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PREFACE

This Preface is also a health warning. It explains the purpose of this study partly
to account for areas not covered in it.

In exploring the significance of religious ideas and images in Soviet fiction
publishéd in the years following the fall of Khrushchev and before glasnost’
came fully into its own, I do not claim to offer a definitive interpretation of the
texts. My purpose has not been literary ‘theology’. Nor, for that matter, has it
been analysis in the sense that modern literary theory tends to understand it. I
have not sought to dismantle the structure of narratives, or to expose the
pattern of constant relationships within them. Instead, I have tried to retrieve
what may be an important, if at times hidden, level of meaning in each work,
inviting the reader to consider its implications in the context of a coherent piece
of literature. Some account has been taken of the ‘intertextual’ aspect of the
works covered, their discourse with other writings of the nineteenth and early
twentiéth centuries. However, this has been introduced only where it serves to
exemplify religious perspectives in the novels or stories discussed.

In order to highlight what may be the most salient dilemma of philosophical
and religious thought in Soviet prose of the late 1960s, 1970s, and early 1980s,
the study has been framed in a long-standing anthropological controversy over
the nature and origins of religion. The two schools of thought in question
(represented by Edward B. Tylor and Emile Durkheim) differ over whether
religion should be understood as a psychological or a sociological phenom-
enon. The divergence arises on the basis of studies carried out on ‘primitive’
religious cultures in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Today,
as religion continues to be entangled with problems of ethnicity and political
allegiance, the questions posed by the Tylor-Durkheim debate retain a striking
pertinence.

After the 1917 Revolution atheism was promulgated as official Soviet
doctrine. Thereafter, until the arrival of glasnost’ in the late 1980s, authors
seeking to touch upon religious issues had only their intuitions, oral tradition,
and scant available reading to fall back on. Religious teaching was illegal and
writers were obliged to start from scratch. Consequently, their experience of
the religious impulse at times displayed a more spontaneous or ‘primitive’
quality than in societies where religious institutions had remained un-
threatened by ideology and the state. A comparison between the independent
religious vision of Soviet writers and that reflected in undeveloped religious



cults may also help to reveal tensions generically inherent in many, if not all,
religious traditions. Not least, it was a vision which served as a model for
subsequent political reorientation and new discourse under perestroika.

In transliteration, I have followed conventions set by the Library of Congress
with one small modification: the Russian letters —s, —e and —€ are all expressed
by the English —e. I have retained the standard English spelling of names of
Russian writers and academics who live and publish in the West (e.g. Brodsky,
Pospielovsky, Yanov).

Sections of Chapters 3, 9, and 10 have been included in the following articles:

Irena Maryniak, ‘Truthseekers, Godbuilders or Culture Vultures? Some Sup-
plementary Remarks on Religious Perspectives in Modern Soviet Literature’,
Religion in Communist Lands, 16 (1988), 227-36.

Irena Maryniak, ‘Valentin Rasputin, die neue Rechte und das Religiose’,
Osteuropa, No. 3 (1990), pp. 210-18.

Irena Maryniak, ‘The New God-builders’, in Ideology in Russian Literature,
ed. by Richard Freeborn and Jane Grayson (London: Macmillan, 1990),
pp. 188-204.

I am particularly grateful to Jane Grayson and Geoffrey Hosking of the
School of Slavonic and East European Studies, London, for their generous
suggestions and comments while the book was being researched. My thanks
also go to Martin Dewhirst, Arnold McMillin, and Judith Vidal-Hall for their
invaluable remarks, and to Michael Branch for bibliographical suggestions
which decisively affected the shape of this study. The staff of Index on
Censorship and Keston College offered patient support. A term at St Antony’s
College, Oxford, ensured that the first draft was indeed written. My parents,
Wanda and Andrzej Jeziorski, were consistently encouraging. Marek
Maryniak displayed characteristic tolerance and understanding, and did every-
thing to ensure that the work was completed.
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RELIGION, MYTH, AND THE SOVIET NOVEL






CHAPTER 1

THE RELIGIOUS IMPULSE AND THE NARRATED TALE

The spectacle of religious practice past and present is a puzzle and a humiliation
for human intelligence, Henri Bergson remarked in The Two Sources of
Morality and Religion (1935):
Experience may indeed say ‘that is false’, and reasoning ‘that is absurd’. Humanity
only clings all the more to the absurdity and that error [. . .].

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

As nominally religious groups continue to fuel terrorism and genocide in the
post-Cold War world, Bergson’s comment has a disturbing and salutary ring. In
conditions of social and economic hardship, religious affiliation seems inextri-
cably linked to discrimination, intimidation and war. Since the disintegration
of the Soviet Union in 1991, religion in Eastern and Southern Europe, and
Central Asia, has come to be indistinguishably identified with ethnic and
national loyalties. Yet for all the historical evidence indicating the perilous
effect religions can have in the social and political arena, their influence is
scarcely diminished.

Sporadically ruthless attempts within the Soviet ideocracy to stifle religious
sentiment and superimpose ideological structures on religious ones showed
that in ostensibly atheist social environments religious faith continues to
flourish underground.? ‘Democratization’, when it came, brought with it a
revival of old religious monopolies, a market for eccentrics and fringe religious
cults, and the threat of conflict as religions became embroiled in the process of
national, political, and social self-definition.? The revival of religious funda-
mentalism, racism, and virulent nationalism which has followed the dissolution
of the Soviet Empire is symptomatic of the loss of ideology and identity, and
reflects a hazy nostalgia for the intellectual, emotional, and social framework
which the communist system once offered. Religious and tribal loyalties offer
distinctions in an intellectual and political environment where familiar outlines
have faded into chaos. They give an illusion of community where community
has been fractured.

In more stable, developed and ‘open’ societies, with an established tradition
of free expression and democratic politics, the need for security and self-
definition is not as urgent. The impulse to crystallize the group under a banner
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of religion, race, or national identity is less strong. In the West, modernity and
individualism have undermined the moral influence of religious teaching and
the strength of religious monopolies. In the eyes of many, they have discredited
the principle of religious allegiance altogether. But even here it remains
broadly true that religious institutions have maintained their role as inductors
into the community.*

Bergson formulated his explanation for the prevalence of the religious
phenomenon by proposing that religion, being co-extensive with our species,
must be inherent in our structure.5 The urge to create religious forms, he said,
reflects an instinct, a vital impulse which, combined with intelligence, ensures
man’s survival and his evolutionary development. It does so by activating in
man a defence mechanism which protects him from his own innate intelligence:
from those egotistical initiatives which could endanger the social structure.6 It
also shades him from the intellectual awareness of the inevitability of death,
and from a consciousness of the presence of forces outside his intelligence
which could hinder the achievement of ends he sets himself.? This instinctual
defensive reaction helps to preserve social unity, protects man from discour-
agement or fear, and is related to the faculty of imagination. In critical
conditions, the imagination opposes to intelligence the symbolic images or
representations which lie at the root of superstition and religion.® These are
produced by the act of ‘myth-making’ or ‘fiction’, Bergson writes.® Religion,
superstition, myths, and stories are aspects of an unconscious, defensive
psychological reflex to those cognitive powers which give man the ability to
realize the hopelessness of his estate.

Bergson’s interpretation of the psychological mechanics of spiritual and
literary creativity points to the connection which many cultural anthropologists
have made between the religious impulse and myth, or the narrated tale. Each
is an imaginatively ordered expression of the human condition: the formulation
in language of a complex of ideas which carries a meaning relating to the cosmic
structure and man’s position within it. And each is of necessity translated into
the cultural and moral language of the society in which it is rooted.

When considered in terms of Iurii Lotman’s semiotic definition of language
as any ordered communication system which employs signs, religion, and
narrative fall into a single category.1? Both are ‘secondary modelling systems’
or more sophisticated communication structures superimposed upon the sim-
ple, purely linguistic level of expression.!! They share a common foundation
(natural language), the same purpose (communication) and a like function as
carriers of meaning within a system which expresses relationships existing
between the natural or physical environment, and the psychic or spiritual
sphere.

The semiotic understanding of religion and narrative as similar means of
expression lends support to the view of writers who have seen in ‘mythical’
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narrative a direct expression of the religious sense — even if in common usage
the term ‘myth’ implies no more than a traditional story.!? Consider, for
example, Ernst Cassirer’s remark:

In the development of human culture we cannot fix a point where myth ends or
religion begins. In the whole course of its history religion remains indissolubly
connected and penetrated with mythical elements. On the other hand myth, even in
its crudest and most rudimentary forms, contains some motives that in a sense
anticipate the higher and later religious ideals. Myth is from its very beginning
potential religion.13

Religion and mythical (or traditional) fictional narratives have in common a
linguistic base and their role as modelling systems for information about
linkages between man and his world. If both are born of imagination, they also
demand an imaginative response. As textual structures they call for a creative
reply within the framework of the language system used. But because they
pertain to imagination, not experience, they can transcend the limitations of
knowledge, conditioning, and temporality. For why else should the Biblical,
Koranic, or ancient Vedic scriptures of India enjoy such continuing appeal in
the last decade of the twentieth century?

Claude Lévi-Strauss’s resistance to the idea that myths are informed by the
collective spirit of the society which breeds them, and his insistence on their
autonomous nature, hints at further reasons why mythical narratives might
stand the test of time.1* Myths teach us about the inner workings of the
societies from which they originate, but they are not bound by them, Lévi-
Strauss argues. Some stories recur irrespective of time and place. They give
access to a fundamental level of the mind, its ‘operational modes’.?S The
mythical narrative has a structural underpinning which reflects the inner
- workings of the mind, and of the body and the natural world. That is what
makes it last.16

The position Lévi-Strauss takes also suggests that traditional mythical
systems are more authentic and expressive of the structures intrinsic to the
mind than any lately rationalized ideological structures superimposed upon
them. This is particularly relevant to the rediscovery of mythological systems in
the writing which emerged from the Soviet Union in the twenty years before
perestroika. The myths which latter-day Soviet fiction revived perhaps reflec-
ted fundamental forms of thought surfacing from under the brittle layer of the
Leninist political vision.

In an article on Carl Gustav Jung’s views on the creative imagination, Sergei
Averintsev argues that there exists an objective mythological structure which a
piece of literature may, or may not, possess.!” The quality of myth is to be
found in primary patterns of ideas which lie at the base of the most complex
artistic structures: universal models which can be detected in the visual or
narrative formulations of the creative mind. 8
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Jung, of course, proposed some of the most far-reaching psychological
explanations of the existence of such models embracing myth, religion, dream,
fantasy and art. He considered the existence of unconnected, but recurring,
motifs and patterns in the myths and religious beliefs of peoples throughout the
globe, as well as in dreams and fantasies of people in the modern world
unfamiliar with mythology. He explained these recurrences in terms of a group
or ‘collective’ unconscious, existing beyond the bounds of the individual
psyche. From this level, he argued, issue ‘archetypal’ structures which a priori
determine the shape of human ideas.® Reaching the more surface level of the
conscious mind, the archetype is shaped into an image. And when formulated
externally, it has the power fully to absorb the attention. The gift of the artist
and of the seer is a special sensitivity to the archetype and to its most suitable
expression. 20

If art and literature are externalizations of the archetypes, so is myth: the
story or image which possesses a ‘typical’, timeless formula and touches on the
simplest, most deeply felt qualities of existence. Thomas Mann held, for
example, that what marks out the myth from a lesser narrative is a primary
formula present in life as in art, creating a connection between life and art:
between what is and the creative expression of what is.2! If that is so, then the
link which myth offers by presenting universally familiar experiences in a way
which gives them, and life itself, a satisfying pattern, suggests why it has been so
closely associated with religious structures.

Myth has been said to be an expression of man’s cosmic orientation,?2 to
‘express in action and drama what metaphysics and theology define dialecti-
cally’,23 ‘to narrate a sacred history’,24 and to establish norms for living.25 But,
in the end, the archetypal narrative must be defined by its function: to be the
cosmological, historical, and moral bridge between a temporal order and an
eternal order, arole it shares with religion.

While presenting a textual model by which life may be understood, the
mythological narrative makes demands. On the one hand it sets something
apart as sacred: the text itself, something or someone within it, or an idea. It
creates a polarity between that which is set apart as absolute, inviolable, and
that which is profane. On the other hand it calls for an unconditional suspen-
sion of disbelief, a revision of one’s sense of life’s linkages and, finally, action:
the endeavour to bring the sacred quality into the profane world. As Mircea
Eliade has suggested, myth may be a gesture towards the realization of the
eternal order within the temporal. It is an ‘exemplar history’, he writes, which
‘must [. . .] be seen in relation to primitive man’s tendency to effect a concrete
realization of an ideal archetype, to live eternity “experientially”” here and
now’.2¢ Eliade notes, too, that the urge to imitate a mythical archetype — to
have the profane world realize a transcendent reality — which he sees as
characteristic of traditional societies, may have parallels in some social and
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religious trends of the twentieth century: messianic movements, for instance.2’
In our own time, Lévi-Strauss said, myths are reborn ‘as ideologies or ““political
myths”’.28

There is a striking similarity, as Katerina Clark has observed, between the
mythological perception of the world outlined by Eliade and that mirrored in
the official rhetoric of the Soviet Union under Stalin. Eliade depicts a dual
sense of reality characteristic of primitive cultures, with traditional man
looking on the one hand to a mythic Great Time and, on the other, recognizing
the present as a form of profane time. The physical world gains its true quality
to the degree that it establishes communion with the higher reality.2® There
appears to be a neo-Platonic ethos in things: the sacred lives in myth, the
profane must find its way to becoming a part of the myth. A similar scheme
prevails in socialist realist literature. The Soviet novel, Clark has shown, is
characterized by an inherent paradox of form, a ‘modal schizophrenia’. It seeks
to juxtapose ‘what is’ and ‘what ought to be’, to combine two diametrically
opposed systems of evaluating the world: the imperfect, incomplete reality of
the here and now, and a perfect, harmoniously structured reality which is
immanent, attainable but not yet arrived.3° -

The traditional Soviet novel sought to be a mythological genre. It was to be
the textual foundation for a new ‘religious$’ culture in the making, providing an
accessible form for the promotion of Bolshevism as the ‘new orthodoxy’.3! In
addition, as Clark writes, it set out to bridge the gap between an imperfect
world order and a perfect one, according to a loosely specified model.32 In its
heyday, the Soviet novel’s dual role was to provide a parable for the working
out of Marxist-Leninist ideology in history, and to be a myth for maintaining
the social and political status quo.33

Mythology, according to the religious anthropologist Joseph Campbell, may
be identified by its four specific functions. One is to present a cosmology, an
image of the universe.3* Another is to validate an established order.35 A third
role is ‘the centering and harmonization of the individual’, traditionally
through the submission of the self to a higher authority.3¢ But the primary
function of ‘a living mythology’, Campbell writes, the ‘properly religious
function’, is ‘to waken and maintain in the individual an experience of the awe,
humility, and respect, in recognition of that ultimate mystery, transcending
names and forms, ‘“‘from which”, as we read in the Upanishads, ‘““words turn
back”’.37

The socialist realist novel proper fulfilled all the roles Campbell prescribes
for myth, with the exception of the last. It lacked, not an absolute (for its
narrative illustrated the all-encompassing Marxist-Leninist ideological struc-
ture), but the recognition of any point of reference beyond expression of
definition. Marxism-Leninism offered a doctrine which was social, historicist
and teleological.38 It purported to reveal the design of life, and offered a final
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answer to the purpose of human existence. This absolutist quality gave it some
characteristics of a religious orientation and, as Dimitry Pospielovsky has
suggested, may have encouraged their development.3®

Seventy years on from the October Revolution, however, experience
seemed to show that religion and Marxist-Leninist ideology were psycho-
logically incompatible. Both had claimed to be the basic structures on which
society is built. Both had sought to shape and constrain cultural life. Both
proffered an absolute order to the world.4® According to the former Soviet
dissident writer Aleksandr Zinov'ev, writing in 1981, the claim to supreme
authority over individual existence, which religion and ideology both made,
cloaked very-different modes of understanding and behaviour. Religious belief
penetrates the personality and is reflected in moral action, Zinov'ev declared.
Ideology is but a superficial garb donned for practical expediency:
Like religion, Communist ideology aspires to the role of spiritual pastor. But it is
[. . .] different from religion in principle. The psychological foundation of religion is
faith, that of ideology is its formal acceptance [...]. The phenomenon of faith is a
primary psychic state in the individual which presupposes no logical proofs or
empirical verifications of the things in which the individual believes, and which does
not presuppose external compulsion. It is an inner predisposition to ‘recognise’
something as really existing, true and necessary. [...] Faith is a capacity of man
which permits a religious development of the psyche and religious forms of
behaviour. [. . .] Ideology is something accepted by the mind and through conscious
or unconscious calculation of the consequences of one’s behaviour and of how to
acquire the best things in life. [...] Religion penetrates people’s souls and is
manifest in their behaviour. Ideology is a purely external element in people’s
behaviour and not behaviour itself. Their behaviour is determined by other forces,
by the laws of communality. Ideology gives them direction and justification, but
does not enter people’s souls. There is no inner demand for ideology.*!

As a rationalized construct superimposed on the psychology and on its
creative nature expressed in archetypes, ideology was bound to conflict with
art. For if art — particularly literature — is a system of communicative
expression, or a language rooted in the unconscious, then its relationship with
any ideological superstructure will confine and ultimately muzzle its voice.

While not being authentically ‘mythological’, socialist realist narrative also
lacked the qualities of a ‘literary’ text. In promoting an established doctrine it
could not — if one follows Lotman’s definition of art — be a ‘generator of
languages’, a complex of superimposed linguistic models in dialogue with one
another.*? The novel, Salman Rushdie argued in his Herbert Read Memorial
Lecture (1990), ‘has always been about the way in which different languages,
values and narratives quarrel, and about the shifting relations between
them’.43

During the critical and exploratory period in the development of Soviet
literature between the removal of Khrushchev in 1964 and the 1988 celebra-
tions of the Millennium of Christianity in Rus’, however, the range of ideas and
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languages in fiction proliferated remarkably. There was an increased tendency
among writers in the 1960s and 1970s to identify their characters by verbal
idiosyncrasies reflecting their personality and background. The critic Galina
Belaia has noted that the narrative voice shifted away from the omniscient
storyteller to independent personalities speaking from within the narrative
structure.4* Narrative statement, or diegesis, was slipping into dramatic imita-
tion — mimesis. In Bakhtinian terminology, ‘monologic’ prose was becoming
‘dialogic’, perhaps even ‘polyphonic’.45

In addition, Soviet prose of the Brezhnev years saw the return of a secondary
language long enmeshed into the structure of pre-Revolutionary Russian
literature: that of religion. It appeared in references to local religious cults and
in suggestions of a personalized spiritual dimension present and active in
human life. It was also, more obviously, evident in allusions to the traditions of
the Great Religions.

The introduction of religious models in a subtextual discourse with atheist
ideology helped Soviet literature to free itself from the unitary language
imposed on it by the socialist realist canon.46 Within the framework of the plot
it became possible to conduct a form of discourse where voices from the past,
writers, philosophers, and the bearers of religious and cultural tradition, might
challenge the unassailable Marxist-Leninist model.

The ideological myth was modified; new sources of authority were
recovered from the cultural tradition of the past. The Brezhnev years saw the
beginnings of re-evaluation and transition in literature (‘reaccentuation’ is
Bakhtin’s term) in which figures and images personifying spiritual and religious
tradition took on a heroic aspect where they had since the 1920s represented
the retrograde, the villainous, the exploiters.4” This paved the way for the
political and cultural ‘thaw’ of the late 1980s, for glasnost’ and for Soviet
editions of literary works by the first writers to break ranks with socialist
realism who were widely read only in the West (Solzhenitsyn, Pasternak, and
Siniavsky are the most frequently cited examples). However, the new, discur-
sive quality in Soviet prose of the 1970s and 1980s also brought with it at times a
restatement of ideological values couched in a different language. With new
models to hand, a collectivist ideology could be expressed as adequately in
religious terms as in secular ones.

Ensuing chapters will highlight the presence of religious motifs in a selection
of literary texts published in the twenty years which preceded the political
reforms brought by glasnost' and perestroika; they will explore layers of
meaning which familiarity with the narrative formulations of various religious
traditions can reveal. This is arguably where the substance of the texts lies and
where it would have been sought by the Soviet readership, trained over the
years to read in sub-textual mode, to look to the implied and the omitted for
clues to authorial intention.*8 Further, it will be proposed here that the use of
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religious models by Soviet writers can be usefully related to a continuing
anthropological controversy on the nature of religious phenomena.

The dispute is based around the writings of two anthropologists: Edward B.
Tylor (1832-1917) and Emile Durkheim (1858-1917). In 1871, Tylor published
a two-volume study on tribal culture and religion, Primitive Culture, which
effectively launched the concept of culture in anthropological studies.4® This
mooted that all religions developed from man’s psychological tendency to
believe in souls or spirits. Four decades later, his idea was opposed by a
sociological theory put forward in Durkheim’s Les formes élémentaires de la vie
religieuse (The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, 1912). Durkheim
argued that religion was an expression of the collective’s consciousness of itself,
rooted in the urge to comply with and strengthen the bonds of the group: ‘A
society has all that is necessary to arouse the sensation of the Divine in minds,
merely by the power it has over them; for to its members it is what a god is to its
worshippers.’5? The remainder of this study will illustrate how religious models
used by Soviet writers can be seen to fit into the framework of this still
unresolved debate.

The disagreement among anthropologists hinges on the question of how (as
Bergson put it) ‘beliefs and practices which are anything but reasonable could
have been, and still are, accepted by reasonable beings’.5! While examining
religion in its simplest forms, free of the trappings of intellectual or economic
development, the Tylor-Durkheim controversy offers two apparently
incompatible ways of understanding the religious impulse and religious cul-
ture: one psychological — pertaining to the individual; the other sociological —
relating to the group. When considered in conjunction with the complexities of
literary expression, the dispute also confirms that manifestations of the religi-
ous impulse cannot be satisfactorily relegated to any single definition, psycho-
logical or sociological. A psychological manifestation may become a
sociological one and vice versa. The urge to a belief in spiritual beings may
override social pressures; the inverse may also occur.

Today, the debate has a dated ring, particularly given the new interpre-
tations and re-definitions in anthropology subsequently provided by Claude
Lévi-Strauss, his followers, and opponents. But the religious models used by
Soviet writers fall within its framework. The predominant concerns of the
pre-perestroika years related to tensions between the individual and the
collective, to pluralism and monism, the spiritual and the material, the
subjective and objective, the ‘otherworldly’ and the heroic.52 Socialist realism
had inherited the Marxist principle of dialectical struggle, and the writers of the
1960s, 1970s, and 1980s still lived in a dichotomous world.53 Because of a
tendency to think in the strict paradigms taught by socialist realism, they
applied pre-existing conceptual tools to give expression to the divergences of
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thought they perceived. With the juxtaposition of religious models and
Marxist-Leninist ideology, an individualist-collectivist, pluralist-monist or
‘animist-totemist’ tension emerges prominently in the writing of these years.

That Tylor and Durkheim should provide an intellectual basis for this
tension is probably not coincidental. The political philosopher Georgii Plek-
hanov, widely published and studied in the Soviet Union on Lenin’s personal
insistence, made a point of defining religion in Tylor’s terms.5* His view of the
origins of religion coincides with Tylor’s to a considerable degree, although he
does make the proviso that animist beliefs proceed from primitive man’s
initially monistic picture of the world.55 Plekhanov’s distinction between the
‘mythological’ aspect of religion — the notion of souls or spirits — and its
‘sentimental’ or ‘active’ aspects would, moreover, have provided Soviet writers
with a sound source of reference in the event of adverse public criticism.
Animism is not yet religion, Plekhanov writes: ‘Myth is one thing, religion is
another. [...] Religion arises from the combination of animist ideas with
certain religious acts’.5¢ These acts, he argued, were determined by technical
development and economic and social relationships.57 In the twenty years
before perestroika, myth-making was considered a legitimate literary device in
the Soviet Union. Its more subtle levels and potentially subversive qualities
were generally ignored in public discussion.

Edward Tylor’s theory depicted the progressive development of religion
from a postulated lowest form which he called ‘animism’, the belief in souls or
spirits. He noted parallels between unconnected religious cults, and argued
that these reflected an inherent similarity in the reasoning of all human beings,
irrespective of their habitat or race. The laws of reason, applied to particular
phenomena similar throughout the world (such as the rising and setting of the
sun), would lead all people to similar conclusions:58 ‘All human beings are in
body and mind so much of one pattern that each can judge others by reference
to his own understanding, intention, and will, and by the consciousness
conveyed by language.’>®

Tylor’s evolutionary understanding of the ‘primitive’ mind was that it was
undeveloped but rational — a view well in harmony with prevailing ideas held
by his contemporaries and reflecting an assumption that what is prior in time is
necessarily less complex and sophisticated than what comes later.6° Religion,
he argued, was rooted in the urge to reason out the nature of the world, and
particularly to explain such phenomena as death, disease, trances, dreams, and
visions. Man’s reflections on these had led him to create a distinction between
the mortal body and the soul which, man assumed, lived on after death and
haunted survivors in memories and visions. Tylor went on to say that primitive
man had a natural tendency to imagine the world in his own image. Since
animals, plants, and objects moved about, behaved, helped or hindered him,
man would naturally assume that they, too, were endowed with souls or
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inhabited by independent spirits. A belief in spiritual beings constituted Tylor’s
minimum definition of religion. These, he argued, eventually developed into
gods, beings superior to man and in control of his destiny. 6!

Tylor took his argument further still and considered the developmental
association between the notion of the soul and the philosophy of ideas. In his
conclusion to the first edition of Primitive Culture he writes:

A special point brought forward in this work [. . .] [is] that one of the greatest of
metaphysical doctrines is a transfer to the field of philosophy from the field of
religion, made when philosophers familiar with the conception of object-phantoms
used this to provide a doctrine of thought, thus giving rise to the theory of ideas. 62

By way of example, Tylor cites a theory of thought of the Greek philosopher
Democritus, who explained perception by the notion that things were con-
stantly throwing off images of themselves. The images assimilated the sur-
rounding air, entered a recipient soul and were then perceived. This, Tylor
writes, is ‘really the savage doctrine of object-souls, turned to a new purpose as
a method of explaining the phenomena of thought’.63

In this way the notion of the soul, modified to form a philosophical theory of
perception, developed into a doctrine of ideas. The Roman philosopher-poet,
Lucretius, Tylor points out, also formulates a theory of film-like images of
things to account both for the apparitions which come to men in dreams and the
images which impress their minds in thinking. Even modern thought remains
affected by the notion of an idea being a real image:

Ideas, fined down to the abstract forms or species of material objects, and applied
to other than visible qualities, have at last come merely to denote subjects of
thought. Yet to this day the old theory has not utterly died out, and the retention of
the significant term ‘idea’ ({déa, ‘visible form’) is accompanied by a similar retention of
original meaning.%4

It is not the purpose of this study to judge the validity of Tylor’s view of
societies and cultures in terms which suggest that they can be classified in a
sequence of evolutionary order. Lévi-Strauss has argued forcibly against this
view and shown that it is scientifically untenable.®> But Tylor does identify
aspects of religious experience, outside the frameworks set by the Great
Religions, which are reflected in the work of Soviet writers who explored this
field without ‘traditional’ theological foundations.

It is with particular reference to Tylor’s theory that I have chosen to discuss
three writers whose vision suggests the existence of spiritual beings in crea-
tures, places, and objects, or in ethical formulations and intellectual represen-
tations. In Valentin Rasputin’s Proshchanie s Materoi (‘Farewell to Matera’,
1976), for example, the island of Matera hosts its own creature-spirit.°¢ Chabua
Amiredzhibi’s insights into truth and falsehood, good and evil, are personified
in the figures of Data Tutashkhia and his ‘double’, Mushni Zarandia (Data
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Tutashkhia, 1976-77).67 Daniil Granin’s eponymous painting (Kartina, 1980)
possesses a soul which decisively affects human lives, and is itself an image of
the spirit of beauty. %8

The animist elements in selected works by these three writers are examined
in Part II. They may be seen as reflections of a spontaneously formulated
religious impulse or, perhaps, rather as subsidiary models which help to grasp a
preceding experience. The religious anthropologist Rudolf Otto once wrote:

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

Tylor saw ‘primitive’ man as an aspiring philosopher, a noble savage given to
the creation of intellectual formulations. However, a number of his younger
contemporaries refuted or amended this view in ways which emphasized the
more pragmatic and ritualistic aspects of religious belief and behaviour.
James G. Frazer (1854-1941), for instance, argued that man was concerned
less with reasoning than with practicalities. Religious forms had evolved from
magical ones in man’s search for rules by which to turn natural phenomena to
his own advantage, he wrote.”® Religion, however, introduced a conscious,
personal agent into the pattern of immutable laws assumed by magic. It was ‘a
propitiation or conciliation of powers superior to man which are believed to
direct and control the course of nature and of human life’.7!

Other anthropologists built on this idea. R.R. Marett (1866-1943) also
advocated a pre-animist stage in religious development which could not be
separated from magic. Undeveloped peoples have a sense that there exists a
mysterious, invisible but active power, mana, which belongs to certain persons
and objects. Itis this, Marett felt, that constitutes the earliest manifestation of a
religious cult: of the separation of the sacred (that which possesses mana) from
the profane (which does not).”2 In psychological terms, Marett also argued,
magical acts are a form of emotional catharsis and help to neutralize internal
tensions. Magic, he wrote, is ‘a substitute activity in situations in which
practical means to attain an end are lacking’.”® Religion in its earliest stages of
development is the ritualized release of pent-up feeling.

Frazer and Marett shared the idea that primitive man had a sense of nature’s
laws and sought to establish a satisfactory or improved relationship with them
through collectively recognized ritual performances. These symbolically acted
out the desired state of affairs and helped to release emotional stress. In
Part III, works by Chingiz Aitmatov, Sergei Zalygin and Vladimir Tendriakov
are considered with reference to this idea through shamanistic techniques, and
‘the cosmic order that shamanism postulates. This may illustrate the tension
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between psychological and sociological interpretations of the religious
phenomenon. Is religion the reaction of the solitary thinking being to the
unknown and the incomprehensible? Does it stem from an urge to propitiate
the powers inherent in the natural world? Is it a way of releasing pent-up
emotion through the medium of commonly acknowledged symbols, a formal-
ized collective expression of the trauma of the human condition? Does it, in
fact, pertain predominantly to the experience of the individual personality or to
society?

The approach Emile Durkheim adopted to the problem of religion combined
scientific observation with sociological theory. While drawing on material
gathered from the observation of Australian Aborigines and North American
Indians, he developed a comprehensive thesis on the dynamic of collective
behaviour. His purpose, he wrote in the introduction to The Elementary Forms
of the Religious Life, was above all ‘to explain present reality’, and also to
expose what he believed to be the universal truth behind all religious models.”4
Primitive religious culture served well as an object for examination since in it
the group was more uniform, individuality less developed, and fundamental
states of the religious mentality easier to identify.”s

Durkheim held, like Marett, that primitive peoples perceived a force
immanent in the world diffused in an innumerable multitude of things (mana),
and conceived of it in the form of a sacred animal or plant which was their
totemic god. The single factor common to all religious beliefs, Durkheim
wrote, was their classification of things real and ideal into two distinctive and
radically contrasted categories:’¢ “The sacred and the profane have always and
everywhere been imagined by the human mind as separate genera, two worlds
which have nothing in common,’?? Any passage made by a selected initiate
from the profane world into the sacred involves nothing less than total
metamorphosis, ‘a transformation totius substantiae’.”®

Sacred things were identified by being protected and isolated by interdictions
expressed in ritual rules of conduct prescribing behaviour towards them. A
religion, Durkheim wrote:

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

The very idea of the sacred, Durkheim maintained, was of social origin and
could be explained only in sociological terms. Its influence on individual,
original minds was only by way of secondary effect. The forms taken by the
notion of the sacrosanct could only be understood in relation to the public
institutions of which they are the extension.8® The sacred was on the one hand a



THE RELIGIOUS IMPULSE 15

mental conception locating and objectifying the complex of external and
intangible social forces which form man, help him, protect him and threaten
him.81 On the other, its underlying purpose was to unify societies and stemmed
from the urge towards the cohesion and preservation of the group. The most
primitive form of religion, totemism — or the practice of associating social
groups with natural species — was a direct expression of this.82 Totemic
symbols embody in the first instance the mysterious impersonal power which
pervades things in nature, and in the second instance the clans which venerate
them.83 Durkheim writes:

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

On the one hand, it is the external and tangible form of what we call the totemic
principle or god. On the other hand, it is also the symbol of that particular society
which we call the clan. It is the flag. It is the sign by which each clan distinguishes
itself from the other clans, the visible mark of its personality. [. ..] If, then, it is at
once the symbol of god and of society, is this not because god and society are one
and the same thing? [...] The god of the clan, the totemic principle, cannot
therefore be anything other than the clan itself hypostasized and represented to the
imagination in the form of the tangible species of vegetable or animal which serves
as the totem. 84

If God and society are the same thing, then every group will create gods
tailored to its own needs, reflecting its own internal dynamic. In that, modern
society differs little from its primitive counterpart:

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

Aswell as men, society sanctifies [. . .] ideas. The moment a belief is unanimously
shared by a group of people, it is forbidden [...] to deny or dispute it. The
prohibition of criticism is a prohibition like any other and proves that we are face to
face with a sacred thing.85

Durkheim was regarded as an influential figure by Russian cultural anth-
ropologists, and some of his work was translated in the first two decades of the
century.8 Later, his ‘contradictory’ attitude to Marxism was criticized by
Soviet scholars; but his views on religion as a socially determined phenomenon
corresponding to a social need and with a role to maintain group cohesion were
duly noted.®” They corresponded well to the strain of positivist, Western
thought which had infiltrated Russia in the late nineteenth century and
subsequently helped to form the foundations of Soviet ideology.

Durkheim’s views on the projection of collective consciousness into the
sphere of religion and ideas have particular bearing on writers whose work
shows evidence of strong nationalist sympathies or state concerns. They are
also relevant to writers whose work suggests that they view the idea of a deity as
a useful or necessary social tool. Part IV of this analysis explores ways in which
Durkheim’s thesis can be related to the thinking of Russian nationalist writers
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such as Iurii Bondarev, Sergei Alekseev, and Petr Proskurin, and to neo-
religious, ‘God-building’ ideas expressed in some late writing by Aitmatov and
Tendriakov.

‘Man’s concept of the Absolute can never be completely uprooted: it can
only be debased’, Eliade remarks in Patterns in Comparative Religion:

Primitive spirituality lives on in its own way not in action, not as a thing man can
effectively accomplish, but as a nostalgia which creates things that become values in
themselves; art, the sciences, social theory, and all the other things to which men
will give the whole of themselves. 88

The forthcoming chapters will trace the shape of this nostalgia in the last
decades of a becalmed ideological culture which, for half a century, had seen
religious modes of thought as targets for elimination.
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CHAPTER 2

RUSSIAN RELIGIOUS DILEMMAS IN RETROSPECT

From the earliest years of its chronicled history, up to the Revolution and
beyond, the Russian religious experience has vacillated between two prin-
‘ciples: the theocratic and the ascetic. Russian society was traditionally sus-
tained by the myth of its identity as a community of ‘right believers’. Orthodox
Christianity (pravoslavie: ‘right worship’ or ‘right belief’) defined the commu-
nity more firmly even than language; at the turn of the twentieth century it was
still more common for a Russian peasant to speak of himself as ‘pravoslavnyi’
than as ‘russkii’.? Following the enforced conversion of Rus’ to Christianity in
988, Russia knew an institutionalized religion closely tied to the state structure
which gave the state the authority to claim a divine commission. But from that
tradition there also emerged some remarkable religious figures who preferred
to devote themselves, as far as possible, exclusively to spiritual practice.?

There has existed in Russian history an apparently endemic tension between
a ‘totemic’ religious attitude — in the sense that the social unit, the state, was
revered with all the trappings both of secular wealth and Christian tradition —
and an attitude which might loosely be called ‘animist’, in that its adherents
perceived the world solely in terms of an immanent Spirit, the Trinitarian
Deity. This paradox between a spirituality which turns away from the material
world, wealth and power, and a tradition which seeks to absorb secular and
aesthetic values into its sphere, has been reflected as much in the institutional
history of the Russian Orthodox Church, as in the lives and thinking of some of
its greatest saints and scribes.

Christianity brought to Rus’ a tradition of the Church’s subordination to
secular power and government structures. The conversion of Rus’ in 988 is now
widely recognized by historians as an event motivated by political rather than
theological concerns.? The acceptance of Byzantine Christianity by Grand
Prince Vladimir of Kiev, Dmitrii Likhachev has remarked, was an act of state
rather than spiritual enlightenment. It created a sought-after coalition between
the Eastern Slavs and brought with it an advantageous alliance with Constanti-
nople; but, from the start, it put the Church in a position subservient to the
state.4

Conversely, another event in medieval Russian history which might appear
to have a political rather than religious character has frequently been described
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in terms that suggest the opposite. The repulsion of the Tatars by the Russians
at the Battle of Kulikovo Field in 1380 is remembered as a spiritual victory.
Aleksandr Blok called it a ‘symbolic event’, and in his cycle of poems Na pole
Kulikovom (‘Kulikovo Field’, 1908) depicted it as an ‘eternal battle’ (‘vechnyi
boi’) between the forces of good and evil.5 It was one of Russia’s greatest
saints, Sergii Radonezhskii, who is said to have given inspiration to the
movement which thrust back Tatar domination by giving his blessing to the
leader of the Russian insurrection, Prince Dmitrii Donskoi.®¢ Sergei Bulgakov,
too, called it an act of Christian ‘otherworldliness’ (‘podvizhnichestvo’), a ‘feat
of meekness’ (‘podvig smireniia’) and a revolutionary act at once.?”

In the fifteenth century the Russian Church gained independence from
Constantinople and acquired a sense of its mission as protector of the original
Christian tradition inherited from a fallen Byzantium.? Since then the tension
between the spiritual calling of the Church in Russia and its historical and
political role has remained unresolved. The letter which the elder Filofei of
Pskov wrote to Tsar Vasilii III in about 1510, identifying him as the head of the
Apostolic Church now in Moscow, and Moscow herself as the Third Rome, laid
the foundations for a messianic attitude of mind which served at times to feed a
political ideology of secular imperialism as much as Russia’s perception of its
religious identity in Europe and Asia.®

The doctrine gave some influential representatives of the Church, and the
Muscovite state, a free hand in the appropriation and dispensation of posses-
sion and power in sixteenth-century Russia; but this was countered by a group
of ascetics — the ‘transvolga hermits’ led by Nil Sorskii (c. 1433-1508) — who
held that the Church should be independent of the state and questioned its right
to any form of land ownership.1? Less overtly, secularized religious forms were
also challenged by traditional Byzantine beliefs which had permeated all levels
of Russian society. One such was the characteristic notion of ‘folly for the sake
of Christ’. This carried to its limits the veneration of suffering and the
renunciation of earthly wisdom. The ‘holy fool’ voluntarily stripped himself of
allintellectual attributes and took upon himself the burden of madness. He was
then entitled to be critical of those in power and continued to be treated with
considerable respect.!!

The struggle between ascetic and theocratic principles is probably most
clearly marked by the Old Believer schism in the seventeenth century. A group
of clergy led by the Archpriest Avvakum defied the reigning patriarch, Nikon,
over unacceptable changes in liturgical practice. These, Avvakum and his
followers objected, broke the continuity of the sacred tradition of ‘right
worship’ (‘pravoslavie’) for the sake of closer links with the Byzantine rite,
which Nikon regarded as politically indispensable. 12

The Old Believers were defending not just the purity of their religion, nor
indeed the Russian messianic tradition, but, more important perhaps, the
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sanctity of the ritual act. This, they argued, could not be changed because it was
the prescribed, age-old link between the Deity and the material world. 13 Today
— the schism notwithstanding — the Russian Orthodox Church continues to
teach that it guards the glorification of God with ‘right worship’.'4 The
traditional ritual act is, as Georges Florovsky writes, ‘the witness of the Spirit;
the Spirit’s unceasing revelation. [...] Tradition is not only a protective,
conservative principle; it is, primarily, the principle of growth and regene-
ration. [. . .] [It] is the constant abiding of the Spirit and not only the memory of
words.’15

This idea of tradition as a living thing, ‘the life of the Holy Spirit in the
Church’?¢ or the point of encounter between the material and the spiritual,
reflects one aspect of what Nicolas Zernov has called the ‘fundamental
conviction of the Russian religious mind’, which is ‘the recognition of the
potential holiness of matter, the unity and sacredness of the entire creation,
and man’s call to participate in the divine plan for its ultimate
transfiguration’. 1’

The belief that the material world is intimately a part of the Deity, and that
there exists an immanently present link between God and matter (often
personified in the figure of Hagia Sophia, Holy Wisdom, or in the figure of the
Mother of God), was preserved among social groups unaffected by Western
thought — particularly the Old Believers — until Vladimir Solov'ev revived
the idea among the intelligentsia in the late nineteenth century.® It is a notion
deeply ingrained in Russian thought and crucial to the understanding of the
Russian experience, both historical and cultural. Until the eighteenth century,
when Peter’s reforms significantly changed the role and character of the
Church, the struggle between ‘involvement’ and ‘non-involvement’ in politics
and in the acquisition of wealth was at the deepest level a disagreement over the
interpretation of the linkage between God and matter, personified in Hagia
Sophia. Those within the Church who felt that power and material wealth
should belong to it would argue that through the Church matter, as much as
man, becomes holy.'® Their opponents preferred to leave sanctification
entirely to God.

The tension was rooted not entirely in acquisitiveness; in essence, it was
theological. The doctrine of the Third Rome which laid the foundations for the
theocratic attitude of mind grew, Sergei Zenkovskii is reported to have said,
from a thirst to bring closer the incarnation of the Kingdom of God on Earth. It
was a myth which developed from the need to combine ‘the heavenly and the
earthly, the divine and the human in a concrete reality’.20

The transfiguration of matter, man and, by extension, of wealth and society
in history, and the way in which this would be achieved, remained a key
problem in secular as well as ecclesiastical environments throughout the
nineteenth century and well after the Revolution. And it was perhaps because
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of the deeply held belief that the world is by its nature there to be transfigured
— made perfect and whole — that Western utopian ideologies were able to
take root and flourish in Russia as nowhere else.

There are firm grounds for tracing the secularization of this theological
notion to the Petrine reforms. Tsar Peter the Great set himself the task of
transforming Russia into a European power, and created a complex state
structure intended to assist the transition. He was disturbed by the memory of
Patriarch Nikon’s political aspirations, and, as a precautionary measure, kept a
tight hold on the Church hierarchy.?! The death of Patriarch Adrian in 1700
saw the abolition of the patriarchate and the Church subsumed by a depart-
ment of state, the Holy Synod, with a layman in charge. The Church in effect
took on the role of a department of education and social welfare, caring for or
supervising the common people.22 It ceased to carry the spiritual authority
touching upon every aspect of material existence which Orthodox theology, as
much as the Church’s social and political role, had previously bestowed on it.
Commenting on the quality of Russian culture before the meeting with the
West in the eighteenth century, Nicolas Zernov has emphasized a ritualism and
piety with affinities in Old Testament prescriptions:

The Muscovites distinguished between clean and unclean food, and between dress
and customs becoming and unbecoming to a faithful Christian. The keenest among
them combined this ritualism of daily life (bytovoe blagochestie) with a puritanical
disapproval of popular amusements and with severe moral and bodily discipline.23

The effective subjugation of the Church in the eighteenth century to an
increasingly developed, ostensibly religious, but actually secularized culture,
was reinforced by Peter’s successors. Under Catherine II, church land was
expropriated and replaced by subsidies which did not compare with its proper
value. The rural clergy were forced to gain their income from parishes and
farming small plots of land attached to parish churches. They were frequently
left in poverty, preoccupied chiefly by drawing funds from their parishioners.2*
By the beginning of the twentieth century, the activity of the Church was
predominantly confined to the performance of the liturgy. Its independent
voice, Metropolitan Antonii of St Petersburg complained in 1905, was unheard
both in private and public life.25

But the spiritual tradition housed within the Church remained alive and
active nonetheless. H. P. Liddon, Canon of St Paul’s, observed after a visit to
Russia in 1867, that the sense of the supernatural seemed ‘to penetrate Russian
life more completely than that of any of the Western nations’.2¢ Indeed, the
nineteenth century — chiefly remembered as an age of bureaucratic oppres-
sion, with a materially and intellectually stifled Church -— saw the revival of
some traditional beliefs which Peter’s reforms had sought to brush away as
unworthy of 1 modern Western power.
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In a forest near the monastery of Sarov, for instance, a hermit named Serafim
was preaching a doctrine of man’s vocation to deification and union with God,
re-emphasizing that not only the soul, but the body — matter — could be
sanctified and transfigured.2” His teaching, and that of other less well-known
figures, descended from the tradition of unworldliness and independence
from temporal concerns laid down by Nil Sorskii three centuries earlier, was
taken up, for example, at the hermitage of Optina Pustyn’, south of
Moscow.28 The influence of these elders (‘startsy’) apparently penetrated
nineteenth-century Russian society at all levels: from the peasantry — long
attached to religious tradition and belief — to well-placed intellectuals, who
tended to be non-believers.?° The Optina monks affected the work of some of
the most renowned literati of the time: Gogol’, Dostoevskii, Solov’ev, and
Tolstoi.3°

These writers became spokesmen for Russian Orthodoxy in a way theo-
logians and academics could not, since ecclesiastical and secular censorship was
imposed on all Orthodox pronouncements.3! Though now widely regarded as
representatives of their era, they and the Slavophile thinkers with whom they
sympathized were dissenting figures inasmuch as they questioned the basic
tenets upheld by the intelligentsia of the time, particularly its positivism and
materialism.32

The religious ideology professed by the Imperial Russian state bore a
temporal character and was imposed by secular means.33 It left little room for
original thought within its bounds. And this, writes Geoffrey Hosking, predis-
posed all sectors of the population to an ideological posture which proclaimed
secularism but bore unmistakably religious overtones, similar to those which
later appeared in Stalinist state symbols:

It is almost as if there were a church-shaped vacuum in that culture, waiting to be
filled by any ideology or institution which could satisfy Russians’ aspiration to join
with others in order to be of service to their fellow men. 34

A number of scholars have pointed out that the Russian intelligentsia as a
social group was marked by some of the characteristics of a religious order. It
was a class identified by conformity of dress, manner and values.35 And it had a
heroic vocation to save the world.3¢ These characteristics, Sergei Bulgakov
wrote, developed out of a tradition of subjection to government oppression, a
sense of collective martyrdom on the one hand, and on the other an ‘enforced
separation from practical life’ and ordinary people, leading to a tendency to
sentimentalize and idealize. The intelligentsia with its unworldliness, its escha-
tological visions of the Holy City and the coming of righteousness suffered,
Bulgakov said, from ‘a deficient sense of reality’ combined with a paradoxically
patronizing yet worshipful posture towards ‘the people’.3” The journalist
Harold Williams, who was closely involved in Russian liberal circles between
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1904 and 1917, also sensed attitudes reminiscent of Puritanism, and a non-
Conformist conscience directed not at the salvation of the individual but at a
notional salvation of the populace.3®

While rejecting the dogmatic basis of religion as an ideological ramification
of the state autocracy, the intelligentsia also revived something of the quality of
pre-Petrine religious faith: disciplined, uncritical, communal and messianic.3°
Its guiding principle was service to the people and a search for pravda: moral
truth.4® The Russian intelligentsia, Zernov writes, took upon itself the role of
Christian prophet and herald, calling upon the Russians to fulfil their preord-
ained mission and build their corporate life in social justice, harmony and
peace.*! .

It did so by creating a cultural atmosphere which would encourage social

responsibility and correct behaviour. Vissarion Belinskii, one of the fathers of
socialism in Russia, saw literature in particular as the fibre which could knit the
loose strands of society with thoughts and attitudes to help make it strong and
whole:
All our moral interests, our entire spiritual life has so far been concentrated
exclusively in literature, and it will continue to be so for a long time to come.
Literature is the living source from which all human feelings and thoughts filter into
society.42

Nineteenth-century radical literature — novels and shorter tracts — offered
didactic guidelines for living in a way similar to medieval hagiographic texts. A
somewhat heavy-handed use of biblical or liturgical formulations and images
was normal in these writings, since their aim — moral education — coincided
with that of traditional religious works. As Katerina Clark remarks, much
radical fiction consequently ‘surrendered its generic identity to the language of
rhetoric and the church’.43

Clark’s observation could be directed with justification at the best writers of
the period — Dostoevskii or Tolstoi — as well as at lesser figures such as
Chernyshevskii or Stepniak-Kravchinskii. The nineteenth century was in many
ways an age of final solutions to long-standing problems: economic, social,
scientific, philosophical. And in Russian literature as in no other, it was de
rigueur to offer answers to the ‘accursed questions’: to show the readership how
to live, irrespective of the complexity of the moral or philosophical issues
raised.

The notion that literature must have more than aesthetic significance was
‘reflected in a didactic narrative stance, a fictionalized form of theological
discourse, and in an urge to prophesy characteristic of some writing by
Dostoevskii or Gogol’.#* Related to this semi-sacral, prophetic role was
Russian fiction’s preoccupation with the depiction of characters who might
serve as models for living.#5 As critics frequently point out, the hero of the time
was less an individual than a representative of moral or social qualities which
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might help to lead Russia out of stalemate.*¢ Literature offered a prescriptive
guide to ‘right thought’ and ‘right behaviour’ morally, socially and politically;
and its ‘positive’ heroes were there to point the way forward.

The nineteenth-century positive hero carried a greater burden even than the
saint of medieval hagiography or the valorous prince of the chronicles, to
whom he has been compared.#” His life did not merely present a conven-
tionalized, exemplary pattern of virtue. He was to do no less than spearhead a
movement designed to transfigure society and its individual members.

The prototype for the exemplary new man who would take the reins when-
the world was ready and, meanwhile, give his life to the realization of the social
ideal, is generally said to be Rakhmetov, the taciturn revolutionary in N. G.
Chernyshevskii’s novel Chto delat'? (‘What is to be Done?’, 1863). Rakhme-
tov’s role may be subordinate to the main relationships in the plot (which works
chiefly towards a reassessment of the woman’s role in society), but he is
illustrative of the novel’s driving purpose as a blueprint for the overthrow of an
oppressive social order.4® Fiercely disciplined, well-read and persistently
active for his cause, Rakhmetov is a superior being (‘vysshaia natura’),
awaiting recognition as an example to the world and, perhaps, as its saviour.4®
His life recalls the hagiographic pattern of the Life of Aleksei, Man of God,
who also abandons an affluent background to live by rigorous ascetic practice.
And, certainly, the novel was invoked by the earliest leaders of the Soviet
Union as the text which most inspired their Revolutionary activity.5° Lenin is
reputed to have commented: ‘It is a thing which can fire one’s energies for a
lifetime.’51

Positive heroes, writes Richard Freeborn:
whether Dostoyevskian and Tolstoyan or Soviet, have their literary beginnings in
this post-Chernyshevsky concern for a vision of humanity transformed into exem-
plars, given a pattern of Christian humility to follow in Dostoyevsky, of structured

religious doctrine in Tolstoy or of Marx-Engels-Leninism and scientific truth in
Soviet literature.52

However, the line of exemplar heroes Freeborn identifies appears to
bifurcate precisely at this point. On the one hand we see those representing the
energies of the revolutionary collective who might be termed ‘totemic’ figures.
They can be traced from Chernyshevskii through, for example, works by
Stepniak-Kravchinskii, to Gor'kii and writers of the socialist realist school. On
the other side stand heroes whose lives suggest that their positive nature resides
in a relationship with a spiritual or noumenal sphere of existence. These are
products of the ‘animist’ school of thought; characters from Dostoevskii,
Tolstoi and — later — Mikhail Bulgakov, Pasternak and Solzhenitsyn could be
cited as examples.

The animist-totemist dichotomy expressed throughout Russia’s religious
history, was inherited, in the late nineteenth century, by a literature which had
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taken upon itself the task of revealing all life’s mysteries. The positive hero of
the Rakhmetov school acts as a focus through which society is to perceive itself
and its direction. He is an early sketch for the socialist realist hero who served
as Soviet society’s totemic god: the leader and father of the people, embodying
and symbolizing collective forces.

The hero of the ‘animist’ school recognizes an immanent and personified
spiritual reality, and allows it to be revealed in his life. Figures such as Father
Zosima or Platon Karataev, Prince Myshkin or Nekhliudov are the bearers of a
message affirming a numinous quality in things, and a God-given human
capacity to perceive reality in its integrated unity through personal relation-
ship. The teaching of the mystic elder, Zosima, in Brat'ia Karamazovy (‘The
Brothers Karamazov’, 1879) reflects this most fully: ‘Love all of God’s creation,
both the whole of it and every grain of sand. Love every leaf, [. . .] love each
thing. If you love each thing, you will perceive the mystery of God in things.’53

The particular quality of the divine mystery (‘faina bozhiia’) is that it is not
just a way to redemption beyond the grave, but, more relevant for the here and
now, an essential part of the mechanics of successful living. An important
element in Zosima’s teaching is the thought that life itself is a paradise hidden
within every human being.5* There is no such thing as separation between
spiritual and material life. The mystical union between spirit and matter, once
consciously affirmed, cannot but create miracles. As the narrator of Brat'ia
Karamazovy comments: ‘In the realist faith is not born from miracles, but
miracles from faith.’55

Zosima’s vision of total unity, and of the potential integration of physical and
spiritual through life in communion and identity with what exists outside the
self, is shared also by Tolstoi.5¢ This is so despite Tolstoi’s misgivings about
institutional aspects of ecclesiastical life and official interpretations of Christian
dogma.5? Richard F. Gustafson writes:

Estranged from Father Zosima’s Church and monastery, Tolstoy dwells in his
universe [...].

The theological vision of life in The Brothers Karamazov [. . .] resembles the idea
of the salvation of life in War and Peace. [. . .] Father Zosima’s active love, which is
understood as God’s love in us given to be expressed and when expressed
redemptive of life [...] stands in total agreement with Tolstoy’s theology of
redemptive love.58

Tolstoi’s vision is based, like Dostoevskii’s, on the assumption of an all-
pervading unity to which things are subordinate, and on a sense that the world
must be by its nature good — even when evil seems dominant — because it is
rooted in the divine. This belief, as Gustafson shows, is in evidence throughout
Tolstoi’s writing. In many ways it resembles the teaching of other Russian
religious thinkers who were Tolstoi’s contemporaries and successors, in par-
ticular the visionary philosopher and poet Vladimir Solov’ev.5?
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Solov'ev’s Chteniia o Bogochelovechestve (‘Lectures on Godmanhood’,
1877-81) proposed a philosophical structure illustrating the notion of total
unity in terms of a metaphysical world of mutually penetrating, but separate,
beings modelled on the Trinitarian God. These shared a wholeness, an
‘All-unity’ (‘vseedinstvo’) which was and was not the Divine Being.¢® The
created universe was also, in Solov’ev’s vision, a ‘person’, a single organism
and a spirit which he identified as the ‘World Soul’ or as Sophia, the Divine
Wisdom.®¢! She was metaphysically ‘married’ to the Divinity, and advancing —
with difficulty at times — towards an absolute union with Him.2 This was
ultimately to be established through the increasing closeness of the relationship
between man and God.%® The positive response of man to the love of the
Creator could lead — through the person of Jesus Christ — to his ultimate
transfiguration into ‘Godmanhood’ (‘Bogochelovechestvo’). The term indica-
ted the evolutionary integration of matter and spirit and the restoration of the
ideal relationship between man and God, the world and God, or Sophia and
the active, energizing and unifying life principle, the Logos.%*

Solov'ev laid foundations for those Russian philosophers of the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries who chose to reject positivism, Marxism,
and the socio-economic theories which governed the thought of the radical
intelligentsia. Sergei Bulgakov and Nikolai Berdiaev, for example, turned away
from the Nietzschean vision of man as God which the radicals had adopted and
popularized in the heroic ideal of ‘mangodhood’ (‘chelovekobozhestvo’).3

Bulgakov argued that the heroic prototype had a dangerously divisive effect
in the social and historical spheres. It demanded a separate, passive ‘object’ to
be saved (‘the people’ or ‘humanity’). It rejected the lessons of the past. It
assumed a singleness of purpose which — once lost— could lead only to enmity
and rivalry. The paradox, Bulgakov said, is that whereas unity is sought in the
revolutionary doctrine of social collectivism and communality, in practice it is
displaced by the persistent self-affirmation which heroism presupposes.6®
Instead Bulgakov reverted to the Christian idea that social transfiguration was
to be achieved not by resisting and mastering the forces of the cosmos, but
through a growing together of man with the Deity through an act of faith and
humility (‘smirenie’) and by the consequent uncorrupted reflection of the Will
of the Creator in the will of men: Godmanhood. There he saw a stable
grounding for social coherence and the flowering of man’s intellectual and
spiritual potential.6?

The writing of Bulgakov is also based on the sophiological conception of God
and creation; he went on to re-emphasize Solov’ev’s suggestion that Sophia,
the spirit of creation linked to God, had her counterpart in the Orthodox
Church.¢® It was through the Church that the Divine Wisdom was made
manifest in the world, because the Church was the cosmos transfigured through
its communion with the Deity.
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Bulgakov’s thought makes explicit an idea always inherent in the Orthodox
religious tradition: that the cosmos and man were created to be deified through
the mediation of the Church. Man, the icon or image of God, may if he chooses
become God (‘attain theosis’) without losing his own identity in that union with
the Deity.%® But he may do so only within the corporate body of the Church
with all its members, living and dead.”® Deification is something which
ultimately involves the body (though sanctity will be outwardly manifest to the
full only on the Last Day) as well as the whole of material creation.”!
‘Redeemed man is not to be snatched away from the rest of creation, but
creation is to be saved and glorified along with him’, Timothy Ware writes.??

The radicals of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries drew
significantly on ideas put forward by religious thinkers of their time: that man
could and should be God, and that the world and man could and must be
transfigured — not in isolation but in community. The distinction lay in the
focus through which this change was contemplated. The religious thinkers held
that it was to be achieved through the integration of the individual self with the
objectively existing world of the spirit, the persons of the Deity.”3 The radical
intelligentsia believed that it should be done by the submission of individual
interests to collective interests via the totemic symbol of collective unity: the
revolutionary man-god. And, if Bulgakov is to be believed, never the twain
would meet.74 '

The two schools of thought had inherited, in effect, the dilemma which had
teased the Russian religious mind since Prince Vladimir’s conversion. Was the
Deity a Spirit Being independent of, but somehow linked to, the physical world
and waiting to be unified with it? Or was He rather the immanent fullness, the
energy and power, the mana which is in the material world, particularly in the
integrated community, the strong state, or utopian collective, and in its
leadership?

The literature of the Soviet Union came to reflect this dichotomy no less clearly
than earlier writing. But as the social theories of Russian radical intellectuals
crystallized into the ideology of the post-Revolutionary state so, in officially
approved works, the totemic line of thought took precedence over the animist
and, for a time, stifled it almost completely. The theocratic aspect of religious
life which had once offered Russian society a myth and an identity was
translated into a collectivist ideology which gave new meaning to the tradi-
tional notion of communality. The revolutionary republic of Soviet Rus’, as
Lenin once called it, created its own sustaining myth in terms of a community of
‘builders of socialism’.75

The decree on religion passed in 1918 ensured that religious thought and
practice took on a wholly private character, isolated from the support of the
state and the community.”¢ Lenin had inherited Marx’s personal anti-theism
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and Engels’s view that religion was a fantasy reflecting man’s helplessness
before the powers of nature and society in the earlier stages of history. With the
increase of man’s control over nature and social processes, religious practices
would cease to have any function and eventually disappear. Discouraging any
form of spiritual discipline or animist mode of thought — other than in the
sense of cultivating deep personal links and loyalties to the group and its
symbolic representations — became a strong priority in Party policy.””

The rejection of a religious model which had shaped Russian thought for
over nine hundred years could not, however, force a total break with the past.”®
The characteristics retained by the new state lend further support to Lotman’s
thesis that the history of Russian culture can be divided into a series of
dynamically opposing consecutive stages. Every new historical period —
Christianization, for example, or the Westernizing reforms of Peter the Great
— is orientated towards a rejection of the values of the preceding era and yet
holds an intrinsic tendency to reproduce them in ‘similar events, historical-
psychological situations, or texts’.”®

In radically negating cultural models of the past, Bolshevik ideology in many
ways regenerated them. It called for as much commitment from its neophytes
as religions demand from their followers. Virtually every aspect of cultural life
in the Communist party state pertained to politics in a way paradoxically very
similar to the classic Church-state model.8° But the Leninist Weltanschauung
was to be built on a prior rejection of any religious belief which might sully the
purity of faith in the new doctrine. Atheism would clear the mind and be the
precondition and test for the sincerity of any affiliation to the Communist
Party.8! ’

The inspiration of a Revolutionary mood became the task of all the arts. The
newly formed Soviet Union was to be a tutelary state engaged in the proper
political upbringing and education of all its members.82 In consequence, the
animist vision which had formed the basis of much of the finest literature of
nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Russia was declared taboo. With the
censorship body GLAVLIT monitoring all published writing after 1922, the
use of religious imagery was permitted only as parody of the reactionary past.83

But when, in 1934, the doctrine of socialist realism was promulgated as a
guide for Soviet writers, the formula Andrei Zhdanov presented to the First
Congress of the Union of Soviet Writers offered only a loose methodological
framework. It recommended writers give ‘an authentic, historically specific
depiction of reality in its revolutionary development’, and asked them to
combine this with the task of ‘ideologically reshaping and educating toilers in
the spirit of socialism’. It also guaranteed the creative artist exceptional
opportunities for the manifestation of his creative initiative.®* Beyond that, the
doctrine was defined largely by quoting lists of exemplary texts.®5 The Zhdanov
precept affirmed a specific literary genealogy and gave writers a sense of their
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common association in a collective enterprise to create the myth which would
sustain Soviet society.86 This rested on a teleological assumption, as Abram
Tertz (Andrei Siniavskii) has observed: the notion of an all-embracing Purpose
in reality and history.8” In the tradition of religious scriptures, it was to present
a complete answer to the meaning of human destiny.88 In practice, Zhdanov’s
formula may have encouraged writers to reapply structures based on religious
models which had been developed by nineteenth-century radical thinkers, and
to translate them into a new set of interpretations drawn from Bolshevik and,
later, Stalinist mythologies.8 As Lotman and Uspenskii might have it, the old
system of values was written into the new ‘with a minus sign’.%0

Many critics have regarded Maksim Gor'kii’s novel Mat' (‘Mother’, 1907) as
an excellent illustration of the transition from radical fiction to the socialist
realist tradition.®! It offered a new interpretation of the plot pattern and system
of images which, in the writings of Chernyshevskii or Stepniak-Kravchinskii,
had served to outline moral qualities and spiritual growth. Gor'kii’s novel,
Clark writes, gave significance to nineteenth-century clichés in accordance with
the Bolshevik paradigm for historical progress, the ‘spontaneity/consciousness
dialectic’.?

‘Spontaneity’ (‘stikhiinost”’) refers to social behaviour inadequately con-
trolled by political awareness. It may be erratic, inconsistent, or anarchic,
stimulated by an uncontrolled nature rather than thoughtful deliberation.
‘Consciousness’ (‘soznatel’nost’’) identifies behaviour that is controlled and
guided by correct political affiliations. It is a part of the Leninist vision of social
progress that the forces of spontaneity and consciousness have since time
immemorial been locked in a dialectical struggle which gives history its
progressive dynamic and leads to a final resolution in communism.®3 Revolu-
tionary consciousness is the prerogative of an enlightened minority, whose
missionary efforts drive the struggle on.%4

While establishing the precedence of the social value over individual drive,
Mat' also offered a new formulation by depicting the development of the
animist value into the totemic value. Gor'kii wrote the novel at a time when he
was inclining towards the ‘God-building’ theory (‘bogostroitel’stvo’) propa-
gated in the early writings of Anatolii Lunacharskii. Collective energy,
Lunacharskii argued, could effectively be tapped by means traditionally used
in religious institutions. The ‘enthusiasm’ and motivation to creative activity
which religion generated, could be valuable in the realization of the social
ideal.®s

Gor'kii’s thinking on the subject appears to have been independent, how-
ever. As early as 1902 — six years before the appearance of Lunacharskii’s
Religiia i sotsializm (‘Religion and Socialism’, 1908; 1911) — he wrote to
Leonid Andreev: ‘We’ll create a God for ourselves who will be great, splendid,
joyous, the protector of life who loves everyone and everything.®¢ Man as ideal
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was, as Gor'kii believed, the inspiration by which people might transcend petty
personal interests and fulfil their potential, submerging individual identity in
the collective All.

Nilovna, the heroine of Mat’, develops, then, not from an outlook that is
religious to one that is ideological but rather, as F. M. Borras has pointed out,
‘from one kind of religious outlook to another, from that which worships God
in heaven to that which looks to the establishment of His kingdom on earth’.9”
Her faith undergoes a shift from a naive, mechanistic form of Christian
worship, through a vision of the imagio Christi in the faces of her son’s
Revolutionary colleagues, to a religious sentiment directed at the unknown
mass of humanity which she imagines as a colossus cleansing the earth of
falsehood and revealing life in its simplest and fullest glory.®® The revelation
marks Nilovna’s leap into consciousness and into the totemic outlook.

The parallels between the teleological aspect of Gor'kii’s novel and medieval
Russian hagiographic literature have not escaped critical attention.®® Just as
union with the Deity is the end to which the life of any saint progresses, so the
purpose of Nilovna’s life proves to be union with the collective Godhead.
Another point which has been noted in relation to this is the abstract and
formal nature of the characteristics of Gor'kii’s heroes (also reflected in later
socialist realist novels) and their similarity to the depiction of princes in the
chronicles of Rus’.1%° The enlightened purposefulness of the positive hero in
socialist realism in many ways gives him a literary role comparable to that of the
medieval prince. His characterization is determined not by psychological
factors but by political ones. Just as the prince represents not himself but his
estate, so the positive hero (Pavel in Mat’, for instance) embodies the estate of
the new Revolutionary man. The prince’s attributes are defined by his position
as feudal master; the socialist realist hero’s are determined by his position as
representative of the Revolutionary vanguard. The prince knows no doubts
about his role, which is to rule and fight for Rus'; the traditional Soviet hero
similarly has no doubts about his vocation. Finally, the medieval prince is
glorified by slava, he receives the recognition and veneration of the people with
whom he is identified; the socialist realist hero is blessed with the love of the
Revolutionary masses. 101

Aleksandr Serafimovich’s novel Zheleznyi potok (‘The Iron Flood’, 1924)
offers another early exemplar for the socialist realist hero of the more roman-
ticized variety. Single-handed, the Cossack peasant, Kozhukh, forges a Revo-
lutionary army from tens of thousands of starving peasants and, in 1918, leads
them from Taman’ to join the Red Army in the Kuban’. It is a superhuman
feat. Kozhukh has none of the humanizing weaknesses of Aleksandr Fadeev’s
hero, Levinson, in Razgrom (‘The Rout’, 1925-26), for example. Against all
odds, he succeeds in uniting an exhausted and rebellious mob into one massive
body, beating with ‘a single, inhumanly enormous heart’.102
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Kozhukh emerges as a cross between a messiah and an Old Testament
prophet, looking upon the multitude as his closest kith and kin, home and
family. To them, he is a father, a godhead and the reflection of their cause.103
Zheleznyi potok, Richard Freeborn has remarked, offers an unintentional
parable on the way peoples seek, in their struggle against tryanny, ‘to summon
new gods to rule over them’, and reveals the very processes that lead to the
personality cult.1% And the gods they summon are totemic. Kozhukh develops
into a representation of the social unit, its focus and the guarantor of its identity
and cohesion. He serves the function of ‘society’s official mandala’: its religious
representation or its totem. 105

In the mid-1930s, the Lenin cult was overshadowed by the public image of
Stalin, glorified as the ‘Builder of Socialism’.1% In literature, too, the totemic
function was served less by primary characters than by the Soviet leader. It was
traditionally through a momentous meeting with Stalin himself that the hero of
the time attained ‘consciousness’. 107

Despite the God-building subtext of Stalinist fiction, the emphasis is notably
less on individual growth and transfiguration than on the message that the value
of the ordinary, ‘little’ man can be measured only in terms of his loyalty to the
collective and its leader.1°8 The hero denies himself, subordinates his will and
his life to a greater power or authority, and accomplishes his mission. His
efforts are beset with apparently insurmountable obstacles. He may, like Pavel
Korchagin in Nikolai Ostrovskii’s Kak zakalialas’ stal’ (‘How Steel was Tem-
pered’, 1934), face not just the perils of battle, but the torment of progressive
physical disability. Yet his work goes on. Paralysed and blind, Korchagin
writes a successful war novel. He may not achieve the status of a god-like
embodiment of the collective, but his capacity to strive and give for the Party is
unbounded.

Clark’s analysis of the structurc of Stalinist cosmology suggests that it
represents a travesty of the shamanistic system of cosmic order. She proposes a
structure in which the Kremlin stands as a link between the terrestrial shadow
world of ordinary mortals and the ‘higher’ reality inhabited by ‘those suprater-
restrial beings, Lenin and Stalin’. 1% Like the shamanistic cosmic tree or pillar,
the Kremlin is a mediator between the heavens and the earth. It is given only to
the elect who strive hardest, the artist-seers or the supreme achievers (which is
what Korchagin — in a modest way — becomes) to climb the tree at great
personal cost and, like the shaman, give the earth’s inhabitants a promise of the
transcendent.

The socialist realist texts of the Stalin era presented a focus on an unattain-
able supreme reality through which the reader was to realize himself in relation
to the collective. The heroes of the time indicated that through faith and effort
anything was possible. Social and even biophysical laws could be overcome. In
Fedor Panferov’s novel Volga-matushka reka (‘Mother Volga’, 1953) it is
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.suggested, for example, that the limits of science may yet be crossed, and dead
matter revived.!1? In the submission of the individual will and the entire self to
the group totem, there was the promise of neutralizing the division between the
worlds, of breaking out of the bounds of banal possibility into a new and fuller
life in the here and now.

It is probably true to say that only two major prose writers of this period took
up the system of thought which, in the past, had resisted the impulse to identify
the sacred with society and its current leadership. They are Mikhail Bulgakov
and Boris Pasternak.

Set against the backdrop of ‘classical’ Stalinist socialist realism, Bulgakov’s
Master i Margarita (‘The Master and Margarita’, written 1928-40; published
1966—67) presents in many ways a challenge to the mythological model of its
time. It does so in two ways. First, it inverts the relationship between the two
spheres of reality which classical socialist realism postulated. The transcendent
reality is not to be striven for by supreme effort and heroic achievement. It
comes down to earth of its own accord. An encounter with it is shown to be not
only attainable but ultimately inescapable. It is an immanent truth, intervening
and participating in the world. Second, instead of offering a final answer to the
meaning of past and future, Bulgakov’s novel presents the reader with a
problem or puzzle which demands participatory evaluation.11?

Rather than paint a formal canvas of a modern god, Bulgakov offers us an .
animated sketch of the devil. Yet the attributes of Woland as demon have, it
has frequently been noted, only limited importance.!!? He does punish and he
does fall upon the acquisitive instinct as a way of ensnaring Moscow’s bewil-
dered population, but the purpose of his teasing is not to appropriate the

~ human soul. The retribution he brings serves rather as evidence of a state of

things in which denial of the supernatural and preternatural must bring with it
the annihilation of consciousness. The fate of Berlioz — the rationalist
decapitated — is emblematic.

The image of Woland as Mephistopheles goading a humanity sunk below its
proper level, and seeking perhaps to be its master, loses the firmness of its
outline as it becomes evident that he may be an agent of salvation or, at least, of
relief from the troubles of this world. His shape is further disturbed by the role
he shares with Bulgakov’s ‘Christ’, Ieshua, as representative of another sphere
of existence. And his arrival, like Ieshua’s, gives characters caught up in the
concerns of mundane reality a pointer towards a fuller level of being.113

Woland, then, is as much ‘angel’, or messenger, as demon. He brings
retribution, but he also offers revelation. And, above all, he bears the story of
Ieshua and Pilate. The devil, as Andrew Barratt remarks, ‘is also a new
evangelist’.114 Interpretations of his role have led to conclusions that he is ‘a
punishing sword in the hands of justice’, a catalyst, a satirist, or a folk-tale
donor figure who provides the hero with a magical agent.!'5 One attractive
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proposal suggests that he is a ‘Gnostic Messenger’: a supernatural being
descended to earth with a message which carries enlightenment, but only for
the few able to decipher it.116

The notion of a Gnostic Message has bearing on the way the novel as a whole
is formulated. It is built of clues and false trails. The characters from the other
world are masked by their appearance, their names and the literary or religious
allusions they carry.!!? Earthly characters who hear the message (Margarita,
Master, Bezdomnyi) are granted, selectively, some degree of understanding;
but only once they have risked abandoning the forms of thought and images of
the self on which mundane reality is founded.

Master i Margarita is also structured around a traditional religious allusion
(the Passion) which provides a ‘cover’ shading new modes of vision. Lesley
Milne’s argument — that the novel’s form can best be compared to the
dramatic tradition of the medieval mystery play and carnival — emphasizes the
conflicting yet productive relationship in art between old hermeneutic patterns
and the host of innovative (and frequently irreverent) thoughts they can help to
release.118 The carnival festivities which accompanied many religious feasts in
the Middle Ages promoted, Mikhail Bakhtin writes, liberation from the
prevailing point of view of the world. They encouraged new forms of percep-
tion, a sense of the relative nature of things and of the possibility of another
kind of world order.11?

The form of Master i Margarita is by its nature liberating. It gives scope for
the subversion of established forms: religious, social, political, and literary. It
breaks through the conventions of socialist realism and displays instead a more
symbolist vision of dual reality (‘dvoemirie’) — although Bulgakov does not
allow himself to be drawn into the darkly pessimistic evocation of things earthly
which frequently characterized symbolist prose.12° As it challenges the socialist
realist model, the novel inverts the heroic image: in Bulgakov’s world, fear and
cowardice are the norm. It gives the reader the devil as compere rather than the
totemic god as guide. And it puts into the mouth of the most ‘positively good’
character (Ieshua is ‘polozhitel’'no prekrasnyi’, in the tradition of Prince
Myshkin) a philosophy with an ‘anarchistic’ flavour.12! Jeshua’s thinking rests
firmly on the belief that there is no need for temporal power because all men
are by nature good. Passing allegiances to temporal powers have no signifi-
cance in terms of the true reality. Death may be an unexpected visitor, as the
fate of Berlioz shows, and all the energy invested in securing position or
possessions may be dissipated in an instant. 122

The totemic glorification of weath, state, or collective is exposed as hollow.
And the importance of Christianity is shown to lie not in its tradition, nor in the
history its records chronicle, but in the deeper levels of human experience it
touches. The Christian story may be relived and recreated by a creative
intuition which can unify men of the past and of the present. It is, in Jungian
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terminology, an ‘archetypal’ narrative or expression of the collective
unconscious which, Barratt observes, ‘might be seen to have found fictional
expression in Bulgakov’s presentation of the Jerusalem narrative as a sort of
primordial truth accessible to a number of individuals’.123

If primordial reality can be contacted through the work of the creative artist,
then — as mediator between the mundane and the beyond — he performs the
function of a priest. Such, indeed, was the part assigned for the artist by the
symbolist system of metaphysics.?24 He would reveal, beyond the symbols and
passing changes of the phenomenal world, the true order. It was a role
Bulgakov seems to have allowed with a healthy degree of detachment and
irony. And it was one which, in more sombre mood, was also taken up by Boris
Pasternak.

The appearance in Italy of Doktor Zhivago (‘Doctor Zhivago’, 1957)
generated a series of attacks in the Soviet press. The novel was dubbed
‘historically prejudiced’ and ‘profoundly anti-democratic’.125 One critic,
A. Surkov, complained that it was a ‘petty travesty of history’ and contained
‘not one sympathetic portrait of a revolutionary’.126

Like Master i Margarita, Pasternak’s novel has no active or ‘positively’
effectual hero. In a world preoccupied with changing and remoulding the
quality of existence, Iurii Zhivago, it has been alleged, seems to do little of
practical use to help either himself or others. Isaac Deutscher impatiently, if
memorably, dismisses him as a second Oblomov ‘in revolt against the inhu-
manity of a revolution that has dragged him out of bed’.12” In a more measured
analysis, Ronald Hingley draws a parallel with Prince Myshkin: ‘He is good
certainly. But what good does he do?128

Zhivago’s passivity, or his fatalism, forms part of a specific conception of
historical change. Pasternak’s purpose, as he expressed it (in English) in a
letter to Stephen Spender was to:

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

Hence the not sufficient tracing of characters I was reproached with . . . hence the
frank arbitrariness of the ‘coincidences’ (through this means I wanted to show the
liberty of being, its verisimilitude touching, adjoining improbability).12°

The moulding or changing of material substance has no application to the
wholeness of a life which is free spirit, moved by its own breath, formed and
reformed in a continuous re-enactment of resurrection: ‘All the time, life, one,
immense, identical throughout its innumerable combinations and transforma-
tions fills the universe and is continually reborn.’130

This vision, close as it is to the tradition of Russian religious thought, gave
the novel a philosophical foundation and artistic shape which — more overtly
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even than Bulgakov’s — challenged the official literary model of its time.
Implicitly it reaffirmed the beliefs of religious philosophers at the beginning of
the century: that life is in a constant state of transfiguration, and advancing
towards an end which is unknowable, but right, because it has love and
creativity at source. It also indicated that the tools by which death might be
overcome were already in human hands. Christ’s doctrine of love for one’s
neighbour (which Zhivago’s ungle, Nikolai Vedeniapin, sees in terms of
driving ‘energy’ reminiscent of Zosima’s notion of ‘active love’), the belief in
free personality and in life as a sacrifice by which individuality may be
transcended, are means for historical man to respond to the obscenity of
terminal existence.3! Zhivago’s poem ‘Svad’'ba’ is a call for the self not to
stand up and fight for individual rights, but to be, as it were, dissolved in the
lives of others.132 And without the element of artistic creativity, any formu-
lated truths, ideological or religious, lose their value. Facts don’t exist, Iurii
Zhivago remarks, ‘until man puts into them something of his own, a bit of free
human genius — of myth.’133

Where the story, the freely-made creative link with the unconscious levels
which define the nature of human bondage, has been lost —in a language full of
platitudes, or in the subjugation of personality to an imposed doctrine — life is
barren. And the artist as priest or prophet carries the burden of reawakening an
awareness of the barely perceptible system of connections which weaves the
fabric of human lives and histories.

Of the lyrical poems which form an appendix to the novel, ‘Gefsimanskii sad’
(‘The Garden of Gethsemane’) in particular reaffirms in Christian imagery the
final order to which the ages are turbulently flowing:

‘I shall descend into my grave. And on the third day rise again.
And, even as rafts float down a river,

So shall the centuries drift trailing like a caravan,
Coming for judgement, out of the dark to me. 134

For Pasternak, Henry Gifford has written, ‘to live in history is to live in the
awareness of grace, of a divine purpose in things’. 135

The impact of Pasternak’s thinking on literature during and after the ‘thaw’
has not yet been fully measured. Given the wide circulation of samizdat in the
1960s and 1970s, it can reasonably be assumed to have been considerable long
before the official publication of Doktor Zhivago in Novyi mir in 1988.13¢ A
revival of interest in Dostoevskii (a ten-volume edition of his writings began to
appear in the mid-1950s, and a thirty-volume edition was launched in 1972), and
the interest among intellectuals in early twentieth-century neo-Kantian philos-
opherssuchas Sergei Bulgakov, Nikolai Berdiaev, Petr Struve and Semen Frank
(then unpublished in the Soviet Union) certainly encouraged an increasing
consciousness of religious values among the intelligentsia.?37 Familiarity with
Pasternak’s writing would have added to this awareness still further.
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Like the leading contributors to the Vekhi (‘Landmarks’) symposium of 1909
— Sergei Bulgakov, Berdiaev, Struve and Frank — Pasternak had known
Marxism and its consequences directly. Like them he had turned away from it
on the grounds that man was an independent creative being who freely chose
his own life and determined his own history. With them, he concluded that the
driving force in society was not the acquisitive instinct and class struggle, but
personality. The uncorrupted personality was linked by nature with God and
was moving not in the direction of proletarian revolution but of ultimate
reunion with Him.138

The part Dostoevskii (who, it seemed, had predicted so many of the pitfalls
of revolutionary socialism), Pasternak, and the Vekhi thinkers played in the
1960s was chiefly defined by their role as links between Russia’s past and her
present. Their thinking was particularly helpful to intellectuals disillusioned
with Marxism but still vulnerable to its influences. And it also carried the
fascination of bringing readers closer to the pre-Revolutionary Russian tradi-
tion which Marxism-Leninism had sought to obliterate.

Dimitry Pospielovsky has suggested that the religious orientation in cultural
circles of the 1960s was, initially at least, secondary to the interest in Russia’s
heritage.139 A thirst for national and cultural identity, together with a sense of
the paltry role allotted to the individual by Soviet ideology, helped create
conditions in which the image of the uneducated and impoverished peasant— as
the guardian of authentic Russian values and victim of the Soviet experiment —
could become central to the literature of the period. Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn’s
novella Matrenin dvor (‘Matrena’s House’, 1963), which introduced the figure
into Soviet fiction, became a model for much subsequent writing about the daily
life and traditions of country people and communities. Under Brezhnev, Sol-
zhenitsyn’sheroine, Matrena, was elevated to the status of anew literaryicon. 140

In the 1950s ‘rural fiction’ (‘derevenskaia proza’) had offered a new, critical
portrayal of country life after collectivization. Khrushchev’s declared concerns
about the sad state of Soviet agriculture were taken up by writers such as
Valentin Ovechkin or Efim Dorosh.!4! But in the mid-1960s literature took up
the moral teaching on social repercussions of individual virtue from Matrenin
dvor, and developed a strikingly anti-teleological quality. Much of it is con-
cerned with the implicit rejection of historicism, purpose, and progress, in
favour of the exploration of the potential of personal experience. In their
existential search for truth not as an abstract ‘Idea’ or as pure thought, but (in _
Kierkegaard’s words) as something ‘to exist in’, the writers of rural prose
turned to the familiar and the authentically known.42 They reassessed man’s
condition and identity in terms of their own memories of the past and those of
their generation.

The mood of their writing suggested that life directed towards a specified
purpose was lived in error, and urged that the objective moral content of
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existence was a better measure of its value. The experience of Stalin’s camps,
and the boldness with which dissenting writers such as Solzhenitsyn or Varlam
Shalamov depicted the human consequences of a system which had deprived so
many people of their lives, freedom, and personal dignity, could not but
demand an alternative framework within which to examine moral, social, and
historical issues. The urge to turn literature back into the art form designed to
‘straighten the twisted paths of man’s history’ and ‘preserve the national
language and the national soul’ (as Solzhenitsyn put it in his 1971 Nobel Prize
Speech) was shared by intellectuals associated with the establishment as well as
by dissidents. 143 The bankruptcy of the Stalinist myth had been exposed, and
Soviet society had lost any transcendent meaning in the eyes of its citizens.
Anatolii Lanshchikov’s statement in support of the Orthodox Christian tradi-
tion at a closed meeting for critics in 1969, has been cited as one of the more
striking official calls for a system of thought to fill the spiritual vacuum in a
society divorced from the vision which had once sustained it:

We are seeking a lost ideal! Our young people can find no ideal to live by [. . .].

We need [. . .] positive ideals [. . .].

Regarding religion, I will say frankly: if one were to reject the role of Orthodoxy,
I don’t know what would remain of Russia. 144

The purpose had been lost; the end could no longer be presented as
justification for action and the means were now subject to assessment accord-
ing to moral not sociological criteria. ‘It is not the result that counts!’ is the
heartfelt cry in Solzhenitsyn’s Arkhipelag GULag (‘The Gulag Archipelago’,
1973-76): ‘It is not the result — but the spirit! Not what — but how. Not what
has been attained — but at what price.’145

Writing on the nineteenth-century terrorist Nechaev, and using an idiom-and
frame of reference which reflects the socialist rhetoric of the early 1980s, Iurii
Trifonov expresses a remarkably similar thought:

For Nechaev, as for the Jesuits, the most important thing was the purpose. The
means signified nothing to him. This deprived the purpose of any moral content.
And it led to extraordinary complications because the purpose was deprived of the

human aspect. For morality is always synonymous with humanitarian values. That
is why Nechaev’s philosophy degenerated into revolutionary violence.146

After the revelations of Khrushchev’s ‘Secret Speech’, and the reports of
those who returned from the camps in the years following the Twentieth Parfy
Congress in 1956, it became impossible for writers to continue looking upon
individuals exclusively, or even predominantly, as projections of social forces.
To a degree, recognition had to be given to the need for personal freedom,
diversity, and dialogue. And in that thinking lay the animist surmise that reality
consists not of one unit of consciousness — the collective — but also of other
independent forms of consciousness, other realities embedded, reflected, or
expressed in natural phenomena.
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As Sergei Zalygin wrote in 1972, literature was there to chronicle the
burgeoning changes in the Soviet vision of things:

In our present vision and understanding of the universe is there not a hidden
surmise, a premonition of another world in which things are ‘different’ and, above
all, time and the limits of human life are not the same?

If literature cannot now draw attention to these new feelings and perceptions,
then who can?147
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CHAPTER 3

VALENTIN RASPUTIN

The spate of prose about life in rural communities was a form of cultural
reaction to a stale, urban-orientated ideology, and to socio-economic policies
which Stalin and later Khrushchev had implemented. Collectivization, the
onslaught on the kulaks and the migration of millions of Soviet peasants from
their home villages to towns — for education, jobs and escape from officially
denigrated life in the countryside — produced two generations of disorientated
town-dwellers, with displaced identities.! They had been uprooted from an
agricultural environment that was self-sufficient and culturally hermetic, to
find themselves in a mechanized world that was 1ncomprehen51ble isolating
and ultimately demeaning.

In 1969 the dissident playwright, Andrei Amal'rik wrote of the confusion
and anxiety of those consigned to the newly formed ‘proletarian’ class:

The mass exodus of peasants to the city has created a new type of city dweller: a
person who has broken with his old environment, way of life and culture and who is
finding it very difficult to discover his place in his new environment and feels ill at
ease in it. He is both frightened and aggressive. He no longer has any idea to what
level of society he belongs.?

In response to this common psychological plight, writers who shared a
similar background recreated in their work a setting to ease the suppressed
nostalgia of those who, like them, had abandoned and perhaps denied the life
they knew and understood most fully.3

Many of the best-known writers of ‘rural prose’ had personal memories of
the confusion and distress of transition from country to city. Their work sought
to record the cultural roots from which Soviet society had torn itself away: but it
also represented an attempt to recapture a lost integrity of personality by
stirring up memories of village childhood and formative experiences in a rural
environment.* Lévi-Strauss is well known for his view that ‘primitive’ societies
are not stuck in aspic but have developed in a different direction. Following a
similar line of reasoning, Soviet rural writers looked to a traditional way of life
for evidence of how the people who still followed it had evolved.5 They were
seeking not an anthropological lesson but a moral one: a way of incorporating
what they saw as the spiritual maturity of the rural dweller into their own lives.



50 SPIRIT OF THE TOTEM

Through recollection and observation they hoped to recover ways of living and
perceiving with which to fill the vacuum of an industrialized urban wasteland.
To that extent rural prose was an invocation to pastoral tranquillity, to the
healing power of memory, and a way of directing thought to an internal point of
balance. The introductory section to Viktor Astaf’'ev’s Oda russkomu ogorodu
(‘Odé to a Russian Kitchen Garden’, 1972), for example, reflects more than
just the sentimental ‘yearning for [. . .] a rural childhood’ which David Gillespie
has detected. It suggests, too, that happy and serene memories, invoked in a
style similar to prayer, can help to restore psychological health and clarity of
vision.
Oh my memory, work your miracle once more, take the fear from my soul, the
torpid burden of weariness, which brings gloom and the sweet poison of solitude.
Revive [...] the child within, let me find peace and purity beside him. And if you
will — godless though I am — I shall invoke you in the name of the Lord, just as
once, deafened and blinded by war, I prayed to be lifted out of the lifeless depths
and to find any glimmer in the darkness. And then I recalled [. . .] that which they

had sought to destroy in me, and I awoke the child, and the surrounding emptiness
was again filled with sounds, colours and aromas.”

If emotional and spiritual health were not to be irredeemably lost, a new
blueprintforliving wasindispensable. However farremoved from the actualities
of Soviet life derevenskaia proza might appear, it was just such ablueprint that its
writers sought to offer. Vasilii Belov’s reflective depiction of the traditional life
of the northern peasantry, Lad (‘Harmony’, 1979-81), suggests, for instance,
that holistic rural existence in tune with the cycles of nature allowed for fuller,
more creative and varied, human development. Its pace permitted an individual
todevelop in hisown way and reaffirmed the harmonious variety oflife, allowing
the creative source within to follow its full, natural course.?

Rhythm is a condition of life [. . .].

Spiritual and physical harmony [...] is life itself, the full-blooded quality of
living, life’s rhythmic pattern. A break in the rhythm leads to sickness, disorder,
discord, confusion. [. . .]

A rhythmic life — like the sound of music — does not imply monotony [. . .], it

helps to give resonance and shape to individuality, like a melody in music. Rhythm
strengthens the creative aspect in a person.®

Ekaterina Starikova’s observation that village prose sought less to reflect the
panorama of rural existence than to point to the spiritual consequences of the
social transformation of the countryside, draws attention to its role as a window
on moral re-evaluation.1® The rural environment could act as a litmus test for
truth and falsehood, right and wrong, because it gave direct access to structures
and laws organically inherent in human beings as in the natural world. These, if
followed, might prove to be man’s deliverance.!!

The introduction of rural, simple people as models in literature undermined
the mental configuration that country folk within the Soviet Union were



VALENTIN RASPUTIN 51

‘primitive’, ‘childlike’, and unable to cope without Party guidance. Moreover,
fiction explored aspects of preternatural experience which suggested that the
surrounding world was not to be scientifically analysed and controlled, but that
it was personified, demanding and capricious. Man’s relationship with it was
based on a kind of mystic participation where emotional perception is as real as
sense perception.12

Gillespie has observed that, in respect of its rediscovery of new values based
on emotional or spiritual links with the natural world and the cultural tradition
formed thereby, ‘village prose [. . .] reflects the tradition of “‘man and nature”
in[..-.] pre-revolutionary Russian literature.’'3 It would be unrealistic to refute
out of hand the influence of the idealized nineteenth-century image of the
peasant as the human embodiment of ‘natural, elemental wisdom and mor-
ality’.14 But it is also true that depictions of peasants by writers as diverse as
Vasilii Belov or the Armenian derevenshchik, Grant Matevosian, give evi-
dence of serious, innovative attempts to identify some of the elements which
make up the raw, ‘primitive’ personality unsoiled by industrial civilization. As
the Soviet critic Lev Anninskii observed in a comparison of these two writers
published in 1982: ‘Before us is an attempt, in different ways, to assemble the
human being.’15

The narrative orientation of leading writers of the 1960s and 1970s, such as
Belov, Vasilii Shukshin, Zalygin, Astaf’ev, or Rasputin, gave rural or unedu-
cated figures a degree of linguistic and psychological autonomy uncharacter-
istic either of nineteenth-century prose or socialist realism.1¢ This had, of
course, already been pioneered by Solzhenitsyn in Odin den' Ivana Deni-
sovicha (‘One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich’, 1962) with a depiction of
prison-camp life through the prism of one inmate’s consciousness. And in 1977,
shortly after the publication of the novella Proshchanie s Materoi, Valentin
Rasputin remarked how important it was that an author should be on an equal
footing with his characters and never presume himself to be wiser or more
experienced than they.1”

The increasingly polyphonic range of characters and voices in Soviet writing
was also interwoven with a strong sense of their cultural background and the
Russian millennial tradition. As Zalygin wrote in 1969:

Our generation is perhaps thelast to have seen, with its own eyes, the millennial
way of life from which we have all emerged. Who will speak of it and of the decisive
transformation it underwent in such a short period of time, if we fail to do so?18

The past, Zalygin reportedly also observed, had been written into human
psychology.1® The awareness in Russian rural prose of an ancestry and a
millennium of chronicled history, tradition, and religious thought allowed
literature once again to explore more profound ontological issues. Such
renewed sense of a personal and historical heritage, from which the Soviet
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people had been torn by revolution and social change, was bound to beg
questions on their relationship with a lost ancestry, and with that most ancient
ancestry of all — nature.20

The restoration of the broken connection between modern man, his ance-
stry, his land and locality became the most salient theme of prose in the late
1960s and 1970s. And it was expressed most richly in the form designed to
encompass both history and metaphysics — myth.21

The function of myth, it has been suggested in Chapter 1, is to build an
historical, cosmological, and moral bridge between a temporal order and an
eternal order. It may also be that — in Joseph Campbell’s words — a
‘recognition of that ultimate mystery transcending names and forms “from
which . . . words turn back’’ could be a criterion for discriminating between a
genuine mythological model and an artificial one.

If the novelist who most successfully dismantled ideological ‘myth’, and
revived an authentically mythological quality in prose published in the 1960s
was Mikhail Bulgakov, his successor in the 1970s was arguably Valentin
Rasputin. In his fiction, Rasputin evoked in archetypal imagery, accessible
beyond the Russian context, experiences of the numinous which socialist
realism categorically excluded. The term ‘numinous’ is used here as it was
defined by Rudolf Otto in The Idea of the Holy (1917), indicating the mystical
sensation of ‘sacred’ or ‘holy’, without the moral or rational elements which
either of these words might carry.?2 As Otto explains it, the ‘numinous’ carries
the fascination of a supreme, incomprehensible, unapproachable, vital, over-
powering presence. It is objective, outside the self, and on this presence the self
knows that it ultimately depends.2® The term makes it possible to circumnavi-
gate difficulties arising with the use of words such as ‘sacred’ and ‘profane’,
which are laden with associations inappropriate and unhelpful in this context.
When used here, ‘profane’ denotes neither ‘irreverent’ nor ‘polluted’, but
rather ‘known’ or ‘familiar’. Similarly, ‘sacred’ carries no moral or interdictory
connotations.

In Rasputin’s writing, the numinous principle (which is unchangeable, form-
less, and unbounded) is shown to be manifest in relative or profane reality.
Paradoxically, the two opposing and irreducible principles — sacred and
profane — coexist. This notion is termed a ‘hierophany’ in religious anthropo-
logy, and may be recognized in a natural phenomenon, an object, an animal, ora
human being.24Itis, Eliade observes, ‘the cardinal problem of any religion’, and
may be observed as much in Christianity as in more ‘primitive’ traditions. 25

The numinous isidentified in Rasputin’s work through images recognizable as
archetypes of the sacred: symboliccompounds which represent the numenin the
collective imagination of a range of uriconnected cultures worldwide (sun, sky,
earth, or tree are typical examples).2¢ Rasputin’s use of these representations
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carries general imaginative associations from folktale, myth, and legend; but
his imagery gains particular definition and colour if examined in relation to
Siberian, or Altaic, beliefs, and to those of pre-Christian Slavs as well as of
Russian Orthodox Christians.2?

There are striking parallels between Rasputin’s philosophical perception
and the religious vision noted by anthropologists among the undeveloped
agricultural and nomadic communities of the Central Asian and Siberian area.
Indeed, one should look perhaps in this direction, rather than to the Russian
context, to identify the tradition closest to Rasputin in the early period of his
development as a writer.28

Rasputin was born and brought up in the Irkutsk area of Siberia, close to the
Autonomous Republic of Buryatiya, a region in which Buryat and Russian
communities are closely integrated.2® The way of life he encountered in his
formative years would have comprised, therefore, a mixture of Russian
Orthodoxy, Mongolian Buddhism, and Altaic cult. And though, as I under-
stand from verbal reports, he has been received into the Russian Orthodox
Church, his writing consistently indicates that for him Siberian shamanism and
the spirit world it embraces are not simply a local curiosity, but a familiar and
well-assimilated system of belief.

The tenet on which the Altaic tradition rests is that man lives in a sacred
Nature not as her servant, but as her helper and her kinsman. According to
traditional beliefs of the people of the area, all things in Nature are wholly
integrated. There exists a vital force or spirit which emanates from the
Supreme Deity or deities in the sky, permeates all form, animate or inanimate,
and returns to the sky after death. Everything in the world is a manifestation of
the sacred, and falls into a universal pattern of variation, decay, death, and
rebirth. This goes for rocks and stones and trees, as much as for planets and
stars, the waters, the earth and all that is on it, including man. In the world,
form may vary but essence does not; and death is merely the taking on of
another form. The prevailing idea is that there exists a supreme reality beyond
appearances lodged in appearances, to the extent that all inanimate objects are
thought to have their ‘owner spirits’ (‘ezhin’).30

This paradoxical manifestation of a dual reality in the mundane is plainly
evident in Rasputin’s prose. It accords with a sense of the unity and integration
of all life’s forms, reminiscent of Solov’ev’s notion of the created universe as a
single organism and spirit. It is there in evocations of cyclical mutation; or in
hints of immanent spiritual presences active in human life. And this, even more
perhaps than the social and moral aspect of his writing (studied by Gillespie and
Klaus Holtmeier), lends Rasputin’s fiction its originality and substance.3!

The remainder of the chapter will explore perceptions of the numinous and
their integration with social and moral dilemmas in three of Rasputin’s
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best-known novellas: Poslednii srok (‘Borrowed Time’, 1970); Zhivi i pomni
(‘Live and Remember’, 1975); and Proshchanie s Materoi (‘Farewell to Mat-
era’, 1976). All are concerned in different ways with the theme of transition
from a familiar form of order into one that is unknown or, in Otto’s termin-
ology, ‘numinous’ and ‘wholly other’.

The earliest novella, Poslednii srok, broaches the theme most directly.32 Its
narrative structure loosely reflects Tolstoi’s Smert’ Ivana Il'icha (‘The Death of
Ivan Il'ich’, 1885-86), relating as it does the last few days in the life of an
unremarkable character who is bed-ridden, dying, and surrounded by sym-
pathetic, but otherwise preoccupied relatives. But where Ivan Il'ich’s end is
uncomprehending and tormented almost to the last, Rasputin’s starukha Anna
slips into death with neither question, fear, nor resistance. Her life, like that of
the peasant in Tolstoi’s Tri smerti (‘Three Deaths’, 1858-59), has been ruled by
the biological cycle, and in death she allows it to run its course.33

Illness provides the opportunity for a final meeting with her children. Three
have been uprooted in search of education or a better life and sucked into the
urban whirlpool.34 Of the remaining two, Anna’s son, Mikhail, is all but an
alcoholic; her daughter, Varvara, now in her sixties, is absorbed by the
practical difficulties of bringing up a sprawling family. Over the old woman’s
deathbed the children exchange memories, and tensions emerge as their
conflicting cultural expectations become apparent. Starukha Anna’s favourite
daughter fails to appear from Kiev. After several days, weary of their
mother’s protracted illness, the children depart. Only Mikhail remains. With
that, the old woman’s flickering consciousness finally turns in upon itself, and
she dies.

Superficially, the story draws attention to the conflict of values and expecta-
tions stimulated by the encounter of an old cultural framework with the new.
Beyond that, however, it also points to the more insurmountable divide
between a consciousness wavering on the verge of the numinous, and minds
still caught up in the conflicts and anxieties of the material world. References to
formal religion are oblique. The Orthodox tradition colours Anna’s beliefs, but
more serious narrative attention is given to visionary ideas outside the Chris-
tian framework.35 Two themes emerge in particular: the symbiotic relationship
between human personality and its external environment; and manifestations
of the numen in the physical world.

In Rasputin’s universe, the integration between man and the surrounding
world is absolute. The environment — emotional, physical and social —
determines what people are, and personalities affect each other to the degree
that a presence or absence can determine life or its extinction. Anna revives
briefly when her children arrive; their departure signals her death.

At a more subtle level, the quality of personality permeates surroundings
and transforms them in substance and appearance. The bond between person
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and place may be such that they seem barely distinguishable. Anna’s cottage is
an extension of herself:

Everything here [...] seemed to repeat and reflect her words and gestures —
speaking when she spoke, falling silent when she stopped [. . .] and listening with
quiet, unobtrusive attention. [...] They seemed to have reached exactly the same
old age, the utmost limit of life, each clung on only thanks to the other. You had to
tread carefully on the floor, so as not to hurt Mother, and everything you said to her
was trapped and held in the walls, the corners, everywhere.3¢

The symbiotic quality of relationships is also transposed into a metaphysical
mode. Poslednii srok points to the active participation in the tangible universe
of a protective, life-supporting, numinous presence which touches Anna when
her awareness is wavering between the physical world and its spiritual counter-
part. It is communicated through images of sky and sun. The sky has mysteri-
ous, impenetrable depth, but its distance is qualified by the warmth, peace, and
protection it generates, or by the comforting presence of a single puff of
cloud.3” The sun’s rays are the passage by which the vital force in the sky
communicates its presence to the earth. At a time when earthly reality appears
more in the guise of dream or memory, the sun offers Anna intimations of
another dimension of truth:38

The sun held her in a kind of spell — not the fiery globe up there in the sky, but the
light and warmth that fell to earth from it and warmed her. For the second day she
strained her senses, looking for something in it besides warmth and light, but not
knowing what. She didn’t worry. No doubt everything she needed to know would
be revealed to her in good time, and the time had evidently not come yet. She was
certain that when she died she would learn not only this, but many other secrets
which had not been hers to know in life, and which would finally explain the age-old
mystery of all that had happened to her in the past, and all that would be in the
future.3°

The role of the heavens as an archetypal expression of transcendence,
infinity, eternity, and creative power (because they bring rain) is widely
recognized.*® The Buryat venerate the sky (‘Tengri’) as Divinity in itself, as
well as the home of multiple divinities.4! In Poslednii srok, sunlight pouring
across the sky suggests to Anna a mediating passage between the earthly and
the numinous:

The morning sun did not fall into the house, but the old lady could tell it had come
up, even without the windows: the air around her stirred and sprang to life, as if
something were blowing on it from the side. She raised her eyes and saw the first
joyful rays of sunlight, which had not yet found the earth, like the rungs of a ladder

flung across the sky, on which only bare feet could step. This made her feel warmer
at once and she murmured, ‘Oh Lord . . .42

The image of the sun’s rays as ladders in the sky reflects a feature of the
shamanistic universe — traditionally espoused by the Buryat — in which the
shaman’s ascent to the higher world may be made by various kinds of ladder
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including a sunbeam.*3 A single sunbeam, the Buryat say, is a ‘window from
heaven’.#* The sun expresses the sacred without losing its profane quality as
sunlight, and so fulfils the nature of a hierophany. It is the force which can as
joyfully dissolve life as give it, and offers Anna the certainty that all is well with
the world.4*5 '

Anna’s intuitions of the experience of dying suggest that she may have
experienced it before. She perceives it as a descent down a stairway to a place
where the earth is covered with fresh hay. There she meets a double with whom
she is united to the sound of a ringing bell.#6 Without weakening the impact of
the original image, it is worth noting that there is here an intriguing combina-
tion of elements from both Christian and Buryat traditions. Hay is the dead
matter on which, in the Christian tradition, the world’s spiritual rebirth took
place: Christ, the incarnation of the numen, was laid in a manger. The bell is
the Christian call for attention to be turned to Him. According to the Buryat
understanding of the afterlife, the souls of the dead are exact ‘doubles’ of the
living personality in a physical and moral sense, and they live on in a world
which also replicates the earthly life.4?

Having been united with her double, the soul, and become whole, Anna
continues her journey alone into the sounding bells watched by a pair of eyes
which then sink under the hay, to earth, while she goes on into a ‘living dawn’
(‘zhivoe utro’).*® According to Buryat beliefs, a man may be composed of three
parts or souls. The first has access to the higher world and is judged after death;
the second remains on earth and becomes a ghost or spirit (‘bookholdoi’) which
lives on as did the living man; the third remains with the material body and may
be reborn.*? Czaplicka also notes a belief that during illness one soul is held
captive by the spirits. The encounter and union of Anna with her soul and their
subsequent apparent reseparation suggest that as she is made whole with
herself in death, so part of her consciousness (bookholdoi) is shed to the earth,
while she continues into the next life.5°

Meanwhile, the third soul is left behind with the material body, perhaps to be
reborn. Anna also has intimations of a previous life and death. She is hazy
about the form she was given in earlier lives (‘Whether crawling, walking or
flying, she could not remember, nor even guess’); but she recollects a storm,
lightning and rain which she believes may once have killed her.5! For the
Buryat, to be killed by lightning is to be ‘chosen’ by Tengri.52 Within that model
of understanding, Anna may be counted among the blessed.

The numen touches not only the dying Anna; it also disturbs her more
sophisticated daughter, Liusia, who has moved furthest from the forms of
thought and communication into which she was born. Unconsciously, while
distanced from her mother’s thinking, Liusia has created a travesty of the same
animist model, in which correct aspect and success are amulets to be worn as
protection against ill luck: ‘Liusia believed that misfortune had eyes, and that
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before descending on somebody, it studied his demeanour, his worth and even
his appearance. It didn’t often dare strike at a strong, happy person’.53

In a reflex response to the gulf between her new life and her childhood,
Liusia relives her memories and is subjected to a revelatory experience which
brings her face to face with her old self. It forces her to recognize that her past
has not been lost, but remains present and watching, a disesmbodied form of
awareness in the very fibre of space and matter.
Life seemed to have sent her back because she had left something behind here,
forgotten something very precious, without which life could not go on. But these
events, long past, having returned, did not vanish altogether, they simply stepped

aside to see what would happen to Liusia after their return visit, to see what she had
gained or lost, what had awoken, and what had perished.5*

The world is permeated by an intangible consciousness which watches over
nature and man. Itisin the rays of the sun which fall upon Anna; it lifts the early
morning mist;55 it touches Liusia through the power of memory. It exists in
matter and in the human mind, much like the vital force which emanates from
the Sky God, returns to him after death and remains the single, principal spirit
in things: the all-pervading hierophany which drives the eternal cycle ever on.

The more conventional subject matter of the novella Zhivi i pomni ensured
that it was given a warmer welcome by Soviet critics. But the story also
stimulated debate on individual commitment to society, and the tension
between personal loyalties and duty to the community. 56

Its primary theme — desertion and the recovery of personal life — no doubt
touched a raw nerve in the Soviet readership. The more so as Rasputin’s
treatment of the subject, though apparently condemning desertion in prin-
ciple, also aired the idea that withdrawal from commitment to the group may
be excusable if the preservation of values of greater importance is at stake.
Zhiviipomni is set in the winter of 1945. It portrays the dismal consequences of
a relationship between Andrei Gus’kov, an army deserter who has returned to
his Siberian home village on the Angara river, and his wife, Nastena, who
shields him from the authorities and helps him survive, ultimately at the cost of
her own life. The novella operates on several planes, the simplest resting on
questions of social ethics, the more subtle on problems relating to man’s
shifting position in a system of cosmic order which comprises a numinous
reality, earthly life, and a third, subhuman level.

Gus'kov betrays the collective unit by deserting from the ranks as war draws
to a close, and thereby challenges the authority of the group. As he does so, he
descends to a lower form of life. He lives like an animal in the forest outside his
village, tormented and isolated, humanized only by the (perhaps misguided)
loyalty of his wife. She hides him and, as the authorities close in, drowns herself
and an unborn child to prevent his discovery. After her death, she is granted a
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grave in the village cemetery despite her suicide, and is remembered with pity
by women in the community.

Examination of the work within the frameworks of Christian and Altaic
tradition, however, shows a more complex inner design. Gerald Mikkelson has
commented in some detail on the novella’s underlying structure as a Christian
parable.57 Nastena’srole, he argues, illustrates the impulse to Christian sacrifice
and forgiveness. She emerges, Mikkelson writes, as a mediator between Andrei
and salvation, and as his protector from the destructive, even demonic aspect of
his personality. She isboth Saviour and life-giver. The dating of her pregnancy at
the end of March seems to coincide with the Feast of the Annunciation
(‘Bogoroditsa moia’, Andrei calls her), while her name may imply associations
with Resurrection and the salvation of fallen souls (Anastasis)>®: ‘The Russian
Anastasis is not so much a “voskreseniie” as a ““soshestviie v ad”. In Live and
Remember, Nastena represents both the One who descended and those includ-
ing Andrei for whom the descent was made.’ Nastena’s step into the water is her
voluntary ‘descent into hell’, heralding Resurrection and Salvation.5°

The emphasis Mikkelson gives to Christian symbolism in the story is a little
exaggerated, but the general thrust of his argument is persuasive. The more so
since, in the light of Altaic tradition, the Christian dimension is imaginatively
reinforced. Religious elements in the story are fused throughout with the
folkloric. An awareness of the spirit world (werewolves, forest spirits, and
demons) comprises part of Nastena and Andrei’s consciousness in a way which
Christianity does not.%° Prayer, for instance, is a magic incantation to ensure
protection in times of danger or distress.6?

Ostracized from the collective, Andrei is, in social terms, a dead man. His
fate is unknown. By his desertion he has denied his place in the human
community. He is doomed to be forgotten and to disappear without progeny. 52
He returns to his village, Atamanovka, to function like a spirit and to reaffirm
his existence by breaking a series of social taboos.* He re-establishes a secret
relationship with his wife, drawing her out of the collective into his own shadow
life. He also kills a grazing goat and, later, a calf (‘bychok’), the young of the
Buryat totemic ancestor, the bull.®4 He returns like a demon in the bania —the
unclean place where malicious powers and unclean forces are said to lurk.6s
Nastena initially perceives him as an ‘oboroten” (an animal spirit, a werewolf
or changeling) or ‘leshii’ (forest spirit). For his part, Andrei sees himself as a
wolf or a bear — both demonic images in Russian folklore. As his position
grows more desperate, he retires under the earth into a cave.%6 Having lost his
place in human society, Andrei is reintegrated into the eternal cycle through a
series of mutations which take him underground: perhaps to the underworld
whence there is no reprieve.¢”

The Buryat belief that man has three souls has been outlined earlier in the
chapter. One of these (bookholdoi) returns home after death, lives in a dark,
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abandoned place and may perform acts of revenge to mock the living.%8 One
also leaves the body in sleep, and its wanderings are recalled as dreams.®°
Nastena wonders if a dream she shared with Andrei marked the visitation of
her soul to his, while he was at war.”? Nastena’s own dreams also suggest that
she has contact with the spirit world and premonitions of her fate.”!

As Mikhailov notes, however, the soul may also leave the body as a result of
fear; and unless it is persuaded to return by special shamanistic rites, death will
ensue.”? Gus'kov’s reappearance in his home village may, therefore, be less
the return of a deserter and an outcast than of a wandering spirit. It is the
homecoming not of the whole man, but of the shadow of the man who has
known war.

While remaining sensitive to Nastena’s personal tragedy as a figure caught
between a deep emotional bond and her ties with the community, one might
also consider her fate in terms of the system of images in Buryat religious
culture. Within that model, Nastena’s role is comparable to the shaman’s. She
straddles two worlds: those of men and of spirits, where different moral values
prevail. In the one, the Absolute is social responsibility, and morality is gauged
by notions of duty and loyalty to the group. It is, in Durkheim’s terminology,
‘totemic’. In the othér ‘animist’ reality where Andrei resides, the good is seen
as preservation of life, personal communication, fertility and procreation.

The worlds are as divided as the two shores of the Angara on which Nastena’s
dual life is lived. And as the world of men increasingly threatens Andrei, so,
together with her unborn child, she abandons both systems of understanding to
step into a third dimension. In the Altaic system of belief, the waters partici-
pate in the Supreme God of the Sky, Tengri.” Indeed, it is the sky Nastena sees
as she looks for the last time from her boat into the river which will take her life.

The fusion of Christian and Altaic culture weaves into the story a subtext
which supports the surface model but also suggests dilemmas which are deeper
than the plot indicates. Andrei is more than a deserter drawn (by Soviet
standards of the time) with unusual empathy. His characterization is shadowed
by the suggestion that he is the rebellious spirit of a man who has lost his life to
the demands of war. Nastena is not just a positive heroine overcome by the
conflict between love and duty. Her image evokes the concomitant thought
that she may be a mediator between the worlds. Her last act, if weighed in the
context of Siberian beliefs, is not self-annihilation, but a step into another,
better order from a torn reality where the human spirit is abused.

In Proshchanie s Materoi, the numinous element also predominates over and
qualifies the treatment of a topical, if hackneyed, social and ecological theme:
the violent sacrifice of the environment and a traditional way of life to
technological progress. The island of Matera, set in the river Angara, is to be
flooded to make way for the building of a new hydroelectric power station.”4 Its
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few remaining inhabitants — mainly old peasant women who have known no
life away from the island — wait to be forcibly re-settled in a new purpose-built
village on the mainland. Matera, its homes, monuments, its past and its way of
life are to be wiped off the map.

Rasputin’s depiction of the flooding of Matera gives the event an apocalyptic
dimension, noted by a number of critics.”* It suggests the end not just of an age,
but of a cosmic era: a time when the elements are fused, the earth ravaged by
fire, drowned by the waters and dissolved to fade away in a rolling mist. The
final paragraph also suggests that Matera is lifted up and carried away whole,
out of the profane world of the earthly into the numinous world of the sky.”6

The subject matter is complemented by mythological overtones in the
narrative structure, which recalls the legendary tale of the sunken city, Grad
Kitezh.77 It also has a didactic quality absent from other works discussed here,
but appropriate to the mythological function, as outlined by Joseph Campbell
(see Chapter 1).78 Proshchanie s Materoi is shaped like a latter-day deluge
myth. The island of Matera has reached the moment when it must revert to
formlessness or chaos. In the tradition of deluge myths, as Eliade explains
them, the story signals the end of an era while also pointing towards a new
beginning, transcending the eternal cycle, of which the old woman, Dar’ia, has
intimations throughout the story.”®

The mythological significance of cataclysmic immersion in water or flooding

is almost universal. Eliade expresses it well:
Water symbolizes the primal substance from which all forms come and to which
they will return either by their own regression or in a cataclysm. [...] In cos-
mogony, in myth, ritual and iconography, water fills the same function in whatever
type of cultural pattern we find it; it precedes all forms and upholds all creation.
Immersion in water symbolizes a return to the pre-formal, a total regeneration, a
new birth, for immersion means a dissolution of forms, a reintegration into the
formlessness of pre-existence; and emerging from the water is a repetition of the act
of creation in which form was first expressed. Every contact with water implies
regeneration.80

In Central Asia and Siberia, water has traditionally held a special quality, as
has been noted earlier in this chapter. To the Mongolian and Altaic peoples, it
participates in the divinity insofar as it falls from the sky and reflects it.8! But it
is also a healer and life-giver to the Russian Slavs. As A. N. Afanas’ev explains,
the waters released in the Spring are the waters of life (‘zhivaia voda’), with the
capacity to cleanse, heal and regenerate:

The cold winter, laying its fetters on the holy waters [. . .] enslaved them. [...] In
Spring, the mighty Perun would smash the solid fetters with his hammer and clear

the way for the torrents of rainwater [...], the water which heals wounds, gives
strength, knits the broken body and restores life itself.82

Proshchanie s Materoi opens in the Spring of cyclical time with the grandiose
image of cracking ice which Afanas’ev also draws:
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And once again Spring came, true to its endless progression, though it was to be the
last for Matera [. . .]. Once again the ice stirred with roar and passion, hummocks
piled high on the shore, and the Angara lay open, released, stretching into a
mighty, glistening stream. [. ..] Once again greenery blazed forth upon the earth
and in the trees; the first rains fell; the martlets and swallows flew in; and, in the
evenings, the marsh frogs croaked their love song to life as they awoke.83

In Matera’s Spring reawakening, nature is galvanized along with the four
elements: the greenery over the earth and trees burns; the waters descend; the
air is filled with bird-life; and the creatures of the muddy earth awaken to
express their passion for existence. This is the beginning of the last year of
cyclical time for Matera. As it advances, the island passes through all the stages
of a cosmic loop or ‘Great Year’, opening with a creation, passing through a
history, a period of degeneration, and concluding with a return to chaos and
fusion with the elements. 34

Eliade also points to the association of water symbolism with earth
symbolism:

Water precedes every creation, every form; earth produces living forms. While the
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