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Introduction

On 26 April 1934, following a long, hard-fought battle against

tuberculosis, Konstantin Konstantinovich Vaginov, an obscure poet
and novelist, died. He was thirty-five years old.

Four days later, the newspaper Literaturny Leningrad published
three short obituaries. The first was a heartfelt eulogy signed by thirteen
of Vaginov’s oldest friends. The last two, by Nikolay Chukovsky and
Vsevolod Rozhdestvensky, criticized and denounced the petty-
bourgeois and formalistic qualities of Vaginov’s prose and poetry; they
nevertheless commended him for his recent attempts at ‘self-reform’
and viewed his short life with a mixture of scorn and pity.1

It would be thirty years before his name was again mentioned in
print, and another twenty-five before the entirety of his works was

finally made available to the general public.

For a brief period in the late 1920’s, Vaginov was one of the more
important figures in Russian literature. The lyricism of his classically
inspired, phantasmagorical and utterly personal verse elicited the
admiration of such masters as Nikolay Gumilev, Mikhail Kuzmin and
Osip Mandelshtam,2 and his novels—wry, satirical commentaries
peopled with grotesques gamely dealing with the after-shocks of the
Bolshevik Revolution—had their thematic and stylistic equivalents in
the works of Yuri Olesha and Andrey Platonov. And yet Soviet
officials, in their perverse wisdom, did not see it fit to .rehabilitate him

until the last days of perestroyka, many years after most, if not all, of _
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his more controversial contemporaries had gained posthumous fame.
And so the question arises: Why should we have been denied
Vaginov’s unique gifts until only recently?

Is it possible that Vaginov simply slipped through the cracks?
Although a member of numerous literary schools and circles
throughout his shortened adult life, he was also, by everyone’s
admission, a loner, congenitally self-effacing, forever on the periphery,
rather than in the forefront, of artistic currents, observing and
interpreting the foibles of humanity with a keen, doubting eye that
never lost sight of his heart’s unflagging quest for spiritual and artistic
meaning.t This flitting about may have consequently relegated
Vaginov to the back of many scholars’ minds as they set about, in the
1960’s and ‘70’s, piecing together the complex tapestry of the post-
revolutionary, pre-five-year-plan era of Soviet literature. Attention was
undividedly directed toward any number of groups which had been
banned from official memory for their experimental, usually

formalistic leanings and ideologically neutral stance. The necessity of

rescuing from oblivion the works of a given movement's foremost

spokesmen and practitioners was of course paramount; whatever
contributions demi-members, apprentices and hangers-on had made
would merit a closer look only upon completion of this task.

By the mid-eighties several academics from various countries
had finally ‘wended their way to Vaginov.2 His comparatively small
output—roughly eight scores of poems, three short stories and four
novellass (the last incomplete)—likely misled earlier scholars to
dismiss him as a mere scribbler, an interloper whose peripateticism
betrayed an unformed, and perhaps uninformed, mind. But eventually
others, intrigued by the aura of mystery surrounding Vaginov, delved

into the matter with clearer heads and very quickly recognised the gold
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mine they had stumbled upon. By the same token, they found the
reason Vaginov had become such a shadowy figure by the time of his
death.

Vaginov’s poetics are as complex as anything in Russian
literature, steeped not only in classicism and world-weary irony, but
also in romanticism, symbolism and mysticism. A playful predilection
for word games and in-jokes, a penchant for bitter-sweet caricatures of
friends and foes, a quasi-religious belief in Spenglerism, as well as an
omnipresent and incredibly diverse literary subtext, likewise informed
his verse and prose, enriching both through ingeniously subtle
thematic, stylistic and metaphorical allusions. The intricate, esoteric
and multi-layered textures woven by Vaginov ultimately proved
beyond the comprehension of ordinary readers; Vaginov was, at
bottom, accessible only to the well-read, classically-educated inhabitants
of the rarefied and disappearing world of Russian (as opposed to
Soviet) literature. His stature among belletrists, and the admiration
and esteem with which his colleagues regarded him, were insufficient
to tear down the wall of public indifference. Vaginov’s unorthodoxy
had moreover earned him the displeasure of Stalinist hard-liners. By
1931 the Communist Party had effectively silenced him, and he spent
the remaiﬁﬁg two years of his life toiling over projects of proletarian
mediocrity.1 Vaginov, like so many other experimental writers of the
late 1920’s and early 1930’s, had gradually slipped into irrelevance and,
finally, obscurity.2

Konstantin Konstantinovich Wagenheim was born April 4, 1899

(Old Style) in St. Petersburg, the second of three sohs. His father, a

colonel in the Russian army, russified the German family name to
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Vaginov during the First World War;: his mother, the daughter of a
rich Siberian industrialist, owned several apartment buildings in
downtown St. Petersburg and was thus able to raise her two sons (the
youngest died in infancy, also of tuberculosis) in relative luxury.2

Konstantin’s solitary nature was a direct result of his persistent
ill health as a child. His frailty prevented him from playing outside
with other children, and he consequently spent most of his free time
alone, reading history and literature, and studying foreign languages,
chiefly French and Italian.s He was also an ardent numismatist, and his
passion for ancient Greek and Roman coins in particular eventually
led him to the great writers and poets of Classical literature.4

In 1910 Vaginov entered the Gurevich Lyceum, a private school
renowned for its robustly independant and democratic traditions.s He
began studying literature in earnest during his seven years there. His
favourite authors included Poe, De Quincey, Pater, Shakespeare and
above all Baudelaire, whose Flowers of Evil apparently inspired him to
first try his hand at poetry.s Of greater importance, though, was his
exposure to Ovid’'s Metamorphoses and Gibbon’s Decline and Fall of
the Roman Empire. Ovid’'s earthy, passionate, serio-comic retelling of'
mostly Greek myths dealing with transformations undergone by
various godé and mortals, and Gibbon’'s vivid account of the pagan
world’s death at the hands of the younger, more dynamic Christian
faith were to provide Vaginov with the philosophical framework and
historical parallels which would guide his approach to both art and life
in the Soviet Union.

In fact, comparisons between the Barbarian invasions of the
Roman Empire in the fifth century A. D. and the toppling of Tsarist
Russia by Lenin’s Bolsheviks were all but inevitable. The Russian

intelligentsia had for many years anticipated, even eagerly awaited,




B 8

vii

some cataclysmic event which would engulf their Empire, and all of
Europe, as well. They envisioned this catastrophe as a catharsis, a
material as well as spiritual cleansing that would purge Western
civilization of, they believed, the cancerous moral rot which had
spread to its every limb and organ. The Great War became that
catharsis the moment it degenerated into a conflagration of continental
proportions. Numerous movements and ideologies, from
republicanism to socialism to humanism, waited in the wings, ready to
fill the void, each laying claim to the key that would open the door to a
new era... but it was communism, contrary to all expectations, that
finally won the day.

Over the following years, as the reborn Russia fought,
unsuccessfully, to export its brand of utopia beyond the borders of its
empiricist predecessor, another war was waged within the country’s
artistic community between those who wished to preserve and build
on tradition and those who demanded a clean break from the past.

Symbolist was pitted against Futurist, Acmeist against Proletarianist.

The significance of this struggle was not lost on the writers and poets of

the period, but the well-rounded bourgeois traditionalists, with their
intimate knowledge of history and the philosophy of history, were
much more aware of the gravity, even hopelessness of their plight and
understandably distressed about standing before the precipice of a dark
age which might conceivably wipe out all memory of them or their
achievements. A few, such as Blok, Olesha and Vaginov, actually felt
honoured and privileged to be able to witness the death of one era and
the birth of another, to stand on the cusp of such rare, momentous
change. Though they realised their old ways would ultimately prove
their undoing, they accepted—for a time—their fate and the new world

with all the faith and equanimity evinced by Christian martyrs almost
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two millenia earlier.

And so Vaginov, following a short one-year stint in one of the
Red Army’s labour battalions (during which he may or may not have
participated in the Civil War’s Siberian and Polish campaigns)! spent
the next several years in Petrograd/Leningrad developing his
burgeoning talents in the company of fellow poets, writers,
philosophers and historians. It was also during this period, from 1920
to 1926, that Vaginov sped through an inordinate number of literary
circles. Some vanished into the ether almost as quickly as they had
appeared, while others left a more immediate and tangible legacy; ail
proved convenient training ground for Vaginov.

Among the ephemeral groups to which Vaginov pledged
allegiance in those early years was the Circle of Poets.2 The Circle of
Poets was composed of seven young men dedicated to the art of the late
neoromantic Konstantin Mikhailovich Fofanov (1862-1911).3 They had
a charter and a precise asthetic programme linked to Ego-Futurisms
(and, to a lesser degree, Imaginism and Acmeism)s, but in practice the
poets showed themselves to be rather eclectic. The Circle of Poets was
disbanded by the Cheka in 1922 after two years of sporadic activity,s its
only noteworthy achievement being the publication, under the group’s
imprint, of Vaginov’s first book of poetry, Journey into Chaos.

By then, Vaginov had made great strides as a poet. He had
studied under the reknowned acmeist Nikolay Gumilev,s caught the
admiring eye of Osip Mandelshtam (whose classically themed verse
exerted the greatest influence on Vaginov’'s early work)s and helped
found the Islanders, an assemblage of poets closely affiliated with the
Serapion Brothers.10 The Islanders published an almanach and several
volumes of poetry which garnered guarded praise from critics, but the

group disintegrated before it could really get off the ground:.n
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Vaginov’s second collection of poetry, entitled Petersburg Nights,
never made it to print and was in fact published for the first time, in
Germany, only in 1982.1
By late 1922, Vaginov had joined well-known poet, prosaist and
critic Mikhail Kuzmin’s Emotionalists. The Emotionalists were
nominally interested in gnostic philosophy and German
Expressionism,2 but in reality championed “[...] little more than the
proposition that artists should be able to benefit from the positive side
of a literary association without having to surrender their creative
individuality to a collective zesthetic program.”s The Emotionalists
managed to bring out three issues of their almanach Abraxas until it
too was shut down by officials wary of an independent literary journal
which gathered such 1uminaries‘ as Akhmatova, Khlebnikov,
Mandelshtam, Pasternak and Olga Ziv.+ Vaginov himself had
submitted several poems, but his most important contributions to
Abraxas were two short stories, The Monastery of Our Lord Apollo and

The Star of Bethlehem.s Significant to us primarily as his first forays

into prose fiction, these short stories also represent an overt.

manifestation of Vaginov’s Spenglerian tendencies. His adherence to
Spengler’s theory on the cyclical nature of history was strengthened by
the Bolshevik Revolution and its aftermath. Vaginov saw in
Communism the youthful, barbaric vigour of early Christianity, and in
the tone, sfyle and theme of both stories, he clearly identifies the last
pagans of fallen Rome - with the Christian remnants of Russia.c While
the New Order brings much-needed life to a dead and decaying body,
the revitalization comes at the cost of a dark age, where the old world’s
cultural heritage is all but lost, to be partially reabsorbed only when a

new civilization has finally sprung in its place.

Although Vaginov, as stated earlier, realised the historical
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significance of the Russian .Revolution and was greatly intrigued
—often inspired—by his straddling both the old and new worlds, he
feared for his fate as an artist. He knew his chances of surviving the
coming dark age, of achieving some sort of immortality, were slim at
best. When in 1923 he entered the Department of Literature of the
Institute for the History of the Arts,: he immediately gravitated toward
the minor poets and writers of Rome ca. 200-500 A. D. Earlier, in The
Star of Bethlehem, he had already selected Flavius Philostratus, a little-
known author of an obscure work called The Life of Apollonius of
Tyana,2 to become his literary doppelganger. Philostratus served
Vaginov well as an apologist for all representatives of dead and dying
cultures, first in The Star of Bethlehem, and then in his long poem
1925, and his first novella, The Goat Sbng.a

These last two works in fact represent a marked shift in
Vaginov’s attitude toward his art, a shift directly attributable to his
university studies. Yury Tynyanov, a professor and the nominal head
of the OPOYAZ (Society for the Study of Poetic Language, otherwise
known as the Formalists)+ school of literary criticism advocated the
systematic use of collage, autobiography, parody, grotesque,
defamiliarizations and even lack of plot in writing modern prose. It
was at this time also that Vaginov, through acquaintances at the
Institute, met and joined the Bakhtin circle, “[...] a group of friends with
similar literary, philosophical and theoretical interests who enjoyed
meeting and debating their common interests.”s One of the passions
Bakhtin succeeded in passing on to Vaginov was Menippism, a literary
genre from Ancient Greece which combined verse and prose, tragedy
and low humour, parody and earnestness.” Vaginov’'s growing
disillusionment with the Revolution and the novel philosophies

advanced by such important (and young) literary theorists as
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Tynyanov, Bakhtin and Viktor Shklovsky convinced him to turn to
satire, and later prose, as a mode of expression more in keeping with
the times and his creative frame of mind.

Vaginov incorporated elements of both Formalism and
Menippism into 1925, wherein Philostratus, representing the Past, is
pitted against the Present in the form of a co-opted writer, Teptelkin.
Philostratus loses the battle and must take refuge in a castle (it becomes
an ivory tower in The Goat Song) where he will strive to preserve the
remnants of his defeated culture in the hope that he will one day, like
the Pheenix, rise again. The literary subtext, with its covert references
and textual correspondences to Pushkin, Boccaccio and Mandelshtam,2
lends an additional dimension of timelessness, of cultural singularity
and panchronicity which Vaginov would continue to develop in his
poetry.

With The Goat Song two years later, Vaginov turned more
resolutely satirical. He painted a scathing portrait of the Leningrad
literary scene, drawing largely on the lives of friends and
acquaintances. This witty and caustic roman a clef ridiculed the lazy,
indulgent self-important demeanor exhibited by those who had
arrogated to themselves the title of keepers of the cultural flame, and
lampooned others who through greed or moral weakness had
abandoned their ideals and unquestioningly espoused the Soviet
regime’s nihilism.

Vaginov’s newly-acquired cynicism permeates The Goat Song
with a rawness that shocked both the old guard and the growing
proletarian literary establishment. Teptelkin, the novella’s main
character, was brought back to life to incarnate Lev Pumpyansky, a
former colieague and self-styled Renaissance man who had gradually,

over the decade, and much to Vaginov’'s distaste, converted to
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Marxism and Socialist Realism. We follow Teptelkin every step of the
way as he slowly and ineluctably relinquishes his elusive quest for
spiritual and creative fulfilment (embodied in Teptelkin’s mind by a
young Philostratus with whom Teptelkin engages in philosophical
discourse) in favour of the more readily obtainable gratification of
material and sensual pleasures. While Vaginov thought the about-face
performed by Pumpyansky and others of his ilk abhorrent,! he also
found he could no longer overlook the obsessive self-pity and grand
delusions in which some of his high-minded fellow artists insisted in
wallowing. Vaginov had by this time dismissed his youthful
aspirations as the product of fanciful naivete and was attempting to
integrate himself, to a reasonable degree and for his own sake, into
Soviet society. The suicide, at the end of the novella, of the Unknown
Poet, Teptelkin's counterpart, is a stern warning issued by Vaginov to
the writers, poets, painters and musicians of Russia who refused to
accept and deal with the destruction of their world: irrelevance means
death. Vaginov had thus succeeded in raising the ire of both sides (who
scoffed at the idea of reconciliation), doing himself little good in the
process: the publication of The Goat Song2 earned him a barrage of
attacks so numerous and virulent in their nature that he felt
compelled to defend himself in a new introduction to a planned
second printing of the novella.s Vaginov, who had already grown wary
of the usefulness of literary circles and was now working increasingly
on his own, was withdrawing ever further from the orbit of the
Leningrad literati.+
Vaginov’s resolution to shed all extraneous influences which
might hinder the realisation of his full creative powers was preceded by
his participation in one final expe.riment called OBERIU (Association
for Real Art).s Founded principally by two young poets, Daniil Kharms
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and Alexander'Vvedensky, in 1927, OBERIU proved to be Leningrad’s
last flowering of avant-garde literature. Their writings were dubbed
absurdist by later scholars; Kharms, in particular, had a special knack
for looking at the world through the innocent and fascinated eyes of
children. The principal OBERIU tenet was sdvig, or displacement, a
process by which words, sentences and events were uprooted and
deposited into unfamiliar and unexpected contexts, thus rendering the
commonplace extraordinary.1 They drew up a manifesto proclaiming
the illogicity of Art and achieved a small measure of reknown for their
innovative, unorthodox literary evenings, which usually consisted of a
mixture of lectures, readings, plays, movies and music.2 Vaginov, aloof
and for the most part content simply to observe, kept himself in the
background and quietly walked away from the group’s activities a year
after its founding. Though an admirer of Kharms and his friends, he
had found their “nonsense poetry alien to his own style.”s

In early 1930 the Union of Writers, under the agis of the State,
put an end to OBERIU’s activities;s but by then Vaginov had already
struck out on his own. The first fruits of his fully independent labour

were The Works and Days of Svistonov.s

The Works and Days of Svistonov can most aptly be described as
a metanovel. In it we follow the daily travails of a talented, if morally
bankrupt, novelist in his search for people—ordinary for the most part,
ambitious all-—upon ivhom to base the characters of his next book. As
an attempt to analyze the creative act in its various phases and facets,
The Works and Days represents a bold essay for its time. André Gide
was among the first to explore the issue within a narrative framework
in his turn-of-the-century sotie, Paludes, and, twenty-five years later, in

his novel, Les faux-monnayeurs. While the merits of both works
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remains the subiect of heated debate, scholars and critics alike concur
that Gide inaugurated an exciting new era in prose by delving into the
writer’s psyche and exploring the complex interrelationship between
the real and the imagined.

Thence it was just one small step to Formalism and its
theoretical musings on artistic immanentism. The Formalists, using
the factitious medium of verse to buttress its position, argued that
fiction dictated upon the writer its own set of rules, that it contained an
inescapable, immovable inner logic rooted in the social and political
climate of a given time and place. A writer’s personality, that is, his
individuality, his specific genius, was deemed secondary, if not illusory.
Artistic freedom was but “an optimistic slogan”—it did not
“correspond to reality and must give Way to creative necessity.”t This
deconstructed, mechanistic view of prose spawned a slew of would-be
writers, mostly proletarian, convinced that the ‘making of art’ was
accessible to anyone who had the time to-learn its component parts and
the scientifically determined order in which to place them. But it also
led, among the truly talented, to a type of experimentation (already
proven in poetry) that gloried in its limitations and managed to
produce highly original and historically significant works. Shklovsky’s
successful syntheses of collage, parody, grotesques, temporal shifts,
dreams, biography and autobiography in such novels as Sentimental
Voyage, Zoo or Letters not of Love, Third Factory and Diary were part
of a modernist vanguard (James Joyce, the French Surrealists and
OBERIU—including Vaginov—must be mentioned here) which paved
the way for Jonesco, Beckett, Havel, Burroughs, Camus and Sartre; its
influence was felt beyond literature into popular film (from Eisenstein
to Blier, via Bufiuel, Welles and. Fellini)2 and television (e. g. The

Simpsons, music videos).
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In The Works and Days of Svistonov Vaginov manages to
combine metaphysical ruminations on the creator and the created with
formalistic technique, but adds his own peculiarly menippean slant on
the goings-on, achieving what Gerasimova dubs a “matryoshka
effect”.1 Vaginov not only writes “a novel about a writer writing a
novel about a writer writing a novel...”2 but, in his reluctance to accept
any notion as absolute, also avails himself of Formalist methods to
parody Formalism! He holds up a mirror to himself, to writers, to
Formalism and to Soviet society generally in a bout of serio-comic self-

reflection (!) that earned him yet again the harsh disapproval of critics.3

The novella’s title, which alludes to Hesiod’s Works and Days,
not only gives us a foretaste of the narrative gist, but also adumbrates
Svistonov’s writing style, which consists principally in reworking and
patching together passages found in obscure books and old newspaper
clippings. Chapter One, in particular, is rife with bits and pieces culled
from magazine articles and various geographic and historical treatises.
Vaginov, in a striking example of Svistonov’s ‘creative’ process, places
a short sentence Svistonov has read in one column, and in another
shows us Svistonov’s dubijous reinterpretation. We notice Svistonov
retains the original sentence to the point of plagiarism, but far from
using it as a springboard for fancy, he only follows it with more
episodes drawn, almost verbatim, from books and life. We see
Svistonov throughout the novella jotting down in his ubiquitous
notebook minor incidents, names on tombstones, comments made by
acquaintances, even descriptions of landscapes and city parks; he then
strings all these elements togethér with linking interstices of his own

to give the impression of invention. In short, Svistonov is Formalism
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run amok. Vaginov explains Svistonov’s cavalier attitude toward his
profession as the product of maturity: “Svistonov had in fact long since
stopped believing he could do anything to help make the world a better
place. His sole ambition now was to write, nothing more.”

The pity lies in the fact that although Svistonov is a writer of
talent, he has absolutely nothing to say about the human condition,
offers no insight into the nature of Man or His nobler aspirations. He is
“... endowed with a unique vision of the world[, considering] both the
living and the dead indiscriminately,”2, and the “musicality of his art”s
(reminiscent no doubt of Andrey Bely)s made him “a writer of some
talent,”s but his sole objective is the immortality which art can afford
him. He is frightfully candid about his views, actually inserting into his
novel a character by the name of Vistonov who is “... obsessed by the
transcendent nature of literature.”s His ambition, however, proves to
be his ultimate undoing. Despite the care, even love, he invests in his
novel, the book lacks the breath of life: the sincere, impassioned and
undeniable creative impulse which invariably goes into the making of
true art is absent. Svistonov claims that literature is the afterlife, but
having foregone his soul to write his novel, the afterlife
—immortality—has become unattainable. The effect of robbing others

of their souls as he transposes them into his novel” even brings about

mental and physical pain:

[...] He [...] set about transposing [Trina] into the realm of
literature. This was accompanied by various symptoms of
illness: heart palpitations, trembling hands, a fever which
sapped his body of energy, and pressure on the brain. By
morning, Svistonov was sitting in front of the window, limp
as a doll. He wanted to cry out in anguish. He felt the keen

pain of spiritual bankruptcy throbbing in his head.s [.]
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Svistonov yawned and put down his fountain pen, which
seemed to be writing of its own volition. Several layers of dust
had already settled onto his recently rearranged books. Crumbly
beetles and wet bugs were gnawing, eating away at and otherwise
drilling through the pages. The beetles’ clicks were in earnest
competition with the clock’s tick-tocks. Svistonov, his creative
energy spent, drew himself up to the accompaniment of the

beetles.|...]
He plodded through the streets, exhausted, his brain
emptied and his soul consumed.:

He begins slipping in and out of his story, confusing reality with his
make-believe world of puppet-shadows. His steady descent into
madness and the confines of his novel marks a spiritual death from
which there is no salvation; his physical death will release him of his
torment, but the renown he craved will forever elude him.

Not that Svistonov was not given a chance to redeem himself.
He had noticed the pained and disillusioned reaction their inclusion
into his novel had produced on several acquaintances, but he
remained unwilling, despite the occasional pang of conscience, to make
any changes to his manuscript for fear of upsetting the delicate balance
of his work. Ivan Ivanovich Kuku, a stout, fortyish man who haé
patterned his entire life, all the way down to his whiskers, on Pushkin,
Turgenev, Tolstoy and other famous Russian authors, is absolutely
crushed by Svistonov’s unflattering, but undeniably realistic, portrait.
He is so humiliated that he changes his appearance completely and
leaves Leningrad in the hope of avoiding the lifetime ridicule which
he feels certain will be his lot. Svistonov utterly shatters Masha’s
idealistic perception of her father when he reads to her his treatment of
Psikhachev. Psikhachev’s own response is intimated in Svistonov’s
hallucinatory stroll through the city, when Kuku, Psikhachev, Masha

and others drift by in a macabre procession of spectral taunts and jeers:

P
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[...] And out from behind Kuku would pop Psikhachev,
spitting incantations in some deserted area: “Here, let me show
you how we make pacts with the Devil! but for God’s sake,
don’t speak to Masha about any of this. What's that? You're
talented? You're a genius? You'll reveal my evil might for all
the world to see? [...] Sarabanda, pukhanda, rasmeranda...”1

If Vaginov refrains from using the word ‘friend’ in speaking of
the people with whom Svistonov keeps company, it is entirely due to
his protagonist’s indifference toward others as fellow human beings, to
his cavalier dismissal of their feelings. He chooses simply to ignore the
deleterious effects his novel has or will have on them, justifying his
actions rather disingenuously in the name of art. He perceives
mankind as one vast bookstore: each person, with his own unique
experiences—the sum of his life—is but a product to be probed and
sniffed and scrutinized before he is deemed useful—and Svistonov
proves a highly discriminating consumer. He sums up his philosophy
thus:

“People [...] are like books—always a pleasure to read..I
think they may be even more interesting than books, certainly
richer—you can play with people and place them in various

situations.”
Svistonov felt himself bound to nothing.

Svistonov’s irresponsibility with regard to his ‘subjects’ leads
directly to his madness. Unable to withstand his conscience’s
unrelenting reproaches any longer, Svistonov seeks refuge in his
novel, where at least his torturers are limited to the characters who
bustle within.

Several times in the course of the story Vaginov refers to
Svistonov as Mephistopheles. Kuky, in fact, carries the analogy further

by proclaiming loudly at Toksovo’s open-air tavern that he is Faust to
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Svistonov’s Mephistopheles. Much later, near the end of the novella,
Svistonov’s inner poet (i. e. his idealistic youth) chastises him for his
Mephistophelian behaviour and “[...] Mephistopheles-like [...] contempt
for and disgust with the world totally atypical of artists.”1 Vaginov’s
intention is quite clear: he wants the reader to identify Svistonov with
temptation. If Svistonov is able to lure his victims into his prosaic
snare, it is only because they too hunger for recognition. Kuku and
Psikhachev literally beg Svistonov to “immortalise” them in his next
novel—not just through ambition, but also because they feel the new
Soviet regime has rendered them redundant. They endeavour to give
their lives some meaning (and tweak the authorities’ collective nose)
by clutching onto outmoded, bourgeois fashions—Kuku is a kow-
towing socialite who grooms himself to resemble Pushkin, while
Psikhachev immerses himself in freemasonry and the occult—but
their attempts leave them unfulfilled until Svistonov comes along and
deigns to transpose them into his next book, with predictably disastrous
results. For Kuku and Psikhachev appearances are everything, and
when they are stripped of them by Svistonov they become nothing.
Psikhachev presents an especially intriguing case, for he is in
almost every conceivable way the antithesis of Svistonov. Both
characters are in fact manifestations of Vaginov’s split personality: let
us recall the inner turmoil the author was experiencing at this time as
he strove to reconcile his art with Soviet reality. Svistonov incarnates
the new era: science, pragmatism, amorality are the words by which he
lives. Psikhachev, on the other hand, is a dreamy pseudo-intellectual
whose melancholy nostalgia and stifled spirituality reminds one of a
younger, more romantic Vaginov. Svistonov is the paroxysm of
Formalism; Psikhachev is dubbed “The Soviet Cagliostro”.z (Their

names acquire a greater significance in this dichotomous context:
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Svistonov brings to mind the Russian cognate svistun, which means
both whistler and windbag, while Psikhachev is an overt reference not
only to Psyche of Classical Greek mythology, the young girl who
embodies Man’s quest for God, but also to his questionable mental
health [cf. Russian «mcux» (“madman”) and English “psychotic”].)
Vaginov’s unsparing auto-critique, and his relegation of Svistonov and
Psikhachev to the status of failures, reflected well his state of mind:

resolution was impossible.1

Vaginov was such a creature of circumstances that Russian and
non-Russian readers alike must rely heavily upon footnotes to fully
grasp and appreciate the numerous historical and textual nuances
which their author has taken the care to slip into his novellas. The
literary subtext in The Works and Days of Svistonov is especially rich
in Classical, Russian and autobiographical referents.

Although at first glance Vaginov seems to be inviting us to
compare The Works and Days of Svistonov to Faust, the similarities
between plot and characterisation are (purposely) approximate: they
serve only to enhance our perception of Svistonov as a Satanic figure.
Kuku and Psikhachev, for example, embody, superficially at least, the
Fausts of Parts One and Two, respectively. Kuku, the scholarly,
debonair man of the world loses the woman he loves through pride
and pusillanimity. (Vaginov hints at Kuku’s sloth throughout the
novella, and Kuku even admits to himself, and later to Nadenka, that
he is a “terribly lazy” person—inaction being, in Goethian philosophy,
the greatest sin against God), while Psikhachev seeks to better his world
through magic. In Masha and Pasha, who fervently desire to be

acknowledged as adults by their elders, we readily recognise



xxi

Homunculus. Svistonov. grants them their wish, albeit
unintentionally, through his insensitivity: as stated earlier, Masha is
disabused of her idolatric illusions concerning her father when
Svistonov reads her his relatively unbiased description of him, and
Pasha’s autobiography, entrusted to Svistonov, doubtlessly provided
the opportunistic writer with some unauthorised material for his
novel. Tatyana and Pyotr, the devout, elderly couple so strikingly like
Baucis and Philemon, are also betrayed by their ‘protector’: Svistonov,
feeling he has exhausted all fictional possibilities with the couple,
suddenly stops seeing them in favour of a more promising downstairs
neighbour, leaving Tatyana and Pyotr hurt and perplexed. Of course,
the fate of each character in The Works and Days of Svistonov does not
and can not correspond to that of his or her Faustian counterpart. Faust
is at root a work of hope and love, but the formalist structure of The
Works and Days of Swistonov and Vaginov’s overarching mennipism
disallowed a happy ending for any of the novella’s protagonists.
Tatyana and Pyotr also form a link with Ovid’s Metamorphoses:
Geethe had patterned his Baucis and Philemon on Ovid’s account of an
Ancient Greek myth in Book VIII, in which an elderly couple gave
succour to a Jove in mortal guise;1 Jove subsequently granted their
wish to spénd eternity side by side by transforming them into an oak
and a lime tree at their death. In the same connective vein, Ovid’s
near-contemporary, Virgil, had donned the mantle of ‘white magician’
during Medieval Christianity—which claimed that the Roman poet
had predicted the birth of Jesus Christ in his fourth Eclogue—and was
accorded by Dante a special place in Hell for enlightened pagans; in
Chapter II Svistonov likens himself to Dante’s Virgil as he expounds

his vision of life, death and art at the bonfire:
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“Imagine [...] a kind of poetic shadow leading the living
to their graves. Imagine a kind of Virgil in the cottagers’ midst
surreptitiously leading them into Hell. [...] Now imagine them
suddenly realising that Hell is just beyond a hill. Below lies a
narrow gully, grey and terribly mournful; they know they will
be in it, naked, without so much as the benefit of a fig leaf [...]
And imagine this Virgil fellow naked too and making them
dance to his tune.”:

The Bible is likewise indirectly quoted in the bonfire scene. Vaginov, in

the voice of the narrator, dubs Svistonov a “hunter of souls”, in direct
contrast with Christ’'s image as “fisher of souls”. Here again, Svistonov

bears a striking resemblance to Geethe’s Mephistopheles:

There are few genuine soul hunters in the world.
Nothing is more terrifying than a hunter of souls. They are a
stealthy lot, and courteous, too; courteousness, in fact, is all
that connects them to the outside world. Of course, they have
no horns or hooves to give them away; and though they may
appear to love life, they love only one thing—art.

Virgil even inspired in Vaginov the same kind of tribute Geethe had
profferred Ovid in Faust. In Chapter II, Vaginov describes a disgusting
man in Nadenka’s dream who is eerily reminiscent of The Zneid’s

Charon, Lord of the Underworld:

[...] He is the dreaded Charon; a ragged figure, filthy,
repulsive, with white hair copious and unkempt covering his
chin, eyes which are stark points of flame, and a dirty garment
knotted and hanging from his shoulders.3

[...] leaning over her is a man—tall, gaunt, repulsive. He
is baldpated, with long, lank hair. His eyes, set in a face of grey,
are particularly unsettling—they seem to bore right into her.
He is dressed in a filthy brown sixteenth-century costume, like
those of period films. Nadenka knows that this man is the
master of her fate and will do with her as he pleases. She is
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terrified.

Nadenka’s dream closes with a description of Hades:

The building is a hive of unceasing movement. People
glide noiselessly and indifferently through the darkened
hallways. The light is.as faint as in a Dutch master’s painting...2

)

The dream itself combines two Ancient Greek myths, namely the
Cretan labyrinth of Minos from which Nadenka succeeds in escaping
and the tale of Orpheus’ expedition to Hades to bring back his beloved
wife Eurydice. The latter is especially important since it-forms, as we
have seen, an important aspect of Vaginov’s poetics.s Orpheus, demi-
god of music, song and poetry had charmed the guardians of Hell with
his lyre and retrieved Eurydice, but broke the condition imposed upon
him that he should not set eyes on his wife before crossing back into
the realm of the living, thereby losing her forever. Herein lies the
artist’s eternally dismal lot: whatever creative heights Vaginov may
reach, he feels that his mortal condition will always deny him the
capacity to express his artistic vision fully .4

Yet another myth Vaginov employs in symbolising his belief in .
Russia’s eventual cultural rebirth is that of the Pheenix, personnified in
The Works and Days of Svistonov by Vaginov’s spiritual doppelgénger
Psikhachev.s Fire is fairly prominent in the novella’s ‘decadent, i. e.
bourgeois passages (the burned buildings in Svistonov’s dream, the
bonfire, Psikhachev’s stove, Svistonov’s burning of a house of matches
during a freemasons’ meeting, the éandles in Svistonov’s and
Psikhachev’s apartments), and during an improvisational bout of
reincarnation-relatéd one-upmanship toward the end of Chapter IV,

Svistonov actually baptises Psikhachev Count Phoeenix. Vaginov’s
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association of Psikhachev. with himself and with the death of
Christian-based culture in Russia is thus firmly established, as is the

irrelevance of the pre-revolutionary intelligentsia:

The candlelight shone flickeringly on the table and the
antique dinner service. [...]

“Tell me, Count,” [Svistonov] asked, [...] “why did you
choose to reincarnate as Psikhachev?”1

Vaginov, in endowing Svistonov with most of his faults, also
furnished him with his material belongings as well, in particular his
library. Interspersed at regular intervals in The Works and Days of
Svistonov are book titles and the names of authors and poets, mostly
Classical, with some French, Italian and even Irish works thrown in for
good measure. Many found their way into the novella through the
formalist door (enumeration being one oft-used technique) but others
were included as clues to Svistonov’s destiny. In Chapter VII
Svistonov is choosing which books will adorn his shelf of memoirs
(note once again the obsession with the past) and picks out several
authors—Dante, Petrarch, Gogol and Dostoevsky—reputed for their
explorations into Hell and/or their dark, seemingly hopeless vision of
life (Gogol's Dead Souls and Dante’s Divine Comedy are explicitly
mentioned). In Chapter VI he explains to Iya how he has created a
heroine through the selective plunder of Balzac’s The Magic Skin,
Maturin’s Melmoth the Wanderer and Hoffmann's The Golden Pot; all
three works, not coincidentally, deal with the supernaturally evil, and
the first two describe in minute and horrific detail the destruction of its
male protagonists by satanic temptation. (The Golden Pot is a variant of
the Orpheus myth, with a happy ending—a sign that at this point
Svistonov still .had time to redeem himself.)2 Svistonov, it seems,

cannot avoid the darker side of humanity, and in point of fact seeks it
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out. Cagliostro, Volkhov, freemasonry, the Cabal, mandrakes,
geomancy, Azazello, Haborym, Thessaly, Isis, Orphic hypostases, Hecate
and cemeteries... he is evidently linked body and soul with everything
touched or tainted with night, magic and death.1

Vaginov also draws on his own verse to enlarge upon the
novella’s eschatological preoccupations. He had, over the years,
subverted some traditional symbols of hope, joy and renewal, such as
butterflies, flutes and trees into metaphors for death and decay.
Butterflies, for example, appear at the bonfire where Svistonov
expounds his literary theories, and they also hover about Tatyana and
Pyotr. Pyotr plays the flute, symbol of the Greek god Pan. And on
several occasions the protagonists walk in single file, a formation
indicative of the blind, single-minded self-absorption of the Russian
intelligentsia as they march in a Classical pastoral setting toward their
doom. All these elements are present in Vaginov’s 1926 poem The

Hellenists, and picked up separately in many other poems.2

By the time Vaginov had completed The Works and Days of
Svistonov, the notion of death had become an everpresent reality. His
lifelong tubercular condition had always contributed to his pessimistic
view of life and the world; then, when he turned thirty, his health took
a sudden turn for the worse. His third and fourth novellas,
Bambochada and Harpagoniada (the latter left unfinished), reflected his
fatalistic frame of mind. Stylistically, he purged himself of many
formalist techniques to concentrate solely on parody and grotesque:
these picaresque novellas are laced with a very dark streak of humour
heretofore absent in his WOI‘k.. The hero of Bambochada, Yevgeny

Felinflein—a thinly disguised Vaginov—dies alone in a sanatorium;
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the characters of Harpagoniada, as the title suggests,i are a motley crew
of shifty dealers and miserly collectors of kitsch, garbage, hair and even
dreams—reminders all of Vaginov’s wasted youth. His verse
underwent a similar process of purification: he now shunned his prior
formalistic experimentation in favour of a more rigorous, semantic
euphony and a more classical Russian metre.2

And yet, though Vaginov remained deeply sceptical of Soviet
Russia’s future, both culturally and politically, and of his own fate as a
poet and writer, he would not let go of his faith in the timeless power
of art. To admit to himself that his life and his work had been in vain,
to acknowledge that his struggle to leave the world a piece of himself
worthy of admiration had been futile, would have signified a spiritual
capitulation too painful to endure. In the end, Vaginov blithely
disregarded the frightful possibility of nonexistence: he would, he
decided, cheat death.

And he did.

The translation of The Works and Days of Svistonov was not as
fraught with pitfalls as I had initially feared, though the novella did
present me with a number o