cultural control under Stalinist rule in 1935.  

Because this dissertation is ultimately a study of literature, it might seem strange not to 

conclude the early Soviet period in 1934, as this was the year in which the doctrine of Socialist 

Realism was officially declared. However, full understanding and compliance with the 

mandates of Socialist Realism do not fully take hold until 1935, a point that I will expound 

upon in Chapter 2, wherein Moyshe Kulbak’s comical novel Zelmenyaner—published in 

serial—suddenly gains a “Party conscious” second half in 1935. From a historical standpoint, 

1935 is the last year before Stalin’s all-out reign of terror began; 1936 marked the beginning of 
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the show trials and the mass executions of the Great Purge. State violence had, of course, been 

a feature of Soviet life until this point, but following 1935, violence was no longer packaged 

and deployed as policy (as in the case of forced collectivization), but rather directly and 

explicitly punitive. The exodic period, then, charts a developmental arc and terminates with a 

return to a singular authority. For this reason, I place the end of the exodic era in 1935.  

The beginning and conclusive dates of my study reflect, specifically, the October 

Revolution (1917) and the consolidation of high Stalinist culture (1935). As I have just said 

above, the exodic era and its attendant texts hover between two absolutist periods, namely, 

tsarism and Stalinism. This position between two clearly delineated political structures and 

their corresponding literary stricture (the tsarist censor and the doctrine of Socialist Realism) 

suggests that the texts at the center of my study inhabit a kind of historical and literary 

“wilderness.” This moment in time is, as I have noted, a period not readily defined, and it is 

arguably “wild” for its many imprecisions and the dynamism of its features. Crucially, 

however, this marginal era—or, as it is most commonly called, this interwar period—is not 

empty or lacking because of its marginal status; rather it is a semiotic treasure trove, rich in 

potential, trial, exploration, and discovery.  

The “historical” and narrative parallels between the biblical and Soviet revolutionary 

periods are compelling insofar as they serve to establish relevance and justify the application 

of the Exodus story to my own understanding of early Soviet literature. However, it is not my 

intention to purely trace parallels. The most important and interesting element of the Exodus 

text that has bearing on Soviet literature is not the end or beginning of either narrative, but 

rather the hard to define in-betweenness of lived experience—the wandering in the wilderness. 

This period of wandering—confusing in its uncertainty and instability—is effectively a period 

of wondering. Like the Israelites’ 40 years in the desert, early Soviet society suffered various 
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hardships. In either case, the population endured hunger, massive changes in regulation and 

lived practice, and internecine violence. Perseverance through these “wilderness” periods was 

fueled by the pursuit of utopia, for no matter Canaan or Communism: “the strength of Exodus 

… lies in … the divine promise.”13  

Such a prolonged state of disturbance—and the messy process of working one’s way 

through it—form the fascination and focus of this dissertation. Specifically, I consider how 

this volatile period impacted the development of Soviet identity, but also how the process of 

identity formation reacted and replied to the forces that wrought it. In the argument that 

follows, I will attend to the phenomena of endurance and (re)invention by adopting the 

Exodus not as a rigid template for narrative construction, but rather as a narrative and 

thematic matrix. With an eye on narrative structure and literary device, I will demonstrate 

how Exodus serves as a revolutionary paradigm that facilitates both a thinking through and 

expression of the dynamic process of re-starting and re-defining a political system. Moreover, 

I will address how this process helps to articulate desired socio-political models but also, a 

dynamic sense of self.  

 

Policy, Pluralism, and Perspective 

To better understand how people persevered despite grand reconfigurations in the ordering 

of their world, it is useful to look to the tension between political prescription and lived 

reality. In the Exodus narrative, this tension hinges upon "the covenant at Sinai,” or the 

presentation of the Ten Commandments, “the most important of Israel’s covenants,” and 

                                                
13 Michael Walzer, Exodus and Revolution, 3. 
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consequently the defining moment of nation building.14 Walzer notes that “biblical writers 

seem to have had no doubt that [the covenant] depended on consent, not blood. The laws 

were binding only because they had been accepted by the people.”15 Thus the covenant helps 

reframe the Israelites not as a chosen people, but a choosing people.16  

This element of choice is crucial: voluntary participation (and resistance) are only 

possible through agency. And only through agency can one actively participate in political life 

and find means of self-expression. (Passive activity in political life is unthinking conformity—

the result of compulsion.) Walzer reads choice in the Exodus as inclusive practice—he 

qualifies the covenant at Sinai as a "politics of openness and welcome, proselytism and 

expansion, (and even forced conversion …though adherence is supposed to be voluntary).”17 

The more inclusive characteristics of the covenant harmonize with the thrust of early Soviet 

policies that sought to facilitate greater agency and participation among the Soviet Union’s 

constituent peoples (korenizatsiia and razmezhivanie), while the compulsion and purges of the 

Exodus attend to the violence that often accompanied these seemingly tolerant initiatives. 

Soviet authorities thought that to lean into internationalism and cosmopolitanism (and, 

where necessary, coercion) would serve to stabilize the USSR. Nation building in the 1920s 

was “an ideologically informed response to great power attitudes which characterized not 

only former servants of tsarist rule, but also some of the most enthusiastic builders of 

                                                
14 Michael Walzer, “The Covenants.” In In God’s Shadow: Politics in the Hebrew Bible (Yale University 
Press, 2012), 4. http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt1npfvn.5 
 
15 Michael Walzer, “The Covenants,” in In God’s Shadow, 5. 

16 “In principle, the covenant of law is open to anyone prepared to accept its burdens; hence, it isn’t 
entirely implausible to say that there are no chosen people, only people who choose.” Michael Walzer, 
“The Covenants,” 3.  
 
17 Ibid.  
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communism,” and ultimately aimed at combating the danger of “Great Russian chauvinism.”18 

As they developed a sense of Soviet consciousness among non-Russian groups, these policies 

effectively embraced the Soviet Union’s constituent "mixed multitudes.”19  

In stride with the rise of Stalin, however, such initiatives were curtailed: non-Russian 

peoples—the “mixed multitudes” once supported by the state—became scapegoats. Soviet 

authorities eventually targeted Ukrainian nationalism, Islamic cultural practices, Jewishness, 

and other “deviances” from Russo-centrism for being too “cosmopolitan” or “counter-

revolutionary.” Just as rabbinic scholars belatedly placed blame upon the “mixed multitudes” 

for acts of rebellion to obscure the internal strife in the desert (Walzer makes clear that “the 

biblical writers blame the Israelites themselves for the murmurings”), Soviet authority 

likewise enacted a rhetorical and practical flip, switching from policies of inclusion to 

exclusion.20 As historian Jeremy Smith notes, Stalin made a “U-turn,” concluding that “local 

nationalism had…supplanted Great Russian chauvinism as the ‘greater danger,’” which 

ultimately led to the eventual “rehabilitation of the russkii narod,” the reframing and “rewriting 

of national histories…[and] purges in the republics,” and granted “official status to the Russian 

language in 1938.”21  

Externally oriented blame refocused the self-aware criticism of the 1920s into a clear 

framework of us versus them by the 1930s, a point made especially clear with the creation of the 

passport mandate and ascribed nationality in 1933. This paradigm shift made art, self-

                                                
18 Smith, 976. 
 
19 “Mixed multitudes” (עֵרֶב רַב) is a term used to describe people of unknown lineage who joined the 
Israelites in their exodus from Egypt (Exodus 12:38).  
 
20 Michael Walzer, “The Covenants,” 2.  
 
21 Jeremy Smith, “Was There a Soviet Nationality Policy?” 977. 
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expression, and even humor the purview of the state, but it also generated a great deal of 

resistance. Assigned identity, including ascribed nationality, “was as much manipulated by 

[Soviet citizens] as it was a tool of the authorities,” a point which I discuss in the context of the 

Soviet cynic and the Soviet trickster in Chapter 3.  

What can one make of rebellions and murmurings in the desert? Again, the 

covenant—and the choice to accept it—is key; the decision to belong is not always reflected 

and supported by action. In one of the most powerful scenes of the Exodus, the Israelites 

forsake rule number one of the covenant (Thou shalt have no other gods), melt down their 

gold, and fashion an idol of worship—a golden calf (Exodus 32). In an act symptomatic of 

anxiety, boredom, fear, or a longing for former comforts and customs, the young nation resists 

full compliance with the laws and norms set before them, and, instead, makes their own sense 

and seeks catharsis.  

Like this episode of the golden calf, the early Soviet period is rooted in anxieties and 

marked by uncertainty, playfulness, violence, and joy. It is a time of dynamism—a constant 

deviance or misalignment between what ought to be and what is. And so, in my own reading of 

the Exodus, I take up this misalignment, amplify the themes of plurality and inclusivity 

(mixed multitudes, many protagonists), unfinalizability (the ongoing and dynamic search for 

sense), and marginality (the frame of despotic rulers and a wilderness setting render it in-

between temporally and geographically) to assert that revolution is process. It is a force of 

continuous critical thinking and re-thinking and, therefore, a kind of resistance. And this 

brings me to the central argument of this dissertation: such a marginal, mobile, and manifold 

understanding of revolution—derivative of the Exodus and defining for the early Soviet era— 

ultimately produced a subset of literature that I call the Soviet exodic. 
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The years between the end of WWI (1918) and the beginning of WWII (1939) are often 

referred to from a historical perspective as “the interwar years,” a definition that hinges upon 

absence. This interwar period, like the period of the exodic with which it overlaps, is marginal. 

My interpretive framework seeks to provide this historical moment in time, along with some 

of its literature, a positive definition. Just as a re-conception of wilderness renders the 

imaginary “emptiness” of desert into a rich, complex landscape, the exodic era likewise offers 

up a positive definition. This period of time and category of literature is not defined by an 

external referent (post-revolution; pre-war; anti-Stalinist), but afforded a definition and 

substance all its own. 

 

A Non-Binary Intervention 

How does the Soviet exodic fit into—and expand upon—extant scholarship? I believe the 

defining tenets of the Soviet exodic (plurality/inclusivity, marginality, unfinalizability, and—

their result—revolution and resistance) articulate the answer. Walzer, as I have noted, reads 

the Exodus story with an eye on inclusion; in addition to the inclusivity of the covenant, he 

posits that Exodus is such a productive touchstone because it is accessible to nearly any group 

struggling for liberation against externally imposed rule. Crucially, and problematically, his 

analysis is rather bloodless. This insufficient attention to the violence of the Exodus narrative 

triggered a response from persons who would not ignore the story’s darker elements—most 

famously, Edward Said. In his reply to Walzer, Said challenges the utopian undercurrent of 

Walzer’s assessment by problematizing the promised land: he finds especially “troubling… the 

injunction laid on the Jews by God to exterminate their opponents [the Canaanites], an 

injunction that takes away the aura of progressive national liberation which Walzer is bent 
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upon giving to the Exodus.”22 With this critique, Said rightly points to the extremism 

underpinning utopian constructs: any promised land is an ideological absolute. 

The Walzer-Said debate effectively presents a binary model of choice, and it does so 

through an insistence upon what’s right or wrong in our contemporary world, with geopolitics 

as its implicit point of reference.23 While tensions in the Middle East are far from the point of 

my project, I do share Said’s concerns with Walzer’s assertion that Exodus is a decisive 

touchstone for Western political theory. To echo Said: “Certainly Exodus is a trope that comes 

easily to hand in accounts of deliverance, but there isn’t anything especially “Western” about 

it.”24 Indeed, my argument turns to the Exodus story for its narrative and thematic valence as a 

literary text, and, in turn, its ability to serve as a generative index for other works of literature. 

As such, my intervention accepts at once and all together the violence and the radical hope, 

the caution and the horror, and the promise and prophecy of the Exodus. These contradictory 

characteristics help to define exodic literature (more on which below) and simultaneously 

speak to Exodus’ intertextual productivity. And in a gesture that helps to once more highlight 

the Jewishness of the Soviet exodic, I posit that this revolutionary literature of resistance is 

ultimately a form of midrash.  

Midrash is a Jewish hermeneutic. Specifically, it is rabbinic commentary on biblical 

text, but from a secular standpoint, midrash is “the spinning of gloriously weird backstories or 

                                                
22 Edward W. Said, “Michael Walzers’ ‘Exodus and Revolution: A Canaanite Reading’,” Grand Street, 
Vol. 5 (Winter 1986), 91. 
 
23 Said avers that Walzer applies his reading of Exodus to contemporary politics because he is 
ultimately concerned with conveying a pro-Israel sentiment “in need of defense, explanation, [and] 
justification.” Edward W. Said, “Michael Walzers’ ‘Exodus and Revolution: A Canaanite Reading,’” 103. 
 
24 Edward W. Said, “Michael Walzers’ ‘Exodus and Revolution: A Canaanite Reading,” 94.  
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fairy tales prompted by gaps or contradictions in …narratives.”25 Midrash is, then, a literary 

reaction that seeks to reason through the problematics of another text. “[One] could call the 

Gospels a midrash on the Hebrew Bible, the lives of the saints a midrash on the Christ story, 

the Koran a midrash on all of the above.”26 And so, if Exodus is the Ur-text of Revolution, 

Soviet exodic literature is a midrash on the Exodus narrative. The Exodus, then, does double 

duty as a theoretical matrix (a set of narrative and thematic elements by which one might 

discern what is and what isn’t revolutionary literature), and the central textual referent of this 

revolutionary literature.   

Given my application of the Exodus text on multiple fronts—as literary and political 

textual referent, theoretical framework, and Jewish cultural touchstone—the paradigm that is 

the Soviet exodic inevitably emerges as a multi-faceted thing. It engages multiple lenses at 

once: Exodus as referent begets midrash, allowing me to look to Walzer and accept his theory 

of plurality and inclusivity; I also acknowledge Said’s call to attend to the inherent violence of 

the text; and by choosing neither one nor the other, I select both/and.  In so doing, my 

alternative reading of the Exodus is ultimately an aggregate approach to the concept of 

revolution rooted in various orientations. With this kaleidoscopic view on revolution, then, I 

can more readily—and realistically—convey the early Soviet period in all of its complexity, 

for this period of time was, in the words of Sasha Senderovich, a “brilliant laboratory of 

reactions to an ongoing drama of social and cultural experimentation.”27 

                                                
25 Judith Shulevitz, “The Brontës' Secret.” The Atlantic, Atlantic Media Company, 9 June 2016, 
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2016/06/the-brontes-secret/480726/.  
 
26 Judith Shulevitz, “The Brontës’ Secret.” 
 
27 Sasha Senderovich, Introduction in The Zelmenyaners: A Family Saga, trans. Hillel Halkin, The New 
Yiddish Library (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2013) xxvi. 
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 I have said already that revolution is a process of re-orientation and re-consideration. 

As a force of continuous critical thinking, it is therefore implicitly an act of resistance to any 

singular or static definition of being. This conception of revolution as re-orientation (and 

derivative of the Exodus) is my own, but in my theorizing of networks of relations and re-

orientations, I am indebted to Sara Ahmed and her work Queer Phenomenology. This text and 

the theory at its heart serve as the red thread that weaves throughout the length of this 

dissertation. In Queer Phenomenology, Ahmed asserts that how we come to know and are 

known is dependent upon much more than the simple dialectic of subject perceiving object; 

rather, it is dependent upon a constellation of relations between bodies and beings. Queer 

Phenomenology “emphasizes the importance of lived experience, the intentionality of 

consciousness, the significance of nearness or what is ready-to-hand, and the role of repeated 

and habitual actions in shaping bodies and worlds.”28  

The “queer” of Ahmed’s theory does pertain to non-heteronormative sexual 

orientation, but it does so much more. “Queer” in this context looks beyond mere sexual 

relations to encapsulate non-normative modes of being on a broad scale: “if we return to the 

root of the word “queer” (from the Greek for cross, oblique, adverse), we can see that the word 

[…] allows us to move between sexual and social registers, without flattening them or reducing 

them to a single line.”29 Queerness, then, resists singular, reductive definition, and as such 

constitutes a rebellion in the face of totalizing or homogenizing force.  It facilitates the co-

existence of collective and contradictory characteristics, and for this reason it is remarkably 

relevant and generative in the context of the Soviet exodic, for it explicates the volatility of 

                                                
28 Sara Ahmed. Queer Phenomenology: Orientations, Objects, Others (Durham: Duke University Press, 
2010), 2.  
 
29 Sara Ahmed. Queer Phenomenology, 161. 
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early Soviet selfhood with an eye on non-conformity, as well as the gendered tensions implicit 

or explicit to the historical moment and the texts it produced. And if “to make things queer 

is…to disturb the order of things,” queer theory emerges as an especially productive descriptive 

lens for the early Soviet era. 

 

Margins of Meaning 

Ahmed states that what she ultimately offers is “a model of how bodies become orientated by 

how they take up time and space.”30 Because queerness accommodates plurality of modes of 

being across time, it attends to variability as well as mobility. The dynamism of changing 

senses of self and interpersonal relations engenders a kind of movement, and this is, I argue, 

the volatile force of change that fuels the re-consideration and re-creation of the revolutionary 

ethos. In addition, this mobility—this being in (and over) time and space—recalls the concept 

of wilderness insofar as it is a place of wandering and wondering. Through Ahmed’s queer 

lens, wilderness becomes a site that is doubly marginal. In the straightforward understanding, 

it is a site beyond or outside of a center; but a re-conception that resists this normative (and 

implicitly negative) definition turns wilderness into a place whose value is not determined 

through reference to another, but is meaningful in its own right. In sum then, the force of 

revolution re-orients the subject and object, and this queer orientation allows for multiple 

new conceptions to come about. A queer perspective on the wilderness allows it to be, at once, 

a site of hope and horror, torture and transcendence.  

This rich symbolic landscape is made possible by a revolution in thought as well as the 

revolution of history, particularly in the context of Russia and its literary imaginary. As Anne 

Lounsbery has written, the provintsiia, or provinces of the Russian empire in the nineteenth 

                                                
30 Sara Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology, 5. 
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century were consistently represented in literature as unchanging spaces; immutability and 

stasis were their defining features.31  The imperial centers of Moscow and Petersburg were the 

center(s) of culture and sophistication. Their contact with Europe—and distance from the 

provinces—underscored the backward nature of the margins of empire. So, while Moscow 

and Petersburg represented progress, the provinces were stagnant, languishing in their 

interminable sameness.  

Such a semiotic rhetorical framework was facilitated and sustained by empire. Under 

autrocratic rule, the binary of capital versus province, and thus culture versus stagnation, 

locked the landscape beyond the imperial center(s) in semiotic limbo. Forever outside, these 

spaces lacked the semiotic framework to support narratives of intellectual and cultural 

development; they were forever the foil, a picture of what place ought not to look like. In such 

marginal spaces, "everything blurs together, no signs are readable, and the system of contrasts 

upon which Saussurean meaning-making depends seems to be disabled."32 But while the 

nineteenth century saw the definition of non-central spaces to be a kind of non-definition, the 

twentieth century, and the event of revolution, ushered in an era of change that made positive 

definition of the margins possible.   

Removal of the tsar (the political center), translated into the removal of the tsarist 

order of the world. Political change drove semiotic change: dissolution of the imperial order 

dissolved the traditional geographical boundaries between culture and non-culture. And 

because the creation of the USSR was the creation of a multi-ethnic nation composed of 

various states, each had its own capital, its own center. This network of various points of 

                                                
31 Anne Lounsbery, Life Is Elsewhere: Symbolic Geography in the Russian Provinces, 1800-1917. (Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 2019), 223.  
 
32 Anne Lounsbery, Life Is Elsewhere, 232. 
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geographical and cultural orientation harmonizes with the aforementioned theory of a 

network of relations and resultant orientations. And to this point, Lounsbery closes her book 

(and her discussion of the nineteenth century Russian literary imagination) with an invitation 

to rethink the margins as especially fruitful spaces for meaning-making: "We would not be 

incorrect to describe Russia as "utterly and deeply provincial in its very essence," as long as we 

keep our eyes trained on what is, in the end, the aesthetically miraculous nature of this 

provincialism."33  

I have mentioned already the importance of the plurality of the population—the 

mixed multitudes—whose diverse languages and cultural practices complicate rhetoric of 

homogeneity and de-stabilize Russo-centrism with its seemingly fixed cultural and linguistic 

codes. These various cultures prove the marginality of the exodic to be meaningful on 

multiple fronts; the Soviet exodic is framed by two periods of authoritarian rule and therefore 

is a marginal moment (an in-between), but in addition, it also thrives on indeterminacy: 

marginal peoples collected together are embodied heterogeneity. To explicate the richness 

and importance of marginality for the exodic, it is useful to consider the defining features of 

what the exodic is not: hegemonic, authoritarian, Stalinist. To further illustrate its open, 

indeterminate—revolutionary—nature, I turn to another symbolic imaginary: specifically, the 

mythos surrounding the Soviet figureheads representative of the decades central to the 

present argument: Vladimir Lenin and Josef Stalin.  

The myth making project of Stalin and Lenin is rich in semantic power. Setting aside 

the actual history or biography of either man and looking instead to the implications of their 

self-fashioning illustrates the aforementioned characteristics of revolution—pluralism, 

marginality, unfinalizability—versus the homogenizing imperative of authoritarianism. And 

                                                
33 Anne Lounsbery, 255. 
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because the exodic is a moment characterized by multivalent modes of selfhood, the self-

styling of each political figurehead, and the later manipulation of the mythos tied to these 

names, offers up a useful metaphorical model of the divergence between an ethos of 

revolution and one of despotism.  

Rolf Hellebust, in his book Flesh to Metal (2003) analyzes Lenin and Stalin’s 

revolutionary pseudonyms. The creation of each attends to the inherent break between the 

dynamic, diffuse mode of the exodic (revolutionary) era and the consolidating, centralizing, 

punitive force of Stalinism and its cult of personality.  

Vladimir Ulyanov's pseudonym Lenin fits the mold of unassuming last names taken 
from first names, ... but its actual origin is probably geographical (from the River Lena 
in Siberia). This recalls the method favored by former members of various non-
Bolshevik groupings, who followed the naming practice of Jews displaced outside the 
Pale of Settlement. ... In fact, Lenin fits squarely in the revolutionary tradition of the 
semantically empty pseudonym, which we also see from his tendency to use it together 
with the initial *N.—*the classic device of the anonymous Russian writer.34 

Hellebust points to the intentional openness and indefinite quality of Vladimir Ulyanov's 

revolutionary pseudonym, revealing in it an elegant metaphorical articulation of the exodic as 

dis-location, for "Lenin" is at once somewhere and nowhere. It references, at its broadest, a 

vast swathe of empire that existed as the ultimate "nowhere" in the Russian imagination—

Siberia. At its most specific, Lenin's geographical referent still cannot be reduced to a point on 

a map, for rivers are long, and constantly in motion.35 

                                                
34 Rolf Hellebust. Flesh to Metal: Soviet Literature and the Alchemy of Revolution. (Cornell University Press: 
2003), 94. 
 
35 The Lena River covers a vast territory; it is 2,734 miles (4,400 kilometers) long, the tenth longest river 
in the world, and the third longest river in Siberia. source: American Museum of Natural History. 
“Lena Basin, Russia,” American Museum of Natural History, Accessed September 2020. 
https://www.amnh.org/learn-teach/curriculum-collections/grace/grace-tracking-water-from-
space/lena-basin-russia 
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As Hellebust illustrates, to seek anonymity and obscure one's "precise," legally visible 

self through self-identification with dis-location was common practice among revolutionaries, 

and importantly, it began in the margins among marginalized peoples, namely Jews. Taking 

into consideration this origin story of pseudonymous self-creation, then, a revolutionary 

personality is that of a marginalized, "displaced" person. Moreover, in this origin story one 

finds a compelling image of the revolutionary person as someone engaged in self-effacement 

for the purpose of constant re-invention. Revolutionary self-creation (part and parcel with the 

exodic) is a gesture rooted in movement. 

In contrast to "Lenin," "Stalin" is anything but diffuse. Hellebust notes the 

"pretentiousness" of the pseudonym and, in a glittering breakdown of its assimilationist 

aspirations, argues compellingly that it was an aspirational neologism born out of "a shaky 

grasp of Russian."36  

Dzhugashvili clearly chose his surname for the purposes of the Russian arena. 
...Perhaps this was a name that only a non-Russian could come up with. It is not a 
matter of the foreign derivation of stal' (from the German Stahl); this was no longer felt 
by the time with which we are concerned. It is that Russian simply does not form 
possessive adjectives ending with -in ... from inanimate—and moreover feminine—
nouns ending in a soft sign ('). And stal' is such a noun.37 

Hellebust's analysis of the creation of "Stalin" reflects a gesture that reverses the practice and 

intention of revolutionary pseudonym making. An outsider who sought to concretize his 

name and status and align himself with the dominant language and image of the proletariat, 

Dzhugashvili forcefully assimilates himself and his language to forge an identity (and the 

beginnings of a myth) through self-equation with a hard, highly valued material with which 

the Communist paradise ought to be built. (More on that hard, culturally-prized material 
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37 Rolf Hellebust, Flesh to Metal, 95. 
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later). Stalin was, therefore, not simply the political driver of forced assimilation via 

russification, but its very embodiment. His self-fashioned moniker—forced and 

grammatically implausible—performs but one kind of the coercive violence that the Stalin the 

man would use to impel and control conformity among Soviet citizens. 

Keeping in mind the above discussion of the Soviet exodic as marginal, variable, and 

mobile, I have suggested that the pseudonyms of Lenin and Stalin are symbolic of plurality 

and homogeneity, respectively. Lenin’s symbolic weight, however, became subject to 

manipulation once Lenin the man no longer had full control of his public image. Following 

his stroke in 1922, the politburo began to isolate Vladimir Ulyanov from the political world, yet  

simultaneously engaged in canonizing [Lenin]. ‘‘It was at that time, [from 1922 and] 
until Lenin’s death in January 1924, that most mythological images and institutions that 
were formed around Lenin’s cult were created,” […] More than a year prior to Lenin’s 
death, and in spite of his active protestations, the party leadership introduced the term 
‘‘Leninism’’ into public circulation. […] The party leadership was now actively 
constructing ‘‘Lenin’’ as ‘‘a particular object of political iconography that was not 
connected in any way with the real living Lenin.38  

In stride with the rise of Stalin, then, the complexity of Lenin the person was reduced and 

compressed into a symbol. “In November 1923, Pravda wrote that Lenin was not just ‘‘the name 

of a beloved leader’’ but something bigger— ‘‘a program,’’ ‘‘a tactic,’’ ‘‘a philosophical world 

view’’—in a word, Leninism. Leninism as a teaching was bigger than the flesh-and-blood 

person called ‘‘Lenin’’ and could therefore even be different from the ideas of Lenin (the 

person).”39 Alexei Yurchak notes how this manipulation of man into myth reduced “Lenin’s 

complex thought to a collection of canonized statements.”40 (Such canonical statements 

                                                
38 Alexei Yurchak, “Bodies of Lenin: The Hidden Science of Communist Sovereignty,” 
In Representations (1 February 2015): 129 (1): 116–157, 121.  
  
39 Alexei Yurchak,“Bodies of Lenin,” 121. 
 
40 Alexei Yurchak, “Bodies of Lenin,” 123. 
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engendered a new kind of humorless and uncompromising Soviet language—Sovietspeak—

of which I will say more in chapter 3.) Importantly, the reductionist, threatening, and didactic 

quality of Leninism paved the way for the unyielding pedantry of Stalinist rule.  

Manipulation of the leader’s symbolic significance extended to the physical body 

proper: following Lenin’s death in 1924, the politburo held discussions concerning the 

preservation of Lenin’s body. “Although the idea itself had been voiced earlier in the press 

and among laypeople, many party leaders considered it scientifically unrealistic and 

contradictory to the materialist worldview of Communism. For Trotsky and Bukharin, 

preserving Lenin’s body was comparable to treating it as a religious relic—unthinkable for 

communists.”41 The unthinkable, however, proved not only thinkable, but actionable—

Lenin’s body was preserved and laid in a mausoleum for public viewing (and veneration). The 

formation of the doctrine of Leninism together with the preservation and presentation of the 

“sovereign” sacred body allowed the party full control over not just the program of Leninism, 

but also afforded this program the sanctity and severity of a martyr or a king. Trotsky had 

warned that Leninism “was at risk of becoming a collection of ‘‘dead quotes’’ that would be 

used out of context to legitimate all decisions, even diametrically opposing ones.”42 Indeed, 

this was the case, and by the 1930s, the simultaneous canonization of the ideal and 

“banishment of [Lenin] the man…. transformed the Russian revolutionary state into a Leninist 

polity,” wherein whoever had control of Leninism ultimately controlled culture, policy, and 

punishment.43  

There are a few things at work here regarding the movement away from a 
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42 Alexei Yurchak, “Bodies of Lenin,” 122. 
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revolutionary era as I have already defined it (dynamic, fluid, mobile, aggregate, and 

inclusive) towards despotism. The most obvious, external shift lies in the concept of the 

authority as a collective of living working bodies into a singular body of power, where man 

and ideology are fused into one. In this instance, auctoritas (social authority) is superseded by 

the kyrios (lord or master), effectively transferring the power of many into the figure of one, 

and thus paving the way for Stalin’s cult of personality and despotic rule. Another key 

moment in the formation of Leninism is its capacity for contradiction. This is, as I have 

already expressed above, a feature of the exodic, too. But unlike the exodic, Stalinist 

contradiction is double speak and double standards. Whereas the exodic contains 

contradictions that co-exist and are ultimately inclusive, Leninism, and especially later 

Stalinism, is mutable only in order to enforce a point at the expense of another. Contradiction 

then, is complexity and productive paradox in the case of the exodic, but a force of 

cancellation or erasure under despotism. 

The Soviet exodic, as I have said elsewhere, is substantive in its own right. 

Nevertheless, defining the exodic against what it is not facilitates a deeper examination of not 

only what it is, but how it came to be. As a final point on this matter, I return the discussion to 

the realm of literature. Under Stalinism, socialist literature was meant to be prescriptive, 

instructional, humorless, and inspirational in its depiction of the trials and triumphs of 

Communism and its heroes. To this latter point, under the doctrine of Socialist Realism, first 

imposed in 1934, literature took up martyr-like figures for its central culture hero. The saintly 

and singular protagonist of Socialist Realism projected force and masculinity and was 

unwavering in his conviction. The overlap between Socialist Realist literature and Christian 

topoi and themes is well established in the academy. I raise this point here to underscore not 

only its difference to the established Jewishness of the exodic period, but also the paradigm 
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shift from a nation of many peoples to a nation rooted in the ideology and messianism 

represented and enforced by a singular figure.  

 

The Soviet Exodic: A Literature of Resistance  

With the origins of what the Soviet exodic is in place, I wish to emphasize once more how the 

exodic hermeneutic, as a revolutionary force, ultimately stages an act of resistance. Revolution 

is typically understood on exclusionary terms—that is, it is traditionally conceived of to be a 

violent act of erasure or replacement—a decisive and defined moment in time. The exodic, in 

contrast, understands revolution as an ongoing, dynamic process. From the Latin revolvere, “to 

roll back,” exodic revolution is not a conclusive act, but consistent re-consideration. I do not 

wish to promote the popular understanding of revolution as conclusive and finite, like a 

change in leadership, but instead push for a conception of revolution as a constant coming 

into being. In such a framework, politics gives way to physics. Moreover, to re-consider, re-

orient, and re-work something is a generative act—a force of creation. Walzer agrees: “The 

call to resist tyrants is nevertheless a characteristic reading of the [Exodus] text—a matter not 

of obeying God, precisely, but of imitating Him.”44  

 My description of the exodic thus far has attended largely to the force of revolution on 

a theoretical and literary front, but I have also touched upon how revolutionary politics 

impacts the body (perhaps most dramatically in the case of Lenin’s mummified corpse). To 

fully unify the historical with the theoretical, I wish to emphasize that the exodic is not merely 

a revolutionary force that begets literary resistance to structures of power, but has 

implications for the physical body of the common citizen, too. The scholar Graciela Montaldo 

attends in her work to the representations and treatment of the collective civic body by 
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political authority; she explains how the citizenry, treated as a group, is ultimately 

characterized as the masses and, in turn, are perceived to be “illegitimate subjects” because 

they are “devoid of speech and ratio: represented as pure physical presence.”45 Montaldo 

likewise attends to the inevitable feminization of this mass body, as it is typically perceived by 

political authority as passive, receptive, and thus susceptible to manipulation or coercion: “to 

become a mass is to be stripped of the physical carcass of a civic identity modelled in the 

image of the masculine (insertive) body, and to become part of a feminized[sic] (receptive) 

collective body exposed to the penetrative and punishing actions of the state."46  

 This feminine civic body subjected to the insertive and penetrative force of state power 

accurately captures the dynamics of industrialization and collectivization, especially as it was 

experienced by non-ethnic Russian populations by the late 1920s and early 1930s. To 

paraphrase Claudio Canaparo’s work on territorialism and imperialism, national territory was 

produced through the submission of marginal “wild” spaces to new regimes of velocity, such 

as the railroad or the telegraph, and these technological innovations—and incursions—

ultimately erased earlier forms of locality.47 This is precisely the cause for crisis and 

consideration among the Zelmenyaner family, whom I discuss in chapter 2. Their daily lived 

experience is transformed by the arrival of electricity and the radio, and ultimately upended 

by industry. Throughout, this Soviet-Jewish collective actively grapples with the gendered 

ideals of Soviet policy from their space within the (doubly) feminized role as mass body and 
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marginal people. Together with questions of technological and social progress, the 

Zelmenyaners must consider whether to strive to emulate the individual, masculine Soviet 

culture hero or retain and sustain Jewishness, and to what extent these identities might co-

exist.   

 The Zelmenyaners are but one literary representation of the experience of early Soviet 

life in all its mobility and multi-faceted meaning. The other exodic texts examined here, 

Peretz Markish’s long form poems Di kupe and Radyo, Andrei Platonov’s prose works Kotlovan 

and Chevengur, and Ilya Ilf and Evgeny Petrov’s comedic diptych Dvenadtsat’ stul’iev and Zolotoi 

telenok, likewise present the complexity of Soviet life with an eye on the tension between the 

expectations and prescriptions of Soviet authority and individual desire and expression. In 

keeping with all of the themes I have discussed above, these texts are exodic not simply 

because they fall within the designated time period (1917 – 1935), but also because they include 

and investigate the aforementioned central themes of:  

 

• plurality (there is no singular, central protagonist; this collective of characters has a 

complex and multi-faceted sense of self) 

• marginality (setting of text is neither Petersburg nor Moscow; all or many characters 

are markedly different along ethnic, religious, or linguistic lines) 

• unfinalizability (the driving force behind the plot fails, resets, restarts, or is deferred) 

 

Guided by Sara Ahmed’s theory of a queer phenomenology, I read the selected exodic texts 

with special attention to how these themes and their presentation in the literature seek to 

uphold and project a dynamic sense of Soviet selfhood, and, in the process, re-orient, re-

consider, and re-define modes of being in the early Soviet Union and their ongoing 
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relationship with the promise of the political project.  This relationship necessarily changes 

over time in tandem with shifts in leadership, ideological rigor, and implementation of policy.  

The texts themselves take up different approaches and different questions as they 

examine, and then re-examine, social and personal potential in the face of political reality, 

calling out and de-constructing contradictions and complications in the political apparatus 

along the way. Peretz Markish profanes the sacred to upset tradition and prove its inherent 

violence; Andrei Platonov turns the Russian language—and physical spaces—inside out to 

un-make Communist utopia; Ilf and Petrov invert legal, moral, and linguistic codes to erase 

rules in general; Moyshe Kulbak troubles traditional conceptions of gender and time to 

demonstrate how people, places, practices, and progress are entangled nodes in an intricate 

network. All together, these collected works make up an assemblage of literary resistance. 

Chapter 1 reads works of Yiddish poetry alongside works of Russian prose. Specifically, 

I read Yiddish poet Peretz Markish’s Di kupe (The Mound, 1921/22), and Radyo (Radio Broadcast, 

1922) together with Andrei Platonov’s Chevengur (1928) and Kotlovan (The Foundation Pit, 

1929/30). These two authors engage remarkably similar themes, such as poverty, hunger, and 

mortification of the flesh, and both artists de-stabilize linguistic rules and norms and religious 

tradition. The strangeness of their respective literary worlds rhymes in their treatment of 

space (up becomes down); death (it is made common or impotent, even material); and, most 

importantly, language. For Markish and Platonov, language is especially shaky. Meaning is 

quickly made then undone through linguistic play. All of this construction and de-

construction manifests as figurative and physical edifices, which, in turn, impact the physical 

human body, especially the human female body. This chapter places Markish and Platonov in 

conversation with one another to attend to the metaphorical and metaphysical harmonies of 

their literary (de)construction projects and, in sum, establish revolution as a dynamic process 
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and the Soviet exodic as a literary category defined by a poetics of contradiction and 

destabilization. 

Chapter 2 concerns Moyshe Kulbak’s Yiddish novel Zelmenyaner, published in serial 

from 1929 – 1935. This novel is poised at the end of period of the Soviet exodic and the 

beginning of high Stalinist culture, and thus the text is an exemplary model of marginality 

and instability. In Zelmenyaner, a linear concept of time and traditional, heteronormative 

notions of gender dissipate due to the blurring of boundaries between man, animal, and 

vegetable. Because chapter 2 concerns itself with a single text, for structural harmony, I have 

nestled it between chapters that engage in comparative readings of two authors or two texts. 

In chapter 3, I turn to Ilf and Petrov’s comedic diptych, Dvenadtsat’ stuliev (The Twelve 

Chairs, 1928) and Zolotoi Telenok (The Little Golden Calf, 1931) to examine the least subtle form of 

the exodic’s destabilizing poetics: laughter. The very legitimacy of Soviet rule is undercut by 

their outrageous, even absurd representation of Soviet life. In this chapter, the fluidity of the 

era is fully mapped onto the fluidity of the Soviet person in the figure of the trickster. 

Resistance through metaphors and linguistic devices of deconstruction continue to be 

relevant, but in the works of Ilf and Petrov, they are conscious tools in the hands of the 

trickster, whose very being is an act of resistance. Indeed, as this chapter will show, the 

trickster is the culmination of queer; their existence, rooted in constant re-invention is, 

effectively, resistance embodied.  

Though the texts of chapter 3 come chronologically before the central text of chapter 2, 

they are the logical thematic conclusion to my definition and development of the Soviet 

exodic. My chapter progression seeks to trace, first, in chapter 1, what the Soviet exodic is, and 

does so through a study of shared anxieties and their structural expression in the face of social 

and political violence. These texts, too, through their metaphorical and mechanical resistance 
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to physical and metaphysical structures, espouse a hope and belief in transcendence, and so 

establish the undercurrent of optimism (and the dynamic, progressive force) of the exodic. 

Chapter 2 takes up the same concerns with political and social violence, though this time a 

fusion of Russian and Yiddish serves to express the inherent entanglement of the socio-

political environment. Soviet-Jewish (or is it Jewish-Soviet?) concerns play out across the 

practices of various persons in a multi-generational family on the outskirts of Minsk. And so, 

while in chapter 1 the construction of Communism was a question of actual construction, in 

chapter 2 the architectural fuses with the environmental, and queer geometries are replaced 

by queer ecologies. In chapter 3, the transcendence intimated in chapter 1 is achieved through 

the complete embrace of de-construction. The trickster’s unfinalizability, plurality, and 

marginality are the exodic—and thus revolution and resistance—embodied. Because the 

Soviet exodic is imprecise, incomplete, and diffuse, it is, like the trickster, not easily definable. 

And like the trickster, it is ever-evolving and thus, takes various shapes and guises. 

Because these authors and texts call the outside in to de-stabilize norms, meanings, 

and thus re-orient the reader, the exodic is not static, but a generative period—and mode—of 

force and activity. It is concerned with the expression of the unnoticed, unapproved, 

unappreciated, or unsayable. These negatives—all a kind of absence—take up space and 

become a presence upon articulation. To consider and configure meaning and, thereafter, re-

consider and reconfigure it, is to re-orient oneself toward a problem, a question, a sense of 

being in the world. To return, then, to what the Soviet exodic is, I recall the theoretical 

compass guiding this project—Sara Ahmed’s Queer Phenomenology—and her invitation to 

examine something—even uncertainty itself—and find liberation in the question. Ahmed, to 

put it succinctly, emphasizes that the work of progress is to wonder and to wander. To 

perform these acts together, I argue, is to enact revolution.  
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Chapter 1 

Ascent to Hell: The Poetics of Deconstruction in Peretz Markish and Andrei Platonov 

 

“Sublimation in poetry towers above the psychology of the mundanely unhappy soul.  
For it is a fact that poetry possesses a felicity of its own, however great  

the tragedy it may be called upon to illustrate.”  
—Gaston Bachelard48 

 
“Emptiness, chaos, the unnatural, become space, that is: order, certainty, plastic form.” 

—El Lissitzky49 
  

Whirls of steel and glass lean and reach toward the heavens, simultaneously tilting and 

turning around internal cylinders housing a legislative body, a press bureau, and a radio 

station; this was the vision behind Vladimir Tatlin’s Monument to the Third International. Begun 

in 1918, Tatlin’s project developed in part through discussions with his friend and fellow 

innovator, the poet, mathematician, and linguist Velimir Khlebnikov. Khlebnikov sought to 

develop a universal language, for he believed that such a system could “prove to be the new 

vortex that unites us, the integrator of the human race.”50 The swirling steel supports of 

Tatlin’s tower rhyme with Khlebnikov’s vision of a unifying verbal vortex, their joint project—

                                                
48 Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Space, trans. Maria Jolas (New York: Penguin, 2014), 14. 
 
49El Lissitzky, “Proun: Not World Visions, BUT—World Reality (1920),” in El Lissitzky: Life, Letters, 
Texts, 343. Quoted from Architecture and Life: Soviet Modernism & the Human Sciences by Alla Vronskaya 
(2022), 52. 
 
50 Velimir Khlebnikov, “To the Artists of the World,” in The King of Time: Selected Writings of the Russian 
Futurian, trans. Paul Schmidt, ed. Charlotte Douglas (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1985), 147. 
(Emphasis mine). The “vortex” of Khlebnikov’s vision invokes the spiral formation of Tatlin’s tower 
and, as we shall see, the swirl of activity around a singular focal point that turns the respective “towers” 
of the texts in question into a kind of vortex in their own right.  
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a Bolshevik tower of Babel. And like Babel, Tatlin’s tower was grandiose, ambitious, even 

precarious. In its very design it keels dangerously to one side. It was perhaps inevitable that 

the tower was never built; like all utopian projects, it reached the only possible conclusion: no-

where.   

This tower was in keeping with other contemporaneous sculptural designs of the 

Soviet avant-garde.51 Its form and purpose rejected celebration of the individual person and 

individual body.52 The avant-garde instead embraced and favored geometric shapes, such as 

cubes, cylinders, spheres, and pyramids.53 Yet it is the up-down tension of a vertical edifice—

the tower—that preoccupied many artists in the years immediately following the Bolshevik 

revolution.54 Two such artists, the Yiddish poet Peretz Markish and the Russian author Andrei 

                                                
51 “Tatlin’s concept paralleled or preceded a number of audacious high-rise projects, few of which were 
built, but all of which symbolized the widespread, if misguided, belief that an artistic avant-garde 
could be combined beneficially with a political avant-garde. Iosif Chaikov’s Tower of October 
(Moscow, 1927), Ilia Chasnik’s design for a speaker’s platform (1919), Ivan Kliun’s design for a 
monument to Olga Rozanova (1918-1919), Georgii Yakulov’s and Vladimir Shchuko’s design for a 
Monument to the 26 Commissars (1923) all related to this conviction.” Radu Stern, The Tower: Tatlin's 
Monument to the Third International, Academia.edu, accessed April 30, 2022. 
 
52 “Torsos and heads of heroes (and gods) do not correspond to the modern interpretation of history. 
Their forms are too private for places where there are ten versts of proletarians in rows. […] A type 
concretizes, limits and levels the mass. The mass is richer, more alive, more complicated and more 
organic.” Nikolai Punin, “The Monument to the Third International,” trans. Christina Lodder, in Art in 
Theory, 1900-1990: An Anthology of Changing Ideas, eds. Charles Harrison and Paul Wood, 1992. 
 
53 Punin lists these shapes among the “harmoniously related forms” composing Tatlin’s tower. (Punin, 
311). The fascination with geometric abstraction in Russia was pioneered by Kazimir Malevich and his 
artistic style of Suprematism. However, it was Tatlin who first translated this mode of geometric 
abstraction into a three-dimensional idiom. For a concise history on the origins and interrelations of 
geometrical artistic expression in Russia and Western Europe, see: Magdalena Dabrowski, “Geometric 
Abstraction,” in Heilbrunn Timeline of Art History (New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2000). 
http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/geab/hd_geab.htm (October 2004). 
 
54 Khlebnikov didn’t leave the articulation of architectural dreams entirely to Tatlin; in his 1920 (-21?) 
essay “Ourselves and Our Buildings. Creators of Streetsteads,” he writes, “We ride high in the saddle 
and shout: that’s the way we want to go, toward those glass sunflowers in the iron shrubbery, toward 
cities whose patterns are as harmonious as a fisherman’s net stretched out on the beach, cities of glass, 
shiny as inkwells, who compete among themselves for sunshine and a scrap of sky as if they were a 
part of the vegetable kingdom. ‘Sunward’ is written upon them in the terrifying alphabet of iron 
consonants and vowels of glass!” Velimir Khlebnikov, The King of Time, 133. 
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Platonov, take up the image of a towering structure in the wake of 1917. However, their artistic 

edifices do not achieve heavenly heights, but rather collapse into a dead end. As in 

Khlebnikov’s vision, language plays an important role for Markish and Platonov, yet it is far 

from Khlebnikov’s imagined universally unifying force. To the contrary, Platonov and 

Markish speak in a violent, jarring idiom, one that de-stabilizes the imagined physical 

structure through its manipulation of linguistic structure. In the spirit of their time, both of 

these authors embrace the avant-garde penchant for destruction.  

The edginess of the literary language in question stems from the geographical edges of 

imperial and Soviet territory from which these figures drew inspiration. I argue that both 

authors speak a “minority” language within a “majority” framework, and do so through the 

creation of a new form of language that unmakes linguistic rules and sense. In the case of 

Markish, the minority category requires little justification—Yiddish is readily acknowledged 

as a minority language. The majority framework in which Markish operates are the 

established poetic forms of Western tradition—the sonnets, rondos, terza rima, etc. that 

structure his verse. Platonov, writing in Russian, hails from and contributes to a majority 

literature, yet he takes his texts to the margins both in setting and form. The periphery, be it 

the provincial countryside or the deserts of Central Asia, sets the stage for his stories of 

Sovietization, and in terms of form, his distinct, rebellious idiom is a minority language 

insofar as it is a singular, un-Russian-like Russian—a Russian at its limit. In the words of 

Joseph Brodsky: “The ground starts to slip out from under even simple nouns, and an aura of 

arbitrariness arises around them. […] He drives language into a semantic dead-end.”55 

                                                
55Joseph Brodsky, preface to The Foundation Pit, trans. Thomas P. Whitney (Ann Arbor: Ardis 
Publishers, 1973), i. 
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Taking selected works by Platonov and Markish as points of departure, I will explore 

the contours of these authors’ literary edifices, as well as the absence of architecture. This 

chapter will examine two of Markish’s poemes, or long form poems—Di kupe (The Mound) and 

Radyo (Radio Broadcast)—and two prose works by Platonov, the novella Kotlovan (The 

Foundation Pit) and the novel Chevengur. All four texts de-construct and discern the promises 

and pitfalls of Communism in the wake of trauma and continued violence, and they will be 

examined in Yiddish-Russian pairings in order to trace the architectural rhymes and thematic 

harmonies that exist between them despite categorical separations of language and genre.  

The first pairing, and the primary focus of this chapter, places Markish’s Di kupe56 and 

Platonov’s novella Kotlovan (The Foundation Pit)57 in conversation with one another. 

Breakdown, disintegration, (re-)construction, and affordances of agency to spatial features 

constitute a common architectonic register among all texts examined in this chapter, but 

especially these two. In both Di kupe and Kotlovan, a towering structure—at once material and 

metaphysical—is subjected to the authors’ common poetics of paradox: up becomes down, in 

becomes out, and the line between life and death is blurry, if even extant at all. These texts 

                                                
56 Peretz Markish. Di kupe (Kyiv: Kooperativer farlag “Kultur-lige,” 1922). Though the poem was first 
published in Warsaw in 1921, I have chosen to examine the later 1922 edition for two reasons. First, my 
study is informed largely by the work of Seth Wolitz, whose analysis (and English translations, which 
are included here unless otherwise specified) engages the Kyiv edition for its biblical and numerical 
significance and because it offers “a fuller and mature text.” Seth L. Wolitz, “Di kupe: A Yiddish 
Modernist Dirge,” in Yiddish Modernism: Studies in Twentieth-Century Eastern European Culture, ed. Brian 
Horowitz and Chaim Gottschalk (Bloomington: Slavica, 2014), 266. Second, there is a chronological 
harmony with the publication of certain Platonov texts that further underscores these authors’ 
contemporaneous preoccupation with architectural imagery, which I address in detail later in the text. 
 
57 A.P. Platonov, Proza (Moskva: Slovo, 1999). The 1999 Slovo edition of Platonov’s prose works contains 
the definitive Russian text. Two English translations of Platonov’s Kotlovan are referenced in my 
analysis. One of these is Thomas Whitney’s 1973 edition, published by Ardis, which stays true to the 
strangeness of the Russian text and is accompanied by an insightful preface by Joseph Brodsky. This 
translation, however, is based on an incomplete version of the Russian text. The other English 
rendering cited here is Robert Chandler and Olga Meerson’s translation, published by New York 
Review of Books in 2009 and based on the definitive Russian text. All translation citations will indicate 
the translator, though the Chandler/Meerson translation is favored. 
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manipulate space and language in order to speak to the anxieties of that most intimate spatial 

category—the body—and show how it strives and suffers under rigid social and political 

frameworks. The architectural and bodily imagery of these texts, then, serves to first construct 

and then dismantle hegemonic structure, both as concept and practical force. 

Markish’s poeme, Di kupe, is composed of 22 fragments that take a variety of poetic 

shapes, from sonnets to couplets to irregular verse.58 This poem is a response to the violence of 

the Russian Civil War and the pogroms it generated, most specifically, the massacre in 

Horoditsch, Ukraine, in 1919.59 A work of Yiddish literature, Di kupe rages and wails in the 

language of the slain. The slaughtered victims in the verse are laid out, one on top of the other, 

piled in a grisly mound that actively rails against the heavens. The companion piece in this 

first study, Platonov’s Foundation Pit, is a work of Russian prose—a novella—that imagines a 

Soviet construction project gone horribly wrong. A massive skyscraper intended to house 

proletarian workers is never realized; instead, the planned upward trajectory is reversed, and 

all that is ever built is a gigantic grave.  

                                                
58 The twenty-two fragments are a direct index to the Book of Lamentations. Markish at once embraces 
the genre for its mode of mourning and roundly rejects any purely pious stance. For more on the 
significance of Lamentations and Markish’s profanation of the sacred, see Seth Wolitz, “Di kupe: A 
Yiddish Modernist Dirge,” in Yiddish Modernism, or David Roskies, “The Pogrom as Poem,” in Against 
the Apocalypse: Responses to Catastrophe in Modern Jewish Culture (Cambridge: Harvard University Press: 
1984). Also, see Roy Greenwald, “Pogrom and Avant-Garde: Peretz Markish’s Di kupe,” in Jewish Social 
Studies, Vol. 16, No. 3 (Spring/Summer 2010), pp. 65-84.  
 
59 Moreover, it is a response to another poetic treatment of the violence of pogroms—Chaim Nachman 
Bialik’s “In the City of Slaughter”—composed in the wake of the gruesome violence at Kishinev. This 
poem, like Markish’s, directs anger and disbelief toward the divine as it examines the horrors enacted 
upon the victims in grim detail. Bialik’s poem was incredibly influential; as Roskies has noted: “‘In the 
City of Slaughter’ was…recognized as having established for the pogrom genre a new model against 
which all subsequent efforts would be measured. […] With one hand Bialik built the pogrom up into 
an archetype based upon a support system of martyrdom, resurrection, retribution, confession, and 
mourning—while with the other hand he severed the link to God and called for his abdication,” 
Roskies, “The Pogrom as Poem,” 91. 
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 The shared central themes of violence and death are clear—Markish’s upwardly 

reaching mass grave finds its hollow echo in the depths of Platonov’s massive grave. But what 

to make of the divisions of language and genre? As I have noted above, these seemingly 

separate formal categories are in fact crucial sites of commonality. Like the up-down tension 

between the two works’ central images, the linguistic paradox of these writers’ artistry appears 

as the complementary inverse of the other—the poetic and prosaic resist strict adherence to 

their classification, instead reaching towards the other in their manipulation of the form.   

Indeed, the intersection of their idiom is oddity: both authors generate an incantatory 

power through syntactical breakdown and obfuscation of meaning.  Markish does not simply 

employ diverse poetic structures in a kind of modernist bricolage; at times his verses become 

nearly unpronounceable. Consider the consonantal clusters from the opening lines of the first 

sequence of Di kupe: “fun meyne meyler khliupen broyne ritshkes dzhegekhtz.”60 Markish mashes 

and marries the language of tradition with words of the revolutionary now, and the resultant 

irreverent eulogy is at once martial cry and lament.  

Formally, too, the poem is a kind of collision. It consists of inversions of the Jewish 

liturgy as well as a collection of poetic forms, including “sonnets, distichs, rondos, formal 

stanzas and irregular strophes.”61 Seth Wolitz has noted how the poetic voice of Di kupe 

addresses “the almekhtike fun veltn [Almighty God of the world] with the hineni heyani…[a] 

                                                
 [from my mouths flow brown streams of tar] ”פֿון מײַנע מײַלער כליופּען ברוינע ריטשקעס דזעגעכץ“ 60
Peretz Markish, Di kupe, Kooperativer farlag “Kultur-lige,” (Kyiv: 1922). [All Yiddish text is presented in 
accord with the orthographical conventions of Sovietized Yiddish. Diacritics have been added as 
necessary to attend to editorial lapses or printing errors in the source text.] David Roskies has 
commented on the phonetic quality of these lines, noting how “dialect words with their unmistakable 
Slavic sounds” and “harsh colors and consonants…help create the illusion of specificity though the 
images themselves are indeterminate,” (Roskies, “The Pogrom as Poem,” 99). Roy Greenwald has 
suggested that the “guttural and palatal consonants might be said to echo the sounds of dying bodies in 
the mound suffocating in their own vomit,” (Greenwald, “Pogrom and avant-garde,” 77). 
 
61 Wolitz, “Di kupe: A Yiddish Modernist Dirge,” 229. 
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traditional liturgical movement of awe among the congregants,” wherein the “hazzan, the 

collective voice, [begs] God…and [pleads] the case…to be inscribed in the Book of Life.”62 In a 

brash, rebellious gesture, Markish “contaminates” the sanctity of the religious service with 

secular Yiddish while he confines righteous indignation and lamentation to the stricture and 

propriety of literature’s most economizing genre: classical poetry.  

Similarly, Platonov writes in a contradictory modernist idiom that resists classification 

as “prosaic.” The staccato of Platonov’s broken syntax, ruptured grammar, and imagery 

bordering on the absurd manipulates and defies sense. His writing style is a “process of 

linguistic self-cancellation,” intended to reflect the “spatio-temporal disjunction between 1917 

and communism, between revolution and revelation.”63 This disjunction—this space between—

is an absence with a presence, and its linguistic manifestation shapes Platonov’s distinct style. 

The strange staccato of his prose does not replicate the cacophonous roar of Di kupe, but is 

rich with inarticulate silences.64 As with Markish, paradox is Platonov’s process, for he artfully 

breaks down the content of the political terminology of the 1920s in order to show how the 

promises of Communism conflicted with the brutality of reality.65 Though separated by genre 

                                                
62 Wolitz, “Di kupe: A Yiddish Modernist Dirge,” 232. 

63 David Bethea, “Chevengur: On the Road with the Bolshevik Utopia,” in The Shape of Apocalypse in 
Modern Russian Fiction (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1989), 184. 
 
64 The very word “silence” (tishina) appears regularly throughout the works of Platonov, and is 
frequently employed paradoxically or ironically to underscore the frustrations of those living under 
repressive conditions. This will be explored in greater length later in the section of this chapter that 
analyzes Chevengur. For more on the ideological and artistic implications of the word and concept of 
silence in Platonov, see: Konstantin G. Popov, “Ideino-khudozhestvennaia znachimost’ slova ‘tishina’ v 
povestiakh Andreya Platonova (‘Kotlovan”, “Iuvenil’noe more’ i ‘Chevengur’),” in Russian Language 
Journal / Русский Язык 46, no. 153/155 (1992): 125–33. http://www.jstor.org/stable/43669695. 
 
65 Adapted from P. G. Pustovoyt’s assessment of the poetics of Chevengur, “O iazyke romana A. 
Platonova ‘Chevengur’.” Russkaia rech’, 1989, No. 4, 33. The original text reads: “Avtor khudozhestvenno 
prelomliaiet soderzhanie politicheskikh terminov v soznanii razlichnikh sloiev obshchestva 
dvadtsatykh godov, pokazyvaya, kak mechta stalkivaietsia s neprigliadnoi realnost’iu.”  
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classification, these works are united in their evasion of linguistic structures and norms, and 

through their destructive and distinct poetics, these texts perform the disorder of their real 

and imagined worlds. But the broken bricks with which they build these worlds are only the 

beginning. Let us now turn to their arrangement.  

 

Di Kupe 

Markish’s poeme is a defiant response to catastrophe. It looks unflinchingly on the most 

abhorrent images of death so as to reject it. The poem opens upon a view of the titular heap, 

and a singular voice speaks for and from the grave. The bodies that form the mound 

ultimately prove to be both the object of the poetic gaze and the poetic voice. From a singular 

perspective to a grisly chorus, the lone speaker of the early verse ultimately transforms into 

many voices emanating from many mouths. 

These mouths are important, not just for what they say, but for what they do. These 

gaping, drooling mouths form the structure and significance of the heap itself: they are voids 

that blaspheme. Much of the scholarship on this poem—most notably that of Roy Greenwald, 

David Roskies, and Seth Wolitz— has attended to the poem’s play with the sacred and 

profane.66 What is most interesting for the discussion here, however, is the role of the mouth 

as orifice—as empty space. Wolitz observes that Markish mobilizes “liturgical forms as secular 

narrative structures” in order to demonstrate “the vacuity of sacred forms.”67 And just as 

tension is generated by oppositional force, the contradictory spaces and actions of Markish’s 

                                                
66 Specifically, see the aforementioned texts: Roy Greenwald, “Pogrom and Avant-Garde: Peretz 
Markish’s Di kupe”; David Roskies, Against the Apocalypse; Seth Wolitz, “Di kupe: A Yiddish Modernist 
Dirge,” in Yiddish Modernism. 
 
67 Wolitz, “Di kupe: A Yiddish Modernist Dirge,” 270. 
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morbid mouths facilitate creative self-cancellation. In one example from the poem’s third 

sequence, the poetic voice addresses the divine and expresses a wish to “lock myself in prayer 

with you / And move my lips and move my heart / Reviling, cursing, and blaspheming… .”68 

The initial wish for communion turns to rejection of the divine, indeed, even points to its 

inefficacy. Markish turns prayer and supplication—acts of connection and invitation—into 

gestures intended to push away and reject. The close intimacy of prayer—the poetic lip lock, 

like a kiss—transforms into a violent shout, a resistant and angry posture. 

Orifices are everywhere. The shape and significance of the oral utterance echoes 

throughout the poem’s imagery: the hollow of a “useless overturned wagon”; “earth’s black 

thigh” is marred by a “gash”; and the poetic voice invites the “mad wind” to “scrape…out” 

whatever it desires from the mound of bodies. Space is further complicated through linguistic 

confusion; in its frenzy, the poetic voice conjures up conflicting images that defy sense. In one 

line, the night is likened to a “pitcher” and a “moon-lion.”69 Here a vessel is equated with a 

mysterious, nonsensical image. Their intersection is their common capacity: the ability to hold 

whatever (meaning) is poured into them. 

Markish’s poeme, though full of color, image, and sound, ultimately draws a chaotic 

picture of emptiness. His imagery is an abundance of absence; a carnival of horror first spills 

                                                
68 From Seth Wolitz’s translation in Yiddish Modernism, 277.  

69 The original Yiddish text reads: “ס'איז הײַנט אַ מילכיקע נאַכט פֿון אײַנגעשטעלטן קריגעלע לװאָנע־לײב געראָטן” [S’iz 
haynt a milkhike nakht fun ayngeshteltn krigele levona-leyb/layb gerotn] (Emphasis mine). Wolitz 
translates לײב as “leyb,” or “lion.” Ido Bassok’s Hebrew translation of this poem reads this word as 
“layb,” ב]ײַ[ל  meaning “body” or “flesh.” Many diacritics in the original text (the line beneath pasekh 
alef, the line above fey, etc.) are absent, and so, in this case, the vowel sound is indeterminate. Yet no 
matter one’s reading, “moon-lion” and “moon-body” are equally strange, fantastical images to which 
the reader must give their own substance; they are imprecise vessels which the reader must fill with 
their imagination. Further underscoring that imprecision is the image to which they are compared: the 
night is “milky.” For the Hebrew translation of Di kupe see: Ido Bassok, “Chezyonot va-Ketz: Ge’ula va-
Mavet ba-Poema ha-Modernistit be-Yiddish” [Visions and End: Redemption and Death in the Yiddish 
Modernist Poema] in Yovdu Shamayim va-Aretz: Shirat ha-Apokalipsa ha-Yidit [May Heaven and Earth Be 
Lost: Yiddish Apocalyptic Poetry] (Jeruslaem: Keshev Press, 2002). 
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out, then contracts upon itself. In sequence five, the mound “so freely gushes from her crazed 

crimson out upon the seas and…beyond.” Like a lump of melting fat, the vertical mass of the 

heap breaks down and disperses. Like Babel, the vertical collapses and begets movement 

across a horizontal plane. Yet this horizontal movement ultimately resumes an up-down 

trajectory; the mound transforms into a single hollow cavity: near the poeme’s conclusion, in 

sequence twenty, it transforms into a massive “thirsting…red-hot crater” [Ir moyl zikh dorshtik 

ruikhert, vi a krater a tsegliter]. All those aforementioned mouths, gashes and wounds, gaping 

and oozing, come together to generate a thick void that swallows and compresses all it takes 

in. Everything, that is, save for the Ten Commandments, which the mound-crater spits back to 

heaven.  

Wolitz has noted how self-cancellation of contradiction is achieved largely through the 

poem’s preoccupation with consumption. He writes: “All the archetypal imagery becomes 

personified, simplified and assimilated into a gigantic consuming mouth. […] The rhetoric 

reduces all objects to one function: anthropomorphic consumers. This hyperbolic 

intensification of one activity attributed to all objects at all times creates… claustrophobic 

pressure.”70 This pressure is crucial: the vertical mass of the heap, allegedly a protrusion, is 

paradoxically constructed through expressions of empty space; and thus the suggestion of a 

convex structure proves to be concave. Returning, then, to the single poetic voice that breaks 

away into many, the inversion of space taken together with the act of compression through 

constant consumption suggests a kind of implosion. Like a black hole, the mound explodes 

only to collapse in on itself. 

                                                
70 Wolitz, “Di kupe: A Yiddish Modernist Dirge,” 274. 
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The poetic voice shifts its register, number, and tone throughout the poem which, in 

turn, impacts perception of the poetic voice. Roskies rightly asserts that “the outside world 

exists only to the extent that it is reflected within the poet himself.”71 That self-contained uni-

verse of the poeme breaks in sequence three when the poetic voice cries out: “Oh, s’zol khotch 

emetz zikh mit epes kumen venden, / s’zol emetzer khotch epes kumen zogn” [If only there were 

someone to turn to, if only someone could come and say something]. In this entreaty to 

outside and elsewhere—“someone” or “something” to do something—we encounter a brief 

moment of lucidity in the fever dream, and an earnest entreaty amid the voice(s)’ anguish and 

self-sure rage. It is not only a reminder of the external world, but more importantly, it 

presumes the potential for resistance and collaborative action.  

Roskies has written that “the poetic ‘I’ has no biographic past: he is society at large or 

every ‘I’ reading the poem.”72 I agree, though I do not confidently assign the pronoun “he” to 

the poetic voice as Roskies and Wolitz have done, in large part because of the multiplicity of 

voices, but even more so, because of the omnipresence of orifices. These concave sites of 

resistance, these gashes, mouths, craters—all form the distinctly feminine “malke kupe” [queen 

mound] or “malke barg” [queen mountain]. Markish unambiguously genders the paradoxical 

crater-mound that spits at the heavens as female.  

Di kupe is inseparable from the historical context in which it was composed—a reality 

of ever-increasing violence.73 Greenwald asserts that “the rise of the Yiddish avant-garde in 

                                                
71 Roskies, “The Pogrom as Poem,” 98. 

72 Ibid. 

73 Roskies tells how “destruction to life and property increased enormously in each successive outburst 
of anti-Jewish violence, and these came with ever greater frequency. In all the pogroms of 1881-1883, 
fewer Jews were killed than in Kishinev during Passover of 1903; the forty-nine casualties of Kishinev, 
in turn, paled before the 800 dead in the pogroms of 1905 – 1906…. We may accept Simon Dubnow’s 
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Eastern Europe is…impossible to dissociate from the extreme violence by which it was 

generated.”74 Jewish bodies bore the brunt of this violence; certainly, perhaps even especially, 

the female body. Elissa Bemporad’s research on the pogroms of the Russian Civil War 

highlights the atrocities of sexual violence against women, which was “often carried out in 

public, in the presence of parents, relatives, and neighbors,” and was an “all too common 

feature of the pogroms,” for “nearly every report on pogroms contained reference to sexual 

violence.”75 Keeping in mind this historical reality, then, the exposure and exhibition of the 

bodies of the mound and their orgy of agony support a new reading of Markish’s verse. As Roy 

Greenwald notes, Markish expresses  

ambivalence toward the tradition on whose grave he claims to be standing. This same 
ambivalence might explain Markish’s decision to define Di kupe in the epigraph as a 
kaddish, which he believed should be said not only over the slaughtered Jews of 
Horoditch but also over the tradition that was to give meaning to their lives and, even 
more so, to their deaths.76 
 

Taking Greenwald’s assertion one step further, I embrace the gendered gesture of the krater a 

tsegliter [a red-hot crater]—the malke barg. Flinging the Ten Commandments back to heaven, 

the queen heap enacts a gendered outcry of defiance that is twofold: it rejects both the anti-

Jewish violence of the pogroms and the impotence of patriarchal order. 

The poetic voice conflates religions, space, and time. Distinct patriarchal traditions are 

conjoined on the heap: 

                                                
figure of 60,000 dead in the Ukrainian civil war of 1918 – 1919 or go as high as the 250,000 of other 
estimates,” 82. 
 
74 Roy Greenwald, “Pogrom and Avant-Garde: Peretz Markish’s Di kupe,” 66. 

75 Elissa Bemporad, “The Pogroms of the Civil War and the Soviet Jewish Alliance,” in Legacy of Blood: 
Jews, Pogroms, and Ritual Murder in the Lands of the Soviets (New York: Oxford University Press, 2019) 19. 
 
76 Greenwald, “Pogrom and Avant-Garde,” 66. 
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Allah, Christ, Shaddai, and who else? 
Come over here, fleeing pilgrims, passers-
by.  
Come over here, oh lost youth, it’s a real 
whorehouse! 
From all over the world, from the earth 
and the skies, 
I will crown you, heap, the Queen over all 
the mountains… 

 
Go wallow about all night on top of slimy, 
unswabbed bellies 
Run and pump out the last drops of your 
moldy semen 
And make merry as rich, old, mad oafish 
sultans… 

 

 ?װער נאָך! שדי! כריסטאָס! אַללאָ 
 !פֿאַרפֿירטע פּיליגרימען, גײערײַ פֿאַרב,אַהער

 
 , נדזשעטעאָיונגלינגען פֿאַרבל, אָ , אַהער
 !...איז אַ בײס־זוינע'ס

 פֿון ערדן, פֿון גאָר דער װעלט
 , ןעהימל ןאון פֿו 

, קופּע, פֿאַר מאַלקע איבער אַלע בערג װעל איך דיך
 ...קרוינען

 
ף אויסגעשמירטע אַ װאַלגערט זיך אַ גאַנצע נאַכט, גײט

 ,טאָמע בײַכער
לויפֿט אויספּאָמפּען פֿון זיך די לעצטע טראָפּן 

 שימלדיקע זערע
 סולטאַנע װי אַלטע אײװער־באָטלדיקע, און הוליעט אָפּ

 ...כעײַר

 

The grotesquerie of an orgy of mad old men is a reflection of the madness of an ineffectual old 

order. The poetic voice points to not only the impotence of these systems, but also their 

finality. Proliferation is impossible; these old and oafish sultane can spill only the letste tropn of 

their semen, which has already spoiled.  

 The verses full of mouth-craters, body piles, brothels, and traveling pilgrims all 

condensed in/upon/below/beyond a singular site makes for a conceptual conundrum: where, 

and how precisely, does all of this happen? Such irrationality of space is not purely poetic 

device; it is also a reflection of the spirit of the times. Spatial disorientation was a major 

preoccupation of Markish’s architect and artist contemporaries. Recall Tatlin’s impossible 

tower, whose axes were designed to be “in a constant state of conflict” and whose “collision” 

was intended to produce “a dynamic image, imbued with the tension of endlessly disturbed 

and clashing axes.”77 To this point, mathematical combinatorics was a popular and productive 

                                                
77 Punin, “The Monument to the Third International,” 313. 
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paradigm in the early twentieth century for theorizing spatial orientations of objects and the 

axes along which they moved. Architects who employed combinatorics concluded near 

endless possible outcomes, thus rejecting the idea of finality and, in turn, the rationality of 

space.78 The variability of object-observer relations produced “kinesthetic images” and an 

appreciation of depth, for such a multitude of perspectives rejected monocularity—the 

presupposition of a singular, fixed vantage point. Dissolution of singular perspective “led to 

the disorientation and fragmentation of the worldview inasmuch as it eliminated the 

presumption of truthfulness.”79 The task of the modern architect, then, was to reject “obsolete 

rationalism” with its claim to “completeness” and “partake instead in the unrationalizable 

urban and technological environment in order to understand its Geist and to establish a new 

system of orientation within it.”80 

 A new system of orientation is precisely what Markish presents in his poeme, and I 

draw upon the architectural and artistic trends of his day not only to provide context for my 

reading of Di kupe, but also continuity with scholarship of the current moment and its 

emphasis on re-orientation. The first of these is the aforementioned work of Roy Greenwald, 

whose elegant geometric reading of Di kupe, it should be noted, both serves as inspiration for 

the present argument and positions Markish’s indictment of tradition as an exit from the 

historical cycle of violence: “The pyramid of corpses in Horoditch is not just the most recent 

                                                
78 Alla Vronskaya cites the work of Georgy Krutikov at VKhuTEIN (Vysshiy Khudozhestvenno-
Tekhnicheskii Institut) under Nikolay Ladovsky and (possibly) El Lissitzky: “He established correlations 
between the number of possible spatial combinations, the quantity and shape of figures, and the 
number of axes along which they were rotated [and]…concluded that the number was infinite. Spatial 
disorientation was a law of modern mathematics,” Alla Vronskaya, Architecture and Life: Soviet 
Modernism & the Human Sciences (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2022), 48.  
 
79 Vronskaya, Architecture and Life, 45. 
 
80 Vronskaya, Architecture and Life, 44. 
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repetition of catastrophe but also the last one. The civil war … is the historical event that, by 

ushering in the triumph of the Revolution, will once and for all interrupt the cyclically 

catastrophic course of Jewish history.”81 As Greenwald does, I underscore the importance of 

revolution; as both backdrop and tone for the poeme, I argue that it demonstrates Markish’s 

participation in a larger project of revolution as re-consideration and re-orientation.  

To expand upon Greenwald’s thesis and further destabilize the possibility of any 

singular omniscient view, I enjoin queer theory, specifically, Sara Ahmed’s Queer 

Phenomenology, to re-orient and re-consider Di kupe’s resistance to history and tradition. 

Ahmed writes that “the normative can be described in terms of the straight body, a body that 

appears ‘‘in line.’’ Things seems ‘‘straight’’ (on the vertical axis), when they are ‘‘in line’’… 

aligned with other lines.[ …]When even one thing comes ‘‘out of line’’ with another thing, the 

‘‘general effect,’’ is ‘‘wonky’’ or even ‘‘queer.’’”82 The impulse, then, to make straight and find 

vertical alignment is to pursue the normative, where “normative” is that which is the effect of 

the accepted “repetition of bodily actions over time.”83 This effect, by another name, might be 

called “tradition.” 

Ahmed encourages a redirection of attention “toward different objects, [especially] 

those …that deviate or are deviant,” in order to read “for the angle of the writing …[and] offer a 

different “slant” to the concept of orientation itself.”84 Thinking through the concavity of the 

supposedly upward heap, then, the normativity of its supposed verticality dissolves. As noted 

                                                
81 Greenwald, “Pogrom and avant garde,” 81. 

82 Sara Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology: Orientations, Objects, Others (Durham: Duke University Press, 
2006), 66. 
 
83 Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology, 66. 

84 Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology, 3, 4. 
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above, the patriarchal phallic mound is simultaneously a feminine malke krater, and thus 

encourages a non-normative—that is, queer—perspective on the text. Markish’s kupe is the 

poetic realization of those aforementioned “physically impossible spaces” that captivated the 

likes of El Lissitzky and the Bauhaus with their “infinite extensibility into the background and 

foreground.”85 Like Ahmed’s conception of queerness, which is non-normative, multiple, and 

mobile, the phallic-yet-yonic mound collapses into crater, arises anew, and ultimately 

disperses in all directions. 

 

Figure 1.1. An illustration of a pyramid and infinite extension from El Lissitzky’s essay “A. and 
Pangeometry.” First published in Europa Almanach, ed. Carl Einstein and Paul Westheim (Potsdam: 
Kiepenheuer Verlag, 1925). The English translation was first published in El Lissitzky. Life – Letters – 
Texts, Lissitzky-Küppers, Thames & Hudson, London, 1992 (out of print). Image taken from “The 
Charnel House: From Bauhaus to Beinhaus” [https://thecharnelhouse.org/2014/08/27/el-lissitzky-
on-pangeometry-and-art-1925/]. 
 
 

And so, where Greenwald posits interruption of martyrological legacy as penetration of 

the cycle of violence (a masculine, patriarchal perspective), I embrace the metaphor of dis-

member-ment and its impact on traditional partriarchy to argue the poeme performs a kind of 

castration. Indeed, Greenwald asserts: “nothing in the poem escapes dismemberment”86; my 

reading extends this to the force of history itself.  The concavity of the queen-crater-mound 

                                                
85 Vronskaya, Architecture and Life, 46.  

86 Greenwald, “Pogrom and avant garde,” 77. 
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precludes further erection of a martyrological tradition. All those bodies “piled up…following 

the triumph of the Revolution,” are subsumed, swallowed, and called into the crater in a 

conclusive act.87  

 

The Foundation Pit 

Platonov’s edifice, like Markish’s, cannot stand. In fact, it never even gets off the ground. 

Written between 1929 and 1930, The Foundation Pit is one of Platonov’s many literary 

construction projects, yet the least productive.88 With this chronology in mind, the failure of 

construction in The Foundation Pit might be considered the maturation of a kind of philosophy 

of entropy. Though Platonov attempts to heed the call of the Party to build socialism through 

his articulations of architecture, the results betray a stance of instability and uncertainty.89 

Ambivalence permeates Platonov’s works of nonfiction as well; even in early, zealous 

articles Platonov cannot fully assume an uplifting utopian register. In a piece from 1919, “K 

nachinaiushchim proletarskim poetam i pisateliam” [To Beginning Proletarian Poets and Writers], 

Platonov calls on fellow artists to form a collective that will build “a unified cathedral of 

human creativity,” but then, in what Thomas Seifrid charmingly qualifies as a moment of 

“Nietzschean rage,” Platonov declares: “we will explode the pit (iamu) for corpses which is the 

                                                
87 Greenwald, “Pogrom and avant garde,” 81. 

88 The tower and the theme of building factor into many of Platonov’s texts across the 20s and into the 
30s. Thomas Seifrid notes that “references to a utopian edifice—a house, a home, tower, cathedral—
appear in several of Platonov’s works of 1920s, and one Russian scholar notes that images such as 
“tower” and “home” … should be seen as belonging to a broader series of imagined means for saving 
humanity from the physical world,” Thomas Seifrid. A Companion to Andrei Platonov’s “The Foundation 
Pit.” (Boston: Academic Studies Press, 2009) https://openresearchlibrary.org/content/7049b32c-7d02-
4061-8156-417a361735e6 , 142.  
 
89 Take, for example, the lone tower in “Takyr,” a place where the protagonist suffers rape, falls ill, 
watches her mother die, asserts her freedom, and discovers the corpse of her lover. 
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universe.”90 Later, in an article from 1922 (notably the same year of publication as the Kyiv 

edition of Di kupe), Platonov once more pronounces and predicts the current and future state 

of affairs in architectural terms.91 Platonov echoes Punin, Tatlin, and Khlebnikov’s visions of a 

future built “of rails, concrete, and glass” reaching up “into the clouds,” but this ascent is not 

without consequence, for the “earth will crumble under the weight of a working humanity.”92 

As in Markish, visions of ascent are tempered by collapse. Moreover, the forward-looking, 

anti-lament of Di kupe in ’22 does not find an unchanged, zealous echo in Platonov’s text of 

1930. The Foundation Pit is strictly mournful, “a lamentation on all that was inhumed by 

[Stalin],” in which the dreams of Communist construction have dissipated into 

disillusionment.93 

The structure of The Foundation Pit aligns to a large degree with the Soviet production 

novel—the dominant genre of the late 20s and early 30s. The major themes of this genre and 

the corresponding historical moment—collectivization, industrialization, and their supposed 

“dizzying success”—feature prominently in the text.”94 Platonov’s treatment of these themes is 

not unequivocally positive and supportive; the novella fails to achieve two key features of the 

production novel. First—and most damning—it is ideologically compromised. Platonov’s 

                                                
90 Seifrid, A Companion to Andrei Platonov’s “The Foundation Pit,” 142. 

91 The year in question—1922—is remarkable insofar as it saw the official end of the Russian Civil War 
and the creation of the Soviet Union. As such, the need to rebuild was, quite literally, a common cause 
and concern. 
 
92 Seifrid, A Companion to Andrei Platonov’s “The Foundation Pit,” 142.  

93 Alex Wenger, “Andrey Platonov’s ‘Foundation Pit,’” Words without Borders, July 2009.  
https://www.wordswithoutborders.org/book-review/andrey-platonovs-foundation-pit 
 
94 A variation on Stalin’s pronouncement in an article in Pravda on March 2, 1930 that the Soviet people 
had become “dizzy with success” (golovookruzheniie ot uspekhov) as a result of the achievements of 
collectivization. 
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characters search for the meaning of life and do not find it, either because they cannot find 

their place in the system or because they have died from extreme living conditions. They do 

not subordinate their inner life to the Party project; instead, their life is marked by a curious 

form of materialism. To this point, Thomas Seifried has argued that “Platonov’s most 

significant departure from the ideological framework of the production novel...lies in the 

subtle shift in emphasis …to the nature of existence itself, in the most immediate sense as 

existence in the physical world.”95 For the workers of the collective farm and foundation pit, 

life requires conscious effort to persist. One character, Voshchev, “decide[s] somehow to keep 

on living”; another laborer, Kozlov, feels “how hard it was for his heart to go on beating,” and 

therefore finds it necessary to “stroke his hands over his bones now and again during work 

and, in a whisper, urge endurance.”96 

The expected Soviet teleology of the material world—manipulation of matter in 

service of industry and construction—is repurposed in Platonov for metaphysical ends. In lieu 

of exultant expressions of camaraderie among the whirring machines of the factory floor (the 

common currency of Communist brotherhood in the standard production novel), The 

Foundation Pit is instead full of quiet attempts at human connection. For example, food (in 

reality made scarce by the historical consequence of collectivization) is not celebrated for its 

fortification of the flesh. Instead, Platonov redirects the physical into the emotional:  

They ate in silence, without looking at one another and without greed, not recognizing 
that nourishment was of value, as if a man’s strength originates from consciousness 
alone. Sometimes Kozlov coughed inadvertently into the mess tin and crumbs would 
be seen in the air from his mouth, but none of those who were eating defended the 
purity of the nourishment of the stomach against Kozlov, and Voshchev, seeing this, 

                                                
95 Seifrid, A Companion to Andrei Platonov’s “The Foundation Pit,” 112. 

96 Andrey Platonov, The Foundation Pit, trans. Robert Chandler and Olga Meerson (New York: NYRB, 
2014), 15. 
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scooped up with his own spoon precisely those places of the food into which Kozlov 
had coughed—the better to sympathize with him.97 

 

This perverse physicality is of a piece with Platonov’s second deviation from the production 

novel: the inability and unwillingness to portray man’s domination over nature. Nature is 

frequently presented as a site of great power. This power is not, however, meant to be 

harnessed or dominated, but rather to be respected, something from which to learn, and 

hopefully the place to which one might return.98 The most active laborer at the foundation pit, 

Chiklin, does not overcome the earth in the excavation process; instead, it is he who is 

overcome: “Seeing neither the birds nor the heavens, not feeling thought,” he “lumberingly 

[breaks] up the earth …his flesh [becoming] exhausted down there in the clay pit he had 

dug.”99 Likewise, his comrade, Kozlov, cannot perform feats of proletarian strength: what 

power he possesses passes back into the earth: “The exhausted Kozlov sat down on the ground 

and cut exposed limestone with his axe; he worked with no recollection of time and place, 

releasing the remnants of his warm strength into the stone which he was cleaving—the stone 

grew warm and Kozlov gradually grew cold.”100 

Platonov looks to the physical reality of “building socialism” to demonstrate that the 

social body is the body proper. The fleshy—or sometimes flesh-less—fixation of Platonov’s 

text reflects broader social ills, and he highlights the violence embedded in the architecture of 

                                                
97 Ibid. 

98 During a discussion concerning who is entitled to a collection of coffins, a half-naked peasant who 
has been living at the foundation pit speaks of his plan for death, saying: “I…will lie beneath a leafy 
maple…beneath a mighty tree. …I’ll die and my blood will flow like sap up the trunk and go high high 
up! Or, do you say my blood’s gotten too thin, that it won’t be tasty to the tree?” Andrei Platonov, The 
Foundation Pit, trans. Thomas P. Whitney (Ann Arbor: Ardis, 1973), 74. 
 
99 Andrei Platonov, The Foundation Pit, trans. Thomas P. Whitney (Ann Arbor: Ardis, 1973), 26. 

100 Ibid. 
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the socio-political order through an emphasis on its impact on the body and spirit. Platonov’s 

proletariat is anything but strong and sure; the laborers are weary, and they are willing, even 

eager, to die a death that holds no ideological significance. While for Markish the body is the 

means of communicating structural anxieties (i.e. the mouths that cry out are also the 

substance of the mound); for Platonov, the body is the locus of consequence. And if Markish, 

writing in 1922, is like a prophet projecting a message of hope at the beginning of a new order, 

then Platonov might be said to show the perverse outcome of that prophetic message—a 

return to patriarchal order, and thus a continuation of the cycle of violence. 

Stalinism and the policy of collectivization was meant to usher in the End of History—

the out-of-time utopia of a true Communist society. However, the fatigued and famished 

characters of Platonov’s fictional landscape cannot properly envision or understand the 

promise of paradise. The chief engineer of the construction project, Prushevsky, recalls the 

past as “the period of his sensitive life and apparent happiness”; his present project is “to 

concern himself with objects and structures constantly so as to have them in his mind and his 

empty heart in place of friendship and attachment to people”; as for a glorious future, he can 

envision the structure of buildings to come, yet he cannot “perceive ahead of time the 

structure of the soul of the residents to be,” nor can he “imagine the inhabitants of the future 

tower in the midst of the universal earth.”101 Indeed, “life seemed to him to be good when 

happiness was unattainable.”102 

The temporal predicament in which Prushevsky finds himself recalls Boris Groys’ 

understanding of the avant-garde in its relation to socialist realism. Groys asserts that the 

                                                
101 Platonov, The Foundation Pit, trans. Thomas P. Whitney, 36; 28. 

102 Platonov, The Foundation Pit, trans. Thomas P. Whitney, 64. 
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avant-garde artist sought to usurp the place of God, thus transcending the world of their 

creation and leaving the artist no place in it. This in effect placed the artist in a kind of limbo. 

Groys writes: 

although he creates a new world, the avant-garde artist remains in the old one—in the 
history of the arts, in tradition—rather like Moses on the threshold of the Promised 
Land. All aspirations toward the new notwithstanding, from the viewpoint of socialist 
realist aesthetics the avant-gardist is “decrepit” and a “formalist.” That is, his projection 
of the new is merely logical, formal, and “soulless,” for his soul is still in the past.103 

  

Likewise, Prushevsky, the supposed engineer-artist of the future, cannot mentally and 

emotionally enter into the promised land. His perception of it is purely metric; its materials 

and measurements are intelligible, but its ethos escapes him. Not only Prushevsky, but all of 

the characters of The Foundation Pit are caught in such a time trap. The trauma of violence past 

still informs the present, infecting Platonov’s world and frustrating any kind of future fruition.  

As noted above, the tension between hope and hopelessness leaves its mark on the 

body. In The Foundation Pit, I believe that it finds its most acute expression in the female body. 

While in Markish the female form is implicit, in Platonov it is explicit as the locus of 

consequence of systemic violence. Platonov’s female figures are archetypal; mothers are the 

literal bearers of Communist promise, and their daughters are the seeds of Communist 

success. However, these archetypal roles are complicated by the revolutionary circumstances 

of their birth, which frustrates any possibility of proliferation into a utopian future; instead, 

histories of violence like those we have already seen in Markish are preserved.  

Early in the novella, Voshchev and an unnamed Civil War veteran watch as an all-girls 

Pioneer orchestra marches past. These girls smile from a sense of their “own significance” and 

                                                
103 Boris Groys, The Total Art of Stalinism: Avant-Garde, Aesthetic Dictatorship, and Beyond, trans. Charles 
Rougle (London: Verso, 2011), 57. 



52 
 

“an awareness of the seriousness” of their lives, but it is a smile marred by violence: “Any one 

of these Pioneer girls had been born at the time when dead horses of social warfare were lying 

on the fields and not all [of them] had possessed skin at the hour of their origin, since their 

mothers were being nourished only by the reserves of their own bodies—and so on the face of 

each Pioneer girl still remained the difficulty of the powerlessness of early life.”104 These girls 

carry the imprint of death even in the flower of their youth. Platonov appears to adopt and 

articulate the formulation of Khlebnikov that “death is not the last act but an event attendant 

on life, part of the whole of life.”105 

The joint processes of birth and death appear to have been a great preoccupation for 

Platonov. The spatial implications of these acts—protrusion and internment—further 

articulate a collision of opposites and simultaneous concavity and convexity. But there is also 

a martial quality to Platonov’s fusion of the two, and indeed, one of his contemporaries recalls 

how Platonov equated the impact of pregnancy and birth on the body to the effects of war.106 

This same comparison appears in The Foundation Pit, when one of the onlookers, a veteran of 

the Civil War, tells Voshchev: “A man who’s never seen war is like a woman who’s never given 

birth.”107 In the post-Civil War moment, then, birth and the struggle with death throughout 

life form the new field of battle. This struggle is most pronounced in the figure of the child, 

Anastasia. 

                                                
104 Andrey Platonov, The Foundation Pit, trans. Chandler and Meerson, 7. 

105Velimir Khlebnikov, The King of Time: Selected Writings of the Russian Futurian, 44.  This line appears 
in a letter to Viacheslav Ivanov in 1909. 
 
106 Fedot Suchkov, “Ob Andree Platonove—mastere prozy.” Andrei Platonov: Izbrannoe. (Moskva: 
Moskovskii rabochiy, 1966), 5.  “Vse izmeniaet voina, govoril Platonov. –Ona perestraivaiet nas, kak 
perestraivaiet organizm zhenshcheny beremonnosti.” 
 
107 Platonov, The Foundation Pit, trans. Chandler and Meerson, 8.  
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Anastasia, or Nastya, is attended by death in life, firstly, by virtue of being an orphan. 

She is the locus of tension between the promise of futurity and the finality of death, a figure of 

the aforementioned “threshold” to the Soviet promised land. She is adopted by the collective 

farm, cared for by the laborers of the foundation pit, and produces Party-perfect slogans that 

perform a pure class consciousness. In her, the laborers find a window to the future. However, 

Nastya also sleeps in a coffin and suffers from the elements, for Soviet man has not mastered 

the natural world and bent it to his will. Seifrid puts it succinctly: “That Nastya dies and is 

buried in the pit is the pre-eminent symbol of utopia’s failure in the tale.”108 

Like a pair of perverse bookends, the weathered mother-daughter imagery of the 

opening Pioneer passage is complemented—or rather, completed—by the death of Nastya’s 

mother, and then Nastya herself. The light of promise borne by war-ravaged mothers and so 

tightly clenched inside the Pioneer girls is extinguished at the novel’s end. Proliferation of the 

fatal cycle of suffering plays out as grisly inheritance: Nastya succumbs to death not long after 

she receives her mother’s bones. Platonov’s male figures stagger through life seeking purpose, 

while the bearers of promise and guarantors of societal proliferation—these young women—

expire. The violence of the birth and death inflicted upon Platonov’s archetypal female figures 

serves to highlight the violence of patriarchal hegemony. The broader apparatus of 

patriarchal tradition under attack in Markish is concentrated into the singular father figure of 

Platonov’s reality—the architect of the new Soviet world: Stalin.  

Markish and Platonov’s poetics of deconstruction examine social systems of violence 

and their consequences on the body at crucial junctures in Soviet history. Writing at the dawn 

of the new Soviet era, Markish launches a cautious, yet hopeful call to action predicted upon a 

                                                
108Thomas Seifrid, A Companion to Andrei Platonov’s “The Foundation Pit,” 134. 
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resistance to tradition. Markish’s mound of mouths and other orifices wrestle with pain, yet 

actively speak back—indeed, spit back—in 1922. By 1930, Stalin’s rise brought about a return to 

traditional mores and strictures. As such, Nastya’s death is enshrined in silence: 

At noon Chiklin began to dig Nastya a special grave. He dug it for fifteen hours on 
end—in order that it should be deep and that neither a worm nor the root of a plant, 
nor warmth, nor cold should be able to penetrate it, and so that the child would never 
be troubled by the noise of life from the earth’s surface.109 
 

Platonov, by way of Chiklin, preserves the ideal of utopia, yet simultaneously ensures that it 

cannot be disturbed “by the noise of life.” And so the latent hope of redemption remains; after 

all, Anastasia comes from the Greek “anastasis,” meaning resurrection. This hope, however, is 

distant, for Nastya’s body is buried deep within the pit.  

 

In Markish, the collapse of space and time—the convex made concave and the dead 

made animate—are dynamic aesthetic gestures. This dynamism is suggestive of a kind of 

oppositional propulsion—one that refuses traditional logic, and, in its process of self-

cancellation, takes up, then takes down, the force of historical violence. Like Tatlin’s twirling 

tower or Khlebnikov’s unifying vortex, Markish engages the vertical metaphor and all its 

promise of progress in order to expose its instability. Di kupe highlights the destructive 

impulses at work within the greater social edifice, expressing the gravity of the situation as 

gravitational force; up is tempered with down, mound collapses into crater. Oozing, spitting, 

and otherwise expunging the trappings of tradition, the mound rejects its old foundations, 

transforming into the hollow of a foundation pit upon which the new social edifice might be 

re-constructed. Platonov, in his turn, further excavates these foundations, yet finds the plan 
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for progress is still predicated upon authoritarian violence. Thus, the project continues on, 

out, and down, but never up. The failed construction project yields an absence—a void—in 

which silence resounds, waiting to be broken. And though Bolshevik Utopianism instructs 

Soviet citizens to lift their gaze upward, to look above and beyond the horizon, Markish and 

Platonov, in their complementary de-construction of space and structure, topple the official 

Soviet perspective. In so doing, Di kupe and The Foundation Pit re-consider and re-orient the 

positionality of the Soviet body: it is only ever looking from the edge of the precipice, or 

situated within it. 

 

(Anti-) Architecture and Revolutionary Time 

My reading of Di kupe and Kotlovan has shown how works of the Soviet exodic equate the 

political body with the physical body; specifically, how the physical structures—a mound, a 

proposed skyscraper—serve as stand-ins for the social structures they reconsider and 

dismantle.110 Moreover, my reading has sought to highlight the significance of the female to 

this project of resistance to patriarchal structure. The shared architectural impulse between 

Markish and Platonov is not exclusive to the texts just examined. In the section that follows, 

further architectural assemblages will show how Markish and Platonov grapple with shifting 

conceptions of space, place, and time, and the tenor of hope that runs through them. Once 

                                                
110 I am, of course, not the first to make this observation. In her work on Peretz Markish, Harriet Murav 
has noted the importance of the physical body and its relevance to and representation of the political: 
“Markish represents the violence and suffering of the Russian Revolution by realizing and literalizing 
the metaphor of the body politic.” Quoted from "The Stillbirth of Revolution," in Music from a Speeding 
Train: Jewish Literature in Post-Revolution Russia (Redwood City: Stanford University Press, 2011). 
Likewise, much has been made of the physical body as a productive discursive site in the works of 
Andrei Platonov; for more on the Platonovian concept of the “living corpse,” see Stephen Alexander 
Tullock, “’The Dead are also People’: Bringing Death to Life in Platonov’s Fiction,” in Matters of Life 
and Death: The Living Corpse in Early Soviet Society, Doctoral dissertation, Harvard University, Graduate 
School of Arts & Sciences, (2019).  For more on the corporeal in The Foundation Pit, see Thomas 
Seifrid’s A Companion to Andrei Platonov’s “The Foundation Pit,” (2009). 
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more the symbolic value of Tatlin’s tower informs these texts insofar as it represents 

elevation, levitation, and the dispersal of information.  Like Markish’s malke-barg or Platonov’s 

pit, the vertical turns downwards and then outwards as, this time, a message is sent to the 

masses. The geometric gymnastics of collapsing towers—vectors becoming planes, cones, and 

points—was implicit in Tatlin’s own conception of his Monument to the Third International, 

which he intended to be “an extension of the earth’s axis into space, […] a center of worldwide 

telegraphic and telephonic communication and as an international meeting place for the 

proletariat.”111This dissemination of power—the dispersal of information and agency from 

above to below and then outward—is a democratizing gesture, and, I argue, a move of 

sublimation.112 

This sublimation—the transformation of violence into messages and maneuvers of 

salvation—is, importantly, still a process. It is the kind afforded by hope: optimism rooted in 

longing, perseverance against all evidence to the contrary.  This is the power of which 

Bachelard speaks in the epigraph at the opening of this chapter: “Sublimation in poetry 

towers above the psychology of the mundanely unhappy soul. For it is a fact that poetry 

possesses a felicity of its own, however great the tragedy it may be called upon to illustrate.” 

                                                
111 V. S. Tatlin, Dymshits-Tolstaia, and John Bowlt, “Memorandum from the Visual Arts Section of the 
People’s Commissariat for Enlightenment to the Soviet of People’s Commissars: Project for the 
Organization of Competitions for Monuments to Distinguished Persons (1918),” Design Issues 1, no. 2 
(1984), 71. https://doi.org/10.2307/1511500. 
 
112 My concept of sublimation via disintegration of the singular into the plural is not purely rooted in 
Soviet slogans and Marxist doctrine; my understanding of revolution as re-orientation and re-
consideration maps onto the broader ethos of self-cancellation and its influence on artistic practice 
that took hold during the first decade of Soviet rule. Petre M. Petrov has noted the “intelligentsia’s 
gestures of self-erasure were often overtures to a collective subject whose presence had become 
palpable, but even more to a new destiny that appeared at once overwhelming, faceless, and 
unfathomable […] The literature of the 1920s has left us numerous portrayals and evocations of the 
dissolving individualist self…[and] the surrender of the (former, limited) “I” was at the same time a plea 
for belonging, a summoning and reification of a grand superpersonal power.” Quoted from Automatic 
for the Masses: The Death of the Author and the Birth of Socialist Realism (Toronto: University of Toronto 
Press, 2015), 24. 
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Such is the case for Di kupe and The Foundation Pit; no matter the morbidity of the texts, they 

do not illustrate total failure, but a promise deferred. Clutching and pursuing that promise, 

they ultimately articulate revolution as perpetual process.  

The poetic eyes of Di kupe and The Foundation Pit re-consider traditional structures and 

official rhetoric, all the while keeping their gaze trained on something better. Implicit in this 

gaze is a call to action, whether to preserve a belief or to break from the cycle of history. 

Prushevsky’s temporal struggles (his nostalgia-tainted sense of time) prevent him from fully 

envisioning or sympathizing with the future inhabitants of the skyscraper he is set to create. 

Still, the latent hope of resurrection is implicit in the figure of Anastasia. The sweep of Di 

kupe’s spatio-temporal landscape begs for some kind of intervention, too. It looks to the “here” 

of Horoditsch (the site of the pogrom) and the “now” of writing (1921/22), before reaching into 

the past (“how packed the earth is with you”) and the future (“nokh aykh, nokh aykh” [after 

you]). Di kupe, then, likewise implies redemption. In a reversal of the traditional prayer of 

mourning at its opening (“KADDISH”), the poeme inverts the project of sacred 

commemorative consolation; death is not a force for nostalgia, but an impetus to action.  

Markish and Platonov reject divine/authoritarian order, and to do so, they employ 

space and time, for these poetic devices, like the mound or proletarian skyscraper, can be 

manipulated and made to collapse into themselves. The resulting kinetic energy of the vertical 

made horizontal—melting mounds and skyscrapers undone—translates the latent hope of Di 

kupe and The Foundation Pit for liberation from the cycle of violence or the stagnation of 

authoritarianism into a clarion call. And herein lies the paradox and oblique resistance to 

Bolshevik rhetoric: transcendence does not wait beyond the horizon. Utopia is not a fixed 

point or an achievable place and time; it is nowhere, for the gaze of the Soviet subject is not 

lifted upwards, but rather directed to all sides. And as the revolutionary ethos is rooted in re-
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orientation, specifically a re-orientation of power and perspective among the masses, only 

through a multiplicity of perspectives—and their corresponding efforts—can any form of 

progress come about. These calls for change find a cautiously hopeful elaboration in Radyo 

and Chevengur. 

 

Radyo113 

Coterminous in its writing and publication, and effectively the “sequel” to Di kupe, the long-

form poem Radyo [Radio Broadcast] narrates the arrival of revolution across the former Russian 

empire on messianic terms. Longer than its poetic precedent, Radyo is composed of 40 poetic 

fragments, each a complete poem within itself.114 Nonetheless, these 40 sections share a 

narrative thread that ultimately weaves through verses that describe the violence of the Civil 

War, the birth and arrival of a Christological figure and a folk hero, and then, the destruction 

of Moscow and a radio broadcast that promises a new, brilliant, technological future.  

Split into two parts, the poeme recounts, in Part I, the violent birth pangs of the 

Revolution and the prophets of the new Bolshevik order. As if descending (or is it arising?) 

from the malke-kupe, a poetic voice comes from the mountains with tablets of “starry letters” 

heralding a new era. With this direct invocation of the Ten Commandments, Markish at once 

maintains and manipulates the Exodus narrative, engaging an image—and all its semantic 

baggage—through which he expounds and complicates the promise of the new Soviet world. 

He pairs the Exodus story with contemporary revolutionary themes in “an over-determined 

                                                
113 Peretz Markish, Radyo (Varshe: Ambasador, 1922). All excerpts in Yiddish are taken from this, the 
original, edition. All English translations of Radyo are my own, unless otherwise indicated.  
 
114 The 40 fragments are intentional: a direct invocation of the 40 years that the Israelites were made to 
wander in the desert prior to their entry into Canaan.  
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grand narrative of liberation and new faith.”115The figures who populate the verse range from 

such folkloric personae as Ivan Durak/Tsarevich to the biblical figures of the Christ-child and 

Moses, all of whom are appropriated and refashioned as proletarian prophets preaching 

secular salvation. Drawing upon Russian revolutionary rhetoric, he fashions his presentation 

of society through Slavic motifs in his address to a Jewish (that is, Yiddish speaking) audience. 

This is not necessarily a means of estrangement; it is rather a gesture of fusion. Markish links 

Moses, Vasilisa, the Christ-child, and Ivan the fool-turned-prince with Jewish cultural topoi in 

order to articulate the common plight—and thus shared inheritance—of the new Communist 

society.

There he rides, Ivan Tsarevich, on a 
sphinx, 
With Vasilisa the enchanted on his arm, 
The firebird is like a crown for his head, 
The whole land will belong to him alone 
 

 ט ער דאָרט, איװאַן צאַרעװיטש, אויףײַאָט ר
 אַ ספּינקס 

 רעם,אָדי פטער נ'שימיט װאַסיליסאַ דער פֿאַרכּ
 ר איםאָער פֿויגל, װי אַ כּתר אויף די הדער ברענענדיג

ןדאָס גאַנצע לאַנד װעט אים אַלײן געהער

 

The mythical firebird—taken by Ivan Durak in the folk tale—is the treasure that secures the 

kingdom for the fool.116 The everyman assumes, through force and fate, a position of power. 

                                                
115 Seth Wolitz, “Markish’s Radyo (1922): Yiddish Modernism as Agitprop,” in Captive of the Dawn: The 
Life and Work of Peretz Markish (1895 – 1952) ed. Joseph Sherman, Gennady Estraikh, et al (New York: 
Legenda, 2011), 112. 
 
116 The fluidity and ambiguity of the figure of the fool in Russian literature makes Markish’s use of Ivan 
Durak particularly potent, for its ability to embody the sacred and the profane at once is, in and of 
itself, an articulation of sublimation and a re-orientation (indeed, re-distribution) of power from high 
to low. Ewa Thompson elegantly traces the historical development of the image of the fool in Russian 
literature and its distinction from Western analogues. Ivanushka- durachok is “one of the stock 
characters of the Russian folktale …sometimes interchangeable with a character of unquestionably 
high status: Ivan-tsarevich. The presentation of the fool Ivanushka as always winning, and never 
commanding contempt, is an offshoot of the social consciousness which included the holy fool 
archetype. Ivanushka- durachok is presented in a positive light because he is associated with the 
iurodivyi [holy fool] rather than the duren’ or glupec. Due to the double meaning of the words durak and 
durachok [this] pairing was possible, and indeed occurred in the minds of folktale narrator.” Ewa M. 
Thompson, “The Archetype of the Fool in Russian Literature.” Canadian Slavonic Papers / Revue 
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Markish equates this potent folkloric image with the keter (כּתר)—a crown. This word signifies, 

at once, both the classic headwear of regency and an ornament set upon the Torah scroll, and 

thus Markish unites the sacred, the secular, the Slavic, and the Semitic in his vision of the new 

commonwealth. 

Section II opens with a depiction of the capital city (kroynshtot) on fire:

In the capital all the walls are burning! 
The displaced wander from street to street, 
Already spattered with copper coins; 
And all the gates are closed! 
No one burning shall get out, 
No passerby shall get in! 
[…] 
 
 
In the capital all the bells are ringing! 
The trumpet’s call is horrible and huge: 
World-one! World-two! World-three! 
To no avail! With burning hands, upon the 
road,  
No one burning shall get out, 
No passerby shall get in! 

 נשטאָט ברענען אַלע מויערן!ויאין קר
 עס לויפֿן בלאָנדזשלינגען אַרום גאַס אײן גאַס אויס,

 ן;...וישפּיגענע מיט העלער שרפה'דיגער שבאַ
 נען אַלע טויערן! ײַנאָר צוגעשלאָסן ז

 עט ניט אַרויס,קײן אָנגעצוּנדענער װ
 ן!..ײַקײן דוּרכגײער װעט נאָט אַר

[...] 
 

 נשטאָט גלעקער אַלע גלעקערן!ויראין ק
 טרוּמפּײטן־רוף איז שוידערליך אוּן גרויס:
 !..ײַ ־־װעלט־אײנס! װעלט־צװײ! װעלט דר

 אומזיסט! מיט ברענענדיגע הענט
 ן!ײַאין װעג אר

 קײן אָנגעצוּנדענער װעט ניט אַרויס
ן!ײַעט ניט אַרקײן דורכגײער װ

The destruction of Moscow—and the image of the Kremlin consumed in flames—echoes the 

collapse of the mound and its transformation into a fiery crate in Di kupe. The collapse here, 

however, is that of the institutional center of the tsars, followed by the rise of new technology. 

The message of the radio rises moves above and beyond the destruction to bring the good 

news of Revolution to all the world: “a radyo, a radyo, a radyo der velt": 

 

 

                                                
Canadienne des Slavistes, Vol. 15, No. 3 (Autumn, 1973), pp. 245-273, 256. For more on the ambiguity of the 
fool figure and its significance in the Soviet literary context, see: Mark Lipovetsky, Charms of the 
Cynical Reason: The Trickster’s Transformations in Soviet and Post-Soviet Culture (2011). 
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A broadcast, a broadcast, a broadcast to the 
world! 
A radio from the sovereign bell of Moscow! 
From land to land, from city to city, from 
house to house, from door to door, 
From shore to shore, from sea to sea—goes 
out! 
 
Through bloodied heads, without armor, 
without brass,  
And thrown to the heights like flying 
craters— 
—A noisy red dispatch! 
—A wild whirling radio! 
—Ten wordless commandments! 
[…] 
A broadcast, a broadcast, a broadcast to the 
world,  
From the sovereign bell—a radio from 
Moscow! 

!דער װעלטאַ ראַדיאָ, אַ ראַדיאָ, אַ ראַדיאָ  — 
ך־גלאָק פֿון מאָסקװע!אַ ראַדיאָ פֿון מל  

פֿון לאַנד צו לאַנד, פֿון שטאָט צו שטאָט, פֿון שטוב צו 
 שטוב פֿון שװעל צו שװעל

  פֿון ברעג צו ברעג, פֿון ים צו ימים
!אויסגעהן  

 
 

בלוטיגטע אָן פּאַנצערס און אָן מעשעדורך קעפּ צ  
אָרפֿענע װי פֿליענדיגע קראַטערס װ,אין דר'הויך צי  
ורמישע דעפּעש!אַ רויטע שט  — 

 —אַ װילדע װיכעריעש ראַדיאָ!
  —אָנװערטערדיגע צעהן געבאָטן

...][  

,אַ ראַדיאָ דער װעלט, אַ ראַדיאָ , אַ ראַדיאָ   
אַ ראַדיאָ , פֿון מלך־גלאָק  
!פֿון מאָסקװע

The broadcast emanates “from Moscow, the new omphalos of the world,” and therefore not 

only “establishes Moscow as the axis mundi but reinforces the advance of the progressive 

future.”117 I take up Wolitz’s metaphor of omphalos not for its sense of centrality, but for its 

concavity, and thus its contiguity with the narrative and spatial metaphors of Di kupe. As 

before, the central site of institutional power collapses, and Moscow functions metonymically 

as the message of revolution. Moscow is a center, yes, but only insofar as it is the starting point 

of a dispersion, for the kroynshtot is on fire, and “no passerby shall get out / no passerby shall 

get in!” What does survive is the radio broadcast and its outward moving call that echoes (or 

does it replace?) the bells of the Kremlin, extending beyond the rubble of the imperial seat to 

hearken all to the Revolutionary event. “The new voice of mankind [from the radio tower] 

                                                
117 Seth Wolitz, “Markish’s Radyo,” 106. 
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replaces the voice of God on Sinai,” and so Di kupe’s plea to break from the cycle of history 

transforms, in Radyo, into the start of that very break.118 

 In Markish’s verse the metaphysical and the mythological assume great power:  the 

cycle of Jewish martyrology denounced in Di kupe is broken and replaced with the mythos of 

the triumph of the everyman. The broadcast from Moscow announces that “The Age of Ivan 

has dawned,” for “dos gantse land vet im aleyn gehern” [the whole land will belong to him 

alone].119 The intersectionality of Slavic, Semitic, religious and secular represented by the 

motley crew of symbolic figures, and most especially Ivan Tsarevich/Durak, speaks to the 

polyphony and multi-perspectival nature of revolution in Radyo. New Soviet identity is 

both/and: Jew and Soviet are not mutually exclusive, but compatible, co-extant facets of the 

self. The coexistence of allegedly opposing features—the princeliness and foolishness of Ivan 

Durak/Tsarevich or joint Soviet/Slavic/Jewish identity—maps onto the larger models of 

dynamic space and perspectives articulated above. And here I return to the question that first 

introduced the marginality and multi-dimensionality of these two authors: the role of 

language, for as noted elsewhere, Markish’s use of Yiddish is a polysemous political stance.  

David Shneer, quoting Benjamin Harshav, points to the distinct worldviews contained 

within the literary production and corresponding practices of the various Jewish languages:  

from the Middle Ages onward, Jewish life in Europe was grounded in a complex, 
distinct trilingual culture that operated in Hebrew, Aramaic, and Yiddish, with each of 
these languages possessing “a separate library of texts, a separate educational system, 
an ethical movement, and a separate conceptual world,” but together making up a 
culture that completely lacked aspects of a territorial or statist power. […] According to 

                                                
118Seth L. Wolitz, “Markish’s Radyo,” 111. 

119Seth L. Wolitz, “Markish’s Radyo,” 110. 
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Harshav, “the definition of Jewishness … in the new Jewish Secular Polysystem [is] 
voluntary and aspectual.”120 
 

And so Markish’s voluntary use of Yiddish is as radical and willful a gesture as his blending of 

the sacred and profane and his bizarre cast of characters. With specific intention, “he made 

the Revolution a modern Jewish event.”121 By carving out a distinct “moment” in existence, 

Markish and his contemporaries writing in Yiddish were asserting their “place” not in accord 

with any clear national borders, but rather their unique position within the eternity of 

Jewish—and secular—history. “Poets’ use of their own Jewish temporality” (like Markish’s use 

of the holiest day—Yom Kippur—to perform the unholy service of Di kupe) asserted a 

marginal perspective within the broader discourse, and it thus added a unique “ideological 

configuration [to] the … ‘perceptual grid’ of modernism.”122 Yiddish, a stateless tongue, the 

language of the Jewish street, functioned as a passport to the new era, inscribing Jewish time 

and identity into the secular universal.  

Markish, as we have already seen, did not write in simple Yiddish, but in a distinctly 

fractured verse that Karolina Szymaniak has characterized as a language of “confusion and 

dispersion.”123 In this distinctly modernist idiom, Markish sought to disorient, and thus re-

orient, perspectives on tradition as well as new pathways forward.  He believed that the 

aesthetic “consumes” the ethical, thus rendering prescriptive models obsolete as it makes way 

                                                
120 David Shneer and Richard Adler Peckerar, “Peretz Markish (1895-1952): modern Marxist and 
Yiddishist,” in Makers of Jewish Modernity: Thinkers, Artists, Leaders, and the World They Made, ed. 
Jacques Picard et al (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2016), 324. 
 
121 Ibid. 

122 Jordan D. Finkin, “The Revolutionary Principles of Time and Space,” in An Inch or Two of Time: Time 
and Space in Jewish Modernisms (University Park: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2015), 139. 
 
123 Karolina Szymaniak “Peretz Markish’s Manifestos,” in Captive of the Dawn, Captive of the Dawn: The 
Life and Work of Peretz Markish (1895 – 1952) ed. Joseph Sherman, Gennady Estraikh, et al (New York: 
Legenda, 2011), 72. 
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for new artistic frameworks.124 In his takedown of institutional powers in disorienting Yiddish 

verse, Markish does not just interrogate legacies of failure but, also, how the heirs to these 

legacies might make sense of and combat their hold on culture. The verse of Radyo is, 

therefore, unable to assume an unambiguously positive tone; the one who sparks revolution is 

an unenviable hero:  

Don’t envy the one who lights the first 
candle, 
The first inaugural fire, don’t begrudge 
him for the burning, for fanning the 
flames… 
He freezes 
All night in the street, in the wandering 
wind 
—someone should let him into a house, 
he’s carrying in swaddling clothes, a tiny 
child— 
—the deity poured out at dawn.  
 
Don’t envy him for hanging the royal bell 
on the strangled throat of the world, 
For the first toll, ringing out in the heart of 
the abyss, don’t begrudge him…  
[…] 
Don’t envy him for lighting the first candle, 
The inaugural flame, don’t envy him its 
burning, growing! … 

 פֿאַרגין אים אָנצונדן דאָס ערשטע ליכט,
 טער־װעה פֿאַרגין אים,ײַדעם ערשטן ש

 ברענענדיג, צעבלאָזן... 
 ער פֿרירט
 כט אין גאַס,אַ גאַנצע נאַ

 דער בלאָנדזשענדיגער װינט,
 נגײן לאָזן, ײַשטוב אַר אַ ס'זאָל עמיץ אים כאָטש אין—

 ךאַער טראָגט אָן װינדערל
 —אַ ברעקל קינד 

 ...ן צעגאָסןײַדעם העלן געטער־פֿ
 
 

 
נגען דעם מלך־גלאָק אויף האַלדז עהפֿפֿאַרגין אים אוי

 ,דערװאָרגענעם פֿון װעלט
האַרץ פֿון תּהומען אָנגיסן  דעם ערשטן קלונט אין

 ... פֿאַרגין אים
]...[ 

 ,פֿאַרגין אים אָנצונדן דאָס ערשטע ליכט
 ,אים פֿאַרגין—, דעם ערשטן שײַטער־װעה

!צעבלאָזן, ברענענדיג

Markish’s inability to subscribe to homogenizing doctrine—to pick an absolute position—

underscores the nowhereness of utopia. For like the melting mound that proves to be 

everywhere at once, the consuming fire that originates in the kroynshtot spreads out to envelop 

the whole world in red flame. And as if an inversion of Di kupe, where the holy mountain 

bearing the law (Sinai) becomes a crater, in Radyo the sunken cry of revolution first emerges 

                                                
124  Aesthetic = “Est-etik”; literally: “eats ethics.” Karolina Szymaniak attends to Markish’s pun from his 
famous manifesto, “Estetik fun kamf in der moderner dikhtung,” [The Aesthetics of Struggle in 
Modern Belles-Lettres], and unpacks how, for Markish, “religion becomes a mere historical stage in 
human development,” and the avant-garde is a continuation of and organic development in the “chain 
of rebellions begun in biblical times.”  
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from the depths (תּהום- abyss) before moving onward and outward from the radio tower to all 

the world. 

 

Chevengur125 

Chevengur was the only novel of Platonov’s to be published in the Soviet Union in his 

lifetime.126 It is a “seriously chaotic text, with an abundance of characters and settings.”127 In a 

simplistic overview of its plot, the novel recounts pursuit of a settlement called Chevengur, 

where it is said the residents have achieved a fully Communist society. Though there are 

many characters, the two most prominent protagonists are Dvanov and Kopenkin, two 

“knights of revolution,” who ride across the steppe to arrive at the titular town where they 

briefly live in a state of “pure Communism.” Chevengurians are a malnourished, poorly 

clothed, ascetic collective who perform no labor, for work is outsourced to the sun: 

“solnechnaia Sistema samostoiatel’no budet davat’ silu zhini kommunizmu” [the solar system would 

sustainably give its forces to the life of communism].128Unsurprisingly, this community is 

unsustainable, though it does not exist long enough to exhaust itself from inaction; rather, it is 

destroyed by a band of Cossacks. 

 My reading of The Foundation Pit has already noted that Platonov saw use of the 

feminine as crucial to articulation of utopia. Chevengur is no exception, though it handles the 

                                                
125 Andrei Platonov, Chevengur (Sankt-Peterburg: Azbuka, 2019). All Russian quotes are taken from this 
edition. All English translations are my own.  
 
126 Platonov composed the novel over the course of 1926 – 1928. It was published in fragments in the 
journal Krasnaya nov’ in 1928 – 1929. 
 
127 Philip Bullock, The Feminine in the Prose of Andrey Platonov (London: Routledge, 2005), 52. 
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781351197557 
 
128 Platonov, Chevengur, 338.  
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question of women and femininity on different terms.  In either text, expression of the 

feminine is rather simplistic, insofar as it is often archetypal. To his credit, however, Platonov 

sought, through the writing process, to work through utopian “notions to expose both their 

attractions and their shortcomings,” and as a result even where the feminine is disparaged or 

absent, the masculine is likewise subject to critique.129 Much of Chevengur’s gendered tension 

arises from the novel’s inability to unequivocally espouse the heteronormative masculine 

ideology of Bolshevik doctrine. Though men are clearly the privileged sex and always the 

leaders, they are often depicted as weak and even frightened. One of the most glaring 

examples of this is the representation of the proletariat. The group of exhausted, half naked, 

malnourished men who sleep in rows, holding each other for warmth against the cold, has 

nothing in common with the energetic, muscular laborer enshrined in Soviet propaganda. 

Their appearance shocks the Chevengurian Chepurny:   

Чепурный ожидал в Чевенгур 
сплоченных героев будущего, а увидел 
людей, идущих не поступью, а своим 
шагом, увидел нигде не встречавшихся 
ему товарищей—людей без выдающейся 
классовой наружности и без 
революционного достоинства [….] Одно 
было видно, что они—бедные, имеющие 
лишь непроизвольно выросшее тело…130 
 

[Chepurny was expecting the arrival in 
Chevengur of banded heroes of the future, 
though what he saw were people who did 
not advance in strides, but at their own 
pace; nowhere did he see a comrade 
among the unmet—he saw people without 
any remarkable class distinction and 
without revolutionary quality [….] One 
thing was clear—they were poor, possessed 
only of their involuntarily grown bodies….] 

 

Chevengur—both the novel and the titular commune—depicts a masculine 

homosociality that is troubled by an “inconvenient and irrepressible feminine.”131 Sexual 

                                                
129 Bullock, The Feminine in the Prose of Andrey Platonov, 43. 

130 Platonov, Chevengur, 338.  

131 Bullock, The Feminine in the Prose of Andrey Platonov, 43. 
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attraction, emotional volatility, or even the symbolic quality of domesticity are feminine 

“problems” and distractions that render women unequal comrades, insofar as they are 

“incomplete” or “failed” men. “Early Soviet attitudes …sought to allow women to transcend 

their perceived biological destiny, thus eliminating differences of gender.”132 Chevengurians 

perceive of women as “lacking both the phallus and the authority that the phallus gives,” yet 

they might overcome that lack “with the phallus of revolutionary idealism [to find their] way 

into the new order,” for as one character claims:“‘vsiakaia b…d’ khochet krasnym znameniem 

zatknut’sia—togda u nei, deskat’, pustoe mesto srazy chest’iu zarastet” [any whore can shove a red 

banner up herself—then her empty space will immediately heal with honour.]133 The 

phallogocentric order of the text seeks to take the vacuity of the female body and remake it 

into the “‘hermetic body of authoritative masculinity’; women are welcome in Chevengur, but 

only if they renounce that which makes them women.”134 

In spite of the irony of the exclusive nature of Chevengurian Communism, it is 

nonetheless articulated as a state of human care:

Пролетарии на кургане имели друг-
друга, потому что каждому человеку 
надо что-нибудь иметь; когда между 
людьми находится имущество, то они 
спокойно тратят силы на заботу о том 
имуществе, а когда между людьми 
ничего нет, то они начинают не 
расставаться и хранить один другого от 
холода во сне.135 (335) 
 
 

[The proletarians on the hillock possessed 
each other, because it is essential for every 
person to possess something; when things 
are possessed among people, then they 
calmly expend effort to care for these 
things, but when among people there is 
nothing to possess, then they do not 
separate from each other and hold one 
another in sleep to protect them from the 
cold.]

                                                
132 Bullock, The Feminine in the Prose of Andrey Platonov, 66. 
 
133Ibid. 
 
134Ibid. 
 
135 Platonov, Chevengur, 335. 
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This dynamic, of course, falls apart because care for the other is impossible when predicated 

upon exclusivity. The collective body is not truly collective, but rather “is shot through with 

paradox and impossibility. By pretending that the enforced absence of women will bring 

about the desired utopia, the male homosocial body predicts its own collapse.”136 The 

refutation of inclusion ultimately destroys the homosocial structure. 

I have so far mentioned only human and social bodies in my reading of Chevengur and 

have not attended to the architectural features of the text. This is because physical structures 

in Chevengur are as flimsy as the malnourished bodies of the proletariat. This commune—

allegedly the utopian endpoint of history—does not even remotely resemble the shining city 

of the future. It is, in fact, rather anti-architectural. Instead of gathering in a grand skyscraper 

like that planned in The Foundation Pit, the proletarians of Chevengur are first seen sleeping 

on a hillside. Once they enter the center of the commune, they sleep side by side on the floor 

of a small brick house. Platonov, once again, thwarts any vertical thrust through dispersion 

into the horizontal; Chevengur, like The Foundation Pit, resists the conditions under which 

society is called to build Communism through the inability to actually create any buildings. In 

a rather ironic twist on the stereotypical association of women and domestic life, the exclusion 

of women—and rejection of femininity in general—precludes the achievement of civilization, 

much less an advanced one. In place of comfortable living quarters and safe, productive 

workspaces, the “utopia” of Chevengur is defined by a pathetic architecture of absence.  

The impulse to construction—the Soviet imperative to overcome nature—is present, 

however. Chepurny avers: 

 

 

                                                
136Bullock, 67. 
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“Чепурный открыл одну успокоительную тайну, что пролетариат не любуется видом 
природы, а уничтожает ее посредством труда, --это буржуазия живет для природы—и 
размножается, а рабочий человек живет для товарища—и делает революцию.137 
 

[Chepurny had discovered the comforting secret that the proletariat did not admire views of 
nature, but would destroy it through labor—it was the bourgeoisie that lived for nature and 
reproduced, but a working person lives for his comrade and makes revolution.]

The technological thrust of a masculine machine-operated world finds no traction in 

Chevengur. Indeed, nature itself operates in accord with Communist principles; the sun feeds 

humankind dlia sytnosti, a ne dlia zhadnosti.138 The sun gives only what is necessary, never in 

excess. Because the Chevengurians do not labor or produce, they are ultimately static, and 

thus still at odds with nature: The earth, in its shifting of the seasons and mutable yet constant 

natural landscape, is the symbol par excellence of distinct temporality within eternal 

atemporality. This kind of inscription of a moment within the broad stretch of eternal time is 

precisely what Markish performed in his verses as I have noted elsewhere—to inscribe the 

Jewish into the universal is a gesture of fusion and inclusion. The predicament of Platonov’s 

characters lies in the temporal collapse that the advent of Stalinism (and its declaration of 

utopia) forced upon them: to exist outside of history is to exist without the kinetic energy of 

progress. Platonov articulates this problem with the paradox of his characters’ longing (and 

here the spatial implications of the English “longing” are especially potent) and their 

inactivity. Chevengurians are mentally and emotionally caught up elsewhere despite being, 

supposedly, exactly where they have always desired to be. Angela Livingstone articulates this 

impossible position and its relation to the natural world: “Time moves (or, rather, goes: idet) in 

nature, but yearning (toska) stands in the human being. The somewhat helpless vagueness this 

                                                
137 Platonov, Chevengur, 338. 
 
138 Platonov, Chevengur, 337. 
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gives rise to in the quick-reading mind is a typical effect of Platonov's. But there is a true 

antithesis here, too, that between 'goes' and 'stands', and this yields the reflection that the 

essence of our division from nature, our not-being-at-home in the world, is the fact that 

something within us, separate from time, stands still and watches, while around us nature 

goes on and on.”139 To not actively enjoin the other, to not proceed with another in full 

knowledge of difference, locks Platonov’s characters in an anti-Marxist position: the 

achievement of Communism has estranged them from labor and from nature.140   

 

Di Kupe and Radyo, published in 1922, project an escape from violence in the new era of 

technology and a spirit of inclusion; Platonov’s texts, Chevengur and The Foundation Pit, reflect 

a continuation of violence and the impossibility of progress because the social system is still 

rooted in exclusion, most notably that of gender. Despite the differences of message, 

language, and tone, Markish and Platonov ultimately employ alternative architectures whose 

strange contours and gendered subtexts link the social and political body to highlight the 

instability of ideological rigor. Platonov and Markish demonstrate, through a dis-orienting 

                                                
139 Angela Livingstone, “Time in ‘Chevengur,’” The Slavonic and East European Review 82, no. 4 (2004) 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/4214002. 
 
140 Platonov’s other novella, Dzhan, merits brief attention here not only because it is considered by 
some scholars to as the third installment in Platonov’s “philosophical trilogy” together with Kotlovan 
and Chevengur, but also because of its clear, indeed, explicit narrative parallels with the Exodus. 
Because he has been charged with a “liberating” mission by Soviet power, the central figure of Nazar 
Chagataev is like a Soviet Moses, one commanded from on high to depart from the center of power 
and venture out into the wilderness to organize and lead a nation—his nation—to the truth. As in the 
Exodus narrative, the leader’s struggle to unify and lead his ancestral tribe is problematized by 
practical questions, such as how to secure shelter or combat hunger, but it is also fraught with crises of 
identity and unity. Chagataev and the Dzhan race against their failing bodies as they move through the 
desert, carried by their conviction that they will see a promise fulfilled. Chagataev, though aided by 
select figures among the Dzhan, is very much the central protagonist and an approximation of the 
Socialist Realist hero. Published between 1933 – 1935, Dzhan, then, straddles the exodic era and the era 
of Socialist Realism, yet fits into neither. The tension of this transitional moment in historical time and 
its impact on the development of literary characters will be explored in chapter 2. 
 



71 
 

and thus re-orienting gaze, how the social body is not two-dimensional, but composed of a 

dynamic, queer geometry. The kinetic energy of revolution, then, is the constant shift of re-

consideration: a skyscraper is a pit, a mountain, and a crater. Violence, though abhorrent, can 

prove sublime. The phallic cannot exist without the yonic. Destruction is at once end and 

beginning, and the grave is rebirth. 



72 
 

 

Chapter 2 

Entangled Loyalties, Entangled Environs: Time, Place, and Gender in The Zelmenyaners141 

 

“The very “Yiddishness” of Yiddish literature [is] incompatible with the  
reigning state ideology.”   

—Ashes Out of Hope142 

 

In her seminal work on Yiddish modernism, Chana Kronfeld underscores the “marginal 

prototypicality” of Yiddish letters at the beginning of the twentieth century.143 Marginality is, 

indeed, a defining feature of Yiddish literature, and not strictly because of its status as a 

minority language; Yiddish literature successfully balances a rich historical and cultural 

tradition with the swiftly shifting sands of contemporary discourse. It is agile and adaptive 

largely because it was recast in the crucible of modernism. The progressive ideals and 

experimentation of early twentieth century Yiddishists persist today, and indeed, 

contemporary scholars have argued that Yiddish studies are, by their very trans (-national / 

cultural / linguistic) nature, a uniquely queer field.144 For this reason I take up queer, feminist, 

                                                
141 All original Yiddish text has been retrieved from volumes one and two of Moyshe Kulbak’s 
Zelmenyaner through the Yiddish Book Center Digital Yiddish Library: Moyshe Kulbak, Zelmenyaner 
(Minsk: Tsentraler felker farlag fun F.S.S.R, 1931). All English translations, if not cited, are my own. 
Those that are cited have been taken from Hillel Halkin’s translation: Moyshe Kulbak, The 
Zelmenyaners: A Family Saga, trans. Hillel Halkin, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2013). 
 
142 Irving Howe and Eliezer Greenberg, Ashes Out of Hope: Fiction by Soviet Yiddish Writers (New York: 
Schocken Books, 1977). 
 
143 Chana Kronfeld, On the Margins of Modernism: Decentering Literary Dynamics (Berkeley: Univ. of 
California Press, 1996), 194. 
 
144 Jeffrey Shandler has written on Queer Yiddishkeit—a Yiddish that “can range well beyond its 
primary value as an instrument of communication” and “suggests the value of queer theory as a model 
for thinking about modern Yiddish culture, past and present,” and draws breath from queer theory’s 
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and critical theory in the argument that follows to help me articulate the inherently queer 

qualities of the Soviet Jewish experience. Thinking and writing in Kronfeld’s shadow, I 

continue my examination of the exodic and its de-stabilizing mechanisms through Moyshe 

Kulbak’s Soviet Yiddish novel, Zelmenyaner.  

Zelmenyaner, translated into English as The Zelmenyaners, is composed of two parts, the 

second of which was published in 1935—the year that marks the end of the exodic era and, 

historically, the consolidation of high Stalinist culture.145 As Sasha Senderovich has said, there 

is perhaps no novel that better reflects the shifting attitudes and policies of the moment; 

Kulbak’s text emerges as a synchronous reflection of the cultural and political volatility of the 

rise of Stalinism and a window into the increasingly claustrophobic relationship between art 

and reality.146 The growing presence of homogenizing Stalinist forces on and off the page 

brings deeper meaning to Chana Kronfeld’s classification of Yiddish modernism as a 

“perspective from the precipice.”147 

Perspective is a key component of the exodic, and thus of the analysis to follow. 

Stalinist ideology sought to define and control its object (Soviet citizenry) by “looking” at it 

through a series of prescriptive categories. Soviet subjects, however, did not simply exist as the 

object of the gaze, but were of course subjects in their own right. Soviet subjects looked back, 

and their perception of Stalinism’s imposed ideology can be accessed through their 

                                                
“alterity as an energizing, rather than destructive, mode of culture.” Adventures in Yiddishland: 
Postvernacular Language & Culture (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2006), 188. 
145 1935 also marks two years before Kulbak’s death, as he was executed in 1937. A victim, like his 
fictional family, of Stalinism. 
  
146 “The Zelmenyaners, the novel that Kulbak was writing during almost the entire time of his stay in 
Minsk, is as good a testament as any to the unpredictability of the political situation in the Soviet 
Union during that period: a brilliant laboratory of reactions to an ongoing drama of social and cultural 
experimentation.” From the Introduction by Sasha Senderovich to The Zelmenyaners, xxvi. 
 
147 Kronfeld, On the Margins of Modernism, 194. 
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performance of and/or non-compliance with Stalinism’s heteronormative, masculine ideals. 

To “look back” and re-consider Stalinist norms, I again turn to queer theory—Sara Ahmed’s 

Queer Phenomenology—to analyze how Kulbak’s characters perceive and perform their role in 

Soviet society.148 Ahmed reframes the concept of “orientation” by highlighting “different sites, 

spaces, and temporalities …to offer a new way of thinking about the spatiality of sexuality, 

gender, and race….[and] how bodies take shape through tending towards objects.”149  Taking 

up Ahmed’s call to re-examine these categories, I look through the eyes and experience of the 

fictional Zelmenyaner family to consider Stalinism not “straight on,” but from the marginal 

perspective of the Jewish Soviet subject to de-center and upset Stalinism’s goal of totalizing 

definition.  

The composition of The Zelmenyaners easily lends itself to such a reading from the 

margins: the very arrangement of the narrative precludes simplicity or homogenization. Time 

is not linear, but something broken and out of joint. The novel’s erratic chronology and other 

temporal features impact presentations of place and, concomitantly, speak to environmental 

concerns. Questions of environment, in turn, introduce and inform how patriarchy and 

gender are (de)constructed in the text. Thus, the complementary categories of place, time, and 

gender serve to dismantle ideological absolutes, a process of resistance that informs Kulbak’s 

text as much as the Soviet exodic at large.  

 

                                                
148 Sara Ahmed. Queer Phenomenology: Orientations, Objects, Others (Durham: Duke University Press, 
2006). Ahmed’s theory presents a dynamic observational model; she attends to the affective nature of 
the connection between subject and object and, accordingly, the movement that entails: “The 
attribution of feeling toward an object…moves the subject. [...] It is not just that bodies are moved by 
the orientations they have; rather, the orientations we have towards others shape the contours of space 
by affecting relations of proximity and distance between bodies,” 10. 
 
149 Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology, 5.  
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False Starts 

The Zelmenyaners begins with an ending. That is to say, it begins with the end of the 

beginning. The primogenitor of the Zelmenyaner clan, Reb Zelmele, comes from the dark 

depths [tif] of Russia to the outskirts of Minsk and builds a hoyf—a courtyard surrounded by 

small dwellings. This yard is where he and his future descendants make their home (it is Reb 

Zelmele’s wish that his family remain on this land in perpetuity). Yet just as soon as the reader 

is prepared to meet the ensuing Zelmenyaner brood, the clan is swept away: the narrative eye, 

instead, shifts its gaze to a group of people in transit, pulling the reader out of the origin story 

into a narrative present which, the reader eventually discovers, is in fact the Zelmenyaner 

family’s future.  

This temporal knot is rather disorienting, and intentionally so. Sasha Senderovich has 

noted how the narrative voice moves “from a settled location to [a] moving train,” and, 

simultaneously, from the past to “the onset of the narrative present—a time that coincides 

with the launch of the novel’s serial publication … in 1929.”150 The story, then, is partly 

synchronous, partly retrospective. And just as the family appears to set down roots, Kulbak 

abruptly—and briefly—hints at a mobile future: “The family members that Reb Zelmele 

assumed would remain in the Minsk courtyard in perpetuity have, instead, picked up, 

dispersed, and begun to travel far and wide.”151 This narrative rupture collapses time in a 

gesture that almost resets the family saga: the Zelmenyaners’ future is made to touch the past 

before a lengthier, more detailed examination of the family’s present. This present—the bulk 

                                                
150 Sasha Senderovich and David Coons, “A Clan on the Move: A Zelmenyaner Family 
Tree,” In geveb, October 13, 2015, https://ingeveb.org/blog/a-clan-on-the-move-a-zelmenyaner-
family-tree 
 
151 Senderovich, “A Clan on the Move.”  
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of the novel, is itself a temporal puzzle of sorts, for it emphasizes unfinalizability; that is, the 

ever ongoing process of searching for one’s own place. 

As quickly as it introduces them, the text leaves behind the time-and-train-traveling 

Zelmenyaners and circles back to the origin story of their clan. This new beginning, however, 

is marked by yet another sudden ending. The reader learns that Zelmele lives to see his family 

grow by two generations, and then simply “gets ready to die.”152 In anticipation of his passing, 

he composes a will.   

Written primarily in Yiddish but peppered with Hebrew phrases, Zelmele’s last will 

and testament is a stylistic hybrid. It employs diverse registers and language: family members 

are designated by Hebrew titles, while the dissemination of assets is expressed in Yiddish. 

Sometimes it reads like a biblical commandment: “Un vi ikh aleyn hob ayngeteylt, nit fremde zoln 

teyln,” literally: “And as I alone have distributed, no strangers should part [divide].”153 The 

courtyard creation story, taken together with the division of Reb Zelmele’s property, gestures 

toward the division of the earth among Noah’s descendants, or the allocation of lands among 

Jacob’s sons in Genesis.154  However, the gravity of these potential scriptural indices and the 

                                                
152 Genumen klaybn zikh in veg arayn, literally: “gets ready to go on the road,” Kulbak, Zelmenyaner: 
ershter bukh, 7. This expression denoting death as a start to a new journey is, I believe, central to the 
discussion that follows, as the cycle of “movement” from life into death and the framing of death as a 
restart embeds motion into what is otherwise perceived to be an end, or full stop. This conceptual 
framework in which movement is inherent in the end, and the end is conceived as a road, in turn, 
points to the larger role of the Soviet exodic as a constant practice of wandering, restart, and 
redefinition.   
 
153 Kulbak, Zelmenyaner: ershter bukh, 8. 

154 Chapter 10 of Genesis outlines the descendants of Noah and the division of the earth as they move 
across it: “one [descendant] was named Peleg; for in his time the earth was divided” (Gen. 10:25). 
Interestingly, the division of the earth stresses the diversity of the recipients’ paths and fates: Genesis 10 
emphasizes the descendants’ movement along with the formation of distinct peoples and nations in the 
lands they come to inhabit, and in so doing ties their dispersion to a kind of progress and pluralism. 
Some descendants become “maritime peoples” (Gen. 10:5) or builders of a “great city” (Gen. 10:12), and 
the groups of descendants (Japhethites, Hamites, and Semites) move together in “their territories and 
nations,” (Gen. 10:20; 10:31), “each with its own language,” (Gen. 10:5).  The other Genesis index—Jacob’s 
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formal register of Hebrew are undercut by the contradictory circumstances of the will’s 

presentation; the lines of the will are secular scribblings on the inside cover of a prayer book. 

Mame-loshn (mother tongue) meets loshn-koydesh (holy tongue) in a contradictory fusion of 

formal-informal/ sacred-profane.  

This will, though technically a formal expression of legal wishes and instructions, 

serves the larger narrative as an object in and of itself: it is not just a directive, but a referential 

textual object, too. It enters the novel almost circumstantially, for its existence is revealed to 

the reader much like an aside or curious diversion. The narrative voice says: “un azoy vi der 

seyfer valgert zikh itster arum, loyent do, efsher farshraybn di tsavoe lezikorn.”155 [And since the 

book is just lying around, perhaps it’s useful to write down the will in [his] memory.] The 

casual attitude with which the narrative voice regards this legal document troubles the 

reader’s appreciation of it as a formal, binding text. If it is “just lying around,” what do the 

Zelmenyaners think of it? Do they think of it at all? 

The contradictory quality of Zalman’s last will and testament is likewise inscribed in 

the time at which it was written. The opposing markers of ‘end’ and ‘beginning’ are joined 

once more, this time with help from the Jewish liturgical calendar.  Zelmele dates his will “not 

by the secular day and year but by an indication that it was written in the week when the 

scriptural Torah portion of B’shalakh is read during Sabbath morning services.”156 These Torah 

portions are readings from Exodus, specifically those parts of the narrative that introduce the 

                                                
allocation of lands to his sons—is yet another narrative of inheritance and promise of territory. Both 
emphasize dispersal and prefigure dispersion; the Jacob story in particular is the precursor to the Book 
of Exodus. Jacob’s sons are the final generation still favored and welcome among the Egyptians before 
the pogroms and enslavement begin. Unless otherwise noted, all biblical passages are from the New 
International Version. 

155 Kulbak, Zelmenyaner: ershter bukh, 7. 
 
156 Senderovich, The Zelmenyaners, xxvii. 
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Israelites’ entry into the desert and the start of their wandering. By means of this Exodus 

reference, Reb Zelmele invokes the metaphors of wandering, fresh starts, conflict, and 

uncertainty “implicit in the Torah narrative”; indeed, one of Kulbak’s contemporaries 

criticized the author for populating his novel with protagonists who were imprecise and 

incomplete, representatives of “‘the generation of the desert.’”157 

What is the reader to make of this text that seems to go unnoticed by its beneficiaries? 

The aforementioned biblical indices and their attending metaphors serve to establish the 

thematic underpinnings of the text, specifically, the division and creation of a new world, 

movement and exploration, and the attendant expectations for those who will live and 

wander in this new world. Beyond the scope of the novel alone, Reb Zelmele’s will effectively 

demonstrates the power of the exodic through its invocation of the Exodus as referential 

narrative (will as covenant) and as a generative model for new literary creation: a text presents 

a set of codified norms dictating lived practice, and the reaction and resistance to these terms 

produces a distinct literary text. The most tangible legacy of the will, however, lies within its 

formal features: the Zelmenyaner family’s inheritance, outlined in a Yiddish-Hebrew hybrid 

on the cover of a prayer book, bequeaths and performs the narrative material inheritance of the 

text: co-existent contradictions—a plural identity. 

 

Moscow and the Margins  

Contradiction and pluralism characterized more than just the happenings in and around the 

hoyf. Minsk—and Belarus at large—experienced widespread transformation under Bolshevik 

power throughout the 1920s, as during this time, an amorphous Soviet nationality policy was 

taking shape. The concrete legacies of this policy were twofold: first, the ethno-federalist 

                                                
157 Ibid. 
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structure of the newly minted Soviet Union, with its multi-tiered structure ranging from 

Union Republics (SRs) down to autonomous regions, and, secondly, begun in 1933, the 

internal passport system that included citizens’ ascribed nationality (Jewish, Uzbek, Tatar, 

Russian, etc.). The intent and practice of the nationality policy is debated by historians, but 

one definitive feature relevant for this dissertation’s exploration of the exodic period and the 

present argument is korenizatsiia, or “indigenization.”158  Though it was never a practical, 

instructional plan, korenizatsiia did seek to enact a paradigm shift from an imperial model of 

rule towards something more pluralistic. In 1923 at the Twelfth Congress of the CPSU, 

discussions swirled around “how best to combat the “twin dangers” of local nationalism and 

Great Russian chauvinism. The conclusion reached…was that Great Russian chauvinism was 

…the greater danger,” and this, in turn, generated “intensive nation building” that intended to 

serve as “an ideologically informed response to the persistence of great power attitudes.”159 

Korenizatsiia thus served to invigorate non-Russian identities, languages, and cultural practices 

in the former imperial borderlands. And no matter whether or not it was a well-intentioned 

means toward state stability or a Bolshevik ploy for support, cultural production among 

minority peoples in the newly established USSR saw a boost, as did non-Russian enrollment 

in the Communist Party.160 

                                                
158 The existence of any kind of definitive program for Soviet nationality policy is alternatively debated 
and supported by scholars of Soviet history. Yuri Slezkine (1994) avers that the early Bolshevik regime 
was earnest in its efforts on behalf of nation building and ethnic particularism, while others have 
pointed to its benign or even negative consequences (Martin 2001; Hirsch 2005; Altstadt, 2016). In the 
absence of clear instructions or goals, there is no coherent framework or content for the Soviet 
nationality policy, but what is widely agreed upon is the timeline: from a practical standpoint, the 
policy of nation-building did not last beyond the early 1930s. For more on the debate surrounding the 
Soviet nationality policy, its timeline, and its legacies until the collapse of the USSR in 1991, see: Jeremy 
Smith, “Was There a Soviet Nationality Policy?” Europe-Asia Studies, 71, No. 6, July 2019. 
 
159 Jeremy Smith, “Was There a Soviet Nationality Policy?” 976. 
 
160 “Responding to the non-Russian aspirations of national self-determination, the All-Union 
Communist Party [VKP(b)] sought to increase the number of non-Russians in the rank and file and in 
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Jeremy Smith has noted that, for Communist Party leaders in the early 1920s, a 

“factional balance of forces …mattered more than the policies themselves,” and allowed for 

the development of political growth along a series of axes and under a series of influences in 

the various SSRs.161 In the BSSR—modern day Belarus—korenizatsiia supported the use of 

regional, non-Russian languages (Belarusian, Yiddish, and Polish) to “neutralize the authority 

enjoyed by the Russian language particularly in urban centers.”162 Indeed, indigenization’s 

challenge to Russian central authority sought to counteract the “bourgeois” trend of 

russification that had existed prior to 1917, and in the process, facilitated a deeper exploration 

of identity along national, ethnic, and linguistic lines.163  Because Jews did not have any 

                                                
the leadership of the party. In pursuing this course of action, the VKP(b) was successful. By 1933, the 
local nationals constituted over one-half of the Communist Parties of Uzbekistan, Tadzhikistan, 
Kirghizia, the Ukraine [sic], Belorussia, Georgia, Armenia, the Chuvash ASSR, the Komi Autonomous 
Oblast, and the Kalmyk Autonomous Oblast. The largest numerical increases during the 1920s were 
made by the Belorussians and the Ukrainians…. With the rise of non-Russians within the party, the 
Russian percentage of the membership radically declined. By 1 July 1931, Russians constituted only 52 
per cent of the VKP(b), a drop from 72 per cent in 1922.” George Liber, “Korenizatsiia: Restructuring 
Soviet Nationality Policy in the 1920s,” Ethnic & Racial Studies 14, Vol. 1 (1991):15. 
doi:10.1080/01419870.1991.9993696. 
 
161 Smith, “Was There a Soviet Nationality Policy?” 976. 
 
162 Elissa Bemporad, Becoming Soviet Jews: The Bolshevik Experiment in Minsk (Indiana University Press, 
2013), 82. 
 
163 The language policies of korenizatsiia effectively operated on two levels: the subsidization and 
promotion of the “titular” language of the Soviet Socialist Republic in question, i.e., Ukrainian in 
Ukraine, and the other minority languages spoken in that SSR. The policy of indigenization was an 
ethno-political strategy for the USSR in its construction of a multinational state, with diverse results. 
For example, in Belarus, the privileged status of Yiddish as a national language positioned Minsk as a 
vibrant center of Jewish culture, while Belorusian, as Elissa Bemporad and Francine Hirsch both note, 
did not benefit from equal growth in usage or prestige, and therefore a distinctly Belorusian national 
consciousness was not prominent at this time. This is distinct from the effects of korenizatsiia in 
Ukraine, where it invigorated a Ukrainian nationalist movement that was already in place. For more 
on korenizatsiia and its impact on Belarus, see Bemporad (cited above) or Francine Hirsch, Empire of 
Nations (2005). On korenizatsiia as specifically Ukrainizatsiia, see Elena Iurievna Borisenok, “Yazykovaia 
politika USSR v usloviakh korenizatsii,” Slavianskiy al’manakh. 2017. (1-2), 144–64. 
https://cyberleninka.ru/article/n/yazykovaya-politika-ussr-v-usloviyah-korenizatsii/viewer.  
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definitive geographical territory that fostered national identity, they grappled with questions 

of self-identification in various ways. 

Kulbak’s novel The Zelmenyaners was written during the latter years of Soviet 

nationalist policy. This Yiddish language text first found its way to readers in serialized form. 

It was published in the Minsk Yiddish periodical Shtern (Star) over the course of 1929 – 1935.  

The fictional Zelmenyaners “live” during these same years and experience the era’s political 

and cultural dynamism; accordingly, the multigenerational Zelmenyaner family is 

ideologically diverse. Linguistic and political tensions among the various members of the clan 

generates a highly polyphonic text replete with contradictory identities and political 

sympathies. This cocktail of viewpoints—what Elissa Bemporad calls “entangled loyalties”—

were a definitive feature of the early Soviet period, and Minsk in particular. 164  

 Students of Soviet history will know that the Bolsheviks’ intention upon their seizure 

of power was to “vanquish” all pre-revolutionary political parties and movements, yet the real 

life political patchwork on the ground was more complex. Elissa Bemporad’s work on Soviet 

Minsk has shown that “a wide range of possible behaviors existed vis-à-vis the Soviet system, 

fluctuating between active support and forced adjustment, deviance and defiance,” and 

therefore it was “possible to participate in the system without giving full support to its values 

and principles.”165 In fact, “until the late 1920s, the Soviet leadership was an amalgam of 

political traditions and personalities; a mix of old Bolsheviks, socialist revolutionaries, former 

Mensheviks, Bundists, and relative newcomers to socialism who populated the heights of 
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power,” and this intersection of political leanings fostered “intellectual openness and 

bureaucratic fluidity.”166  

One key factor that set Minsk apart from other Soviet cities was the higher proportion 

of Jews in positions of power.167 Robust Jewish membership in the Communist Party and its 

appendages demonstrates that, at the beginning of the Soviet era, Soviet and Jewish were not 

perceived to be mutually exclusive identities. Certainly not in 1920s Minsk, where the path to 

sovietization did not require Jews to deny their Jewishness. Indeed, the central educational 

institution for generations of budding Soviet specialists—The Belarusian State University—

offered courses like Talmud and—shockingly—Hebrew language together with training in 

pedagogy, medicine, engineering, and economics.168  

And so, Minsk flourished into a “prominent center” in its own right thanks to the 

“creation of Soviet administrative and bureaucratic infrastructures, cultural and political 

agencies, and the establishment of new borders.”169 The city’s new status, together with its 

collection of distinct political identities, sometimes led the Minsk authorities to reject 

                                                
166 Jonathan L. Dekel-Chen, Farming the Red Land: Jewish Agricultural Colonization and Local Soviet Power, 
1924-1941 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2005), 
https://doi.org/10.12987/yale/9780300103311.001.0001. 
 
167 45.9 percent of local Party committee members were Jewish in 1922; by 1923 48.3 percent of the 
technical apparatus of the Communist Party of Belurus (CPB) was Jewish; 19 out of 25 Party cells in the 
Minsk City district were Jewish by 1924; and by 1927, the overwhelming majority of the 34 otriadi, or 
young Communist detachments of Minsk, were Jews. Bemporad, Becoming Soviet Jews, 40. 
 
168 “In 1928, Jews constituted 37.5 percent of all university students in Minsk. This notable proportion 
became an important social factor in the preservation of Jewish identity, whether Jewish students were 
consciously committed to it or not. In other words, Jewish students at Belorussian State University 
were not escaping their Jewish background and environment in order to attend university and become 
part of the surrounding society, as Jewish students had often done in imperial Russia and were doing 
in Moscow in the 1920s. On the contrary, young Jews who enrolled in Minsk University would run 
into, socialize with, and sit next to other Jewish students in the classroom, on a daily basis, whether 
they wanted to or not. In other words, here the path to sovietization and acculturation into the system 
did not require a denial of or departure from Jewishness.” Bemporad, Becoming Soviet Jews, 44-45. 
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directives issued from Moscow; in fact, the emergence of Minsk as a political center granted 

the city a claim to prestige and autonomy on such a level that it actually generated tension 

with the old imperial capitals of St. Petersburg and Moscow and the “major” cities of the 

former Pale, like Kyiv.170 The Belarusian Communist Party was technically “completely 

subordinate to the Russian Communist Party,” yet its development “reaffirmed symbolically, 

if not in reality, the national-territorial principle,” or razmezhivanie, established at the 1923 

Twelfth Party Congress.171 This principle, championed by Narkomnats—the People’s 

Commissariat of Nationalities—argued that the Soviet “regime was obligated to protect and 

aid” the peripheral regions of the former imperial territory to develop national-territorial 

consciousness and economic growth.172  

 The national-territorial principle was doubly impactful among Jews in Belarus: Jewish 

leadership in Minsk (which was, as noted above, a sizeable portion of political power), acted 

with a strong sense of allegiance to its own prerogatives and constituency in no small part 

because of the city’s Bundist legacies173.  Resistance to external imposition is a key feature of 

                                                
170 As Yiddish grew into the primary medium of Jewish studies, prominent organizations for Jewish 
research based in Petersburg, such as the Jewish Historical-Ethnographic Society, were surpassed in 
weight and prestige by the work taking place in the former Pale, notably Belarus (Bemporad, 96). 
Sometimes the work being done in Minsk was deemed “superior” to that of traditional Jewish centers, 
like Ukraine. In 1930 Israel Tsinberg, a prominent literary critic writing for the Russian Jewish journal 
Evreiskaia Starina, penned a review of Yiddish periodicals from Kiev and Minsk and declared the Minsk 
journal Tsaytshrift the better of the two (Bemporad, 96). 
 
171 Liber, “Korenizatsiia: Restructuring Soviet Nationality Policy in the 1920s,” 15. 

172 The national-territorial principle— razmezhivanie—was a policy of nation making rooted in the anti-
imperialist stance that all peoples have a right to self-governance.  The Soviet “Union’s administrative-
territorial framework paralleled debates within the party in the early 1920s about the transition to 
socialism […] and shaping a common discourse about nationality and economic development.” For 
more on razmezhivanie, and its development and implementation see: Francine Hirsch, “Toward an 
Empire of Nations: Border-Making and the Formation of Soviet National Identities,” The Russian 
Review 59, no. 2 (2000): 201–26, http://www.jstor.org/stable/2679753. 
 
173 Der algemeine yiddishe arbeiter bund, or the General Yiddish [Jewish] Worker Union, commonly 
referred to as simply “the Bund,” was a Socialist Jewish Party formed in 1897 in Wilno (modern day 
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the Yiddish concept of “doikayt,” or “hereness.” Doikayt is a stance of cultural and political 

autonomy and, in opposition to Zionism, it emphasized loyalty to the place in which one lives, 

not to outside ideas or locales. And though doikayt was a concept exclusive to Jewish 

communities, it nonetheless espoused investment in and development of the community at 

large, and thus fostered a sense of the sovereignty of Minsk among Jewish and non-Jewish 

inhabitants alike, independent of Moscow. The political paradigm shift following 1917 taken 

together with the pre-existing Bundist politics of Minsk underscores the reformed role of 

geography and relative authority in the early Soviet Jewish imagination.174 

 

What can this broader historical political reality tell us about Kulbak’s fictional world? 

As I see it, the Zelmenyaners are a microcosm, a reflection of the competing perspectives of 

Minsk (and early Soviet) politics at large. Sasha Senderovich avers: “The traits of the Soviet 

Jew are the product of all the interactions between the different Zelmenyaners, and Kulbak 

catches this dialogic process in media res, uncertain of its results.”175  Drawing on doikayt, my 

exodic reading of Kulbak’s representation of the conflicting processes of early Sovietization 

takes Senderovich’s assertion one step further. The Zelmenyaners personal and political 

dialogue with and resistance to external imposition—metaphorically conceived as an 

                                                
Vilnius, Lithuania), which was then a part of the Russian Empire. The Bund asserted that Jews should 
enjoy equal rights with non-Jews, wherever they lived, and it sought to secure these rights along with 
the betterment of Russian political conditions in general, all in the spirit of socialist internationalism. 
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Socialist Labor Party," The Polish Review 10, no. 3 (1965): 67-74, accessed May 21, 2021, 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/25776615.   For further reading on the Bund, its history and legacy, see: YIVO 
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experience of self-interrogation, a kind of “wandering”—should be read together with the site 

of wandering itself.  The periphery-in-progress suggests the concept of “wilderness.” And the 

“wilderness,” with its implications of “wildness,” is tied to both the territory and the bodies 

that inhabit it. These geographical and physical bodies are subjected to Sovietization, and 

thus they emerge as complementary sites of resistance to externally imposed measures of 

discipline and control. The entanglement of policy and place shape the Zelmenyaners’ 

struggle with Sovietization, and no place is more important to this process than the 

Zelmenyaners’ home—the hoyf. 

 

Hoyf, Shtetl, and Ghetto  

The Zelmenyaner homestead—the hoyf—is a communal space, a collection of houses 

gathered around a central courtyard, much like a small town.176 If one wishes to situate the 

hoyf within the broader tradition of Eastern European Jewish letters, it is best accessed and 

understood through the more familiar Eastern European Jewish home space: the shtetl.  

The scholar Jordan Finkin has pointed out that “literary shtetls are not ethnographic 

locales; they are profoundly intimate and contentious literary spaces. And in this space writers 

experimented with a number of political, ideological, and philosophical ideas.”177 Finkin’s 

observation is especially poignant when held up against the biblical index of the Exodus, for 

                                                
176 The word ‘hoyf’ also means court, and serves as a reference to the gatherings as well as generations 
of ultraorthodox communities—Hasidim—who organized around a single spiritual leader. The 
rebbe’s hoyf was likewise a site of pilgrimage, and therefore a place characterized by hospitality and 
frequent movement. ‘Hoyf,’ then, conveys secular and spiritual significance at once, for it is both the 
literal, physical courtyard space in which the Zelmenyaner family gathers and a gesture towards 
traditional religious community.  
 
177 Jordan D. Finkin, An Inch or Two of Time: Time and Space in Jewish Modernisms (State College: The 
Pennsylvania State University Press, 2015), 8. 
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“[i]ntersecting with all of [these ideas] is the notion of home and homeland.”178 Against the 

backdrop of the shtetl—or the hoyf—then, the struggle of an uncertain multitude to make 

sense of political directive and interpersonal relations is equally a struggle to find one’s own 

place, metaphorically and literally speaking.  

Miriam Roshwald’s typography of Jewish ethnographic locales offers a useful 

framework for the articulation of Jewish spaces and their attending semiotic fields. It must be 

said that the hoyf is technically distinct from the shtetl with respect to geographical position, 

architectural articulation, and even metaphorical significance. Nonetheless, I argue that, in 

accord with Roshwald’s typography, the topos of the hoyf fits under the larger category of the 

shtetl insofar as they enact the same semantic fields. The shtetl and the hoyf both represent a 

particular ethos, specifically: community resilience. Roshwald tells us that the very term 

“shtetl,” the diminutive of the Yiddish shtot (town/city), is a “term coined from 

within…intended to convey affection, vigor, and resilience.”179 Defined by a symbiosis of 

people and place, the shtetl acknowledges the less attractive qualities of either category. And 

because it is conscious of its own contradictions, the shtetl is an open system defined by 

understanding of itself; it embraces, displays, celebrates, and derides its own plurality and 

complexity. And if the shtetl is place as understood by those who live there, it cannot be 

defined by some external policy or perspective.180 The shtetl is defined on its own terms, and 

                                                
178 Ibid.  
 
179 Miriam Roshwald, “Ghetto, Shtetl, or Polis: The East European Jewish Community in the Works of 
K.E. Franzos, Sholom Aleichem, and S.Y. Agnon,” Contemporary Jewry 4, no. 2 (1978), 24.   
 
180 “What distinguishes the two is that “a ghetto is a ghetto because the outside world sees it that way, 
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K.E. Franzos, Sholom Aleichem, and S.Y. Agnon,” Contemporary Jewry 4, no. 2 (1978): 22–34. 
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thus ceases to exist beneath a totalizing or homogenizing definition from the outside.181 What 

is true of the shtetl is true of the Zelmenayaners’ hoyf: it is like a shtetl within a shtetl; it 

functions as a “synechdoche for the novel itself, […] challenging the idea of a singular Yiddish 

voice.”182 Life in the hoyf, as in the shtetl, progresses organically in all its pathos and bathos—

until it is cut short by external imposition. In the present case, that external imposition is the 

homogenizing imperative of Stalinist ideology.  

In contradistinction to the internal order of the hoyf/shtetl, Roshwald examines the 

topos of the Jewish ghetto. The ghetto—the quarter of a city to which Jews were confined—is 

a separate, non-integrative space. Because its existence is predicated upon the practice of social 

ostracism, its literary representation retains and reiterates the order and rhetoric of the real 

life ghetto, where disciplinary stricture is imposed upon it from the outside (a totalizing 

narrative). The ghetto precludes integration or crossover—a point that will prove relevant to 

my later discussion of gender—and therefore exists as a closed system. The shtetl and hoyf, in 

contrast, embrace and display plurality and complexity. 

The poor physical dimensions of the hoyf/shtetl are incongruous with their richness of 

spirit. Roshwald asserts that “material conditions should be taken with philosophical 

aloofness,” and “this aloofness is translated … into the idiom of a… people. Their town’s 

personality…brings associations of … domesticity, organic cohesion, […] and basic integrity.”183 

This is precisely Kulbak’s treatment of the Zelmenyaner courtyard: the poor conditions and 

rugged lifestyle of the historical hoyf are, in Kulbak’s rendering, charismatic and dynamic 

                                                
181 Miriam Roshwald, “Ghetto, Shtetl, or Polis,” 24. See also Gennady Estraikh whose work establishes 
the shtetl as the limit of sovietization. 
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insofar as they are inseparable from the people who live there. (Indeed, the reader never gets a 

complete bird’s eye view of the hoyf. Rather, its corners, streets, puddles, and houses come 

into view with and through its inhabitants). Kulbak attends to the poverty of the courtyard 

without succumbing to it. He beholds the dust, dirt, nonsense, and joy of the hoyf with a 

tender gaze. As Madeleine Cohen elegantly observes, “the brilliance of Kulbak’s novel…is that 

it is not a simple or propagandistic satire of the older, counterrevolutionary, backwards Jews,” 

but rather it is a novel rich in “empathy.”184  

Center and periphery, inside and outside, foreign and domestic are the common 

oppositions troubled by the Soviet exodic. The most localized of all—those domestic spaces of 

pre and post-revolutionary Jewish life in Eastern Europe—whether shtetl or hoyf, are ready-

made backdrops against which contradictions may logically play out, for it is a site of 

concentrated life. Overcrowded and noisy, the Zelmenyaner courtyard appears as a shtetl 

unto itself; its residents are not essentialized, but rather endowed with the potential for 

transcendence through their active resistance to the conditions of existence. Contradiction, 

then, does not guarantee failure, but instead becomes a strategy for survival. 

 

Wild World; Wild Women 

Over the course of 1928 to 1935, the official rhetoric of the Soviet Union drew a hard line 

between humanity and the natural world. Stalinist policies of industrialization and 

collectivization sought to organize agriculture and industry and submit it to the total control 

of the state.  Accordingly, when Soviet literature engaged organic themes, it was in order to 

glorify human heroics in a struggle with nature’s brute, elemental forces. “Harmony in the 
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new technological world” would be achieved “by subjugating [the world] to [a] single 

organizing/harmonizing will.”185 In 1934, together with the official declaration of the doctrine 

of socialist realism, the literary representative of this homogenizing imperative was born: the 

singular, heteronormatively masculine nature-tamer—the Stalinist culture hero. 

  In Kulbak’s novel the forces of industrialization and collectivization are 

unquestionably present, yet they do not inform and shape the text in accord with Stalinist 

doctrine. At most, Kulbak flirts with the dominant political and cultural strains of Stalinism, 

yet, ultimately, sidesteps the official mandate to glorify traditional masculinity or the 

subjugation of nature. Kulbak resists hierarchies of being; the human and nonhuman are 

shown to be entangled with one another, and accordingly, nature is never “tamed.” The 

Zelmenyaners are not idols or icons, but representations of real people. Moreover, the 

Zelmenyaners’ connection with their environs articulates a connection with and service to the 

natural world that informs and impacts their sense of self. To paraphrase Luce Irigaray: 

“being alive means being rooted in oneself, but also being vulnerable,” and the richness of life 

is found in “relationships to, and above all with, other living beings.”186 

The “entangled loyalties” of Bemporad’s historical research that I discussed above 

extend, I argue, beyond ideology. Entanglement of identity with place (recall doikayt) informs 

a direct connection between the human and nonhuman natural worlds. To this point, Kulbak 

likens his Zelmenyaners to natural phenomena; the reader is first told that Zelmenayners 

have a love of nature, and then is shown how this love arises from their interconnectedness 

with it.  This connection is not mechanized, militant, or anthropocentric; on the contrary, 

                                                
185 Boris Groys, The Total Art of Stalinism: Avant-garde, Aesthetic Dictatorship, and Beyond (Princeton 
University Press: 1992), 16. 
 
186 Luce Irigaray and Michael Marder, Through Vegetal Being: Two Philosophical Perspectives, (New York: 
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Zelmenyaners are shown to be nearly consubstantial with the land. One of the foremost traits 

is the unique smell that accompanies Zelmenyaner bodies: “a faint odor of musty hay mixed 

with something else.”187 In another barnyard connection, the reader learns that Zelmenyaner 

men make distinct sounds: they “sigh by holding [their] breath and letting it out through 

[their] mouth in a soft snuffle of content such as is heard only among horses munching oats in 

a stable.”188 This oat munching snuffle, the narrative voice tells the reader, “proves that Reb 

Zelmele hailed from the countryside.”189  

Flora is invoked almost as often as fauna.  The burly Zelmenyaner by the name of 

Bereh is steady like an oak tree; dressed for a wedding party, Bubbe Bashe has “a whole flower 

garden…growing on her head”; Uncle Folye’s children look like “pumpkins, short, plump, and 

round-headed”; and Uncle Yuda is revealed to be something of a folk healer known for his 

“various ointments and incantations,” and loves to “dig for horseradish roots, pick sorrel for 

soup, [and] gather mushrooms.”190 Even his music is floral: as he plays his fiddle, “Uncle 

Yuda’s melancholy …blossomed and opened like the sticky flower of a water lily.”191 Explicit 

comparisons with the vegetal and animal world such as these underscore the Zelmenyaners 

symbiosis with place, and thus complicate the possibility of Zelmenyaner domination over the 

earth. Perhaps the most striking, yet playful gesture of the text is the Zelmenyaner family’s 

true last name: Khvost, Russian for “tail.” And thus Kulbak, with a single word, blurs the line 

between human and nonhuman and makes his characters the butt of the narrative joke. 
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The unruly, imprecise quality of the Zelmenyaner/Khvost family (how modern, how 

Jewish, how human are they, really?) and their position at the periphery invites discussion of 

Jack Halberstam’s theory of the wild.  Halberstam writes: “The wild does not … name a space 

of nonhuman animality that must submit to nonhuman control…the wild questions 

hierarchies of being that have been designed to mark and patrol the boundaries between the 

human and everything else.”192 Inspired and informed by Halberstam’s theory, I will now turn 

to those interconnected nodes of Kulbak’s literary network to show how they each, in their 

wildness, trouble and de-stabilize established hierarchies. 

The first of these is nature. In part I of the novelized version (and the bulk of the text), 

the Zelmenyaner-landscape connection is echoed in the vibrancy and vivacity of the natural 

world. People, practice, and disposition shift together with the seasons: “September makes a 

man thoughtful,” winter frost is “green as old glass,” and Zelmenyaner “white roofs keel to the 

ground” under glistening mounds of snow while “the blue air burns like alcohol” in a night 

“quiet as a meadow.”193 Such conflicting gestures of burning and stillness, ferocity and quiet, 

find their echo in the peace and passion of Bereh and Khayaleh, a young Zelmenyaner couple 

in love. As they walk together in silence, “the winter, like a silver fish, flip-flopped in 

Khayaleh’s heart” as she seizes “Bereh’s head with a thick, frozen hand and [kisses] him all 

over the lips.”194 Like the winter night, Bereh and Khayaleh’s encounter is marked by passion 

and chills, motion and stillness. Taken together with comparisons to plants and animals, then, 

the harmony between rhythms of the earth and Zelmenyaner movements suggests the 

affective quality of human entanglement in natural and social ecosystem.  
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193 Kulbak, The Zelmenyaners, 63, 15, 17. 
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The blue wintry air, glass green frost, and silver fish of winter love are just a few of the 

shades of the Zelmenyaner world. Their earthy connections are painted in rich palette of 

crisp, natural colors. There is, however, one Zelmenyaner whom the narrative voice does not 

paint in harmonious natural tones. This is Tonke the Bolshevik, Uncle Zishe the 

watchmaker’s daughter. In a pivotal scene in Part I—the first clear articulation of the natural 

landscape alongside industry—the reader witnesses a chromatic clash. The world is drenched 

in brilliant color, a brilliance that, at first, finds its echo in Tonke’s young bronzed body, but 

then takes a suggestive turn. The scene in question recounts how Tonke goes to the river with 

her cousin Tsalke, a poor shlimazl known throughout the hoyf for his repeated (i.e., 

unsuccessful) suicide attempts and his unrequited love for Tonke.  

The river was a mile or two from town. There wasn’t a bit of shade on the way. It was a 
hot July day. They were exhausted by the time they reached the first fields of potatoes, 
in whose cool greenness they rested before walking on. … The road stretched to the 
piney horizon. Between the low shadows of the potato fields, the burning wheat 
rippled in big, rectangular brass beds. A hot, green breath blasted the meadows. Bright 
streams of sunlight flowed all around, cascading from field to field until one’s eyes felt 
drunk. 
Far off on the horizon rose a spiral of smoke. A tractor chugged beneath it, creeping 
slowly along the edge of the earth without vanishing.195  

 

In this passage, the road to the river is verdant and gilded, a picture of natural prosperity. 

Industrial progress and collectivization are literally in the background: the tractor chugs along 

the distant horizon, beyond the fields. The semblance of a blast furnace—the quintessential 

image of industry celebrated in later works of Stalinist literature—is indeed present, yet on 

natural terms: the fields produce beneath a “hot, green breath blasting” the meadows.196 The 

suggestion of abundance in Part I is still tied to earthiness; mechanization has yet to move to 
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center stage. And like an echo of the rippling, burning, brassy wheat, Tonke’s body is a part of 

the landscape and a picture of movement: “Tonke took off her blouse and ran the rest of the 

way to the river. From a distance, Tsalke saw the sparkling ribbon of water into which she 

plunged, her bronzed body a blinding flash that made him wince.”197  

Tsalke’s wince is telling. In a seemingly prophetic gesture, the narrative voice 

highlights Tsalke’s pain, a pain that is symptomatic of his complicated love of a woman whose 

ideals and practices are bold, unconventional, and at odds with the traditional trappings of 

Jewish life that inform Tsalke’s world. And while here one might find a metaphor of the 

tortured love affair between Jews and the Soviet project, Tonke’s willful plunge and Tsalke’s 

resultant pain also prefigure the violence of Tonke’s political conviction and the sharp blows 

she will later deal to the community. The vectors of motion in this scene are in opposition—

plunging, rising, energy cast up and down. Contradiction comes to the fore: Tonke enters and 

exits the water in a scene that, at once, glorifies the strength and beauty of the landscape and 

gestures towards its later subjection to force. There is dissonance in the seeming visual 

harmony of the natural bodies of wheat and woman. Tonke, in un-Zelmenyaner like fashion, 

is at odds with the landscape: she penetrates it, then stands proudly in defiance of and 

superiority over the beauty of her surroundings: “Tonke splashed in the water, spraying cold 

fireworks at the glowing sun. All at once she stood, her wet body glistening, and called: 

‘Tsalke, look! Am I beautiful or not?’”198  

With the narrative gaze turned to the river, the fiery green breath of the hot July day 

yields to a more anthropocentric image of industry: the metallic brilliance of Tonke’s body 

and the spark-like spray her penetrative plunge throws at the sun. The violence, defiance, and 
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metallic shades of Tonke’s re-emergence from the water render this scene a kind of metallic 

birth of Venus—neither winds nor soft sea foam present a modest beauty of pastels and 

curves waiting to be clothed—no, woman here is hard, arguably angular, for she slices 

through the river, casts icy “sparks” towards the heavens and re-emerges to stand proudly in 

full knowledge of her beauty in nakedness. Moreover, this episode reads like a reverse 

alchemical process, wherein Tonke’s body in its warm hues like gold (a soft metal), cuts into 

and cools in the water and casts off icy sparks, akin to the process of tempering steel.  

In this scene where landscape, industry, and the human body meet, the text flirts with 

the Soviet fascination with metallization of the human body. Crucially, however, Tonke’s 

metallic turn is not totalizing. By Part II, the shine of the natural world grows duller. If the 

glint of metal appears, it is not light reflecting in the silver scales of a fish or the clean façade of 

a factory machine. It is, instead, presented on more ambivalent terms, like the shiny tins of 

fish at the birthday party Tonke holds for her daughter. Here, metal composes products of 

“masculine” Soviet industry, but is presented in a space typically coded as female—the 

domestic kitchen.  

 Rolf Hellebust has written extensively on metaphors of metallization in Soviet art and 

politics in his book Flesh to Metal (2003).199 His work tells us that the first “decade of the 

Revolution was the reign of…the ‘metallic theme,’”200 and he traces the metallization of the 

revolutionary body (noting such famous instances as Bely’s Petersburg and Alexei Gastev’s 

work of verseprose, “We Grow Out of Iron”) back to the Romanticist and Symbolist 
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fascination with the natural world and transfiguration and transcendence.201 In Socialist 

Realist texts, the “quintessential Stalinist method of metallization is to turn humans into static 

icons of divinity—i.e., to erect monuments,” and so, the Bronze Horseman is recast as the 

Bronze Forgeman.202  

The Zelmenyaners has no such monumental or monolithic figures—certainly none in 

keeping with the Stalinist tradition of the culture hero. Kulbak’s text, with characteristic 

exodic resistance, eschews the total “flesh-to-metal” transformation and its concomitant 

theme of the subjugation of nature that was characteristic of Socialist Realist literature. Even 

Tonke, for all her metallic glint, does not achieve metallized mortal godhead. Her Soviet 

convictions notwithstanding, upon her return to the hoyf in Part II, her flesh comes back into 

focus; much is made of her open attitude towards sex, and of particular concern is her 

motherhood (a role to which she is ill suited), thus reversing the metallizing trend and 

repositioning the focus from metal to flesh. 

Tonke’s wildness, then, operates along a series of axes; she is a Zelmenyaner and an 

ardent Bolshevik, and therefore she is at once of and against her nonhuman environment. 

Tonke is resistant to patriarchal norms because she is coded as masculine in her behavior; yet 

she is ineligible to be a Stalinist culture hero by virtue of her female sex. This ineligibility is 

made plain because of the biological fact of motherhood, but also, culturally, because the 

child is illegitimate (and often ignored by Tonke). Tonke is de-maternalized in her absence 

from the home and childcare. In turn, the lovelorn Tsalke is “feminized”; he assumes the 

traditionally maternal role and cares for Tonke’s child. This inversion—indeed rejection—of 

normative gender roles is a means of resistance to social prescription. This resistance becomes 

                                                
201 Hellebust, Flesh to Metal, 39. 
  
202 Hellebust, Flesh to Metal, 97. 



96 
 

more acute as the conditions under which the Zelmenyaners enact it become increasingly 

more stringent. 

 

From Prosperity to Putrefaction  

Kulbak’s characters, and the novel broadly, are “wild” insofar as they reflect connectivity with 

the world beyond the human, reject established states of being, and contain within themselves 

and even perform contradictory impulses. Meaningfully, they do so at the edge of the Stalinist 

era. Even in the final year of publication—1935—when Kulbak could have transformed 

Tonke, or others, into a metallized, Socialist realist monolith, metallic imagery gestures 

towards the policies and processes of Sovietization, yet the text does not yield to unabashed 

glorification of mechanization or monument building.  

And just as the characters are never transformed into Socialist Realist heroes, nature is 

never harnessed for Stalinist industry. Part I of the Zelmenyaners—the bulk of the text that 

was published prior to 1935—presents nature as a superior, steadying force. Nature holds the 

Zelmenyaners in place: “The days were hot and clear, as though forged on an anvil. The sun 

glowed like molten iron in the yard. […] Reb Zelmele’s yard was the hottest place on earth. 

The sun baked it with a hard clang.”203  

The glow and heat of this “high spring” accompanies “study time in Reb Zelmele’s 

yard” when, notably, two generations of Zelmenyaner women—Aunt Malkaleh and Tonke—

read about mechanized labor, the “boycott of that pacifist congress of Socialist Democratic 

children’s organizations,” and “a diesel engine! A diesel engine! A diesel engine! …”.204 All the 
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gravity and severity that might accompany metaphors of metallization are tempered here by 

the ironic humor with which the narrative voice frames the study session and, implicitly, 

insists upon the superiority of nature over man. Tonke’s cry that electric power requires “a 

diesel engine! A diesel engine!” is echoed in the very next passage; however, in this narrative 

refrain, the diesel engine is not what is lacking, but what is already present in the natural 

world. “The sun throbbed like a diesel engine, a diesel engine, a diesel engine,” holding the 

hoyf in place, for “rays of light, each so solid you could touch it, nailed the yard to the 

earth.”205     

 Just as Kulbak’s text avoids a blatant embrace of metal and mechanization, so too does 

it sidestep narratives of nature’s elemental force made tame. I have said that the natural world 

is the seat of power in part I, and the color palette is attractive; the world is painted in shades 

brilliant and clear. In brief: nature is unsullied.  Part 2, however, begun and published in 1935, 

gestures towards the consequences of Stalinist policy in its negative representation of the 

natural world. In its anti-Stalinist turn, Kulbak’s text retains its wildness—its sidestepping of 

anthropomorphism—through persistent connectivity between people and place. Among the 

human and nonhuman, the beautiful is made repugnant and abundance turns stagnant. In 

one prominent example, the once clear waters of the Svisloch river are shown to congeal and 

breathe “heavily with the rotted bodies of dead cats on its bottom,” while its “rainbow-colored 

water [has] a thin crust.”206 Industry is thus not glorified, but directly tied to pollution: just 

beyond the crusty Svisloch, the reader’s gaze is directed to “the high chimneys of the factory, 

belching spirals of black smoke.”207  
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The reader’s knowledge of the growing presence of industry is not limited to the 

factory exterior. Events just across the river from those belching chimneys echo descriptions 

of a factory interior. The narrative takes the reader to the tannery where Uncle Folye is 

employed. Like a gruesome callback to the young Falke rolling up his pants to wade “into the 

thick water” of the Svisloch for an amorous rendezvous, Uncle Folye has his own love affair 

among putrid, polluted waters: Folye, a prototype of the later Socialist Realist “wrecker” 

figure, is fittingly “happiest in the vats,” standing “with his long-handled scraping knife on a 

board above the ooze, currying the slippery hides that hung from their scaffold of beams and 

dripped on him a greenish fluid that smelled of dead, pickled horse.”208  The vibrant, 

crystalline colors of Part I have, like the Svisloch and tannery vats, grown thick and murky. 

Forces of industrialization capture and swallow people and place, and the stagnation of each 

underscores the demise of the other. 

As the novel approaches its close, the hoyf appears in increasing states of decay. Doors 

hang on one hinge, and children lick “flakes of whitewash” as they peel from “crumbling 

brick” houses.209 While the hoyf disintegrates, so too does its role as the central setting of the 

text; more and more often the narrative enters the murky, putrid factory space of the tannery, 

where the odor of “pickled horse,” the “greenish gleam of the vats,” and “fetid rivulets that 

trickled from the walls” come together in a nightmarish image of industry. The tannery floor, 

with its oozing knives and slimy animal hides, resists and rejects glorification of industry in its 

grisly and perverse interpretation of the conquest of nature. Nature’s power is not yoked to 

any cause; rather, it is slimy, viscous, and evasive. 
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The putrefaction and stagnation consistently invoked in Part II articulate anxieties of 

industrialization and its social repercussions, and they are commonly invoked in a refrain that 

heralds the demise of the hoyf: “The yard might have been compared to a stagnant old pond. 

A green scum covered it beneath the drooping branches of the trees. The air was dank and 

malarial. Even the golden carp that sometimes wriggled in the slime left only a fleeting 

wrinkle in its thick, green crust.”210 The very first time Kulbak makes this comparison, it 

occurs twice in a row. The lovelorn Tsalke, who has “fallen ill” and flounders like “a golden 

carp in a stagnant pond, burning with fever,” thinks only of Tonke and steps outside in the 

hopes that he might see her lamp burning in the window. But her window is dark.  As if in 

echo of his sorrow and defeat, the narrative voice zooms out to yet again compare the yard to a 

“stagnant old pond.” One hundred-pages later, the hoyf is condemned, the river has grown 

thick, and the leather factory stands “like a whole new city on the banks of the 

Svisloch…whose drab waters…flowed to the gray fields.”211 The city-factory has consumed the 

formerly abundant landscape. And here the reader is confronted with the final comparison 

between the yard and a stagnant pond.  Now, however, Tsalke does not go out in search of 

Tonke. The reader learns he has attempted suicide yet again, and this time his attempt was 

successful. 

 

Gender and Revolution   

The role of industrialization as an insertive force that seeks to penetrate the landscape recalls 

the heteronormative masculinity—and phallocentrism—of Stalinist chauvinism. It likewise 

begs for a more pointed discussion of sex and gender and how the elision of normative 
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conceptions of either category troubles the hierarchy of patriarchal order. As noted above, the 

non-normative gender performance of Tonke and Tsalke indirectly interrogates Stalinism’s 

ideological insistence on heteronormativity and the superiority of male figures. More 

concretely, Kulbak’s novel recalls the famous Tevye stories of Sholem Aleichem.  

For both Kulbak and Sholem Aleichem, women are heralds of change. And yet I wish 

to emphasize a crucial distinction between the two works: The daughters of the Tevye stories 

assert themselves through marriage, thus their resistance to tradition is nonetheless enacted 

within a traditional framework.  In Kulbak’s narrative, women’s agency and activity is not 

dependent upon men (or romantic connection with them). This separate and external activity 

works directly against the established patriarchal order. While Sholem Aleichem takes on a 

single patriarch who struggles with shifting social and cultural mores on the eve of the 

Russian Revolution, for Kulbak’s Zelmenyaners, the Revolution has already happened, and 

the patriarchy beset by modernity is multiplied (and diversified) in the figure of four brothers: 

Uncle Itshe, Uncle Zishe, Uncle Folye, and Uncle Yuda.  

Patriarchy and its traditional patterns erode over the course of the text; following Reb 

Zelmele’s death, the subsequent patriarchal pillars—those aforementioned uncles—proceed 

along a series of paths; they either gradually embrace Sovietization (Itshe and Yuda), lean into 

industrialization to manipulate it for capital gain (Folye), or simply die (Zishe). The very next 

figure in the patriarchal line, Uncle Itshe’s son Bereh, is a committed Bolshevik, though 

largely unremarkable. His character arc over the course of Part I can be neatly summarized in 

the following unexciting episodes: Bereh marries Khayaleh, rejects any traditional wedding 

celebration, gives his son a good Communist name (Marat), and joins the police force. At once 

politically conscious and tied to hoyf, Bereh exemplifies the “entangled loyalties” of the early 

Soviet era.  
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Post-1934, Kulbak sought to “rehabilitate” Bereh. Following publication, Kulbak was 

attacked by critics “for applying the same tone (an affectionate irony) toward his youthful 

Jewish Communists as toward their traditionalist parents, clearly an instance of impermissible 

even-handedness.”212 Kulbak, in response, wrote second volume and “added the prescribed 

“positive” elements.”213 Sasha Senderovich has written: “In October 1934—one month after the 

codification of the doctrine of Socialist Realism—[Kulbak] published an additional chapter 

about Bereh’s experience during the war. As if modifying the utterly nonheroic Bereh of the 

prologue, Kulbak now presents him (albeit with a satirical edge) as something of a hero.”214 

Bereh, however, remains unremarkable; though he catches and denounces his Uncle Folye as 

a thief seeking financial gain, he neither saves the yard nor breaks a production record.  In 

sum, the men of the family, even the most politically conscious among them, are not great 

agents of change, but in fact, rather impotent.  

Senderovich has pointed out how “Kulbak doubles up—or, rather, quadruples up—on 

[Sholem Aleichem’s] narrative structure’s potential to generate plot. Instead of one Tevye 

confronting modernity during the waning years of Imperial Russia through encounters with 

his recalcitrant daughters, Kulbak creates four Tevye-like figures in the guise of the four 

“uncles” […], each of whom has offspring to debate and argue with.”215  Here Senderovich 

suggests that modernity is articulated primarily vis-à-vis fathers and children.  I would like to 

complicate this reading somewhat and suggest that the fathers (the four uncles) are actually 
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unimportant with respect to modernization and Sovietization insofar as they neither propel 

nor hinder it. Unlike Sholem Aleichem’s Tevye, Kulbak’s fictional patriarchs have little 

impact on their children’s choices. They are instead variable representations of traditional 

modes of life as they fade or yield to change.  

The uncles’ engagement with modernity is never marked by active struggle against it 

or active advocacy for it, but rather by capitulation (Itshe and Yuda), manipulation (Folye), or 

complete, non-combative rejection (Zishe). Uncle Folye, who has been an outsider among his 

family since childhood, is the most active of the bunch, though his engagement with social 

change has nothing to do with Soviet goals: Folye sneers at everyone and everything, steals 

from the factory and tries to sell the stolen goods on the black market. Uncle Zishe is 

possessed of the strongest traditional sensibilities, yet he has neither impact nor say on his 

daughters’ radical choices; he literally keeps quiet on the matter, be it Tonke’s activism or 

Sonya’s marriage to a Belarusian man. He “takes a dim view” of it all, “yet since that’s how the 

world is nowadays, he keeps it to himself.”216 Among the four brothers, Zishe proves to be the 

most uncomfortable with modernity and also the most passive. Perhaps this is why he is the 

first to die. 

The Zelmenyaner men, then, serve as props or mirrors for the larger narrative arc of 

modernity. They are not powerful agents of any internal patriarchal order, nor do they rebel 

against the external patriarchal force of Stalinism. Resistance to both patriarchal systems is 

enacted wholly by the Zelmenyaner women. These women are many, including three who 

never appear. That, is, they appear in name only—Khaye-Mashe, Rashe, and Motle—because 

they have left the hoyf. The daughters of the Tevye stories assert themselves through 

marriage, and accordingly the fictional daughters in Kulbak’s novel, Khaye-Mashe, Rashe, 
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and Motle, may have been mentioned as untapped sources of potential family discord in a 

more traditional vein.217  

Reb Zelmele’s granddaughters, however, most assertively embrace modernity and 

advocate for themselves at the level of daily practice. Sonia—Uncle Zishe’s daughter and 

Tonke’s sister—is married to a non-Jew, but her modern sensibilities are more palpable in the 

details of byt—her daily life. The text makes clear that Sonya enjoys secular life with material 

comforts: she works at the People’s Commissariat of Finance, reads Turgenev, speaks Russian 

even to her family members, and enjoys a lengthy daily toilette: “On a bench beside the bowl 

and water pitcher she sets out her soaps, brushes, and powder puffs. She takes her time, which 

amounts to precisely one hour.”218  Because the Revolution forced society to reconsider what it 

could expect of women, it led women to reconsider what they expected for themselves. 

Sonya’s secular, slightly Sovietized stance is firm yet quiet, and her marriage is but one piece 

of the resistance-puzzle. Women of her generation often sought active, even violent 

leadership roles in various causes in their struggle to overcome established social mores.219   

 

Logos and Liberation 

It is not my intention to analyze the resistance of Zelmenyaner women through a feminist 

lens; feminism was highly suspect in the Soviet Union in the 1920s.220 Still, feminist theory 
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helps to bolster this project’s insistence upon queer theory and its pluralistic model, and it 

also illuminates one particular activity of Zelmenyaner women. With the aid of feminist 

critics, then, I attend to how this activity resists one of Stalinism’s binary imperatives through 

acceptance and preservation of difference, and, in turn, anticipates queer theory’s articulation 

of marginality, movement, and plurality. 

In her seminal essay “The Laugh of the Medusa,” Hélène Cixous asserts that the 

patriarchal order is exclusionary and fatally transactional, a mode of “opposition [and] 

hierarchizing exchange” that renders woman “always from ‘without.’”221 (Such externally 

imposed definition recalls the identity dynamics of hoyf and ghetto.) In contrast, Cixous 

argues that “woman” is inherently generative: “She gives that there may be life, thought, 

transformation.”222 Cixous’s theorization of woman as generative likewise leans upon a queer 

concept—the contradiction of both/and; though “empty” by nature (anatomically), woman 

holds in this “emptiness” a capacity to produce. This gesture that is at once inward and 

outward hearkens back to the queer geometries of Chapter 1, but also attends to the wildness 

of Soviet identity I have explored above. Creativity, according to Cixous, is not purely the stuff 

of childbirth—it is instead a fashioning of the self and the other through desire. (Crucially, 

this desire is rooted in reciprocity, a desire for mutual transformation, and thus is not the 

same as heteronormative desire which seeks to possess.) Desire, connectivity, and creativity, 

then, are “non-masculine” forces of resistance to the heteronormative masculine order.  

The Zelmenyaner women exemplify such formulations of creativity and desire as 

resistance. I have said that the Zelmenyaner women express themselves before and beyond 
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the terms of a marriage contract; they are creative, desirous, productive, proficient, and, 

ultimately, public facing, a point made clear in their control of language, written and spoken.  

Indeed, writing in The Zelmenyaners is overwhelmingly women’s domain, a fact that Cixous 

would undoubtedly enjoy, as resistance for her was best articulated through the written word. 

Cixous sought to inscribe a “self” unbound by tradition into existence by means of a unique 

style of the written word: she held that “women’s writing” (l’écriture féminine) could grant 

access to “[one’s own] native strength.”223 If Cixous’s argument that the metaphysical territory 

of logos liberates the physical (body), then identity can be explored and asserted through 

bodily, territorial, and linguistic freedom. And so to turn back to the Zelmenyaners, one finds 

a large number of women who write, including Esther the penmanship teacher, the tireless 

Bolshevik Tonke, and Aunt Malkaleh, whose place at the writing desk late into the night 

counters the classically masculine frame of the Jewish Talmud scholar. In keeping with 

Cixous’ formulation, then, the very fact that Kulbak has written characters such as these 

transcends mere expression of the revolutionary and becomes the revolution itself, for the 

appearance of a powerful woman, as Cixous asserts, is at once spark and dynamite.224  

The spectacular nature of literacy is underscored by visual representation. Whether 

consciously or not, Kulbak situates his Zelmenyaners in striking scenes that recall seminal 

images of Soviet art.225 The image of the tireless intellectual, a lá Lenin at his desk, first 
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appears in the form of Malkaleh: she studies on “a midwinter night: The windows are coated 

with snow. All the young comrades have gone to their activities.... “ Kulbak replays such 

images of a desk-bound Zelmenyaner throughout the text; however, the role of the lone 

author is always played by a woman, and she is prolific. The reader encounters the wintry 

conditions under which Aunt Malkaleh wrote a second time, but now it is Tonke who sits at 

the desk: “Darkness and snow... The wind howls through the streets with a shudder, snow 

caves in over a fence. For several days now, Tonke has failed to come home even at night.”226  

Esther, Sonya, Tonke, Malkaleh, and even Gita espouse different views on tradition 

and the nature of Jewish life in the new Soviet world, yet what is consistent is their importance 

to—indeed, dominance of—representations of written language and the role of writing as a 

tool of preservation and re-creation. Whether they are reading Turgenev or Marx, teaching 

Yiddish penmanship or writing telegrams from Vladivostok, their variable engagement with 

the written word is a means of personal expression that, in turn, impacts the transformation of 

the hoyf. Gita reads from the Passover Haggadah, and in so doing, reminds her fellow 

Zelmenyaners of their Jewishness; Malkaleh informs the yard of Soviet advances published in 

the papers; Tonke composes reports and, in the end, her devastating speech seals the fate of 

the hoyf. Though I cannot assert that Kulbak was writing with feminist aims, it is 

unquestionably provocative that the power of literacy is almost exclusively placed in the 

hands of his fictional women. Meanwhile, Uncle Itshe, Aunt Malkaleh’s husband, looks on as 

she writes and sighs, for he hasn’t “held a pen in [his] hands for years.”227 
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There is one notable exception to the all-female cast of literary representatives, and 

that is Tsalke. His character does not trouble the revolutionary ramifications of women’s 

“control” of writing, as he is not a strong representative of the patriarchal order. As I have 

noted above, Kulbak explicitly “feminizes” him by means of both explicit and subtle gestures: 

he is, in various respects, impotent, for he is passive, anxious, and unable to express his 

feelings for Tonke directly. Furthermore, Tsalke reads the Tsene-Rene (a text that was literally 

intended as a simplified guide to the scriptures for women and “men who are like women”). 

His affection for scripture is further derided in “feminine” terms and even connected to his 

“hysterics”; the narrative voice jibes: “Tsalke is one of the new breed of scholars. His special 

interest is old religious texts. If you ever come across anyone hanging from beneath a shelf 

beneath the ceiling where women’s prayer books have been left to molder, it’s sure to be 

Tsalke.”228 This inclusion with female readership is tinged with dark humor that gestures 

towards his repeated suicide attempts: the undisturbed aura of books “left to molder” 

emphasizes the morbidity of a body found “hanging” beneath a shelf.  

Tsalke’s connection to the written word stands in stark contrast to the upward mobility 

that the secular literacy of Tonke and Aunt Malkaleh affords; instead, Tsalke is more of a 

hobbyist with an enthusiasm for the arcane than a true intellectual. And though he reads 

scripture and romantic poetry, what, exactly, does he write? In Part II, the reader is presented 

with Tsalke’s “Zelmeniad,” an ethnographic study of the hoyf. This gesture, Senderovich has 

noted, attends to the ethnographic trends of this moment and time.229 In its attempt to 
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categorize and organize, “The Zelmeniad” is a static text, a backwards looking gesture of 

preservation, and therefore an indirect expression of connection with (and anxiety for) a 

world in decline. Tsalke, frightened of modernity, does not meet modernization as other 

Zelmenyaners do: Uncle Itshe playfully participates in the new Soviet world; he shaves off his 

beard and marches with the students of the Workers Faculty; Bereh calmly, indeed casually, 

comes up with the idea to electrify the yard; and Uncle Zishe and Aunt Gita grapple with 

tradition and technology first through cool tolerance, but eventually come to embrace both 

their goyish son-in-law and cinema to the exclusion of their Zelmenyaner brethren.230 All of 

these gestures reflect conflicted attitudes towards modernity, but these anxieties give way to 

adaptation. Tsalke’s tortured relationship with the march of modernization is fraught with 

fears of erasure. So, while in general “the reflexes of the Zelmenyaners prove stronger than 

the supposedly transformative power of ideology,” Tsalke cannot adapt because he cannot 

adopt new practices or perspectives—he is too one-dimensional.231  

There is a rich tradition of feminized men in Yiddish literature, and thus I do not think 

it is possible to unpack his inversion of gendered norms as the source of resistance to 

heteronormative imperatives. He is, like his family, straddling roles and worlds at a pivotal 

moment in time. His desire, his own “tending towards objects,” speaks to contradictory 

impulses, and here, I think, is the site of Tsalke’s resistance. He is enamored of tradition, to be 

sure, but in his yearning for Tonke, he is likewise drawn to an idealized vision of the future, 

                                                
230 “The yard actually grew fond of Pavel Olshevsky. He for his part, was willing to embrace the entire 
family without exception. It was Uncle Zishe who ruined things by refusing to share him [… ] One day 
word got out that Pavel was planning to invite all the Zelmenyaners to the movies… You would think 
that Uncle Zishe would have been delighted by such magnanimity on his son-in-law’s part. In fact, 
however, he laid down the law and sternly told Olshevsky to stay out of the yard’s affairs…. It was 
impressed on Pavel in no uncertain terms that he had married into Uncle Zishe’s family alone. To 
prove the point, Uncle Zishe ordered Aunt Gita to put on her best dress, and they trooped off by 
themselves to the movies, leaving the rest of the yard behind,” Kulbak, The Zelmenyaners, 88. 
 
231 Senderovich, The Zelmenyaners, xxi. 
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one entangled with Soviet secularism. The sacred coexists with the profane: “His mind 

[wanders] from Rebecca the daughter of Besuel in the Bible to Tonke the daughter of Zishe 

sitting across from him. He felt equal love for both.”232 In Tsalke, Kulbak most fully captures 

the frustrations of his contemporaries in their tortured love affair with tradition and the Soviet 

project. Tsalke’s demise, then, is not an expression of the erasure of Jewishness, so much as 

Stalinism’s intolerance of pluralistic performance of identity. 

 

Tonke and Miriam 

Kulbak’s novel does engage with established Jewish stereotypes—Tsalke the effeminate, 

scholarly Jew, Tonke the domineering Jewess—but only in order to complicate them. His 

characters are incompatible with purely stereotypical classification because they embrace and 

perform contradiction. The greatest contradiction of all is the bronze-bodied, brazen Tonke. 

Like Tsalke’s own longing that fuses sacral and secular, Tonke’s contradiction is 

perhaps best expressed via comparison with a biblical counterpart: Miriam, the sister of 

Moses. Miriam’s story is a foundational text of women’s liberation as much as an exemplar of 

the dual standards to which women are held in patriarchal systems at large. For the purposes 

of my own project of the Soviet exodic, it is a useful story against which one might examine 

the contours of “the woman question” in early Soviet history. More specifically, and directly 

related to the case of Tonke, Miriam is a compelling image of female leadership—and 

deviance.  

The biblical narrative of Exodus does not fully reproduce the traditional picture of a 

modern patriarchal society. In Egypt and in the wilderness, women are powerful players who 

are either responsible for or participate directly in the salvation of individuals and the 

                                                
232 Kulbak, The Zelmenyaners, 51. 
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community. Pharaoh’s daughter pulls Moses from the Nile, but only after Moses’s mother and 

sister take action to save the infant child.233  Importantly, Miriam uses her voice to secure the 

salvation of her baby brother. When she sees Pharaoh’s daughter draw the basket of reeds 

from the water, Miriam presents a logical solution that presents as deference but ultimately 

proves to be move of cunning. As Kirsi Cobb writes in her dissertation: 

Although both Miriam and Moses act as mediators in the exodus, it is only Miriam 
who takes responsibility for both the design and the execution of her plan. Indeed, 
fetching a wet-nurse for the child is an idea both devised and 110ocalized by Miriam 
(Exodus 2:7), however, Moses receives his instructions from Yahweh (Exodus 3:4ff) and 
thus he can only at most question Yahweh’s dealings (Exodus 3:11, 13; 4:1, 10; 5:22-23) but 
is unable to implement his own agenda. Rather, Moses occupies only the place of the 
protagonist (or in structuralist terms, the place of the ‘subject’) at any one time, 
whereas Yahweh consistently reserves for himself the place of the instigator (or the 
‘sender’). Conversely, Miriam acts in both roles concurrently: she is the sender and the 
subject simultaneously.234 
 

Cobb’s analysis suggests that Miriam, though not God’s chosen messenger, enjoys greater 

agency than her brother. Scripture suggests that she enjoys almost equal status with Moses, 

for she is a prophetess [ה ם הַנּבְִיאָ֜   .Miriam ha-nivah] (“Miriam the prophet,” Exodus 15:20) מִרְיָ֨

Like her brother, she inspires the people to follow her lead. In fact, scripture assigns her the 

role of prophet at the moment in which she leads her fellow women in song and dance after 

the defeat of pharaoh’s army at the Red Sea: “Then Miriam the prophet, Aaron’s sister, took a 

timbrel in her hand, and all the women followed her, with timbrels and dancing. Miriam sang 

to them: ‘Sing to the Lord, for he is highly exalted. Both horse and driver he has hurled into 

                                                
233 “Now a man of the tribe of Levi married a Levite woman, and she became pregnant and gave birth to 
a son. When she saw that he was a fine child, she hid him for three months. But when she could hide 
him no longer, she got a papyrus basket for him and coated it with tar and pitch. Then she placed the 
child in it and put it among the reeds along the bank of the Nile. His sister stood at a distance to see 
what would happen to him” (Exodus 2: 2-4). 
 
234 Kirsi Cobb, A Woman on the Border: A Feminist-Structuralist-Deconstructive Reading of the Character of 
Miriam in Exodus 2:1-10; 15:20-21 and Numbers 12:1-16, Doctoral dissertation, University of Wales, Bangor 
(2011), 150 (Emphasis mine).  
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the sea.’” (Exodus 15:20, 21 NIV). Here one sees Miriam’s initiative and galvanizing power; her 

song and dance are forms of free expression, and they inspire other women to join the 

celebration of their liberation through the use of their bodies and voices. Immediately 

following the women’s celebration, Moses leads the Israelites into the desert, and so the 

wandering begins.  

 

Tonke’s Dance 

It is beyond the scope of this dissertation to conduct a close analysis of biblical passages or 

look too intently to theology. My formulation of the Soviet exodic engages biblical text as a 

theoretical matrix, not a rigid mold. I employ Miriam here as a lens through which to consider 

Tonke, as both come into conflict with patriarchal hegemony, both enact gestures that 

precede dispersion, and both suffer, physically and rhetorically, for their self-expression.235   

Like Miriam, Tonke peforms a memorable dance that expresses allegiance with a community. 

Unlike Miriam, however, Tonke’s dance is not a celebration with and among Jews. On the 

occasion of her daughter’s birthday, Tonke hosts a party worthy of propaganda posters: 

attendees and refreshments sparkle and glisten in shades of red, white, and tin. The crisp 

metallic color palette of this scene is the sterile glint of cans, jars, and other factory produced 

goods under electric light. Meanwhile, the Zelmenyaners are literally shut out; Uncle Itshe 

must force open an iron shutter in order to see: 

                                                
235 Tonke is feared, misunderstood, and outcast in the course of the text. Her child born out of wedlock 
and her rejection of Jewish tradition receive more attention, and certainly more blowback, than her 
cousin Bereh’s adultery or transgressions against tradition. In the biblical case of Miriam, her 
outspokenness inspires harsh consequences. In one passage, we find Miriam alongside her brothers 
Moses and Aaron, speaking directly with God: "At once the Lord said to Moses, Aaron and Miriam, 
‘Come out to the tent of meeting, all three of you.’ So the three of them went out." (Numbers 12:4). It is 
clear that Miriam occupies a privileged position because of her direct discourse with the divine. 
However, this biblical episode likewise reflects unequal treatment of the sexes for equal offense. God 
admonishes both Miriam and Aaron for speaking against Moses. As a consequence, Miriam is made to 
be a leper, while Aaron's skin is left unchanged.  
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A white tablecloth set with beaming glassware that rang with a brittle chime. White 
dishes, too: white on white. Tall, thin glasses full of light. China brimming with 
radiance…And the girls? Uncle Itshe liked the girls with their short hair, red ties, white 
teeth, and cherry-red pins on their blouses…What else was to be seen on the table? 
Gorgeous yellow apples on a white platter. Round little tortes in cobbler dishes. 
Canned delicacies on white trays. A suckling pig, its lewd little head at one end of a 
trencher with its feet tucked beneath it and its tail curled like a cord at the other end.236  

 

Tonke’s exclusionary attitude is not limited to the guest list (even her cousin, the tattooed, 

electricity bearing Bolshevik sympathizer Falke, is not invited!); contrary to her interactions 

with fellow Zelmenyaners, Tonke is expressive and charming among this Slavic milieu. “She 

was the life of the party… and everyone was talking to her, [and] she was worth listening to, 

because her Russian was a delight.”237  

Tonke’s body language echoes her Russian language—it is both fascinating to witness 

and an expression of belonging. Under a “single lamp…Tonke danced.  

Slim, in a dark dress, hands clasped to her breast and head to one side, she moved with 
soft, tapping little steps between the corners of the room. …Moving to the room’s 
center, Tonke glanced at them with a faint smile. She danced faster, tapping out her 
nimble steps, black shoes clicking one by one.  
Her feet wrote sentences with the finest calligraphy. 
[A] pockmarked young man, unruly hair falling over a flushed face, knelt down before 
her and clapped with thick hands.  
“Down on the floor, Tonya, down on the floor!” 
He was oddly earnest. A connoisseur, he judged the time had come for a kazatsky.  
Tonke dropped her haunches and flicked prancing shoes that glittered like the black 
keys of a piano. All but levitating, she touched the group with only the tips of her 
heels.238 

 

                                                
236 Kulbak, The Zelmenyaners, 213. 
 
237 Kulbak, The Zelmenyaners, 214. 
 
238 Kulbak, The Zelmenyaners, 216. 
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Much in this provocative dance scene points to and performs Tonke’s embrace of martial 

chauvinism, and accordingly, the exclusionary (phallocentric) order of Stalinism.239 Gennady 

Estraikh states it quite clearly: “Traditionally, Jews considered any representatives of the Don, 

Kuban, or other communities of warriors-cum-farmers…as enemies.”240 It is tempting to 

consider this instance of contradiction like those noted earlier, and to find in it an attempt at 

fusion; however, Tonke’s dance is not an instance of ambivalence, nor can it be said to be an 

expression of co-existent contradiction. It is, instead, an assertive affiliation with a particular 

identity predicated upon erasure of another. As she performs her Cossack dance, Tonke 

demonstrates acquisition and mastery of a cultural practice historically and rhetorically tied 

to destruction of Jewishness. Her dance is a gesture of exclusion, made plain by the fact that 

her family—ghettoized—watches from behind iron bars.  

Tonke’s dance at once destroys and creates; it is, as just noted, a negation of 

Jewishness, but it is also a positive affirmation of belonging to a chauvinistic order, for the 

dance and Cossack culture carry strong masculine and martial connotations. Integration of 

the “kazatsky” (also known as the “kazachok”) and accompanying Cossack songs into 

Belarusian folk culture took place during struggles against imperial rule that characterized the 

                                                
239 Prior to the Holocaust, Cossacks were the reigning perpetrators of anti-Jewish violence in Eastern 
European Jewish history. The Khmelnitsky massacre of 1648 saw not only the mass murder and rape of 
Jewish communities in the 17th century, but also gave birth to a distinct trope of Jewish villainy in 
opposition to Ukrainian glory that persisted well into the pogroms of the 19th and early 20th century. 
For more on this watershed moment in Ukrainian-Jewish relations and the formation of oppositional 
myths of nationalism and villainy, see, Zenon E. Kohut, “The Khmelnytsky Uprising, the Image of Jews, 
and the Shaping of Ukrainian Historical Memory,” Jewish History 17, no. 2 (2003): 141–63. 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/20101495. In 1919, these same Ukrainian and Cossack actors carried out 
horrific acts of violence that inspired massive Jewish poetic response, including Chaim Nakhman 
Bialik’s “In the City of Slaughter,” which, in turn, inspired Peretz Markish’s long form poem Di kupe, 
discussed in Chapter 1. 
  
240 Gennady Estraikh, "Jews as Cossacks: A Symbiosis in Literature and Life" In Soviet Jews in World War 
II: Fighting, Witnessing, Remembering (Boston: Academic Studies Press, 2017), 86. 
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16th and 17th centuries—the same period as the Khmelnitsky Massacre.241  In his study of 

Belorusian folk music and dance, L. K. Aleksiutovich explains that these Cossack customs of 

song and dance took root in Belarusian soil under the same conditions as those in Ukraine, 

and that both of these “brotherly” nations, in their respective struggles, were fighting against a 

common enemy—the outsider other [chuzhozemstva].242  

Anti-Semitic violence perpetrated by Cossacks was not just a horror of the past, 

however, but a contemporary concern for Zelmenyaners. “On numerous occasions the tsarist 

government used Cossack units as a repressive force. […] During the Civil War, Cossacks also 

acted as perpetrators of anti-Jewish pogroms, which essentially continued the same wave of 

mass violence.”243 With this historical and cultural context in mind, this dance comes more 

clearly into focus as an expression of anti-Jewishness. Indeed, affiliation with Cossack culture 

symbolically aligns with Stalinist sovietization. As Gennady Estraikh explains: the path to 

“normalization” aimed to make Jews “‘productive,’ economically independent, and physically 

strong,” or, in a word: goyish.244 Goyish “was a generic term for deviation from the norms 

accepted in Jewish society,” and “Cossackness represented the ultimate goyishness,” as 

Cossacks were perceived as “antipodes of the stereotypically feeble dwellers of the shtetl.”245 If 

we recall that the hoyf is effectively a shtetl within a shtetl, and if we attend to Aleksiutovich’s 

                                                
241 L. K Aleksiutovich, Belorusskie narodnye tantsy, khorovoki, igry. Pod redaktsii M. Ia. Grinblata, (Minsk: 
Vysheyshaia Shkola, 1978), 60. 
 
242 My paraphrase and translation of Aleksiutovich taken from the following in Belorusskie narodnye 
tansty, page 60: «Казацкие песни «рождались на той же почве, которая существовала для этого на 
Украине, возникли в одинаковых условиях, в которых приходилось тогда жить двум народам-
братьям: в процессе совместной освободительной борьбы против общего врага—чужеземца». 
  
243 Estraikh, “Jews as Cossacks,” 86. 
 
244 Estraikh, “Jews as Cossacks,” 89. 
 
245 Ibid. 
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note that these dances were performed almost exclusively among men, then with every kick, 

Tonke symbolically strikes at the air to keep away who and what does not belong. Her dance 

is a movement away from Jewishness and towards her chosen collective: masculine, Soviet 

society.  

 

Revolution and Resistance 

The exclusivity of Tonke’s party stands in contrast to an earlier celebration. Prior to Tonke’s 

Communist party, another spectacle takes place at Aunt Gita’s residence—a Passover Seder. 

Aunt Gita drinks wine, reads from the Haggadah, and issues a call to remembrance. All of this 

is visible to everyone in the yard.  The light of her Seder celebration—not contained or hidden 

by iron slats—spills into the hoyf through “newly scrubbed windows.”246 The assembled 

crowd of onlookers, of “so many Zelmenyaner heads” is “as numerous as the Israelites who 

left Egypt.”247 

Kulbak’s direct invocation of the Exodus story is a form of re-enactment (as all Seder 

celebrations likewise intend to be). Additionally, I see in this gathering of Zelmenyaners a call 

to collectivity; Aunt Gita and the yard are visible and accessible to each other, so much so that 

they engage in dialogue. “The Zelmenyaners argued about Passover, raisin wine, and the 

pyramids, and…engaged in outlandish speculations.”248 In the midst of this chatter, Gita 

chastises and interrogates her community in language that suggests that they are losing the 

complexity of their identity to the simplifying sway of Sovietization: “You, Itshke! Do you 

                                                
246 Kulbak, The Zelmenyaners, 209.  
 
247 Ibid. 
 
248 Kulbak, The Zelmenyaners, 210. 
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think it would harm you, God forbid, to celebrate Passover like a Jew? … Aunt Gita turned in 

another direction and continued in her bass voice: “And you, Malkaleh! Are you also too 

modern to be a Jew?””249 The Zelmenyaners, irritable and ashamed, fall silent before this 

admonition and, ominously, slip off to sleep, though we are told: “It took a while for its 

slumber to grow restful.”250 

Kulbak pushes his Zelmenyaners into a debate about who they are and who they’re 

becoming—the exodic condition—on the occasion of the commemoration of the first Jewish 

revolution. Now, on the edge of a new kind of identity formation, they must decide if they will 

shed their Jewishness so as to squeeze past the exclusionary iron barriers for entry into a 

singular, Soviet self. Because Kulbak positions Tonke’s shuttered, treyf party just following 

Aunt Gita’s Seder spectacle, the narrative pairs the open question of what it means to be 

Soviet and Jewish with an answer that rejects the question outright; Aunt Gita’s call to 

remember that to be Jewish is to contain multitudes is answered by Tonke’s rejection of 

pluralism vis-à-vis negation of her Jewish self.  

I said at the outset that the Zelmenyaners is not a story of the triumph of the Stalinist 

harmonizing will. It is not a tale of triumph at all.  It is a narrative of resistance as told through 

competing forms of being. Resistance, moreover, does not have a defining point; it is active, 

and this activity exists because of tension among competing desires. In and around the 

Zelmenyaner hoyf, Kulbak stages a series of conflicts and contradictions that produce a wild 

landscape of human and nonhuman bodies that de-stabilize any single, central idea of 

existence. Kulbak’s play with androgyny, ambivalence, or the viscous state of nature allows 

the text, even in the face of destruction, to resist complete capitulation or despair. After all, we 

                                                
249 Ibid. 
  
250 Kulbak, The Zelmenyaners, 211. 
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know from the very beginning that Kulbak’s Zelmenyaners are not dead, only dispersed, 

made to wander anew.  And in the end, the narrative tempers the bitter with the sweet, for the 

Zelmenyaner hoyf is not condemned to be replaced by just any factory, but a candy factory. 
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Chapter 3 

Laughing in the Wilderness: Queer Performance, Exodic Laughter, and Liberation in  
The Twelve Chairs and The Little Golden Calf251 

 

 
“Pan’s father is most often said to be Hermes, messenger of the gods, whose patrilineage 

establishes Pan…as the incarnation of ‘speech.’ […] The [Homeric] hymn tells us that ‘All the 
gods were delighted/ in their hearts, but especially the Bacchic Dionysos. / ‘Pan’ they named 

him, because he delighted them all’.”  
—Mary Jane Rubenstein, Pantheologies252 

 

“To hell with doors! To hell with lines at theater entrances! Admit us without prior 
announcement! We beg you, take down the sawhorses the negligent building manager set out 

around his warped floorboards! Down with overturned park benches!”253 
—The Twelve Chairs 

 

“Who wants an astrolabe? Astrolabe for sale, cheap! Discounts for delegations and women’s 

sections!”254 He arrives from the northwest at half past twelve: the velikii kombinator, or smooth 

operator, Ostap Bender.255 His appearance is as curious as the item he carries. He is dressed in 

a cacophony of colors and textures: a fitted green suit, orange suede shoes—but no socks—

and a woolen scarf. A young man in his late 20s, Bender is at once alluring and off-putting. His 

                                                
251 Ilia Il’f i Evgeny Petrov, Dvenadtsat’ stul’iev (Imclaim Books, 2020) and Ilia Il’f i Evegeny Petrov, 
Dvenadtsat’ stul’iev i Zolotoi telenok (Moskva: Gosudarstvennoe izdatel’stvo khudozhestvennoi literatury, 
1959). All Russian quotations are taken from the 1959 edition. All English renderings, unless otherwise 
indicated, are from the translations of Anne O. Fisher:  Ilya Ilf and Evgeny Petrov. The Twelve Chairs: A 
Novel, trans. Anne O. Fisher (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 2011) and Ilya Ilf and Evgeny 
Petrov, The Little Golden Calf, trans. Anne O. Fisher (Montpelier: Russian Life Books, 2009). 
 
252 Mary-Jane Rubenstein, Pantheologies: Gods, Worlds, Monsters (New York: Columbia University Press, 
2018), 62. 
 
253 Ilya Ilf and Evgeny Petrov, The Twelve Chairs: A Novel, trans. Anne O. Fisher (Evanston: 
Northwestern University Press, 2011), 337. 
 
254 Ilf and Petrov, The Twelve Chairs, 66. 
 
255 Velikii kombinator literally translates to “great manipulator.” I have chosen to use Anne Fisher’s 
rendering, “smooth operator,” as it is equally evocative and more pleasing to the Anglophone ear. 
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odd assemblage of accessories, peculiar aphorisms, and cool charisma render him distinct 

among Soviet citizens. He is impossible to ignore—a figure out of alignment with the rest of 

his world. He is, in a word, queer. 

Bender is a charming conman of contradictions; he lives dishonestly and yet respects 

the legal codex. He is also an established and well-loved figure of the Soviet canon. Indeed, 

many of his unique utterances and catchphrases, or krilatie frazy, have become established 

expressions still used by Russian speakers in everyday life. The appeal of these phrases—and 

their longevity—stems as much from their humor (“Do I really look like a person who could 

have relatives?”) as from their capacity to channel the wit and absurdity of the scenarios that 

inspire them.256 However, Bender is not the sole author of these widely used expressions and 

comic occurrences; his escapades take shape alongside and with the help of a motley crew of 

opportunists and malcontents. Together they cheat, scheme, and lie their way from town to 

town across the sweep of Soviet territory, from the tiny, provincial backwater of Stargorod on 

to Odesa, Cheboksary, the mountains of Georgia, and the steppes of Central Asia. All together, 

these collected (mis-)adventures are the focus of Ilia Ilf and Evgeny Petrov’s satirical diptych, 

Dvenadtsat’ stul’iev, or The Twelve Chairs, and Zolotoi telenok, The Little Golden Calf.  

The first novel, The Twelve Chairs, sees Ostap Bender and an ageing former-bourgeois-

turned-provincial clerk, Ippolit Matveeich, hit the road in search of diamonds that Ippolit’s 

mother-in-law sewed into the chair of a dining set. The chairs, long since seized by various 

figures and institutions, have been widely dispersed, thereby sending Ippolit and Bender on a 

race against time—and the local priest—to locate the jewels. Their search is excessively 

eventful, yet ultimately a failure. The sequel to The Twelve Chairs, called The Little Golden Calf, 

features the return of Ostap Bender, this time in pursuit of a fellow conman—a secret 

                                                
256 Razve ia pokhozh na cheloveka, u kotorogo mogut byt’ rodstvenniki? 
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millionaire—Alexander Ivanovich Koreyko. Once again, Bender is not alone on his journey. 

He is accompanied by three figures, each curious in their own right: Shura Balaganov, a man 

who makes his way through life as an imposter and pickpocket; Mikhail Samuelovich 

Panikovsky, a philandering goose thief; and Adam Kazimirovich Kozlevich, a soft-spoken 

Polish automobile enthusiast. 

The novels’ very authorship is itself a case of multiple characters—co-authors Ilya Ilf 

and Evgeny Petrov—a Russian Jew and an ethnic Russian, respectively, were friends and 

fellow humor writers at the Soviet comic publication Gudok [The Steam Whistle]. And like their 

real life collaboration, the humor of their novels and the laughter they inspired is a 

collaborative effort informed by Russian and Jewish experience. This laughter, I assert, is 

incongruous with standard Soviet humor, which is a force both cruel and punitive. Ilf and 

Petrov’s laughter is neither derisive nor state-serving, but rather works to undermine 

authorities and institutions and liberate those who laugh from systems that would seek to 

define them or keep them in place.  

This force of destabilization and resistance—what I call the exodic—is this 

dissertation’s red thread that weaves its way around and through Soviet red tape: in chapter 1 I 

looked to precarious architectural imagery to establish the frailty of sociopolitical structures 

rooted in violence; in chapter 2 I explored the network of people, places, and political policy to 

uncover how uncompromising, heteronormative approaches to each stifle economic, 

ecological, and humanitarian growth; in this chapter, laughter is the destabilizing device in 

question, and its collective, joyful acknowledgement of the absurdity of state structures is a 

means of liberation. And so, in continuity with the overall thrust of this dissertation, I call this 

unique form of defiant merriment exodic laughter.  



121 
 

Exodic laughter is inclusive, collective, and joyful. It is shared among readers and the 

characters on the page, and so is made possible by multiple figures at once. It is not relegated 

to a single person and the object of their laughter, but rather looks to the social network, 

political paradigms, and the place of the one who laughs within that network together with or 

as a representative of the larger community. Because it is not limited to a dynamic of one-to-

one, exodic laughter can be self-deprecating, but is never punitive nor instructional, as that 

would turn it into the very thing it opposes—severity. To this point, exodic laughter is fun—

an insistent expression of joy in spite of contradictory or objectionable circumstances.  

The formation of the Antelope-Gnu crew, the traveling troupe of tricksters at the heart 

of The Little Golden Calf, models the inclusive, contradictory, and resistant power of exodic 

laughter: Adam Kozlevich, Ostap Bender, and Shura Balaganov are driving along “the outer 

thoroughfare of the Boulevard of Young Talents” and “onto the market square”  in Kozlevich’s 

green car when suddenly they see “a hunched-over man with a white goose under his 

arm…running out of the square” and being chased by an angry crowd. 

“Save me!” Panikovsky shouted as soon as the Antelope drew even with him. 
“God will provide,” Balaganov answered, hanging over the side. 
The car enveloped Panikovsky in clouds of raspberry-colored dust.  
“Take me with you!” Panikovsky wailed with all his might, holding even with the car. 
“I’m a good person!” 
The pursuers’ voices merged into a unified, ill-intentioned hum.  
“Maybe we should take the lousy bum, eh?” Ostap asked. 
“No, don’t,” Balaganov replied cruelly. […] 
But Ostap had already made his decision. “Drop the bird!” he shouted to  
Panikovsky, and added, to the driver [Kozlevich], “Half speed ahead.” 
Panikovsky obeyed immediately. The disgruntled goose picked itself up off the  
ground, smoothed its feathers, and started walking back to town as if nothing had 
happened. 
“The hell with it, get in,” Ostap suggested. […] 
Panikovsky grabbed the side of the car, laid his stomach on the edge of the door with 
his legs still working, tipped headfirst into the car like a swimmer into a boat, and fell 
onto the floorboards with a clattering of shirt-cuffs. 
“Full speed ahead,” Ostap commanded. “The meeting is still in session!”  
Balaganov squeezed the horn, and a light-hearted, old-fashioned sound burst out from 
its brass trumpet. […]  
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The Antelope-Gnu burst out into the open meadow…. 257 
 

In this passage, the comic quad that (literally) drives the action of the novel joins together into 

a cohesive unit despite disagreement (“maybe we should take him?” “No, don’t,” “To hell with 

it.”) and inherent contradiction—Balaganov and Panikovsky are effectively enemies because 

Panikovsky once did not honor a treaty. And so, this scene demonstrates a radical 

inclusivity—a congregation of multiple, partially opposed persons (and thus viewpoints) that 

co-operate. Moreover, this collective forms in an act of resistance to rules and regulations 

(running from the law) in the exceptionally silly context of goose theft. And no matter the 

variability of perspectives or the broader absurdity of their collaboration, the mood is joyful, 

and the perspective on the future is open and inviting: they burst into “the open meadow” 

accompanied by light-hearted trumpet blasts.  

One might find an undercurrent of violence in Balaganov’s “cruel” initial refusal or 

Panikovsky’s calamitous collapse into the car, and that reading would be valid. Exodic 

laughter is born out of a period of violence, and thus violence holds a place in its formation. 

As in this scene, exodic laughter grapples with dynamics of power. It may confront physical 

violence, but it does not embrace it. What is so powerful and so unique about this scene and, 

by extension, exodic laughter, is its capacity for joy—an emotion seldom used to speak about 

the Soviet period. And because this laughter disregards humorless, hegemonic, and 

hierarchical force, it ultimately functions as a means of liberation from these things. But how 

exactly does it work?  
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Exodic Laughter and the State 

Laughter was an idée fixe of the Soviet authorities; they were concerned that “laughter…can 

play various and sometimes apparently incompatible roles,” and the very concept of 

laughter—smekh—was much discussed.258  During the late 1920s the “changing perception of 

Soviet laughter” and its role in cultural life meant laughter’s purpose was undefined, and 

Soviet authorities feared it was “a frivolous distraction from the task of socialist 

construction.”259  However, by 1934, humor was understood as a useful force; laughter could be 

instrumentalized and made into “a weapon of social discipline whose artful deployment 

would be integral to the success of the Soviet project.”260  

Literary culture and visual culture became arenas for state-sanctioned weaponized 

comedy. Commissar of Enlightenment Anatoly Lunacharsky argued that laughter ought to be 

considered “an implement of battle,” with “rhetorical potential” and “impelling qualities.”261 

Boris Efimov, a prolific and celebrated Soviet cartoonist, understood the “caricature as a 

particularly important image for the new Soviet state and its citizens, defining it ‘as a 

distinctive, whimsical, and sharp artistic form, which carries … a civic, purposeful 

meaning.’”262 Though his caricatures sought to undercut authority, Soviet authority was never 
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subjected to critique; Efimov’s satirical attacks were always directed outwards, intending to 

destroy the “imaginary authority and imaginary greatness of the [West].”263  

For Lunacharsky, Efimov, and others, laughter was outwardly aimed and ultimately 

negative, something akin to shame, disgust, or fear that could “guide the Soviet public towards 

preoccupations that are political or economic in nature”.264 There is no room for joy in this 

kind of laughter; the end goal of state approved Soviet satire was to point out cases of 

misalignment so that they might be laughed out of existence. In brief, state authorities and 

state-supporting artists saw satire was a means to set things straight.  Soviet laughter was a force 

of violence and excision meant to destroy “the outmoded, the residual, and the deviant and 

[contribute] to building the new.”265  

Annie Gérin has written on the debates surrounding the role of laughter as well as the 

production of laughter during the 1920s and 30s, and she pinpoints its expressive function 

across three categories: superiority, relief, and incongruity. These categories derive from 

theoretical approaches that seek to define the origin or reason for laughter: superiority theory 

argues that laughter results from witnessing another’s demise or misfortune; relief theory 

posits that laughter is a transgressive act—a symptom of forbidden feelings and a discharge of 

tension; incongruity theory holds that laughter stems from the failure of perception to match 

reality. According to Gérin, the Soviet understanding of laughter in the early 20th century 

pulls from all three in order to reveal inconsistencies and ineptitudes and, in turn, render an 
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emotional impact. 266 In my own understanding of exodic laughter, I engage two of these 

categories—relief and incongruity—to explicate the outcomes of this joyful comic mode. The 

first category—superiority—is the realm of Lunacharsky and Efimov, and thus not relevant, 

for the exodic does not support hierarchy.  

Exodic laughter, like my broader conception of exodic literature, is generated out of 

historical and social marginality. Turning first to the historical context, The Twelve Chairs and 

The Little Golden Calf were published in 1928 and 1931, respectively. They emerged during a 

transitional time, as this was the moment when the USSR took the first steps on the path to 

Stalinist totalitarianism. Initially, the fascist underpinnings of Stalinization were not fully 

clear; many Soviet citizens understood the changes to be a “continuation of the revolution and 

its thirst for destruction.”267  The exodic, as I have asserted throughout this dissertation, is 

born out of revolution, and so while it is directly opposed to the forces of Stalinization, it 

nevertheless does echo this “thirst for destruction” in its ability to destabilize, unsettle, and 

break down hierarchies and traditions.  

Yet how did exodic laughter evade instrumentalization and state control? In brief: 

because exodic laughter cannot submit to regulation—it is itself fluid, and thus a rejection of 

rigidity. More importantly, it holds the capacity for joy. Its abundant expressions of release or 

of pleasure are radical gestures in the face of the severity. This joy is neither quiet nor still, but 

rather “a strange combination of delight and disturbance.”268 I borrow here from Jane 
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Bennett’s concept of enchantment and vibrant matter to explicate my own theory of the joyful 

component of exodic laughter, and not only for its insistence on disturbance. I have said that 

exodic laughter is inclusive, collective, and affective; Bennett’s enchantment is a mood 

enmeshed in a “dense network of relations” wherein damage to “one section of the web may 

very well be to harm oneself”; I see the collective quality of exodic laughter as a force of 

liberation from rigid hierarchy; Bennett avers that her networks “are not governed by any 

central head” and “no one…has sufficient competence to determine consistently the trajectory 

of impact of the group.”269 Exodic laughter, then, through its expression of joy, enables agency 

across multiple sites and “eludes capture” by any concept because of this multiplicity of 

difference.270 Such multiplicity ensures a “nonidentity” between the many loci and the ideal of 

imposed representation.271  

And so, as artistic production in the Soviet Union at the end of the 20s and beginning 

of the 30s marched towards state-approved forms, Ilf and Petrov never fully complied, but 

rather retained and represented “polyvalent relationships with Soviet power.”272  The 

resultant kaleidoscopic picture of Soviet society they present in their novels is one of 

contradiction, hardship, and even absurdity. And still, these texts articulate the pursuit of 

pleasure and the endurance of hope. Before the only possible Soviet comedy became the 

humorless, cruel, and didactic force of high Stalinism—what Evgeny Dobrenko and Natalia 

Skradal term “state laughter,”273 Ilf and Petrov presented the Soviet reading public with funny, 
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humane, and polyvalent scenarios free from moral lessons; for example, Ostap swaps a tea 

infuser for one of the sought-after twelve chairs, pretending all along that the tea infuser is an 

elegant status symbol in “the finest houses of Philadelphia” to the delight of the recipient, a 

Soviet housewife enamored of American haute couture. In Ilf and Petrov’s world, joy and 

liberation are not purchased at the expense of anyone’s safety or self-worth because exodic 

laughter is not derisive or mocking. It is not top-down laughter, but bottom-up. 

Alexandra Ilf, granddaughter of Ilya Ilf, writes in her foreword to Anne O. Fisher’s 

translation of The Twelve Chairs that Ilf and Petrov’s novels are full of “spontaneous 

merriment, mischievous play, and witty insinuation.”274 She goes on to say that the novels do 

not capture “laughter through tears,” but rather “laughter through laughter.”275 Ilf’s 

assessment points to a shift in the frameworks that shaped Eastern European humor from the 

19th century to the 20th century. Ilf’s use of the well-known phrase “laughter through tears” 

gestures toward Russian and Jewish comic literature of the 19th century: the phrase is 

alternatively attributed to Pushkin and Gogol, but it is an equally characteristic appraisal of 

many Yiddish writers, primarily Sholem Aleichem. These Russian and Jewish authors 

targeted bureaucracy, hierarchy, and institutionalized lifeways in their comic texts.276 
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Following the revolution of 1917, literary representations of Russian and Jews’ interactions 

with such institutions necessarily changed, especially those of Jews. Jews were afforded equal 

rights as Soviet citizens under the Bolshevik regime, yet at the same time, the habits, practices, 

and cultural tropes of the Jews were “upended,” and these “bits of culture encountered and 

were modified by new ideological messages and structural pressures.”277 Straddling their new 

identity as Soviets and Jews, they grappled with the impact of greater social mobility, agency, 

and entanglement with their Soviet comrades; moreover, new socio-political concerns served 

to reshape the articulation of Jewish humor. 

Jewish humor is “wise and more humane than heroic action of the traditional (read: 

Christian) sort.”278 Likewise, exodic laughter eschews representations of a culture hero; Ilf and 

Petrov’s novels do not portray heroic Soviet figures, but focus on the absurd circumstances of 

(Soviet) existence through encounters with a broad range of Soviet citizens. The collective 

quality of the Soviet exodic in turn aligns with Jewish humor, for it, too, is concerned with 

community. As scholar Sanford Pinsker has said: “the story of a demi-God leaves no room for 

humor while the story of a human community and its spiritual development depends on it.”279 

Emphasis on collective experience is, according to Pinsker, the source of the humanity and 
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indeed endurance of Jewish humor: “the best of literary Jewish humor is able to withstand the 

vagaries of time because it explores a deep truth about human experience.”280 Indeed, Jewish 

humor’s ability to capture something universal points to the power of this comedic form, as 

well as its potential for preservation: Dan Ben Amos, quoting Maurice Samuel, says: “the Jews 

living in the Pale  

were miserable, and knew it; but the question that haunts us historically is, why did 
they not disintegrate intellectually and morally? How were they able, under hideous 
oppression and corroding privation, under continuous starvation—the tail of a herring 
was a dish—to keep alive against a better day the spirit originally breathed into man? 
The answer lies in the self-mockery by which they rose above their condition to see 
afar off the hope of the future.281 
 

Self-deprecation is a widely accepted attribute of Jewish humor that reaches back even to the 

analyses of Sigmund Freud: in his influential analysis of Jewish jokes, he asserts that “the 

intended rebellious criticism is directed against the subject himself, or, to put it more 

cautiously, against someone in whom the subject has a share—a collective person, that is (the 

subject's own nation, for instance).”282 What Freud, Pinsker, and Samuel all touch upon in 

their appraisal of Jewish humor—be it communal concern, self-deprecation, or self-

preservation—is its internal focus. Jewish jokes are not barbs aimed outwardly against another 

group, but instead articulate shared practices, preoccupations, and, the political 

powerlessness of a collective. The paradox, however, is that in its acknowledgment and 

articulation of powerlessness, Jewish humor seizes the terms of self-expression and thereby 

takes power back.  
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Self-deprecating, communally concerned humor as paradoxical power applies beyond 

the Jewish experience, of course; marginal groups are often the target of hate speech and 

derision, and often those targeted by such attacks have historically leveraged some form of 

comic reprisal to reclaim some aspect of the narrative and assert their self-worth.283 “Those 

without money or authority, guns or oversized fists, depend on the power of jokes. Indeed, it 

wouldn’t be wrong to say that, for such people, language, half-disguised in jokes or witty 

quips, is power.”284 The history of Eastern Europe is inseparable from the Jewish experience, 

and so Eastern European Jews’ relationship with power became especially important in the 

Soviet context. “No single trajectory of its own characterizes the emergent figure of the Soviet 

Jew, and its making must be reconstructed across multiple intertwined and indeterminate 

vectors during the first two decades after the revolution.”285  The entanglement of the 

marginal with the majority led to multiple, frequently contradictory forms of self-

identification.  

This entanglement of identity is crucial to the formation of the exodic; exodic laughter 

is necessarily informed by Jewish humor and its facilitation of mirth and agency in an uneven 

power dynamic. Prior to the revolution, Eastern European Jews existed in a doubly marginal 

state; they were not only socially marginalized, but also confined to the physical margins—the 

Pale of Settlement—of the Russian Empire. In 1917, that geographical marginality was undone, 
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and this, in turn, was meant to undo Jews’ social marginalization as well. The fledgling Soviet 

Union destroyed, at least rhetorically, the imperial center and sought to create a new state 

through a collective of smaller states—thus the formerly top down system was re-structured 

as horizontal.  

The historical, revolutionary process enacted a semantic shift; re-structuring 

geographical terms translated to re-conception and redefinition of social terms. This process 

is what exodic laughter re-creates. It calls the outside in, or, alternatively, takes the order of 

things and turns it inside out. And so, in recognition of unequal power dynamics, the exodic 

reconfigures them. Like Jewish humor, exodic laughter thrives on contradictions and moves 

from the ground up.286  

One other aspect of Jewish humor that merits attention, particularly given its 

resonance with Chapter 2, is the dissolution of the Pale of Settlement following 1917. This 

region on the outskirts of empire was populated with Jewish villages and shtetls, or “little 

towns,” that constituted the “unique ecosystem” that was the predominant sphere of Jewish 

life prior to the revolution.287 As such, it was crucial to the development of Jewish humor and 

identity. The Pale was the site of the aforementioned “laughter through tears,” a space where 

the average Jew would take on the responsibilities that come with accepting the Covenant” as 

the chosen people, and simultaneously utter: “next time let God choose somebody else.”288 

Jewish life, while still relegated to the Pale, was traditional; the humor that it engendered took 

up its main “quarrel… with God.”289 The dissolution of the Pale and subsequent distribution of 
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Jewish people across Soviet territory following 1917, led, in turn, to a reduced concentration of 

traditional Jewish practice and identity—and humor. And as the figure of the Soviet Jew was 

“shaped and reshaped…by encounters with various aspects of Sovietness,” so too, did their 

quarrel with authority take new forms.290 Out of the Pale and into the Soviet milieu, the Jew 

laughed alongside and together with other citizens at the state apparatus, Soviet codes, and, of 

course, themselves. 

The flux of Soviet social and political structures during the 20s and 30s and the 

resultant instability in rules and regulations created a space wherein the Soviet person—

Jewish or otherwise—was left to make their own way. Faced with uncertainty and 

contradictions, the Soviet person could choose to reexamine and regard the absurdity of ever-

changing didactic rigor and rules with amusement and even hope. This gesture—making 

sense of the senseless and finding joyful laughter in the process— is a seizure of power. To 

confidently make one’s own way with no regard for rules is to resist the finality of imposed 

meaning and, in turn, be liberated from it. This laughter of resistance and liberation is full of 

merriment, spontaneity, and play—it is laughter through laughter.  

 

Queer Tricks, Queer Folk 

Having established what exodic laughter is, it is possible to turn to the who and how: who is 

laughing, and how, precisely, does this laughter come to be? The short answer again begins at 

the margins. Ilf and Petrov’s novels present a collective image of non-normative behavior 

during a transitional moment in Soviet history. Early Soviet citizens found the texts amusing 

and diverting, but more importantly (in an echo of marginal humor’s small seizure of power), 

they also found a space of escape from the weightiness of the everyday. To this point, Maya 
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Vinokour has suggested that the laughter of these novels holds the dual potential for 

emotional release and social control.291 I do not agree with Vinokour’s reading that likens the 

texts to an informal extension of the state; however, I do agree that Soviet laughter served a 

dual function as catharsis and coping mechanism, for it allowed the early Soviet citizen to 

acknowledge the horror and trauma of revolutionary violence without lengthy meditation 

upon it. “By encouraging readers to laugh in this way—not through tears but, as it were, in 

their stead—[Ilf] and Petrov helped create a specifically Soviet type of laughter.”292 Moreover, 

this cathartic laughter renders a kind of kinetic force, and thus exists in harmony with other 

poetic mechanisms examined (elsewhere) in this dissertation. Drawing upon Vinokour’s 

theory, I assert it not only facilitates propulsion past the trauma of revolutionary violence, but 

also through the anxieties of the socio-political disarray that followed. Exodic laughter, then, is 

a vitalizing force that “recollects” and “calls…back” the worn-out devices of existence to give 

them new life, and vicariously, facilitates the Soviet reader’s own experience of 

rejuvenation.293 Ilf and Petrov facilitate transcendence through their treatment of Soviet life: 

“mimesis [performs] metamorphosis, not analogy, [and] refraction not reflection.”294 And just 

as in the above discussion, wherein I point to the endurance of Jewish humor thanks to its 

appeal to universal human concern, exodic laughter, too, though born out of a specifically 

Soviet moment in time, transcends the era from whence it comes. It is a universal laughter 
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because it finds and facilitates amusement in and all circumstances across all audiences—for 

this reason it remains beloved in the post-Soviet context.  

Much has been written on Ilf and Petrov’s comedic diptych because these texts are so 

rich in social commentary. Practically every one of Ilf and Petrov’s characters serves as a site 

of critique of institutions. Take, for example, Alkhen, a representative of the Soviet welfare 

state. Alkhen works as the director of the Second Stargorod Social Security Home, where his 

inventive doorframes and “motivational” slogans trap and abuse a collective of elderly ladies 

(more on him later). And then there is the continued presence of organized religion, 

embodied by the Orthodox priest Father Fyodor and the Catholic priest Aloisius Maroszek. 

The aims of both men, whether selfish or spiritual, complicate and impede the pursuit of 

pleasure and freedom that inspires Bender and his comrades. Ilf and Petrov use these 

characters, among others, to tease out the tension between institutional rigor (with all its 

barriers and impediments) and freedom of expression. This tension is the crux of both texts, 

and the background against which Ilf and Petrov develop a uniquely Soviet variant of an 

established literary trope that was designed to speak back to institutions and authority: the 

trickster.  

The trickster is crucial to understanding how Ilf and Petrov’s novels resist the new 

cultural norms that the fledgling Soviet state sought to impose. Of course, discussion of the 

trickster figure in The Twelve Chairs and The Little Golden Calf is already well established; my 

goal is not to recapitulate these arguments, but instead to show how the trickster’s defining 

features complement the Soviet exodic’s ethos of re-orientation and resistance.  For the 

trickster is, effectively, resistance embodied. And this is where I enact another intervention—I 

underscore and expand upon the queerness of the trickster to demonstrate how their 

aggregate nature and shameless self-expression unmake accepted worlds, and in turn, how 



135 
 

the trickster produces a vicarious sensation of liberation in the reader—that seizure of power 

and uninhibited self-expression that constitutes exodic laughter. 

Queerness, it bears mentioning again, is not strictly the domain of sexual orientation. 

For the purposes of this dissertation, I lean upon definitions of queerness that attend to modes 

of being as a whole. Because public and private spaces are historically influenced and shaped 

by patriarchal, heteronormative codes, choosing non-conformity and non-compliance with 

standard, required behaviors is to choose misalignment with the norm, and thus a queer mode 

of being.295 Queerness, moreover, is fluidity in self-expression, the capacity to contain 

contradictions at once, and the inability to be readily or easily defined. It is, therefore, the 

natural antithesis to hegemony, homogeneity, despotic rule and rigid regulation. It is also 

aggregate and inclusive—it is the simultaneous existence and presentation of marked 

differences to comprise a unified whole. This indeterminacy contains an implicit movement: 

fluidity in expression and presentation means to be always underway, emergent and adaptive. 

This is the condition of the Soviet Jew—a “layered, indeterminate, and fluid figure…in 

perpetual motion.”296 By extension, it is equally the condition of the literary production of 

Soviet Russian and Jewish co-authors Ilf and Petrov, and indeed their novels’ central figures 

are all tricksters.  

The trickster’s queerness is not, however, simply a question of who they are, but also 

what they do. Their tricks pull their object into focus and turn it around, thus reorienting the 

object as well as the one who observes and laughs. The trickster’s movements, too, are 

indicative of resistance; always mobile, the trickster asserts selfhood against the grain. And 
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because they are a moving target, it is practically impossible to pin them down with precise 

definition. Because they constantly change their orientation they are instability incarnate. 

That instability in turn destabilizes any normative or prescriptive structure into which they 

insert themselves. Through their non-normative performance of social roles, gender roles, 

and even the conventions of language, tricksters blur boundaries—both real and imaginary—

between what is and what might be. The queer Soviet trickster, then, is at home in the 

figurative wilderness—both the Soviet Union’s physical periphery and its dysfunctional 

schema. Their laughter, and the exodic laughter they inspire, erases established borders and 

pathways and allows them to look gleefully to all directions at a landscape of endless 

potential. 

 

The Soviet Trickster – A Hermetic Frame 

In Ilf and Petrov’s fictional world, everyone, it seems, is at least a little bit of a trickster. Even 

when they’re playing by the rules, these figures are hyper-performative, doing whatever 

necessary to make or “manipulate their way around the Soviet bureaucracy.”297  As noted 

above, Ilf and Petrov’s characters frequently function as stand-ins for institutions and 

practices that merit critique. In this vein, Sheila Fitzpatrick has argued that the common 

Soviet person embodies a particular form of the trickster—the con-artist—and in both its 

fictional and real-life iterations, the Soviet con uncovers and illuminates unsanctioned socio-

political practices.298  
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Ostap Bender, a master con-artist, is the Soviet trickster par excellence. He is ineluctable, 

fluid, and fun. His primary purpose is to point out an absence of purpose; as I have established 

above, a trickster’s charms and escapades expose the arbitrariness of any ordering schema and 

undermine established authorities and powers in the process.299 Mark Lipovetsky has written 

extensively on the Soviet trickster trope, and on Ostap Bender, specifically. He argues that 

Bender transcends the typical cynicism of the Soviet person. In accord with Fitzpatrick, 

Lipovetsky holds that the majority of Soviet citizens practiced some form of deception: “The 

numerous con artists and imposters, a common occurrence in Soviet society during the 1920–

30s, [appeared] to be not delinquents but people who “laid bare” … the foundational “devices” 

of the Soviet social (dis)order.”300 Being at least a little trickster-like was necessary if one were 

to function within the disorderly Soviet social order. 

State oversight in nearly all aspects of life did not immediately (or really, ever) 

translate into organized, navigable social and political systems; the Civil War years were a 

violent, rhetorically uncompromising time, but thereafter, ideological certitude could not 

supplant the need for economic security, and a capitalistic model—the New Economic 

Policy—was instated. This “NEP” period, which lasted from 1921 – 1928, roughly, saw the 

Bolshevik Party ask its followers “to defer ideological expectations for the sake of economic 

efficiency and the consolidation of power.”301 Such political cherry picking was contentious 

for some and confusing for all. For the historian or the critic, however, it makes paradoxical 

sense: “hegemonies are nothing if not elastic alliances, involving dispersed and contradictory 
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strategies for self-maintenance and reproduction.”302 These confusing early conditions 

fostered contrarian behaviors in kind, and thus the early Soviet period saw contradictory 

strategies and practices among Soviet citizens. 

In the first years following the revolution, reinventing one’s past was often crucial for 

survival, as class (proletarian, bourgeois, etc.) could determine one’s social mobility, standing, 

and even access to goods. By the 1930s, “shadow networks,” or blat— a social system 

comprised of “indirect exchanges and mutual favors”—were a ubiquitous means of securing 

everything from essential everyday items to a doctor’s appointment.303 With such barriers in 

place, the Soviet system practically demanded manipulation from its constituents, and, as 

Lipovetsky argues, it is thus marked by “the same ambivalence and liminality as the figure of 

the trickster.”304 The Soviet person needed to be resourceful and fluid in order to survive.  

The acts of the common Soviet citizen were acts of cynicism: quotidian Soviet 

deception was so widespread and socially acceptable that it was not artful performance, but 

just a means to an end. On the flip side, Lipovetsky points out that, for tricksters like Ostap 

Bender, trickery is performed for the sake of trickery, and thus becomes artistry. Bender has 

no desire to embrace get-rich-quick schemes, but instead dreams up elaborate concatenations 

of influences and ideologies. He weighs the pros and cons of becoming either a polygamist or 

a painter—the polygamy option is inspired by “the court report from the evening paper,” 

while the idea of being a painter “had taken shape in Bender’s mind when he was going 
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through the AARR exhibit on a free ticket.”305  He is less concerned about the amount of 

money he can make than artfulness of his performance; a “career” in polygamy would be 

impossible “without a wondrous, dapple-grey suit,” and though he has no skills in the visual 

arts, he is troubled at the thought that he might have to render all of the subjects of the 

painting “in normal clothes,”  and that “just wouldn’t be right.”306  Such detailed 

considerations and a preoccupation with the perception of the scheme transform these acts of 

deception and transgression into “self-sufficient performances rather than pragmatic actions 

designed for a concrete purpose.”307 The trick is not about the endgame, but the execution: 

any punishment or negative repercussions are “overshadowed by the pleasure and 

inventiveness” of the jokes.308   

The work of Fitzpatrick, Kerényi, Lipovetsky, and others have established the trickster 

trope’s defining characteristics, foremost of which are: ambivalence, mediation, liminality, 

hyper performativity, and entanglement with the sacred and profane. Yet another shared 

aspect of trickster scholarship, including that on the Soviet trickster, is the recurring metaphor 

of the Greek messenger god, Hermes.309 The trickster’s defining features and overall liminality 
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recall the mischievous mythic being who flies seamlessly between Mount Olympus and the 

mortal realm. A problematic aspect of this metaphorical frame, however, is that no matter his 

devious nature, Hermes is still an emissary of the gods, and thus an extension of Mount 

Olympus. He does not, therefore, consistently speak back to authority; instead, he often 

speaks for it. He is a thief, a cheat, and an inventor—certainly all perfectly trickster-like 

qualities—and still, Hermes operates in service of power.   

Another point of contention is the traditional gendering of the messenger god: Hermes 

is consistently understood as he. In his work on Hermes, Karl Kerényi makes a point to label 

him “the masculine source of life,” asserting that his nature is “essentially phallic” and that 

“the entire Hymn to Hermes may be called a highly literary monument to phallic 

shamelessness.”310 Even if the reader is not fully convinced of Hermes’ overtly phallic nature 

(for again, sexual orientation is not the focus of the present study’s use of “queer”),  the crucial 

fact remains that most of his established traits—ambivalence, mediation, ambiguity, and 

movement between sacred and profane—are rooted in binaries.  

Movement betwixt and between assumes a position on one side or another, with a 

dividing line that keeps the opposing sides separate. I believe that the Soviet trickster is more 

capacious than this; the Soviet trickster is not alternatively one thing or another, but many 

things at once. In their multi-directional movement, they do not merely swap spaces and 

places, but simultaneously straddle allegiances and arguments as they wear multiple 

costumes and faces. Their movement supersedes mere physicality—it is a lifestyle. Consider 

the character Sitzchairman Funt, who poses as the head of various shady organizations until 
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the authorities shut down the operation. He proudly announces that he has “spent his whole 

life sitting behind bars for other people,” and asserts that his “profession” is suffering for 

others.311 His trickery is a mode of existence that transcends social categories; it is a paradox of 

joyful victimhood—almost martyrdom. Funt is apolitical: his commitment to the performance 

spans generations, and this has allowed him to break the law under multiple institutional 

authorities, He boasts about time served under the tsars and the Soviets:  

I did time under Alexander the Second, the Liberator; under Alexander the Third, the 
Peacemaker; and under Nicholas the Second, the Bloody. […] I did time under 
Kerensky too. Now it’s true that I didn’t do any time at all under war communism, 
there wasn’t any work. But then, to make up for it, how I did time under NEP!  Oh, my, 
how I did time under NEP! Those were the best days of my life. In four years I spent no 
more than three months out of jail. I married off my granddaughter Golkonda 
Yevseyevna with a dowry of a concert piano.312 

 

To dive deeper into the fluidity of the trickster, I return to that most prominent 

example in Ilf and Petrov, the “smooth operator,” Ostap Bender. The studies and arguments 

surrounding Bender are many and varied in large part because Bender is, quite simply, no one. 

As I have already asserted in my assessment of the trickster broadly, Bender’s identity is so 

fluid, so malleable, so uncertain that he cannot be readily defined. And this is because his 

identity is relational; his function is to respond to, manipulate, and inspire people and events. 

Over the course of the two novels, he adopts the authority of the Soviet state as an inspector of 

fire safety, a police officer, and the perfectly outrageous position of Commissioner of the 

Bureau of Hoof and Horn Procurement. He equally assumes identities in opposition to the 

Soviet government, most notably in his role as a member of the Order of the Sword and 

Plowshare, a secret order conspiring to reinstate the monarchy.   
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These are but some of the roles that position Bender as either for or against state power, 

but, like Funt, he also performs tricks without any clear relation to power. He adopts apolitical 

identities including that of a guru, a chess grandmaster, and a contestant in a road rally. In 

brief, Bender deceives and delights beyond clear political affiliation. And so he is perpetuum 

mobile, a figure whose one constant is his constant change. And thus I maintain that an 

implicitly binary framework for the discussion of Bender, and the Soviet trickster in general, is 

too limiting. While extant scholarship has already attended to the queerness of the trickster, it 

does not do so explicitly or at length, and so the trope remains at odds with the limits of the 

established (and frequently invoked) hermetic frame. But if not Hermes, then to whom might 

the trickster trace their lineage? 

 

Panic and Parody 

Bender has a knack for unnerving his interlocutors. Wherever he goes, he stirs up panic, that 

mixture of “delight and terror, seduction and repulsion” that stems from sudden 

confrontation with the dramatic and unexpected. A confluence of contradictions, the word 

“panic” is derived from the god Pan, a being whose form and qualities evade easy definition. 

At once the guardian of shepherds and a god of hunters, he is “irreducible,” a “collision of 

elements that any sane theology would keep separate.”313 Neither fully tame nor wholly wild, 

Pan is “what Donna Haraway might call a “contact zone”: a cross-species concatenation of 

“world-making entanglements,” within which he is both singular predator and flockish 

prey.”314 Jane Bennett would argue that Pan is an “assemblage” that “owes its agentic capacity 
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to the vitality of the materialities that constitute it,” a “gathering of elements in a way that both 

forms a coalition and preserves something ….of each element.”315 Pan not only entertains but 

embodies multiple possibilities at once; it’s in his very name, for “pan” means “all.” 

Pan “can thrill and terrify, threaten and save.”316 He is a god best described as both/and, 

not either/or; his essence is predicated upon the marked coexistence of multiple different 

constituent parts. And though he is traditionally referred to as “he,” Pan, in our modern 

understanding of non-binary identity, is best served by the pronoun “they.” Pan’s being is not 

a blended oneness; all composite differences are maintained and visible.  The effect of these 

co-extant marked differences is a kaleidoscopic presentation of self that challenges 

perspective and perception. As a metaphorical touchstone, then, Pan exists in harmony with 

Sara Ahmed’s queer phenomenology. Pan doesn’t simply defy convention, Pan is, rather, out 

of alignment, and thus “not just a conflation of binaries, but rather an omni-faceted” being 

who is variably understood—it all just depends upon on your point of view.317 I do not invoke 

Pan casually; though Pan is the child of Hermes, Pan is not a clear continuation of the 

patriarchal line, but rather a move offline. This queer mythic figure, part goat, part man, part 

god demands examination from various angles. In sum, then, Pan embodies and represents 

my own scholarly contribution to extant trickster studies: a queer offshoot.   

One aspect of Pan in particular holds great importance, as it is a defining feature of the 

trickster tope at large: the power of language. There are various traditions and stories 

surrounding the figure of Pan, but one recurring association with lasting literary bearing is 
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that Pan is logos incarnate.318 Language is a crucial tool—often the primary or even the only 

tool—of the trickster. In the words of Mark Lipovetsky: “The trickster performatively displays 

the deconstructive work of language, as s/he emerges as the living and breathing allegory of 

language who incessantly fuses destruction and creation (as well as the unconscious and 

socially- constructed), who destabilizes meanings and discovers ambivalence within 

established beliefs and categories, and who transgresses taboos and playfully reveals their 

linguistic nature.”319  

The concept of language in trickster studies sometimes leans heavily upon the gender 

divide. Women have historically been afforded less access to material wealth and power, and 

so language has played a greater role for women than men in securing upward social mobility. 

Sociolinguistic research shows that women engage various linguistic maneuvers to navigate 

the double bind of their varied social roles and corresponding expectations (Lakoff 1975; 

Tannen 1994). Women are more inclined to use mitigating language (might, could, let’s) to 

establish a demeanor of “benevolent authority.”320 Marilyn Jurich has taken up women’s real 

world necessity to talk their way into power as the point of departure for her theorization of 
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the female trickster, whom she styles the “trickstar.”321  Lipovetsky honors Jurich’s work, 

though asserts that tricksters in the Soviet context—e.g. Julio Jurenito, Venichka of Moskva-

Petushki, or our focus, Ostap Bender—are equally dependent upon speech, as “language 

occurs as the sole sphere where their freedom, manifested through tricks, can be 

accomplished.”322 In the case of the Soviet trickster, then, language manipulation is central to 

any and all figures regardless of gender presentation; language is their foremost device of 

deception, and another tool whereby the trickster enacts their elision of gender constraints. 

The trickster’s relationship to the sacred is another important feature of this figure. 

How they engage with things sacred or holy is complicated, and linguistic games perform 

their connection to or distance from the sacred and/or the abject. In its modern iterations, the 

trickster figure “functions as a device that drags contemporary discursive material into the 

field of the archaic and authoritative symbols of mockery, transgression and carnivalesque 

laughter, while simultaneously renovating and refurbishing these symbols in new, present-

day, contexts.”323  

The early Soviet context is a unique framework in which to play with the sacred; the 

Bolsheviks “were an atheist party that sought to create a modern secular state to build a new 

Communist order,” and language was an important means of achieving this goal.324 The party 

“believed in the power of the word to spread the message [of communism] and deployed 

numerous publications…to depict religion as a backward, reactionary force in the service of 
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counterrevolution.”325 In the alleged absence of a divine power, the state sought to assert its 

authority on an equally mythic scale. To speak back to or against the state was effectively 

profanation; language assumed an even greater capacity to demonstrate one’s deference or 

derision. It was an especially powerful tool in the hands of the Soviet trickster, whose inability 

and unwillingness to properly conform and perform linguistically exposes the “linguistic 

machine” that aimed to manufacture state-approved “poetic utterances and literature in 

general.”326 The spoken or written word, then, was, depending upon the speaker, both 

playground and pulpit, and a means by which the common Soviet person (inevitably a con-

artist) established themselves as an “acute social commentator.”327   
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the chains of slavery” 
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The Soviet regime famously leveraged linguistic propaganda in posters and slogans 

and used convoluted bureaucratic language that sought to shape and enforce modes of being 

and performance in alignment with Party mores. This “Sovietspeak” was verbose, and strove 

to be serious, yet instead achieved a rather comical effect. Ilf and Petrov make great use of this 

Sovietspeak, regularly embedding their own parodic versions of such slogans, banners, and 

other linguistic interventions of the state into their texts. In one example, the co-authors take 

up the regime’s attempt to normalize rationing and abstinence in face of scarcity; in The 

Twelve Chairs, the following hangs on the wall in a state run cafeteria: 

 
ONE EGG CONTAINS AS MUCH FAT AS HALF A POUND OF MEAT 
YOU HELP SOCIETY BY CHEWING YOUR FOOD CAREFULLY 
MEAT IS BAD FOR YOU328 
 

Ilf and Petrov’s play with language often translates into the defining features of their 

characters. One figure, Nikifor Lapis, is a writer. He modifies the same poem about a hero—

Gavrila—to meet the needs of whichever publication he is soliciting at the moment. For a 

hunting and game magazine, Gavrila “waited for a rabbit. / The sly Gavrila hunted game,” but 

for The Hygroscopic Herald, a pharmaceutical weekly, Lapis deals his hero a devastating blow 

yet maintains the same, high style: “Gavrila’s bane was gangrene dire, / Gangrenous were his 

legs, his feet.”329  And then there is Polykhayev, the director of the Hercules organization—a 

front for criminal undertakings—who wields his power by “universal stamp.” Attracted to the 

ease and authority of pressing rubber to a document, he no longer signs his name, but rather 

reaches for a custom-made stamp bearing his name and such useful “instructions” as: “FIRE 

WITHOUT SEVERANCE PAY. POLYKHAYEV”; “DON’T BOTHER ME, I’M WORKING. 
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POLYKHAEV”; and “WHAT’S THE MATTER WITH THEM, ARE THEY NUTS? 

POLYKHAYEV.”330    

              To return to the Soviet civilian / trickster divide, the poetry and official 

pronouncements of Lapis and Polykhaev are examples of cynical language employed by 

cynical citizens to survive Soviet life. Their instrumentalized language is serious in form 

(metric poetry, official stamp) yet comical in its content and effect. Theirs is a subtle form of 

resistance to Soviet linguistic standards. They play with formal language and thus play with 

the system, but in so doing, they nevertheless play along.  Though they do not take the 

linguistic prescriptions of the regime too seriously, they uphold its insistence on formality. 

And because it is produced in accord with the terms of the system, this language is not full 

freedom of expression, and so cannot be considered a full expression of freedom. 

But then there is Ellochka “the Cannibal” (liudoedka), a hyper-performative self-

proclaimed socialite who carries out an imagined competition with the daughter of 

Vanderbilt, the American tycoon. Ellochka’s unique style is largely rooted in her idiosyncratic 

lexicon of no more than thirty words, phrases, and interjections judiciously chosen from the 

“entire great, powerful, word-rich Russian language.”331 Among these are the exceedingly 

versatile “Ho-ho! (This expresses, depending on the circumstances: irony, amazement, 

rapture, hatred, joy, disdain, and satisfaction),” as well as straightforward expressions like “So 

rude,” and “Don’t teach me how to live.”332 Ellochka’s linguistic practices resist the verbosity, 

literalness, and severity of standardized Soviet codes. Her speech is minimalist, multi-valent, 

and though used seriously, comical in form. Her idiosyncratic speech transcends Soviet life.  
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Ellochka’s language is only one aspect of her pursuit of freedom and personal 

expression; she is hyper-performative in her dress and conduct, too. And like her speech, her 

behavior is earnest. She performs because performance is her identity; her idiosyncrasy is her 

artistry. No matter the desperate state of the economy and the vestiges of revolutionary 

violence, Ellochka is convinced that her life is glamorous. She trims her clothes with dog fur 

and draws a beauty mark on her chin. Scarcity poses no obstacle: she is inventive and self-

sufficient, and her perception is all that matters. When she sees a picture of “the daughter of 

the American billionaire [Vanderbilt]…in an evening gown,” she heads to the beauty salon 

and dyes her hair red, thus enabling herself “to ascend one more rung on the ladder that was 

bringing her closer to the gleaming paradise of promenading billionaires’ daughters,” for in 

her mind, they “can’t hold a candle to housewife Shchukina.”333 Ellochka’s effort to not simply 

keep up, but outdo the Vanderbilt heiress is comical insofar as it is nonsensical, but it is also an 

exercise in perception and re-orientation. Ellochka sees potential in her husband’s new jacket 

or some old chairs sold at auction, and in her perception of these hand-me-downs lies the 

potential to achieve a lifestyle akin to those outlined in Western magazines. Ellochka rebels 

against the stark conditions of Soviet society through her self-sure performance—indeed, 

belief—that a Soviet housewife is equal to, if not better than, an American heiress.  

Unlike Lapis and Polykhaev, Ellochka resists Sovietspeak by performing its opposite. 

There is, however, a kind of equivalence in their difference: Ellochka’s invented “aristocratic” 

speech and Sovietspeak are both particular, stylized forms of communication based in 

extreme forms of culture. The key distinction, and their greatest point of divergence, is the 

intent. Sovietspeak is weighty and prescriptive. Ellochka’s speech is terse, trendy, and rooted 
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in resistance. Her inability to see anything at face value demonstrates a complex perspective; 

she does not look straight on at her object, be it a jacket, some chairs, or an ideal—no, it is as if 

she looks through it, perceiving here and now its unrealized potential, its future as something 

else.  

Trickster speech is, of course, not explicitly concerned with material things; it also 

takes up, rephrases, and ultimately restructures settings and circumstances. The trickster 

resists orders and hierarchies by unmaking them; the trickster calls into question what is 

accepted as a given, and in so doing, makes the familiar seem queer. Here it is useful to recall 

that the joy of exodic laughter is a form of disturbance, for “to make things queer is… to disturb 

the order of things,” wherein “order” can be “certain times, spaces, and directions,” as well as 

the legacies of those categories, physical and figurative.334 Bender’s krilatie frazy do just this; 

throughout The Twelve Chairs, Bender expresses his excitement and notes flashes of 

inspiration with the phrase: “liod tronulsia”—“the ice is breaking up!” This exclamation is a 

literal expression of disorder, a reflection of the disruption of the trick and the trickster 

themselves, for the breaking of ice is a fracturing of a unified whole. The trickster’s disruption 

need not be confined to their physical, geographical reality. The disruption can take place in 

the social order at hand, or it can be a disruption of an idea. Throughout The Little Golden Calf, 

Bender dreams of escape from the Soviet Union to a distant, leisurely life of white pants and 

warmth—an idealized life elsewhere—and so he frequently voices dissatisfaction with his 

Soviet geolocation through the repeated phrase “Niet, eto ne Rio-de-Zhaneiro”— “This is no Rio 

de Janeiro.”  
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These utterances challenge face-value, that is, “head on” perception and instead look 

through, beyond, or around an object. They contain a common undercurrent of a desire for 

something else or somewhere else. This is, in its own right, a rejection of heterosexual culture 

and [thus] heteronormativity, which emphasize continuation and replication of 

institutionalized practices and traditions that are deemed acceptable.335 Because 

heteronormativity penetrates “almost every aspect of the forms and arrangement of social life: 

nationality, the state, and the law; commerce, medicine, and education; as well as in the 

conventions and affects of narrativity.” queer culture is necessarily a “world making project,” 

wherein language plays a key role in the creation and projection of a longed-for elsewhere.336  

The trickster’s form of language is too imprecise to merit placement on a Soviet 

placard; each expression aims to enact movement—figurative or literal—away from 

prescribed (heteronormative) modes and onwards toward an alternate existence. Ellochka’s 

speech diverges from Soviet codes and intends to cultivate a chic lifestyle. Bender’s line “Do I 

really look like a person who could have relatives?” rejects—and laughs at—normative 

kinship modes and asserts a unique and untethered sense of self. And that constant refrain, 

“Liod tronulsia,” the breaking up of ice, captures a change in states of matter—a shift away 

from rigid homogeneity.  Likewise, the dissonance between where he is in reality and the ideal 

of Rio de Janeiro (a city renowned for its Carnival celebrations no less!), expresses the tension 

between what is and what might yet be.  
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Far from the verbose prescriptive pronouncements of the state apparatus, the 

trickster’s slogans are emotive utterances of desire, longing, and projection. The undercurrent 

of desire is key; it is a call back to the concept of the “wild” invoked elsewhere in this 

dissertation: wildness is “a way of being” built upon disordered desire.337 In other words, 

wildness is a challenge to “unbuild the world” that one inhabits and “unmake its relentless 

commitment to the same.”338 This unmaking, this “unbuilding” in language and in practice—

this is what Soviet tricksters do. Through their communication of physical and ideological 

distance from the regime, they express a form of longing for something or somewhere 

“beyond,” and thus look beyond and resist institutionally organized realms and modes of 

being. Because they do not recognize authority, they can laugh and look upon it, saying, as 

Ellochka does: “Don’t teach me how to live.” 

 

Queer Orientations and the State 

Elsewhere I have discussed to the Soviet authorities’ cruel, militaristic understanding of 

humorous language. In contrast to Lunacharsky’s call for laughter that impels social 

conformity, I read the laughter inspired by these satirical novels as a force that causes readers 

to re-consider, and, in turn, re-orient themselves towards the object of laughter. The entire 

diptych paints an attractive picture of a life lived outside of the rule of law. Compliance, it 

seems, is simply no fun. Crime pays all kinds of dividends, however, and indeed, in early 

Soviet society, organized crime was sometimes more organized than the ruling order. Ilf and 

Petrov attend to this feature of Soviet life in The Little Golden Calf: Shura Balaganov, one of the 

traveling tricksters in the Antelope-Gnu, organizes a conference of imposters. Because too 
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many people have assumed false identities and masquerade as relatives of heroes of the 

revolution, there aren’t enough benefits (i.e., handouts) to go around. It’s hard to hack it as an 

imposter. The “market” was “in chaos” because it was oversaturated; “the supply of relatives 

actually exceeded demand,” and so “the necessity for reform was palpable.”339 Balaganov, who 

presents himself the “firstborn son” of Lieutenant Schmidt, decides to take action. He calls 

together a quorum of the revolutionary hero’s fake children in “the hope that the brothers 

would find some common ground and, finally, work out a treaty.”340 The terms of the treaty 

ensured each imposter could lead an uncontested existence in a pre-assigned region: “the 

entire Union of Republics was to be broken up into thirty-four utilization districts, based on 

the number of [false children] who had shown up. Each district would be granted long-term to 

one child for his or her own use. None of the members of the corporation would have the right 

to cross the borders and encroach on foreign territory for the purpose of making money.”341 

Each imposter receives their assignment according to a random drawing.  

The democratic and egalitarian proceedings and terms of this imposter treaty paint a 

positive picture of the criminal world, and this is because of the influence of the trickster. “The 

ability to collapse opposites, to marry the high and the low … is central” to the “fluidity of 

[their] identity,” and that is why Balaganov can create a functioning constituent assembly of 

rule breakers who devise, and agree to, their own set of rules.342 Sense is lost and regained in 

this topsy-turvy world—the upside-down realm of the trickster—for order is subject to 
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disorder and made whole again. There is a kind of joy in this reclamation, and even a 

hopefulness. In this place of collapsed opposites, the old adage does not apply, for there is, in 

fact, honor among thieves. 

The exodic laughter engendered by Ilf and Petrov inspires deviation—the reader 

encounters various characters and scenes like the above that unsettle or problematize the 

rhetorical picture of Soviet society as fully functioning, egalitarian, and rational. In turn, the 

reader “deviates” from the Party line insofar as they, too, look aside, around, or askance at the 

prescribed image of Soviet life. Unlike the externally aimed attacks of Efimov’s caricature, Ilf 

and Petrov look internally towards the Soviet person and Soviet society, and the affective 

charge of their humor is positive. The reader derives pleasure from bearing witness to and 

vicariously taking part in “crooked” behavior and situations, like Balaganov’s 1928 conference 

of imposters, or Sitzchairman Funt’s decades of silent deceit.  

The satirical works of Ilf and Petrov’s call out and make plain what the normative view 

doesn’t allow; their texts expose so much more than the view from “straight on” could ever 

show. And this is where the multiple meanings of the trickster’s creative expression force their 

interlocutors—those in the text as well as the readers—to reflect and sort through the multi-

valence of their speech. When a member of the Antelope-Gnu gang, Panikovsky the goose 

thief, argues his case at the imposter conference for a favorable geographical assignment, he 

justifies his need by saying: “I’m a family man: I’ve got two families.”343  

The myriad perspectives opened up through such instances of deviation lead not to 

excision or erasure, but accumulation and aggregation. Just as the trickster figure is 

simultaneously multiple, the laughter the trickster inspires appreciates multiplicity. Laughter 
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is a logical mode of queer articulation; it “targets everyday practices and values by playing 

with expectations. It puts the finger on nodes of tension to poke fun at norms and rules, rebel 

against them, exacerbate potential dissensus, or endorse escapism.”344 Humor is rooted in 

perspective; “the comic results from … a mismatch between things that are simultaneously 

perceived.”345 The “crooked” behavior of Ilf and Petrov’s characters invites the reader not only 

to attend to disparity, but to participate in its production, and therein lies not simply an 

acknowledgement of the true state of things (life, of course, does not align with Soviet posters 

and slogans), but also the freedom to find catharsis and pleasure in acknowledging (and even 

taking part in) this misalignment.  

In Lunacharsky’s assessment of the role of laughter, instances of disparity are 

deviations, and thus pose a problem—they are useless detours on the road to Communism, a 

wrench in the gears of the social progress machine that seeks to build the world as it ought to 

be.346 These deviations from the straight and narrow are effectively “useless” or “purposeless” 

wandering. And here I invoke that principal metaphor of the exodic—the wilderness—for its 

indefinite contours as a place of potential. Soviet authorities saw in such uncertainty nothing 

but an impasse, which, to borrow Laura Berlant’s phrasing, “is a holding station that doesn’t 

hold but opens out into anxiety, that dogpaddling around a space whose contours remain 
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obscure.”347 The exodic, and in turn, exodic laughter tempers that anxiety with joy; it 

embraces the vastness of uncertainty and re-configures it as potential. 

 

(Un)Building Barriers 

I have said throughout that exodic laughter is a liberating force. In terms of its representation 

in the text, Ilf and Petrov point to liberation by rejecting actual physical barriers and traps. 

The aforementioned Alexander Yakovlevich, or Alkhen, the manager and director of the 

Second Stargorod Social Security Home, is an extension of Soviet authority by virtue of his 

post. He is not a trickster, insofar as there is no performance, no artistry, indeed practically no 

deception to his theft of state goods. He saves the choicest food for himself and his brothers, 

while the boarders receive scraps—the abuse of his role is straightforward. In other 

straightforward terms, he is a stickler for order and rigid alignment: in the bedroom of the 

Social Security Home, “little trunks stood under the beds,” with “exactly one-third of each 

trunk sticking out in front” as Alkhen liked everything “to be arranged with military 

precision.”348 It is unsurprising, then, that Alkhen is exceedingly deferential to authority, and 

for this reason he does not question when an unannounced visitor—Ostap Bender posing as a 

safety inspector from the Department of Fire Security— insists on a tour of the home to see all 

of the chairs.    

Alkhen’s attention to order and submission to authority positions him as a servant of 

the state, certainly, but most interesting of all, I believe, is his passion for door fittings. “By dint 
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of great effort,” he equips “each and every door with spring in the widest possible variety of 

systems and fashions.  

 
There were quite simple springs in the form of an iron rod. There were pneumatic 
door closers with cylindrical brass pumps. There were apparati on blocks and pulleys, 
with heavy little bags of shot hanging from them. There were even springs with such 
complicated constructions that the Social Security Home repairman could only shake 
his head in amazement. All these cylinders, springs, and counterweights were 
possessed of a mighty power. Doors slammed shut with the alacrity of a mousetrap. 
The entire house shook from the door mechanisms’ action.349  
 

These elaborate door fittings prevent free and easy movement. They seek to close open 

spaces, and they do so violently. Alkhen’s alignment with authority translates to stricture and 

structure in the organization of his own world. Bender, the Soviet trickster, an instantiation of 

Pan, proceeds through the space “sullen as a storm cloud.”350 His displeasure and discomfort 

in this space bound up in barriers robs him of his casual cool; the encounter in the Social 

Security Home concludes with a blow to the backside as the heavy oak door shuts behind him. 

 Ilf and Petrov link authority to closed doors and barricades elsewhere in their oeuvre. 

The second epigraph to this chapter, a denunciation of barriers, follows an extensive aside 

from the omnipotent narrator of The Twelve Chairs on the “problem of closed doors.”351 One of 

the most pressing closed door issues is that of the circus: “Three thousand people have to get 

into the circus in ten minutes through a single double door, of which only one side is open. 

The remaining ten sets of doors, specifically constructed to let in large crowds of people, are 

                                                
349 Fisher, The Twelve Chairs, 93.  
 
350 Fisher, The Twelve Chairs, 97.  
 
351 Fisher, The Twelve Chairs, 336.  
 



158 
 

closed.”352 The narrative voice then goes on to lament that “if there is no possible way to hang 

a door somewhere…then disguised doors of all descriptions are put into action: 1. Barriers 2. 

Sawhorses 3. Overturned park benches 4. Forbidding signs 5. Twine.”353 One can draw many 

conclusions from these passages: the narrative voice intimates the Soviet Union is like a 

circus; impediments to freedom of movement (and by extension, expression) are deemed 

necessary by the state; and the whole business is not only silly, but dangerous. Ilf and Petrov’s 

rejection of barriers and other impediments to freedom is clear; their resistance to (Soviet) 

authority is implied: “Barriers are all the rage in institutions.”354 Their takedown of literal 

barriers participates in an unbuilding of the world as it is in service of an unfettered—queer—

existence that could be. “The queer world is a space of entrances, exits, unsystematized lines 

of acquaintance, projected horizons, [and] alternate routes,”355 

As they demand the takedown of benches and barriers and balk at the concept of door 

frames and traps, Ilf and Petrov laugh in the face of the authorities who would close off and 

collapse the potential for exploration and expression. In so doing, they make a mockery of the 

weaponization of laughter championed by the likes of Lunacharsky. And yet even the 

Commissar of Enlightenment couldn’t deny the disarray of Soviet society: “Ilf and Petrov in 

The Twelve Chairs sneer and scoff … not by castigating, but by simply howling with full-

throated laughter at the swamp over which the revolution strides in its seven-league boots.”356 
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But like Ellochka, Bender, Funt and the tricksters of their texts, Ilf and Petrov drew upon “real 

life meetings, encounters, complaints, and letters to the editor that sought to “condemn all 

that is bad, incongruous, reminiscent of the old regime, mercantile, ugly and stupid,” found, 

instead, an untapped comic potential—a delight in the disruption.357  

At the time that Ilf and Petrov were writing these novels—1927 through 1931—Stalin 

had already assumed power, and his campaign to align all of Soviet life with his personal 

vision had already begun.  Lunacharsky’s desire to see cultural production as an instrument of 

cultural education and correction was aggressively appropriated and expanded by Stalin in 

the formulation of his cult of personality. The authorities needed to “function as a ‘machinery 

for encoding the flow of the masses’ desires.’”358 This programmatic approach to art would 

find its fullest expression in the doctrine of Socialist Realism, and in turn, state laughter.  

Exodic laughter, as I have asserted throughout, is state laughter’s antithesis and 

antidote. And so, while historical fact tells us that Stalinization erected barricades and seized 

control of cultural production for a time, readers’ enduring affection for The Twelve Chairs and 

The Little Golden Calf (and their krilatie frazy) speaks to the power and longevity of a more 

inclusive worldview. Ilf and Petrov’s novels look inward; their self-awareness manifests as 

self-expression, not self-correction.  They offer liberation from imposed boundaries—a 

limitless sense of potential—and they spark joy. This is not only because they are actually 
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funny, but also because, unlike state laughter, which laughs for and instead of the people, Ilf 

and Petrov simultaneously laugh at and with Soviet citizenry. 



161 
 

Conclusion 

Over the course of the preceding pages, I have striven to show how Yiddish and Russophone 

literature of the early Soviet era was marked by common anxieties concerning personal 

liberties and modes of being under increasingly authoritarian rule. Those texts that did not 

fully align with shifting political tides constituted, in their turn, a literature of resistance. And 

of these resistant texts, those that embraced a multiplicity of characters, marginal identities 

and settings, linguistic creativity, and unfinalized narratives form a distinct subset of early 

Soviet literature that I have termed ‘exodic.’ In summary, then, exodic literature is a 

constellation of de-stabilizing forces—in both form and content—that co-operate and create a 

literary body of resistance to early Soviet state sanctioned prescription. So, to bring it back to 

the big question: Why does this literature matter? 

The Soviet Union was, in its infancy, a big unwieldy mass of distinct nations—with 

their distinct cultural practices and concerns—forcibly fused into a unit. To speak about the 

early Soviet Union, then, is to speak of heterogeneity, violence, contradiction, and co-

operation. And prior to the rigid implementation of homogenizing (Russifying) forces, the 

unique circumstances of the young state facilitated the creation of pluralistic identities and 

often conflicting practices or modes of being. Indeed, the newly Sovietized person was asked 

to be many things at once; the fusion of the Soviet with the sense of self that existed before 

necessarily forced shifts in perspective. The new plurality of the self and promised political 

potential that the Soviet person experienced was, in essence, queer.  

This queerness is triply important. Firstly, it aids in the articulation of this challenging, 

indeed, fluid period of time; it is a useful descriptor for the exodic era. The Soviet project 
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began with promises of liberty—personal and political—that gradually slipped away in stride 

with time’s march into the 30s. During the 1920s, forms of self-expression born out of self-

exploration were not yet tightly controlled; the avant-garde flourished, capitalism was 

(confusingly) implemented to aid the construction of Communism (NEP), and non-Russian 

languages and cultures were granted official status alongside Russian. Amid so many changes, 

a magnificent, imprecise kind of art fueled by an entanglement of allegiances appeared. This 

art reflected not only how early Soviet citizens were living through these changes, but also 

how they thought through the dizzying potential of an uncharted future. Simultaneously, the 

struggle for succession following Lenin’s stroke in 1922 and eventual death in 1924 saw the 

gradual tightening of control within the Bolshevik Party. The resultant tension between the 

relative freedom of early Soviet citizens and the increasingly concentrated will to power 

among state authorities led to a claustrophobic relationship between art, life, and the state. 

Following his election to the position of General Secretary to the Party on April 3, 1922, Stalin 

strove to fill the role of figurehead, consolidating power and culture into the 1930s. And still, 

for a time, the revolutionary ethos of free expression, reinvention, and reconsideration 

endured.  

Secondly, queerness captures the revolutionary force that fuels the texts examined 

here. Exodic literature resists the Stalinist resolutions (industrialization, collectivization, 

masculinization, and Russification) that would eventually reduce and constrain Soviet life to 

the humorless, patriarchal state of culture that crystallized in 1935. As queerness is 

misalignment, co-operative contradiction, inclusivity, and plurality, it is therefore a fitting 

overarching term that encapsulates how the exodic enacts its rejection of homogeneity, 

discipline, and singular authority. This dissertation has examined the various literary devices 

that interrogate, unsettle, and break down authoritarian structures.  These destabilizing 
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mechanisms are the constituent parts of exodic literature, and through their resistance to 

“should” and “must,” they espouse a democratic ethos and establish a framework of agency in 

the face of authority. The exodic resists because it insists upon multiplicity and the right to 

choose.  

Thirdly, and derivative of the revolutionary force articulated above, the queerness of 

the exodic is important because it attends to the marginality of the moment. And this is 

especially crucial, as it returns us to the bigger question of what the exodic does and why it 

matters: it balances out the relationship between the minority and the majority. The intent of 

the revolution was to de-center and de-stabilize authority, and at the very beginning of the 

Soviet state, steps were taken to pursue this goal. State subsidization of non-Russian 

languages and cultures and distribution of power across various seats of government served to 

reduce the political and cultural concentration of power in Russian land and Russian hands. 

Korenizatsiia (indigenization) and the establishment of capitals throughout the various SSRs 

were two initiatives that helped to bring the outside in; this is the power of exodic queerness—

inclusivity.  

And still, too often the early Soviet period is analyzed through a Russo-centric lens. In 

reply, this dissertation’s intent is to highlight the queerness of the circumstances—and the 

citizens—of the early Soviet Union, and pull non-Russophone voices more fully into focus. To 

this point, I have elevated texts in Yiddish—an official language of the Soviet Union—to a 

place of equal prominence in the dissertation in order to establish it on equal footing with the 

Russophone texts. Moreover, I have attended to Jewish literary culture and its tropes and 

mechanisms to demonstrate its deep entanglement with the majority Russian culture and 

even its influence upon it. Aided by a queer lens, I insist upon the equal consideration of non-
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Russian Soviet literatures because they are, inevitably, bound up in the convoluted tapestry of 

the Soviet Union.  

In chapter one, I look to texts that address the violence of the revolution and civil war 

that characterize the beginning of the exodic period (1917 – 1922), as well as the violence of the 

later policies of collectivization (1927 – 1930). In this chapter, I lay out the force of the Soviet 

exodic as a mode of deconstruction through consideration of construction proper. Reading a 

Russian and Yiddish text side by side, I analyze literary architectural topoi and their inability 

to become or stay erect because their composition is unstable on violent foundations. I also 

call out the importance of gender and the frailty of a binary understanding of that category. 

To overcome these structural failures and frailties, I show how queerness posits a non-binary, 

inclusive, aggregate sense of being as a space of hope. My analysis of the works of Platonov 

and Markish in chapter one both establishes and models my larger theoretical model—a 

toppling of violent or authoritarian structure and queer heuristics as antidote—to establish 

the broader ethos of the Soviet exodic and illustrate its undercurrent of optimism. 

Chapter 2 turns to the entanglement of place, people, and policy with a multifaceted 

sense of self. The Stalinist policies of industrialization and Russification are the historical 

backdrop for Moyshe Kulbak’s novel Zelmenyaner (written and published over 1929 – 1935), a 

text which considers the variable contours and practices of Soviet Jewish identity. In the 

novel, the importance of environment is not strictly a question of personal development; it 

also holds great ecological importance. Literary formation and representation of the ideal 

Soviet man was already underway, and the masculinization of the ideal Soviet culture hero 

aligned directly with state rhetoric on industrialization—the feminine earth was to be 

penetrated and dominated. With such language, state rhetoric assumed a gendered, 

heteronormative quality. Kulbak’s Zelmenyaner clan and the natural world they live in resist 
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the call to heteronormativity by blurring boundaries. Gender roles and nature alike prove to 

be slippery and inconstant; the most “masculine” and Soviet of all is Tonke, a Jewish woman, 

and nature does not succumb to penetration so that it might produce, but rather congeals and 

stalls production. These fluid figures—human and non-human—are an indirect response to 

the figure of the Socialist Realist hero—a man who tames the elements. Kulbak thus plays 

with the Soviet ideal, yet only approximates Socialist Realism. The asymptotic aspect of 

Kulbak’s failed culture heroes demonstrates the cruel, uncompromising insistence of Socialist 

Realism on Russian masculinity. Moreover, it serves as introduction and springboard to the 

trope’s antithesis and the culmination of queer resistance—and the focus of chapter 3—the 

Soviet trickster.  

Not a hero, but rather an idea, the trickster figure is an entire realm “that entails no 

obligations.”359 Their elision of boundaries renders them boundless, and thus at home in the 

wilderness, for they are effectively the embodiment of wild space. They are “constantly 

underway,” and therefore “at home while underway…the road being understood not as a 

connection between two definite points…but as a particular world.”360 This world is composed 

not of straight lines, but rather crooked, meandering, intersecting paths—the wilderness is, 

after all, off the grid. This is the realm of Ilf and Petrov’s comedic diptych, The Twelve Chairs 

and The Little Golden Calf, novels of the road full of treasure hunts and absurd stunts. Among 

the exodic texts explored in this dissertation, Ilf and Petrov’s novels are the most explicitly 

critical of state power. They take on state institutions and incentives broadly, including Soviet 

housing authorities, the New Economic Policy, construction of the Trans-Siberian railway, 
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and cafeterias. Published in 1928 and 1931, respectively, these texts look back through the 

storied creation of the Soviet state and, simultaneously, ahead towards a longed-for 

elsewhere, be it Rio de Janeiro, the capitalist West, or a lengthy and lucrative stint behind 

bars.  And so the perspectives of these novels are open, ever changing, and if traced, would 

constitute a wavy wandering both reminiscent and demonstrative of the misalignment of this 

dissertation’s theoretical guide: queer phenomenology.  

The “organization of everyday under communism” drew upon the power of art to 

assist in the “disciplining, reshaping, and molding [of] the human organism”; consequently, 

artistic and bodily resistance were necessarily intertwined.361 Gesture, language, and other 

forms of corporeal presentation or performance against the grain of what should be inevitably 

became political acts. The aesthetic became “any means of the production of affect and effects 

on the senses,” and thus was a mediating mechanism between “politics and the human 

organism” and a means of “politically manipulating ‘the way the body dwells’.”362  

 In such a crucible of culture and control, it was inevitable that literature with an aim to 

resistance would engage the body as both site and system for pushback. Indeed, language is a 

resistant body in itself: exodic literature responds to state power not solely through its 

representation of bodies in the text, but also through the body of the text. To be more 

precise—exodic texts are marked by peculiar forms of language that serve to flesh out and 

give texture to the work at hand. They are not expressed in staid prose or precise poetic forms, 

no; exodic texts are queer in their means of presentation. In chapter 1, I examined the mangled, 

mournful mouthfuls of Markish and Platonov. These authors, though writing in different 
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languages and responding to different kinds of violence, equally manipulate language to make 

it strange and complicate comprehensibility. In so doing, they replicate the struggle to express 

the inexpressible. In chapter 2, language is manifold—though Yiddish is the primary medium, 

it is sometimes explicitly—and always implicitly—in dialogue with Hebrew, Russian, and 

Belarusian. As these languages co-exist and co-operate on the page, their linguistic collision 

collapses the sacred into the profane, and the Soviet secular into Jewish tradition. This medley 

of tongues, in turn, replicates the pluralistic form of self-expression that characterizes the 

experience of the Soviet Jew. Lastly, in chapter 3, the language of the trickster speaks back to 

the language of the state by flipping its very forms; Sovietspeak is formal, often verbose, and 

didactic; the language of the trickster is informal, frequently terse, and has no moral lesson. In 

its topsy-turvy treatment of Soviet expression, then, the trickster’s language re-creates the 

trickster’s very purpose: to challenge and unmake orders and structure. It is for this reason 

that the trickster, as the most directly critical, is likewise the culmination of resistance—for 

they are inherently queer—they are resistance embodied.  

The trickster serves to point out that there is really no point. Where the trickster is 

present, the binary of right or wrong no longer holds. Bender’s tricks do not break the rules; 

they simply make the rules disappear: having no knowledge of chess, he is accepted as a 

grandmaster; with no artistic training or talent, he is employed as an artist. Bender’s charisma 

and courage are sufficiently convincing that they unmake norms, at least temporarily. 

Likewise, the material poverty in which Ellochka exists has no bearing on her self-perception 

as an icon of high society. Aggregate, inclusive, and joyful, their queer behavior and the 

resultant laughter expose hierarchies as hollow, and thus capable of being filled by something 

else. The trickster resists and replaces normative schemas with their own robust “expressions 

and modifications of an essentially dynamic, and therefore relationally inessential” kind of 
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existence.363 The artistry of trickery—constant performance and constant movement—stays 

out of reach of the homogenizing force of Soviet power that grew ever more insistent by 1935. 

The full throated laughter of the Soviet trickster is an expression of freedom, and in its 

rejection of rule bound order, it implicitly rejects the culture hero of Socialist Realism, a trope 

whose creation was well underway underway by the mid 1920s. As noted elsewhere in this 

dissertation, Boris Groys has attended to the classical heritage of Socialist Realism and its 

pursuit of a Hellenistic mode of unity through a totalizing aesthetic-political project.364  The 

Socialist Realist hero, like Achilles, is governed by an order akin to the structured world of The 

Iliad. In either paradigm—classical or the alleged neo-classicism of Socialist Realism—life 

takes shape based upon the “inherent laws which govern the particular hero in question... The 

hero is not tricked or seduced by a particular death-daimon. The power that lures him to his 

death is originally in him.”365 The hero of the epic or Socialist Realism, then, moves as if on 

rails; their trajectory is inescapable, and a reflection of a unitary world order.  

The Pan-like Soviet trickster does not fit into such a world, for they are disorder. And 

the crooked, wavy, everywhereness of the trickster’s world is what Ilf and Petrov trace in their 

novels of the road, wherein tricksters haphazardly traverse Soviet territory. It is likewise what 

Markish and Platonov deconstruct in their architecturally absurd articulations of state power 

and violence, and it is what the Zelmenyaner clan experiences over the course of their 

continued displacement, both internal and geographical. This latter point is particularly 

salient. While it is perhaps most pronounced in the Zelmenyaners’ negotiation of Soviet 
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364 “Party leaders' positive attitude toward the classical heritage was a source of later Stalinist 
definitions of socialist realism,” and artists were expected to be thoughtfully involved “in the shaping 
of reality within a unitary, collectively executed project.” Boris Groys, The Total Art of Stalinism, 38.  
 
365 Karl Kerényi, Hermes Guide of Souls, 6. 
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Jewishness, all texts discussed in this dissertation reflect an entanglement between space and 

self. As Sara Ahmed tells us: “The body might be reoriented if the hand that reaches out finds 

something to steady an action. Or the hand might reach out and find nothing, and might grasp 

instead the indeterminacy of air…They are moments in which you lose on perspective, but the 

“loss” itself it not empty or waiting; it is an object, thick with presence.”366 These actions—

groundings, departures, arrivals, losses, and gains are the stuff of selfhood: “The body emerges 

from this history of doings,” and it is queer in its disruptive, disordered trajectory.367 

Laughter, too, plays a role in orienting and disorienting. The trickster’s hypermobility 

and hyper-performativity shock, delight, unsettle and please those around them. The laughter 

of their performance—the trickster’s own and the laughter they induce—is multi-purpose. 

For the state it is a weapon. For the trickster, the reader, and the one laughing, it is an 

expression of freedom and a pleasurable reconsideration of its object. This is the queering 

power of Ilf and Petrov. Their characters physically wander the Soviet world calling out 

contradictions—the inherent disorder of Soviet order—laughing as they go. The trickster’s 

laughter is their power; their joyful embrace of contradiction enables them to point out 

paradox and simultaneously be one.  

Although the trickster is the culmination of revolution through their embodiment of 

queer resistance, they are, of course, not the sole possessor of the power to speak back to 

power, nor the only queer force outlined in this dissertation. The Zelmenyaners are a clan on 

the move, and as they negotiate gendered, political, and social expectations in “wild” ways, 

they assert an aggregate identity as a means of resistance to reductive, homogenizing force.  

Peretz Markish’s poetry howls, rages, and spits in the face of traditional structure, breaking 

                                                
366 Sara Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology, 157-158. 
 
367 Ahmed, 158. 
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the rules of physics, language, and death in order to present life for what it is—broken, 

crooked, and yet still possible to salvage. Platonov’s prose, likewise, quietly performs the 

paradox of building communism through its presentation of projects of destruction. And yet 

he, too, leaves room for reclamation. These texts must express hope, for they embrace 

uncertainty in order to resist reduction of their experiences. As they wander through the 

wilderness—the crooked and contradictory experience of early Soviet life—these exodic texts 

and characters touch, and in turn topple, the rhetorical alignment and rigid order of the 

Soviet system. In so doing, they destabilize, reorient, and queer the early Soviet experience. 

For if “to make things queer is…to disturb the order of things,” exodic expression—a stance of 

resistance—is, at its very core, a queering force. 
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