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Madness as an aesthetic and social act
in Russian autobiographical prose.
The case of Venedikt Erofeev’s Memoirs of a Psychopath

In an interview released to Leonid Prudovskii for the journal Kontin-
ent', Venedikt Erofeev said he started writing when he was six. His first at-
tempt at writing was entitled 3anucxu cymacutedurezo (Diary of a madman),
a title the author took directly from an edition of Gogol's homonymous
tales lying on the shelves of his family library. As the interviewer asked
how can a little boy be regarded as ‘mad’, Erofeev answered that the
‘madness’ of the title was just a narrative mask, and added that anyone
can be mad at any age. Erofeev decided to wear that mask again in his
first novel, 3anucku ncuxonama (Memoirs of a Psychopath), which was writ-
ten in 1957, when the writer was nineteen. It was never published in
USSR, although it circulated in samizdat. Only in 2000 it was published
in the incomplete but only available edition directed by Vladimir
Murav’év, who was a friend of Erofeev and who has been taking care of
his work ever since his death.

3anucku ncuxonama® addresses but a short period in Erofeev's life,
and it focuses on two traumatic episodes which took place, according to
his Aemonucv xustu u meopuecmea (1938 —1984), between January and
March 1957: his expulsion from the university and that from the univer-
sity dormitory. A leaned and gifted student, Erofeev had been accepted at
the Faculty of Philology at Moscow State University the year before and
he had already passed some exams, but his intellectual independence
and fierce critique of Communist society led him to skip lessons. This
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An abridged version of the article was presented at the ‘International Auto/Biography
Association Conference. Life Writing and Intimate Publics’, University of Sussex, 28 June —
1%t July 2010.
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above quote, pp. 7—174. Quotes will be indicated in the text throughout the article.
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consequently led to his expulsion. His ousting from university causes an
enormous uproar, which in the book surfaces in the comments of other
students on which the author reports in a realistic way. This event actu-
ally had a terrific impact on the writer: in the book, the young Erofeev lies
in bed, falls asleep or descends into alcohol-induced delirium.

Both biographical passages from the book and later comments by
Erofeev key into an openly autobiographical reading of the book. Narra-
tological devices add to this hypothesis, such as the widespread use of
slightly different versions of the author’s name (especially of his surname,
but also of the more familiar Venedikt or Ven’ka) which points to the
main character/author — whom, on the other hand, is occasionally re-
ferred to in the third person; the comparison between the book and
Erofeev’s life; and, finally, the very timeline of the novel. The latter de-
serves some specific remarks. Dates (ranging from the October of 1956 to
the November of 1957) are in fact sometimes confusing and unreliable,
though they are accurately placed as subtitles to the five chapters. They
apparently refer back to real episodes in the life of the writer which are
also included in his Jdemonuco xusru u meopuecmsa (1938 —1984) as well
as in his detailed — yet not always true — account of his life.

It is nonetheless impossible to regard this novel as a classic form of
autobiography. Too many elements are purely fictional in it. In particular
the oneiric sketches which follow the character’s alcohol-induced deli-
rium, and where plausible yet imaginatively distorted episodes (his dis-
cussions with his colleagues, with policemen, with Soviet leaders who all
try to ‘re-educate’ him) merge with pure imagination (for example his
dream of writer Erofeev’s spectacular debut at the opening of the theatre
season). Curiously enough, some of the episodes borrow from literary
works: for example, the representation of Stalin as a ‘mountain eagle’
which springs from Mikoian’s words at the Eighteenth Party Congress
(a leitmotiv in contemporary popular songs) and the representation of
Soviet society as an ‘Isle of birds’ (pp. 150 —156), whose main characters
are, apart from the Eagle, Petrel Gor’kii, Penguin Khrushchév, and Lark
Erofeev (p. 159) — a group and a subject which remind readers of the An-
imals Tribunal in the popular [Tosecnv o Epuie Epuiosute where the world
is a shoal of fish.

Especially in the novel’s title, Erofeev spins an overt intertextual web
with Gogol’s 3anucku cymacuteduiezo. Because of its artful merging of fic-
tion and autobiography, Erofeev’s work (which has been almost unex-
plored by scholars as the only two titles quoted reveal) has typically been
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made to fall into the ‘diary fiction’> genre — more specifically into the
‘madman’s journal’ subgenre, which started to spread all over Europe
from the late nineteenth century onwards. According to Kononen, Go-
gol's 3anucku are the prototype for the genre, whose development is
closely linked to the various degrees of confessional literature, memoir
novel, fictional autobiography, and biography. Izotova does not really de-
part from this hypothesis since, though denying the novel any artistic ap-
peal, she regards the novel as a sort of answer to Gogol'’s 3anuciku*.

Despite its obvious formal flaws, it is easy to detect in 3anucku the
core of Erofeev’s compositional and linguistic experimentation in his later
masterpiece Mocxsa-ITemyuxu, which 3anucku ncuxonama seems to fore-
shadow. On a narrative level, the novel is organized as an interior mono-
logue which often lays bare its markedly parodic and ironical overtones,
and its overt critique of Soviet society. The narrator’s monologue is vari-
ously shaped and formulated: confessions, reflections, thoughts, ques-
tions, or self-directed remarks alternate and are constantly interrupted by
dialogues with imaginary and real interlocutors who invariably reproach
the author for his behaviour. The narrative line is further broken by pas-
sages from letters, discussions which sound like transcriptions of dra-
matic scenarios, informing and personal notes, quotes (in particular from
both the Old and the New Testament), and sketches which remind us of
Queneau’s Exercises in Style, or even mathematical formulas which some-
how sum up autobiographical episodes. Narrative shifts ultimately result
in a very complex narrative structure which somehow thwarts reading —
something not altogether untypical of contemporary Russian literature.

A certain degree of ambiguity ensured by the coexistence of many
genres, alongside linguistic experimentation, the intermingling of fiction
and biography, and intertextuality lead us to place (adopting a contem-
porary, retrospective perspective) the book on the theoretical horizon of
autofiction, where extremely flexible conventional limits readjust to such
indefinite cases of self-representation as 3anucxu ncuxonama. Though de-
bates around this much-discussed theoretical framework have been tak-

3 Kononen M., Me, the Madman — Writing the Self in Russian Diary Fiction, Scan-
do-Slavica, 2008, 54, p. 80. Kononen formulates the key features of the genre: ‘It is a first-per-
son narrative written at periodic intervals by a single fictional narrator whose words are not
addressed to a fictive addressee or recipient and who writes a more or less introspective nar-
rative concentrating on his or her own thoughts, emotions and events of his or her own life.
Unlike fiction memoirs or autobiographies, diary fiction is non-retrospective emphasizing
the time of writing thus creating a sense of immediacy’. Ivi.

4 Usoroa E., Tozoresckue ararosuu 6 «3anuckax ncuxonama» Ben. Epogeesa, in Vsme-
natowasics Poccus. Vsmernsrowasncs aumepamypa. Xydoxecmeentoiii onoim XX sexa-navara XXI
sexos, suiI. II, Caparos, 2008, pp. 322—325. In this article, Izotova mentions all the literary
reminiscences which surface in Erofeev’s work.
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ing place outside the boundaries of Russian literature’, there are more
than just a few cases of autofiction in the panorama of Russian letters,
both in Sovieté and in today’s literature”.

According to those who have focused on the genre, one of the lead-
ing strategies of autofiction pivots on its psychoanalytical aspect®, which
in 3anucku ncuxonama is articulated through the psychiatric case of mad-
ness considered as a cultural assumption whose significance is both aes-
thetic and social, and which involves the figure of the ‘mad in Christ’ or
topodusotii ° — a phenomenon that has been largely observed in the his-
tory of Russian culture.?

This strategy is first hinted at in the very title of the novel as well as
in the internal ‘inter-titles’ of the five chapters (all of which are structured
upon the same word — Arnesnux —, upon two dates indicating the inter-
val of time which the episodes or the time of ‘journal writing’ require,
and respectively, upon the following subtitles: 3anucku cymacueduezo I;
Ipodorxenue sanucox ncuxonama II; Euie pas npodorxerue u oKOHUAHUA He
oydem III; ITpodorxerue sanucox cymacueduiezo, IV; 3anucku ncuxonama V
(oxcoruanue). Inter-titles evoke not only the well-established tradition of
the “Fool’s Memoirs’ (Gogol's 3anucku cymacuiedurezo, Dostoevskii's 3anuc-
Ku u3 nodnorvs, Belyi's 3anucku uydaxa), but also a whole tradition of
‘madness’ or ‘foolishness” which has been drawing both on popular folk-
lore" (in particular on fairy tales on the ‘aypax’, such as ‘VIBan-gypax’

5 The following monographs are worth mentioning: P. Gasparini, Est-il je? Roman
autobiographique et autofiction, Paris, 2004; V. Colonna, Autofiction et autres mytohomanies
littéraires, Auch, 2004; Genese et autofiction, edited by J. Jeannelle and C. Viollet, Louvain, 2007;
and P. Gasparini, Autofiction. Une aventure du langage, Paris, 2008.

¢ See Caramitti M., Strategie autofinzionali in Sinjavskij, Sokolov e Venedikt Erofeev, PhD
Dissertation, Universita di Roma “La Sapienza”, a. a. 2000 —2001.

7 See, for example, Tarvezo Pybet, 5 cusxy Ha Oepezy!, Cankr-IlerepOypr, Mocksa, 2005.

8 P. Gasparini, Autofiction. Une aventure du langage, cit., pp. 28—31.

9 Apart from the various contributions which will be mentioned in the present article, see
the following, recent studies: Kobets S., The Paradigm of the Hebrew Prophet and the Russian
Tradition of Jurodstvo, Canadian Slavonic Papers, 2008, 50/1-2, pp. 17 —32; Ko6er; C., IOpoactso
U IOPOACTBOBaHNE B IIOCT-COBETCKOM KUHO, Toronto Slavic Quarterly, 2009, 28; Morris M. A.,
Saints and Revolutionaries: The Ascetic Hero in Russian Literature, Albany, 1993. As far as Italian re-
searchers are concerned: Piccolo L., Lo jurodivyj e la citta, Europa Orientalis, 2006, 25, pp. 83—
109, and Marco Sabbatini’s works about ropodcmeo in the Leningrad underground poetry: Ila-
¢doc 1opoacTsa B aeHNHrpasckoM rnoaroase, Toronto Slavic Quarterly, 2009, 28; and Id., Quel che
si metteva in rima: Cultura e poesia underground a Leningrado, Salerno, 2008.

10 See for example, Kosaaescknit V., FOpodcmeo o Xpucme u Xpucma padu 10podusvie 60c-
mouHoil u pycckoii uepkeu, Mocksa, 1902.

1 Tycesa C., «Jypayias Aumepamypa» u KapHABAAbHOLL «HPa3OHUK OYpaKos»: 0CO0CHHOCH
uHmepnpemayuy mpaouuuu, Momueos u 00pasos, in IIpodremol ucmopuu, GUAOAOZUY, KYALIYpOL,
Mocksa, Maranroropck, Hosocutupck, 2007, ot 5, pp. 106 —112.
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and ‘Tlets mpocrauox’2) and on ‘high’ literary works falling into the Lives
of Holy Fools or topodusvie (‘Fools in Christ’) trend — characters who are
common in Russian literature until well into the nineteenth century
(Pushkin's drama Bopuc I'odyros or Dostoevskii 's novel Mouom are cases
in point) and who of course have been surfacing throughout world liter-
ature in the wide-ranging series of fools, idiots, and dreamers that popu-
late it.

The narrator’s attention to words relating to madness in both the
novel’s title and in its inter-titles (which are repeatedly commented) offer
a second clue into Erofeev’s treatment of madness in 3anucku ncuxonama.
The alternation and variation of words such as ‘cymacreammmit’, ‘aysax’,
and ‘nemxomnar’ make us think about a deliberate choice, which might
help us to trace the whole story of madness back through Russian literat-
ure. Moreover, the use of the ‘scientific’ term ‘cuxonat’ might suggest an
unparalleled stage in the literary representation of madness.

Almost every page of the book contain phrases such as ‘y mens
Beccmbicaniia’ (p. 9); ‘s coray ¢ yma’ (p. 55); ‘oTo cymaciectsue’ (p. 56);
‘1 — He opuruHaa’ (p.66); ‘st cam uygak’ (p. 80); ‘s mpexxge Bcero —
rncuxonat’ (p. 86); ‘He crporite oT cebs aypakal!” (p. 103); ‘1 or poxae-
HuA — mauoT (p. 106); ‘Geanpi momemanHent’ (p. 127); ‘s y>ke Aypakom
AaBHO He Ob11" (p. 128); “s1 coBepiienHO HopMaabHEI (p. 137). The second
term that typically emerges in the main character/narrator’s own compar-
isons is ‘kak cymacmeammit’. True cases of folly are mentioned else-
where, such as the story of the main character/narrator’s great-grand-
father (p. 75) or of the mad serial killer (p. 57—58) Some passages in the
novel are then devoted to the description of the character’s own psycho-
logy. One of them includes a dialogue with a non specified interlocutor,
probably himself, where the narrator reveals a crucial assumption under-
lying Erofeev’s life and work:

He BcTpewaan am BBI, TOCIIOAA TUII AIOAEVi, CO3HATEABHO OeryImmx
CJacThs1 ¥ obpeKaomux ceds Ha CTpajaHis, KOTOPBIM MBICAb O TOM, YTO
TOABKO €T0 CO3HATeAbHBIE AEVICTBILI IIPEBPATIAU €I0 B CTPajaAblia U 4TO
OH ObI1 OBI CYAaCTAMBBIM, €CAV OBl IIPeAyCMOTPUTEABHO He ANIINA ceDst
CJacThsl, — AaeT eMy noutu ¢pusndeckoe Hacaakaenuel.. [...] He samern-
AV AM BBI, TOCIIOAA, 4TO COBEPIIIEHHO HeOO:A3aTeABHO OBITH TOHKMM IICH-
XOA0TOM, YTOOBI IIPOCABITh UM... He Hy>KHO TOABKO yx04uTh 13 0DAacTU
0OABHOI IICUXOAOTMM U KacaTbCsS IICHXUYECKV YpPaBHOBEIIEHHBIX. ..

(p-19)

12 TTak B. E., O0pasvi npocmuix npocmeno08 6 UCnanckoil i pycckoii Kyvmype, in Akmyaro-
Hvle 60npocol KyAvmyporozuu, Mocksa, 2007, sbim. 5, pp. 84—93.
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Whereas for Erofeev’s imaginary interlocutors this line of thought is
pure ‘MacrypOarus crpaganmit’ (p. 19), the narrator overtly addresses
mental illness — that widespread plague of Erofeev’s contemporaries —
and regards it almost as an aspiration: ‘micuxirdeckasl HeypaBHOBeIIIEH-
HOCTb — MOsI MeuTal — I, CM€IO CKa3aTh OTKPOBEHHO, B MeUTax s yXKe —
cymacmreammit’ (pp. 19—20). Being totally at odds with Soviet conform-
ism, he longs for inaction and wants to plunge into reverie, insomnia, and
dream — anything that might carry him away from the memories on
which he lives despite his youthfulness. Anything might become true in
oneiric fantasy, and Erofeev consequently regards madness as a positive
thing. While others look at the Fool’s idiot-like inaction and non-conform-
ism as dangerously ‘contagious’ (so thinks his boss, who eventually organ-
ises a march in the name of ‘contagious Erofeev’, ‘epodeesckast zapasa’;
p- 89) and therefore despise, abandon and forget about him, in Erofeev’s
view that ‘heap of nonsense’ turns out to be positive since he is basically a
psychopath (p. 86). In the narrator’s view, madness is a most precious re-
source on which the writer draws — in his case his antisocial attitude, the
very inaction which grabs hold of him after his brother’s death, ultimately
turns into creative activity. After all, madness used to be regarded as God’s
gift, which is why the Fool, a figure which bears much resemblance to the
topodusbiii, was a steady member of European courts®.

Sources have widely testified to the large diffusion of “folly in Christ’
(ropodcmeo) in Russia. Those who adopted this form of asceticism not only
had to refuse any kind of material goods, to abandon all their loved ones
and to live a life of physical and spiritual deprivation. They also had to
forgo their own intelligence in front of other men. This trend of asceti-
cism belongs to early Christianity. It arrived in Russia through the medi-
ation of Byzantium and it eventually developed throughout the four-
teenth, fifteenth and above all the sixteenth century. The ‘Foolishness in
Christ’, indeed, finds its origins in the Bible (Saint Paul says that the first
‘Fools in Christ’ are the Apostles) and its target is to reach perfection in
God, escaping the material world, although living in it.

Although Erofeev’s use of the ropodusuiii and of related topoi has
been largely investigated, none of his critics have ever focused on his

13 On the analogies and differences existing between the 1opodusuiii and the Fool, and on
their respective presence in Russian literature, see Ecayaos 1., IOpoacTso 1 1m1yTtoscTBo B
pycckoit aurteparype. Hexoropsle Habaroaenws, Jumepamyprioe obospenue, 1998, 269/3,
pp- 108 —112.

4 Moretonarire V., Berneduxm Epodees u 1opodcmeo: samenku k meme, in Mockea-Tlemyuu-
xu Ben. Epogeesa. Mamepuaror mpemoveil Mexoynapoonos worgepenyuu Aumepamyprolil
mexcm: npoOiemvl u Memodvl uccaedosanusl, og pea. 10. Adomanckoro, Tseps, 2000, pp. 142—
145; Hyrmanosa I'., “FOpodcmeo’ ¢ noame Beneduxma Epodeesa ‘Mockea-Tlemyuixu’ u noasuu
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3anucku ncuxonama. A closer reading and a textual analysis of the novel
might therefore show how all the qualities of the “Fool in Christ” which
Panchenko' mentions in his famous essay on cmexosas kyavmypa in old
Rus’, are present in Erofeev’s novel — and ultimately lead us to regard
the writer as a latter-day ‘Fool in Christ’. It is therefore worth exploring
them at some length.

The first aspiration of a full-blown ‘Fool in Christ" — which Venedikt
perfectly matches — is his renunciation of intelligence. Just like Erofeev,
the topodusvie are usually learned and wise, but basically pretend to be
mad. When related to self-representational strategies, the author’s lexical
choices support this hypothesis. The words that are used (and repeated
many times) to define the author/protagonist mostly fall into the se-
mantic field of madness and idiocy, such as: ‘6oaBan’, ‘KpeTnt’, ‘manor’,
‘cymacieammit’, ‘raymeiii’, ‘aysax’, ‘aypak’, ‘Aypadox’, ‘OeaHslit Tome-
LIaHHBIN, ‘YT, ‘OpurnHaa’, ‘CAUIIKOM CBOeOOpPa3HBIN yeA0BeK’, “des0-
BeK, yHaBsImii ¢ AyHbl'. More words are written in a unique list in a page
of the last chapter (‘renmit’, ‘canmmkoM MpauHbIiT 4ea0BeK , ‘00A0MOB’,
‘xyaurad’, p. 139): this is how people refer to Erofeev, but also how he de-
scribes himself.

The text is interspersed with similar words and expressions ‘y
MeH:1/y BceX OeccMbIcANIIa’, "MEUTHI O CyMacIIecTBUN, “IyBCTBEHHAsI TPY-
COCTY, ‘TIcMXMYecKasl HeypaBHOBeIIIeHHOCTL — MOsI MedTa!’, ‘3HaeTe, 4TO
Takoe OeCCOHHMIIIA MeUThl,” ‘KaK BBl HEyJauHO MMUTUPOBAAN CyMacIlIeA-
i OpeA...Bbl XUXUKaAM, OHA ellle CMeeT IIPUKUABIBATHCS AYPOUKOIL,
‘9TO — Xy’Ke CyMaclleAlNX IepcrnekTus’, ‘O1o cyMaciiectsue! bpea!’,
‘TlosToMy He cTpoiiTe n3 cedst Aypaka’, ‘Sl mpesxae Bcero — Icuxormnar’,
‘Taxoi1 aygak — 10T Epodpees’, ‘3aBTpa MeHs cBe3yT B CyMacIIeAIINit .
Venedikt’s real and imaginary attitude draws him close to the opodu-
6vitl — as his thoughts at the crowd on the bus reveal: ‘Cuasat — ny u 6or
C HVMI ... a BCe-TaKH, A5 YeTO CHAETh, €CAM MOXKHO BCTaTh... AN AaXe
Ha 1101 Ae4b — BTO BeAb IOpa3l0 YMHee,ledb Ha II0A U KOBBIPATDH B
Hocy...” (p. 107).

Nakedness is the second attribute of a real ‘Fool in Christ’. The
topodustii typically abandons sin by getting naked and wearing rags. His
distinctive clothes cast him out of society, since they are always grotesque
or extravagant: ‘obHaxxaTncsa’ and ‘obHaxenne” are actually recurring ex-
pressions in the text. Marginalisation is exactly what happens to Erofeey,

Ezopa Aemaesa, ivi, pp. 146 —149; Ommreitn M., [locae kapnasara uau éeurviit Bernuvia, in Epo-
¢ees B., Ocmasvme moro dyury 6 noxoe, Mocksa, 1997, pp. 7—13.

15 /lnxaues A. C., ITanuerko A. M., ITousipko H. B., Cumex 6 dpesneii Pycu, /leHunrpaga,
1984.
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to the point that a friend of his reproaches him for dressing in an inap-
propriate way.

A third prominent feature of the ‘Fool’ is his lifestyle. The ‘Fools in
Christ’ are typically homeless and they live in the churchyard in sheer
poverty. Yet they do not beg but survive only thanks to other people's
charity. After being expelled by the University dormitory, Erofeev sleeps
at the station, then at the workers' hostel. It is interesting to remark how
the writer, in later years, managed to live in Moscow and other Soviet cit-
ies without the ‘mpormncka’, the paper (or leave) anyone who wanted to
settle in the capital needed. He practically remained a homeless for the
rest of his life.

A fourth aspect of the ‘Fool in Christ’ inheres in the Russian well-
founded stereotype of the kind of existence he leads, protesting against
man’s earthly things as well as against society and those who rule. The
topodusvte typically need a crowd to speak out, and their words target so-
ciety, accusing it of violating morality. The ‘Fool in Christ” is thus some-
how related to the fool of the western courts, although his laugh is dis-
tinctively religious and didactic. Just like them, Erofeev utters his bizarre
speeches only in the presence of students, workers, or even of the director
of xomcomor. What he wants is to debunk and denounce the vices of So-
viet society. His stubborn refusal of any rule clearly recalls the manners of
the ropodcmeo.

A fifth feature is likewise highly telling. Sometimes the ‘Fool in
Christ’ voices his protest through silence or through an incomprehensible
language — an unintelligible gibberish that resembles that of babies. Sig-
nificantly enough, in 3anucku ncuxonama Erofeev is repeatedly pointed at
as that who'Moaunt-moaunt’ (p. 79); ‘4a Hudero oH He ckaxket’ (p. 80).

A rather peculiar form of silence Venedikt adopts is that of the body.
Venedikt drops any kind of action, goes to bed, and sleeps: he either
dreams or lies on the ground in alcohol-induced delirium. Erofeev usu-
ally refers to his behaviour as to ‘ropmsonraasHOCT (p. 162), which
draws the character close to the “anmmmmnii yeaosex’, and more in particu-
lar to apathetic Oblomov, who is explicitly mentioned (p. 133). Set against
the context of Soviet Russia, however, his inertia turns into overt protest,
and into intolerable antisocial behaviour into which Venedikt feels soci-
ety is forcing him (mens ‘3acmmaior’, p. 44). For him, this is a real ban
(‘otaeaenne’, p. 44), which results in further confusion, a state of numb-
ness provoked by his return to a standing position (‘IlomyrHeHue,
KOTOpOe ObIBaeT y AI0Aeli 0OAe3HEeHHBIX OT Pe3KOIo Ilepexoja B BepPTH-
KaapHOe cocrosHme’, p. 43). Whereas this separation from the world cer-
tainly leads to the loss of human senses, the narrator elsewhere suggests
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that lyricism might be the ultimate product of marginalised, inert indi-
viduals. Madness and isolation consequently take on a different, positive
meaning. Whenever Venedikt lies down, autobiography turns into a
series of hallucinations, mostly due to alcohol or to dreamlike torpor. The
narrator defines these moments as ‘Heaemnoctu’, and does not realise
whether they are the product of imagination or of real life. Anyway, this
is the condition from where he can voice universal truths or simply play
the role of the ‘rebel’ — which is part of everybody’s nature. As a result,
the up becomes down, the good turns bad, and the whole world turns
upside down. Dream marks the very end of subjection, of man'’s necessity
to conform to social rules. Sleep consequently becomes the reign of chaos,
where anything might happen: ‘Toabko BO cHe MOXeT MMETh MeCTO
TaKoJ1 Oe3HpaBCTBEHHBIN pasaad’ (p. 45).

While Venedikt is sleeping, nobody can force him to talk. He can
shut up and laugh at his own fragility and thus reach supreme aware-
ness. It is only waking up that he forgets about all the genial thoughts he
has conceived while sleeping and dreaming. He is thus left with the feel-
ing of having thought about something important, something that might
have been crucial for a still largely undefined world. Dream is thus cru-
cial to both his individual and his social existence.

The silence of Erofeev’s voice and body in 3anucku ncuxonma gradu-
ally leads him to utmost deprivation — that of life. Whereas at the begin-
ning of the book Venedikt represents himself sleeping or laying — an ‘ho-
rizontal’ body — at the end of the book he goes so far as to imagine his
own funeral. He even smells his own corpse. Lying on the frozen floor of
a station, totally drunk, he actually dreams of his corpse — his eyes open
wide and his mouth forever smiling while he is lying in the middle of a
crowd that does not avoid him anymore but indeed watches him decom-
posing. The scene recurs twice in the novel. Erofeev eventually sees him-
self totally motionless in a tomb, while the crowd surrounds him, ready
to make fun of him (p. 130). Everybody thinks he is really dead, while at
the same time expecting him to give himself away with a sudden move-
ment or sigh. What he fears is that, should he ever wake up, the people
would laugh at him once more (p. 132). This is why he utters a prophecy:
‘HaBepHoe, 3aBTpa MeH:I cBe3yT B cyMacieammii 2oMm” (p. 133) 6.

The opening of the fifth chapter of the book reads: “Memn:1 moxoponn-
an Ha BaranskoBckoM Kaaaoute’ (p. 135). In it, Venedikt tries hard to re-
member all the details of his own funeral. He can not remember about
hearing a funeral march and thinks that those who accompanied him did

16 On the relation between death and madness, see M. Foucault, Storia della follia nell eta
classica, Milano, 19794, p. 30.
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it unwillingly, waiting for the moment when they would get away. He
has the feeling that all-pervading silence might cast the whole scene in
motionless time, destroying the tomb and swallowing down all the parti-
cipants. The only melody he remembers is that of sand and earth thrown
on his tomb and down into the grave, while he gradually plunges into si-
lence. (p. 136). Significantly enough, this quite realistic representation of
his own death draws Erofeev close to a famous predecessor, the author of
a fool or a loony’s memoirs: Andrei Belyi, whose 3anucxu uydaxa share
with 3anucku ncuxonama the leading themes of isolation and of society
lack of understanding?.

The sixth and last prominent aspect of the ‘Fool in Christ’ is the
others” mocking attitude to him — a pivotal theme of the old camexosas
xyavmypa. Using the mask of madness, the ‘Fool in Christ’ attracts the
derision of other people through his behaviour, through his looks, and
above all through his speeches. In 3anucxu ncuxonama the author/prot-
agonist is invariably jeered by others. Verbs such as ‘cmesTnca’ and
‘xoxotatp’ run throughout the text, and there always echoes a laughter
(‘xa-xa-xa-xa-xa’/"ax-xa-xa’'/'xu-xu-xu’ /' xe-xe-xe’['xa-xa/kxxx’) which is
at once his and other characters' laughter. Erofeev typically says that
others misunderstand him, make fun, and laugh at him: ex. ‘A a1
AI0AM He TIOHMMAaAM MeH:. 3a MUHYTY 40 TOTO CITaCeHHbIe MHOIO, OHI
cMeAANch Hag MouM ymuaeHuem”, p. 103; ‘OHu cHOBa He ITOHMMAIOT
MeHsI ¥ CMOTPST Ha MeHs BOIIpOCUTeAbHO-Bece10... OHM y>KacHO AI00AT
IIyTOB, UM HPaBUTCA, KOTAA UX pas3BAeKaioT... A TO Be4b KU3Hb — Belllb
CKy4Has ... paboTra B OyXTraATepun ... 5KeHa, AeTH... CAUBOYHOE Macao ...
3eBOTa ... A TyT — eCTb HaJ, 4eM ITOCMesIThCs, OAecHyTh ObL10I oOpaso-
BaHHOCTBIO . (p. 142)

In fact, it is him that provokes those reactions, putting himself in
grotesque or bizarre situations, as happens when a totally drunk and de-
lirious Venedikt sees himself as a Lilliputian surrounded by giants who
make fun of him and look at him through a magnifying glass, while they
threaten him to throw him among miniature creatures and point the fin-
ger at him. For Venedikt this is of course a miserable episode, but for the
reader this scene is frankly comical until it is interrupted by a policeman
who wakes the drunkard up (p. 77). Only those who feel close to him, the
marginalised and the lonely, understand him: it happens, for example,
that a prostitute comes to admire his lines (p. 128).

17 These two autobiographical works share a whole range of features: for example the
theme of cold and of misunderstanding, in particular, which pervades the scene of the
corpse and of the funeral; the presence (relentless in Belyi, occasional in Erofeev), of a
‘Bproner B KoTeake’, or the self-representation as ‘ecce homo’.
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In a carnivalised world where everything is upside down (as the slo-
gans are: ‘He 3a0yAbTe, UTO U CMePTh, KaK KU3Hb, ITpeKpacHa’; p. 7), it is
the topodusviii who might make fun of what surrounds him (‘] ceitaac s
MMeIO II0AHOe IIpaBO CMeEAThCS HaJ BaMy; S IbITaloch Jaske paccMe-
ATbCA... VI He Mory; MeHs HellpeoA0AMMO TSHET K p>KaHUIO (‘BOT BUAM-
Te — BaM OILATH cMelTHO; TOABKO 51 He ITOHMMAIO, IIoUYeMy TeDe Bce —
cmerHO', p. 85; ‘Beneauxt! Ilouemy Tebe Bce — cmemmHO’, p. 126). For
him, as for all the the topodusvie, the world is nothing but a stage where he
can put on the Fool’s mask in order to lay bare the vices of his society. The
scene of a dancing soirée at the university dormitory thus looks like a
mise en scéene. A group of students meet for the dances, then start to dis-
cuss while Venedikt is on his own, quietly reading a book by Thomas
Mann. Once he feels implicated by their words, he replies with vehement
ejaculations and with bursts of laughter towards other characters, who
are not mentioned by name but using generic definitions written in bold
characters (‘Jama B Oeaom’, ‘Jama B roayoom’, ‘bubanorexapyr’, ‘Ila-
penr’, “OckopOaennslit’ etc.) as it might happen in a scenario. Any burst
of laughter following Erofeev’s banters or during his speeches is under-
lined in brackets. Venedikt laughs at those for whom everything is just
the same, at the conformists (‘cmesATscs Haa AypakaMiy, KOTOPBIM Bce
paBHO’, p. 83) but his irresistible laughter often hides a private tragedy.
This sometimes cannot surface in his face and results instead in the idiotic
contraction of his lips, or in a stupid laughter where teeth are chattering
with cold. Laughter and tragedy mix up throughout different stages of
the novel. This happens for the very first time when the narrator reports
on three (either real or imaginary) murders which apparently take place
at his university and which is told in such a way as to provoke ‘auxmnii
cmex’ in those who are listening, and which the narrator himself regard as
‘cmerrrHoi’ and “aensit’ (p. 58). When it is related to the murder of the
somnambulist who asks for suffocation, the merging of dream and real
life becomes ridiculous and looks like the parody of murder rather than a
true event. Venedikt even finds his funeral quite comical: though the
whole scene is just a dream, its underlying implications are nonetheless
anguishing.

In 3anucxu ncuxonama, the ropodcmeo serves not only self-representa-
tion but also the representation of other characters who oppose the con-
formism of Soviet society. Erofeev thus describes (using this explicit
definition, ‘ropoansas BopomHuna, p. 27) Lidiia Aleksandrovna Vorosh-
nina, a former classmate and lover, as a lively, cheerful, light-hearted girl:
she is the one who makes other classmates cheerful, who is so bright that
she ends up being marginalised at school, just like the protagonist (both
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are actually defined as ‘Bogoneposansaemsiir’, p. 21). Lidiia is described
as ‘AerKoOMBICAeHHasl MAVOTKA C IPOCTUTYIIMIOHHBIMY HaKAOHHOCTAMM .
Her look is ‘orspatureasnsiit’ (p. 27), and like ropodusvie she is almost
nauseating. She laughs coarsely (‘mauorckoe pxxanme’, p. 31) and she
makes fun of others, she is always drunk, she swears and her language is
coarse, too. Voroshnina even happens to lie in her bed while she tries to
seduce Venedikt, but she eventually tells him that she probably suffers
from a venereal disease (p. 34), which reminds readers of Foucault’s re-
marks on disease as a sort of marginalisation and social ‘madness’?.
Reading a newspaper, Venedikt will eventually learn that his friend has
been arrested. Lidiia ultimately appears as a ‘fallen woman’ yet Venedikt
firmly believes that his friend was the one who could understand him:
‘HeyAaqHO MMUTHpPOBaJa cyMaciieAinuii opea’ (p. 34).

It is worth noting that Erofeev sometimes let a secret hope surface in
his book: the outsider, the anti-social individual might well turn into a
model (‘Bor He BepuTe, YTO MOXHO BCKapMAuBaTh HapeisoM', p. 35), be-
cause an abscess is not necessarily to be excised to safeguard society’s
health. An external organism can intimately believe, can educate others.
So the narrator/character repeatedly insists that he is not ‘opurunaa’, that
he is not mad, and that though so many “‘unbridled Communists’ live on
the same flame he is simply misunderstood: ‘coBepieHHO HOpMaAbHEBII
(p- 137). He does not want to protest (p.66), he does not approve of that.
He just wants to claim his right to be indifferent. What thrills him is basic-
ally all that departs from so-called normality. He is not happy, but he is
also afraid of happiness. He does not hesitate to point out that whereas
the others, the ‘intelligent’ ones, cannot understand him, the ‘aypax’, the
opposite might also be truer: a ‘aypak’ can hardly understand the “intelli-
gent’ ones.

Although the budding young writer’s lack of literary experience os-
tensibly results in too overt, exasperated experimentation, the book is
pervaded by Erofeev’s intimate hope that the conformists will regard an-
ti-social behavior as something to imitate — that they will drop their be-
lief that poetry is just a part of youth and youthful romanticism, to be dis-
carded when a man starts to live, to work and to contribute to the com-
mon objective of Communist Society (p. 104). In Erofeev’s view, inaction
and a man’s interest in the prosaic aspects of life are instead keys to the
world of dreaming and of creating. In his dialogues with his imaginary
partners, he thus suggests: ‘OHu He XOTAT CyIIecTBOBaTh IIPOCTO TaK...
OHu B MeuTax — MUpOBbIE TeHUN... V, Medrasi, cymiectsyioT...” (p. 39).
It is the superfluous, it is anything that is not immediately necessary, it is

18 M. Foucault, Storia della follia nell et classica, cit.
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lyricism that is a sign of intelligence. What is supremely important is pur-
ity of feeling (p. 39). A true ‘aypax’, a real madman is not a man who can
be satisfied with anything and who gets drunk to lose consciousness of
life: it is rather a man who complains about the miserable life he leads
and who therefore drinks. In the last pages of the book Erofeev’s secret
dream comes true: some of his schoolmates write some notes but this
time they do not mean to denounce their friend the idler. Their tones
have utterly changed, and they regard him as an aspiration: it is thanks to
him that they start to write their journals, that they write poems, read,
and listen to music.

As has been mentioned above, Erofeev draws upon a well-estab-
lished cultural tradition where the Fool’s mocking laughter undermines a
world of fake culture, of illusory order and wealth, thus restoring the
world of anti-culture, which is dominated by hunger, poverty, and
drunkenness. His use of the ropodcmeo somehow foreshadows a phe-
nomenon that developed in Leningrad underground culture in the Sev-
enties: several dissenters actually used the same device first to denounce
Soviet utopia, then to react to the general need for spiritual resources. In
Sabbatini’s view?, the poems that the Leningrad samizdat poets pro-
duced were pervaded by unmistakably religious pathos. They actually
remind readers of the numberless ropodusuiii of old Russian literature,
where the religious overtones of madness were traced back to St. Paul’s
idea of ‘Foolishness in the Cross’ in his Letter to the Corinthians. However,
in my view Erofeev’s 3anucku ncuxonama does not share this kind of reli-
gious reflection and research. His character might rather be regarded as a
self-conscious topodcmsytouyuii nucamerbr who uses the typology of
topodusvtii to fulfil aesthetic and social goals and ultimately to denounce
Soviet conformism and subvert generally accepted rules — an incompre-
hensible act for the conformists who regard him as a ridiculous man, but
a sensible act for those who share with the ‘madman’’s views.

It is rewarding to construe Erofeev’s use of ropodcmso through a per-
spective based on poetics. This mask has been used since early stages of
literature as a rhetorical, auto-representational device. It variously ap-
pears in what is generally regarded as the very first Russian autobio-
graphy, >Kumue npomonona Assaxyma um camoim nanucannoe *. At least
one detail might be turn out to provide an intertextual link between the

19 See Sabbatini M., ITagoc t0podcimea 6 AeHUHZPAOCKOM 110010Abe, Cit

20 See Hunt P, The Foolishness in the Life of the Archpriest Avoakum and the Problem of Innov-
ation , Russian History, ed. Longer L., Brown P, 2008, 3—4, pp. 275—309. [See also:
http://lesserg4mini.cs.umass.edu/~lesser/Priscilla_Academic/Articles_files/Foolishness%20in
%20the%20Life-website.pdf].
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works: in both cases, the narrator/character lends his personality to a
third character, and consequently recovers from madness. In his isolation
at the St. Pafnutii monastery, Avvakum is attempting to save the cellarer
Nikodim who has seriously fallen ill, when ‘1 5 Houu IIpOTUB BTOpHMKA
Hpunae K HeMy My>X BO oOpase MOeM, C KaAAOM, B PU3aX CBETABIX, I
ITOKaA¥IA €TO U, 3a PYKY B3sB, BO3ABUTHY, 1 OBICTB 34pa’?. A very similar
episode is included in 3anucxu ncuxonama. The last chapter actually re-
volves on the young man’s expulsion from the dormitory, and the whole
scene is evoked through a dialogue where the victim is Iurik, a stage
name for Venedikt himself. The narrator thus becomes Iurik’s defender,
while his interlocutor is the judge who is considering his case and who
regards Iurik as an idler. Iurik is further accused of ignoring the Soviet
laws and is ordered to stand up and go away. The narrator objects to the
order since Iurik is ill and must stay in bed: he tries to reassure the young
man and talks him into lying down again, to which Iurik ‘scraer, cuant-
cs1 caep>karh caesbl... OH COBEpIIEHHO HETPaMOTHBIINL... OH yAbiDaeTcsL...”
(p. 142).

Although the topodcmeo has typically been a pivotal element of Rus-
sian autobiography, some new perspectives on its underlying rhetorical
strategy have recently been opened by contemporary reflection on the
autofictional genre. Though the genre was theorised in France only in
1977, and it is thus impossible to read Erofeev’s adhesion to it retrospect-
ively, this critical trend might prove illuminating. It actually sheds some
light on Erofeev’s book as far as language ambiguity, psychoanalytical
implications and literariness are concerned (especially its intermingling
of real and imaginary facts, his highly contrived stylistic choices, and the
novel’s pattern). Erofeev’s strategies in his first book clearly foreshadow
some techniques and approaches he would articulate in his later books
and especially in Mockea-Ilemyuiku, but they also paved the way for later
developments in Russian literature.

In 3anucku ncuxonama, connections to the autofictional genre testify
above all to Erofeev’s powerful reading: his dialogue with old literary
texts brings episodes and protagonists of ancient literature back to life.
This is how the writer finds a way to represent himself and the society
that surrounds him, and ultimately transforms reading into a creative
tool.

2 AsBaky™m, JKumue npomonona Assaxyma um camoim nanucanroe, Mocksa, 1997, c. 125.
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