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Abstract

This dissertation explores different conceptions and constructions of time and future in the
work of Sigizmund Krzhizhanovsky, a Soviet-era writer of Polish descent active in Moscow’s literary
and theatrical scenes in the 1920s and 30s. In analyzing Krzhizhanovsky’s writing from the 1920s, I
trace how his work both reflected and responded critically to the future-tensed rhetoric of Soviet
utopianism. In this period, official discourse shifted between separate sets of temporal beliefs and
practices, which I have categorized into four types of approaches—apocalyptic, charismatic, rational,
and charismatic-rational—using typologies from scholars Frank Kermode and Stephen Hanson.
These conceptions are related to Krzhizhanovsky’s fiction and essays from the 1920s to show the
fraught relationship between the Soviet experiment and Krzhizhanovsky’s own literary experiments.

In my analysis of apocalyptic time in Chapter One, I discuss Krzhizhanovsky’s short-story
collection Fairy Tales for Wunderkinder, which treats the revolution and civil war as a cosmic
catastrophe through various estranging frames. Chapter Two looks at charismatic time in an
episode from the 1924 novella Odyssey of the Odd, one in which the hero shrinks himself to
microscopic size and journeys into the center of a ticking timepiece in order to halt the mechanism.
Chapter Three, by contrast, examines the clock’s ascendancy over the human in the dark satire of
rational time found in an embedded tale from Krzhizhanovsky’s 1926 novel The Letter Killers Club.
This mise-en-abime narrative imagines a future in which the government uses radio-waves to corral all
human movement into a lockstep of synchronized labor. Finally, in Chapter Four, the human again
attempts dominate the clock in Menzories of the Future, a novel about an inventor constructing a
machine to defeat time—not through brute force or heroic struggle, but through science and reason,
thus providing a fictional example of the charismatic-rational time that emerged during Stalin’s
first Five-Year Plan.

For all of these stances, I discuss how the concepts structuring time and future fall short, in
Krzhizhanovsky’s estimation, before the actual experience of lived time. In attempting to derive
Krzhizhanovsky’s own metaphysics of time from his writing, I show how his set of beliefs and
suppositions drew on the philosophers and scientists of his day—Henri Bergson, Friedrich
Nietzsche, Albert Einstein, Hermann Minkowski and others—to pose broader questions about the
nature of time: Is existence a form of being or becoming? Is the passage of time a physical or
psychological process? What is the ontological status of future events?

These questions are never resolved unambiguously in Krzhizhanovsky’s work, but the
worldview that emerges from his fiction shows a philosophy of time that stands in sharp contrast to
reigning orthodoxies of dialectical materialism and Marxist-Leninist teleology. Krzhizhanovsky is
critical of what he terms the Soviet “culture of tempos,” and the way the regime’s focus on the
future and temporal acceleration only manages to hollow out the present moment and turn humans
into ghosts of themselves. As Maximillian Shterer, inventor of the time machine in Mewzories of the
Future, notes upon arriving in (his) future year of 1928: “... my sense of the people surrounding me
is that they are people without a now, people whose present has been left behind, people with
projected wills, with words resembling the ticking of clocks wound long before, with lives as faint as
the impression under the tenth sheet of carbon.”!

1Sigizmund Krzhizhanovskii, Memories of the Future, trans. Joanne Turnbull, New York Review Books Classics (New
York: New York Review Books, 2009), 205. Russian: «#aOAFOACHIA HaA OKPY/KAFOIIIUMI TEIIEPh MEHA AFOABMI AQFOT
OILYILEHNE, YTO 9TO AFOAH 0€3 TeIeph, C HACTOAIIIIM, OCTABIIINMCS TAC-TO IO3aAH UX, C IPOCKTHPOBAHHBIME BOAAMH,
CAOBAMU, IIOXOKUMU HA TUKAHBE YACOB, 3ABEACHHBIX 33A0ATO AO, C KU3HAMU CMYTHBIMH, KAK OTTHCK H3-ITOA ACCATOrO
Amcra Konmprm» (SK:Ss 2: 420).
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A Note on Transliteration and Citation Format

In the pages that follow, I have transliterated Russian names using the Library of Congress
system without diacritics, except where names already possess generally accepted spellings in
English, such as Maxim Gorky, Vladimir Mayakovsky, Fyodor Dostoevsky and a few others. I have
also adopted the English spellings of Russian names for characters in Krzhizhanovsky’s works
where such works have already been translated into English, in order to avoid confusion in names
between quoted text and main body of this dissertation.

All of the primary source material in Russian for the works of Krzhizhanovsky have been drawn
from the definitive six-volume collected works of the writer, edited by Vadim Perel’muter. For the
sake of brevity, this source has been abbreviated to the writer’s initials plus “Ss”, for Sobranie
sochinenit, plus volume and page number, e.g., SK:S5s 6: 499.



INTRODUCTION

The Empire of Time

“Our time is the time of time. We have given up on seizing spaces, on the annexation of
territory. Instead we have seized time for ourselves, we have annexed the epoch.”2 These words,
found in the story “Unfree Lane’ [HeBoapnsIi mepeyaok] by the Soviet-era writer of Polish descent
Sigizmund Krzhizhanovsky (1887-1950), captures an essential characteristic of the new Soviet state.
This was no conventional nation, nor even in the 1920s a conventional land empire, although it had
inherited much of its territory from the Russian imperial state and made no secret of its designs for
world domination. The new regime’s authority was derived not from institutions of power rooted in
the past—dynasties, religious traditions, the sheer weight of history—but rather in its ability to
create and control a certain set of ideas about time and, most importantly, the future. “We have
annexed the epoch,” Krzhizhanovsky writes, by which he means that the country’s leadership was
not just content to assert its hegemony over the present moment, but all those moments yet to
come. In this way, its source of power lay not what it had dozne, but what it promised that it would do,
its authority was vested in the future. For this reason, it was a regime that was living on borrowed

time.* Thus the character of the new Soviet state was defined not so much by its geographic or

2 All translations are mine unless otherwise noted. Russian original: «Harmre Bpems—aTto Bpems Bpemerun. MeI OTKa32AHCH
OT 3aXBaTa IPOCTPAHCTB, OT aHHEKCHH TeppruTopuil. Ho Mbr 3axBatuan cebe Bpems, anHekcupoBasu amoxy . (SK:Ss
6:10) The line echoes one he’d eatlier recorded in his writer’s notebook.

3 This title has been rendered by the eminent Krzhizhanovsky translator Joanne Turnbull as “Unwitting Street” in a
forthcoming collection of the author’s work in English from NYRB Classics to be published under this same title.

# Krzhizhanovsky seems to have intuited the contingent nature of the future of the USSR, particularly in his time-travel
novel Memories of the Future. The implication of the country’s “borrowed time,” of course, is that if the state fails to
deliver on these promises, it would ultimately lose both its present and its future, which is exactly what happened more
than a half-century latet.



territorial extent, but its temporal reach: It was the world’s first empire of time, as Krzhizhanovsky
appears to suggest above.’

That we should be reading Krzhizhanovsky’s words at all seems a minor miracle. The particular
work they are found in was long considered to be lost—as indeed was the writer himself. As
Krzhizhanovsky wryly writes of himself, he was “known for being unknown,” [u3Becten cBoeii
HEHU3BECTHOCTHIO|¢ a writer whose prodigious output in the 1920s and 30s was fated to remain
almost entirely unpublished and unread.” By the time of his death in 1950, his name was known only
to a select few in Moscow’s literary and theater circles; indeed, to this day his final resting place
remains unknown.?

As for the story quoted above, its path to readers was even more tortuous. When the bulk of
Krzhizhanovsky’s stories and essays were discovered by happenstance in the Soviet state archives in
the late Soviet period, “Unfree Lane” was not found among them; only a passing reference to the
story in Krzhizhanovsky’s papers hinted at its existence. It took another two decades before the
work surfaced in an unexpected place: the KGB’s criminal file on the poet N.A. Kliuev, arrested in
1934 for “making and distributing counterrevolutionary literary works” and shot by the NKVD in
1937.” From this it seems likely that Krzhizhanovsky’s work had circulated in samizdat form in the

1920s and 30s. The story of “Unfree Lane” takes the form of a series of letters that a despairing

3 This contrast between the character of a “temporal empire” and more traditional spatial/territorial empires is not to
suggest that the territorial ambitions of the USSR wete not an crucial part of its ideology. In fact, these ideas do not at all
imply an “eithet/ot” relatdonship: the Soviet Union’s “annexation of the futute” was in fact entirely dependent on its
complete territorial domination of the globe—without this domination, it was believed that the communist future would

always be under threat by capitalist countries seeking to overthrow the “power of the Soviets” by any possible means.
¢ SK:Ss55: 328.

7 Jacob Emery points out that in fact Krzhizhanovsky’s thwarted publication plans may have ultimately turned out to his
advantage during the Stalin purges: “Krzhizhanovsky’s inability to publish may well have saved his life, or at least
delayed his death by a dozen years or so” (Jacob Emery, “Sigizmund Krzhizhanovsky’s Poetics of Passivity,” Russian
Review 76, no. 1 (2017), 114).

8 SK:S$51:17.
2 V.V. Petrov, “Istoriia Nevol’'nogo Pereulka: K Rasskazu SD Krzhizhanovskogo,” Toronto Slavic Quarterly 41 (2012), 85.



writer pens “to the emptiness”0 and postmarks to various whimsical addressees, including “the
blowing wind” [Befi-Berep]; “Citizen Whomever-it-might-be” [rpaxaaruay Komy-0b1-T0-HE-OBIAO];
the unnamed resident of an as-yet unbuilt building; “the person on the postage stamp” [geaoBeky Ha
mapke]; and “the always-lit window” [Heracuysiemy okmyl.'! A more fitting metaphor for
Krzhizhanovsky’s own quixotic endeavors is hard to imagine.

But what do these missives, delivered at last to our doors across the span of decades, tell us
about time—both /s time and more generally about time, that ineffable quality of our existence that
has perplexed human minds for centuries? (St. Augustine in 400AD: "What then 7 time? If no one
asks me, I know; If I want to explain it to a questioner, I do not know."2) It is a subject that
Krzhizhanovsky doggedly returns to again and again in his writing, each time refining and reframing
his questions anew. His writing concerns itself with the philosophy of time both in the abstract and
in its particular manifestations in the form of Soviet ideology and its future-tensed rhetoric. Indeed,
such strict divisions between philosophy and politics had little meaning in the Soviet 1920s and 30s,
when all forms of thought were politicized, and when being accused of “Kantian tendencies” (as
was, for instance, Mikhail Bakhtin) was enough to earn a prison sentence or worse. In other words,
the political and philosophical dimensions of Krzhizhanovsky’s work are not so easily disentangled.

The thrust of the present study is twofold: first, to show how Krzhizhanovsky’s works are of
their time—in other words, how they both reflect and interrogate new ideological constructions of

time and futurity in the fledgling USSR—and how they are about time, which is to say that they exist

10 Tbid., 97.

"' The “always-lit window” appears to be a sly reference to the notion, popularized by Soviet propaganda, that the
window of Stalin’s office in the Kremlin was always lit, since the great leader worked tirelessly around the clock to bring
about the communist future (Dariusz Tolczyk, personal correspondence). Thus the writer of these letters may be seen as
sending his appeals to the very top, so to speak, to the only reader who seemed to matter in the USSR: Stalin himself.

12 F.]. Sheed, M.P. Foley, and P. Brown, Confessions (Second Edition): (Hackett Publishing, 2007), 242.
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not only as political critiques of a particular historical moment, but also serve to address timeless
philosophical questions on time, the ontological status of the future, the meaning of eternity, and so
forth. As is true more generally in Krzhizhanovsky’s work, these different levels, physical/worldly
and metaphysical/otherworldly, interpenetrate in his fiction, calling forth resonances and echoes
between them. Complicating the analysis, these works on time are also written #hrongh time—that is,
they provide a diachronic view of the country’s changing temporal conceptions across the period
from around 1921, the earliest work under discussion here, to the last, written in 1929, allowing us
to draw conclusions about all-important shifts in early Soviet temporal conceptions.

In the chapters that follow, these works will be analyzed in light of four different relationships
toward time, each of which dominated the country’s discourse for a period of time in the 1920s. The
first relationship is addressed in Chapter One as apocalyptic time, an eschatological stance that
dominated time discourse in the years preceding and following the Russian Revolution and civil war
(1917-1921). Apocalyptic time is characterized by the belief or assertion that ordinary time is no
more, that everything familiar has been upturned, and that soon a “timeless time” will ensue—a
belief that found eager converts among the artistic avant-garde and millenarian revolutionaries.
When the apocalypse did not come to pass, a new revolutionary temporal stance came to the fore in
the early 1920s, a heroic human-centered time of direct action that the scholar Stephen Hanson
terms charismatic time.!3 This attitude toward time stresses the human ability to transcend
mundane temporality through continued struggle (e.g., the “permanent revolution”) and heroic
domination of the clock and calendar. Soon, however, Soviet authorities were faced with the
transition from fomenting revolution and then quelling anti-Bolshevik revanchism to actually

governing the country, a task that required more than bare revolutionary zeal: “Because charismatic

13 Stephen E Hanson, Time and Revolution: Marsism and the Design of Soviet Institutions (Chapel Hill: University of North
Carolina Press, 1997), 12.



11

time precludes regularized economic activity .... there is a strong pressure within social groups that

accept a charismatic conception of time for that concept to give way, eventually, to “routinized”

time...”# This routinized time, in Hanson’s terminology, is called rational time, a relationship to

time which eschews heroic struggle in favor of “time discipline,” or the rigid and scientific

organization of labor and all other human activity (such as the widespread attempts to implement

Taylorist time-management methods in the mid-1920s.)!s

In its turn, the main concern in regard to this routinized time was that it was insufficiently

revolutionary: instead of humans mastering and transcending time, they would be made instead to

march to the clock. This emphasis on incremental, rational and evolutionary (read: not

revolutionary) progress in
society could hardly hope to
mobilize the masses for a
wortldwide struggle, and a
fixation on streamlining
production and increasing
efficiency would seem more
the tools of exploitative
capitalist bean-counters than
the true heirs of the
revolution. For this reason,
according to Hanson, Stalin

hit upon a sort of Hegelian

14 1bid., 13.
15 Ibid., 11.

: Ik i

OKTABPLCKAS PEBOAIOLLKS —
MEBT K CEBET/IBMY BYAYUEMY.

Figure 1. Propaganda poster from 1927 (artist unknown) reading “The October Revolution:
The Bridge to a Bright Future”. Note how time has been spatialized, and that each arch of
the bridge represents a year. The “locomotive of the revolution,” to borrow Lazar
Kaganovich’s words, is a thoroughly modern and fast-moving machine barreling through
this spatialized time. Compare the image to this passage from Krzhizhanovsky’s 1929 novel
Memories of the Future: “My mission, in essence, was to proceed along the hyphen still
separating time from space, to cross the bridge thrown over the abyss from one millennium
to the next.”” (Memories, 195.)
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synthesis of these two opposing views of time in the late 1920s, one in which strict time discipline
and scientific principles are brought to bear on mastering time itself, a stance Hanson terms
charismatic-rational time, or an attempt to “transcend time from within.”16

A more detailed discussion of chapter themes and structure is provided at the end of this
introduction, but first we should take a step backward in order to sketch out a larger picture of the

writer and the metaphysical dimensions of his writing.

Sigizmund Krzhizhanovsky (1887-1950)

In “The Bookmark” [Kumxkmasn Hakaaakal, a story from 1927, a writer troops from one editorial
office to another in an attempt to interest publishers in his collection of stories. Most of these
editors read no further than the title page before summarily rejecting the work. The manuscript is
titled Szories for the Crossed-Out [Pacckassr arsl 3adepkHYTHIX], a reference to the so-called “former
people” [ObBIIIE ATOAH], as the social groups disenfranchised by revolution, civil war and ensuing
one-party rule were known. Ten years later, such a manuscript might well have earned the writer a
lengthy sentence in the camps. But here—the story is set in Moscow in the late 1920s—he is only
sent packing with his manuscript: the topic is untimely, if not deliberately provocative. Only one
editor reads past the title page. “Having leafed through my manuscript, the man behind the editor’s

desk inspected me with his sharp graphite pupils and, tapping his pencil, said, ‘And you? Are you

16 Ibid. These terms in Hanson’s usage are themselves borrowed from Max Weber’s tripattite division of traditional,
rational and charismatic authority.
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one of the crossed-out or one of the crossers-out?””” and then adds, “a person skilled at crossing
out would likely be of use to us.”18

Although “The Bookmark” was written when Krzhizhanovsky still harbored some hope that his
work might achieve belated recognition, a palpable sense of frustration and gloom pervades the
work. At the time of its writing, Krzhizhanovsky himself was struggling to find a publisher for his
short story collections and novellas." Part of the problem was that the ideological winds had
shifted—by the late 1920s, Stalin had consolidated control over the party apparatus, which in turn
was moving quickly to subordinate all cultural production to its own political agenda. Such an
agenda had little room for a writer like Krzhizhanovsky, who wrote playful and subtly subversive
fictions which bore little relation to the literary forms then in demand. Indeed, for Russian literature
during this period, these stories and novellas would seem to be s generis in their combination of
high literary style—part philosophical treatise, part poetry in prose—and phantasmagorical plots on
loan from the pulp genres of horror, science fiction and the tall tale. These works range in length
from lapidary miniatures of a page or two up to the short novels of Mezwories of the Future and The
Letter Killers Club. The protagonists of these stories often resemble the writer himself in various ways;
like Krzhizhanovsky, a prototypical narrator of these works often ekes out an existence at the
margins of Soviet society, most often in an urban setting—Moscow, or some alternate reality version
of this city—where he lives in straitened circumstances in some small closet of a room.
(Krzhizhanovsky himself, upon arriving to Moscow in 1922, was allocated a room of only about one

hundred square feet, or ten square meters, in the former residence of a noble on the Arbat.)20 A

17 «A camu-TO BBI M3 329CPKHYTBIX HAN U3 3adepKuBaroruxsy (SK:5s 2: 591).
18 «(Ho ueAOBeK, YMEFOITIHIH 3a9€PKUBATD, HAM, ITOKAAYH, TOAOHAeT (SK:Ss 2: 591-592).

19 Caryl Emerson notes that “[o]nly 9 of his 150 original stories, dramas, and libretti were published during his lifetime,
and none after 1932” (Caryl Emerson, “Sigizmund Krzhizhanovsky at the Edges of the Stalinist Shakespeare Industry,
1933-1938,” Russian Studies in Literature 50, no. 3 (2014), 9).

20 §K:Ss1:10.
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feeling of claustrophobia permeates these stories, heightening the desire of these protagonists to
escape their circumstances. This escape may take an inward form, into dreams or the imagination, or
outward, into the outside world of the city: The prototypical Krzhizhanovskian protagonist is a
flanenr, a learned but dispossessed person who takes in the life of the city as an observer and
bystander, not as an active participant, and any anthropological interest the character takes in the
urban landscape only heightens his deep feeling of alienation from it.*! Accordingly, this urban
landscape can appear strange and even nightmarish, an irrational space where chance encounters and
inexplicable occurrences drive the machinery of fantastical plots. On a deeper level, these fantastic
plots are yoked to a set of broader questions that occupied Krzhizhanovsky throughout his writing
career: the nature of the relationships between reality and fantasy, being and nonbeing, idea and
thing.*

Needless to say, such metaphysical debates were of little interest to the Soviet cultural
commissariat, which took a more instrumentalist view of the role of literature. In addition to the
formidable challenge of getting his work past cautious editors and overzealous censors,
Krzhizhanovsky was plagued by simple bad luck, such as when the publishing house slated to bring
out his first collection of stories, Fairy Tales for Young Prodigies |Cxasku AASL BYHACPKHIHAOB]
unexpectedly went bankrupt in 1923.23 On behalf of the writer, in 1932 a well-connected friend of
Krzhizhanovsky attempted to enlist the sympathy and patronage of the Soviet Union’s most
powerful writer, Maxim Gorky, the arbiter of literary policy from his position as head of the Writers

Union, to whom he passed a few unpublished stories. The attempt, however, backfired. Instead of

2! In a similar fashion, Walter Benjamin notes the dispassionate gaze of the flanenr, likening him to Chesterton’s priest-
detective, Father Brown, with his “unassuming passer-by, with his clerical dignity, his detective’s intuition” (Walter
Benjamin, “The Return of the Flaneur” in Sedected Writings 11 1927-1934. Trans. Rodney Livingstone et al. Eds. Michael
W. Jennings, Howard Eiland, and Gary Smith. Cambridge, MA: Harvard, 1999).

22 Rosenflanz, 21.

23 §K:S51:19.
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advocating on Krzhizhanovsky’s behalf, the head of the Writers Union characterized the work as
untimely and unpublishable, implying it might cause actual harm to the minds of readers—the
stories, he wrote in his letter, “would most certainly knock the brains of young folks out of
whack.”2# This was serious blow to Krzhizhanovsky, not because he held Gorky’s opinion in

2,25
t

particularly high esteem (he didn’t™), but because the negative opinion of Gorky, by depriving him
of a sort of court of final appeal, essentially sounded a death knell for his would-be career. The
official verdict was in: Unfit for consumption.

And yet still Krzhizhanovsky continued to write. During his productive years—the period,
roughly speaking, from 1922, when he moved to Moscow, to 1940—Krzhizhanovsky produced
more than three thousand typewritten pages of work, which he organized into six major story
collections—Fazry Tales for Wunderkinder | Cxazxku Aast BYyHApKUHAOB|, Someone Else’s Theme [Uymxas
temal, What Men Die By [Yem aroau meprBet|, 1he Unbitten Elbow [Heyxyrernnsii aoxkots|, Each
Smaller than the Next [Maa mana mensiue|, and Stories from 19205-40s [Pacckaser 1920-1940-x roaos.|—
and a half-dozen longer works, ranging from novellas to novels, including The Odyssey of the Odd
[Crpaucrtsyromee “crpauno’|, The Letter Killers Club [Kayo yontinx 6yxs|, The Return of Munchansen
[Boszsparterua Mrouxraysenal|, Materials for the Biography of Gorgis Katafalaki [Matepmanst k
omorpacun L'opruca Karadanaku|, and Mewories of the Future [Bociomunanus o Oyaymenm|. This in
addition to various plays, sketches and screenplays, including for two well-regarded Soviet films, Sz

Jorgen’s Day [Aewn cearoro Moprana, 1930], directed by Aleksandr Protazanov, and New Gulliver

[Hoserit I'yaamsep, 1935], directed by Iakov Ptushko—neither of whom mentioned Krzhizhanovsky

24 «...BCEKOHEYHO BBIBUXHYT HEKOTOPBIE MOAOABIE MO3rI» (SK:Ss 1: 26).
HY

25 Of Gorky, he acerbically points out the proletarian writer’s dole vita in the USSR: “V mac caarue Bcero susércs

LR}

TI'opsromy”, “Our Gorky lives a sweeter life than any,” a pun on the name writer’s name, which means ‘bitter’. (SK:5s 7:
39)
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in the film credits.?¢ In addition, Krzhizhanovsky worked on translations, including from his first
language of Polish, and scholatly essays on Shakespeare, Poe and Shaw, whom he read in the
original. These scholatly essays fared marginally better, publication-wise, than his fiction. Out of all
this, the number of Krzhizhanovsky’s works that were printed in his lifetime comprises a rather slim
volume, and even these works, which found their way into isolated periodicals, were not enough to
provide him the literary reputation he so desired.

Mikhail Bakhtin, in The Dialogic Imagination, discusses how the literary word is fundamentally
dialogic, in part because it is written in anticipation of a response, and indeed incorporates that
reaction, or that objection, into itself.”” But what about works that are written without real
expectation of being read—in other words, the literature of the desk drawer? In Krzhizhanovsky’s
works, we can see that silence resounds, a paradox that a character in The Letter Killers Club refers to
as “the art of being silent through words.” Stirring images of silence are woven throughout these
texts: the hidden interpolated Biblical text known as “the Gospel according to Silence” in The Letter
Killers Club;?® the tongueless bells, their clappers removed, ringing noiselessly in “Red Snow”
[Kpacusrit cuer]; the blank white pages of newspapers, newly letterless, in “Paper Loses Patience”
[bymara tepser tepuenne]; the burnt manuscript in The Letter Killers Club [Kay0 yOumiirn 6yxs| of, in

“The Mute Keyboard” [Hemas kaaBuatypal the composition “A Deaf-Mute March for the Legless”

26 SK:Ss51:15.

27 M. M Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays, trans. Michael Holquist, University of Texas Press Slavic Series
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 1981), 280.

28 «McxyccrBo MoagaTh caoBammy (SK:Ss 4: 684).

29 Jacob Emery’s analysis of silence in The Letter Killers Club’s embedded medieval tale of Notker the Stammerer connects
it to a (mute) assertion of being and presence, noting the similarity of the medieval ligature for “silentium,” S—u, to
the Latin first-person “to be”: “On the flyleaf of the volume is the quasi-authorial inscription S—u». One character calls
this a “nonsense syllable,” but then all the Club’s members ate storytellers with “nonsense syllables” for names. This
particular syllable happens to be the name of Tiutchev’s poem, “a flattened Silentium.” What is more, the partial
repression of the Latin word for silence reveals, in the very elision that spans the word’s initial and its suffix, the
statement of a speaker’s being: sum, 1 am” (Emery, 103).



17

[[Ayxonemoii Mapir aast Gesnorux| played on a silent piano.” The anticipation of silence is
incorporated into these stories, a prophecy that is subsequently fulfilled; Krzhizhanovsky’s work is
both a literature of absence and absent from literature.

Publication was not the only way to reach readers, however. Through his acquaintances among
Moscow’s avant-garde circles, Krzhizhanovsky was able to read his work aloud to appreciative
listeners, and some of his typescripts apparently circulated in samizdat form in these same circles, as
previously mentioned.”" The danger for Krzhizhanovsky in continuing his unauthorized literary
output was considerable, as he himself surely understood—not in the least because he himself was
denounced in October of 1935 in the pages of Pravda for a small collection of aphorisms he’d
written for Literaturnaia gazeta under the title “Rough Drafts of Prutkov-Vnuk” [Ueprossie 3amucu
IpyrkoBa-Buyxkal|, after which Literaturnaia gazeta hastened to repudiate his work as well. But as
Anna Bovshek, Krzhizhanovsky’s lifelong partner, writes in her memoirs, he simply could not help
but continue to write, even at great peril to himself.”” At the height of Stalin’s terror in 1937,
Krzhizhanovsky wrote a wry story-vignette called “The Goose” [I'ycn]. The story concerns a writer
whose work, due to his laborious writing process, is always one step behind the times: he writes an
ode to some august personage, only to find that the subject has already fallen out of favor; his lyric
to the spring is completed only in time for the first snows of winter. As a result, he’s too poor to
even afford a replacement when his pen breaks and resorts to plucking himself a new quill feather

from the tail of a living goose—as he explains to the goose, this is ‘for the sake of divine poetry.’

30 Vadim Perel’muter, editor of Krzhizhanovsky’s Collected Works, notes that the story about silence as a musical
composition anticipates John Cage’s postmodern 4’33” by a dozen years (§K:5s 1: 53).

31 V.V. Petrov, “Istoriia Nevol’nogo Pereulka: K Rasskazu SD Krzhizhanovskogo,” Toronto Slavic Quarterly 41 (2012), 85.

32 These recollections appear in Anna Bovshek’s memoir of Krzhizhanovsky, “Through the Eyes of a Friend" [«'Aazamu
Apyra»|: SK:Ss 6: 241.
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“What is, guack, poetry?” a gander asks the outraged goose. “Oh, now I know well enough,” the
goose declares. “It’s when your own quill causes you pain.”*

The pain of writing eventually became too much for Krzhizhanovsky. Within three years of
writing “The Goose”, he had ceased writing fiction, turning for a time to essays and sketches of
Moscow during wartime and writing the librettos for a trilogy of patriotic operas on the history of
Russia’s military that became popular, though Krzhizhanovsky’s contribution was elided, once again,
through significant editorial reworking of his text.** By the end of the war, Krzhizhanovsky had
ceased writing altogether, putting down his pen and picking up the bottle in a downward slide into
alcoholism. Ultimately, he could not content himself with writing only for the desk drawer. Nor was
he a writer willing to produce fiction in the prevailing genre of socialist realism, whose romantic
conventions he seems to parody in his stories even as the genre became the official literature of the
Soviet Union.” His interests did not lie with writing about heroes of socialist labor. Instead, as his
writerly alter ego states in “The Bookmark,” “One may only write about that which has been
crossed out, and only for those who have been crossed out.”> Or from the story “Seams,” a quote
from which opens this introduction: “How many of us there are, those who do not fit in, who are

‘marked for return.” How many of us there are, crossed out and pushed outside the margin.””” And

33 «O, 4 910 TEnEeph XOPOIIIO 3HAFO ... DTO KOTAA TBOE e Iepo AeAaeT Tede boabro» (SK:Ss 3: 207).

34 SK:Ss51:59.

3 In seeming reaction to the 1934 Party congtess that adopted socialist realism as the country’s official genre,
Krzhizhanovsky wrote in his notebooks that the literary form “resembles literature as much as a zoological park
resembles nature” [DTO Tak e IOXOXKE HA AUTEPATYPY, KAK 300AOTHYCCKUI caa Ha TpupoAy.] (SK:Ss 1: 45).

36 «MOKHO IIICaTh TOABKO O 3aYEPKHYTOM M TOABKO AAS 3adepkHYTEIX» (SK:Ss 2: 601).

37 «CKOABKO HAC, TEX, KOTOPBIE HE IIOAXOAAT; ""IoAAEKaT BO3BPaTy'. CKOABKO HAC, IIEPEUCPKHYTEIX I OTOABUHYTHIX 32
gepry» (SK:Ss 1: 403). Here, the margin is literally ‘boundary’ in Russian, though the idea of ‘marginalization’ is clearer in
a passage from one of his notebooks: “I live on the margins of a book called ‘Society™
masbBaemoii: “Obrmectso’™’| (SK:Ss 5: 374).

[“S sxmBY HA TOAAX KHHTH,
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in his own diaries, in a blunt formulation which recalls Dostoyevsky’s opening lines of Notes from the
Underground, he writes in his diary, “I am a crossed-out man.” [fI — 3a4epkuyrsid gerosek.]™

At the end of his life, Krzhizhanovsky suffered a stroke that deprived him of his ability to read.
He died December 28, 1950. Recent efforts to locate his gravesite have met with failure; any
information about his final resting place seems to have been lost with paperwork about his death.®

A similar fate surely would have befallen his corpus of work if not for the efforts of two people.
The first was his wife, Anna Bovshek, an actress and well-known figure in Moscow’s theatre circles,
who carefully collated his stories and petitioned to have them accepted into the State Archive after
his death.” This was, by itself, no guarantee of posterity, and in 1957 Bovshek, working with a small
group of friendly writers and scholars, formed a committee to have the late writet’s fiction and
scholarly essays published, but was again met with official rejection. In fact, the archive languished
until 1976, when the scholar Vadim Pere’muter made a serendipitous discovery. One day while
reading the diary of the poet and critic Georgy Shengeli, he came across a black-framed entry
recorded on the date of Krzhizhanovsky’s death. “Today,” the critic wrote, “died Sigizmund
Dominikovich Krzhizhanovsky, writer of the fantastic and unrecognized genius, an equal to Edgar
Allen Poe in talent...”* Intrigued, Perel'muter began digging through the archives, eventually
uncovering the thousands of pages of the writer’s work earlier deposited there for safekeeping by
Bovshek. This discovery came at the height of the Brezhnev stagnation; even then, some half-

century after many of these works were written, they were apparently too controversial, at least in

38 SK:Ss 5: 342. Thus Krzhizhanovsky answers the question posed to his fictional alter ego by the editor in “The
Bookmatk™: “Are you one of the crossed-out or the crossets-out?”’

3 Perel’'muter, Vadim. “Nad ego knigami i knigoj o nem,” Keynote Address from “Planting the Flag: the Nonfiction of
Sigizmund Krzhizhanovsky,” Bloomington, Indiana, October 21, 2016.

40 The collected works submitted to the archives left out Krzhizhanovsky’s provocative story “Red Snow,” only recently
discovered in the writer’s Kiev archive, which Bovshek feared including among the other stories (SK:5s 5: 542).

4 Turnbull, Joanne. Introduction to Seven Stories. Moscow: Glas New Russian Writing, 2000), 6.
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unexpurgated form, to be published until the final years of the USSR. It was a fate that
Krzhizhanovsky himself seemed to anticipate; as he wrote in his diary: “I’m not on good terms with
the present, but loved by eternity.””* Or, in the words of the editor from “The Bookmark”, in the
scene that begins this section: “These stories of yours are, well—how shall I put it>—ahead of their
time. Hide them away—Iet them wait.”** Krzhizhanovsky would find his readership only in 1989,

the same year that the Berlin Wall fell.

Literature of the As If: Subjectivity and Subjunctivity in Krzhizhanovsky’s Work

Of the two-hundred-odd stories, plays and novels written by Krzhizhanovsky during his most
productive decades of the 1920s-1930s, nearly all of these works feature aspects of everyday (often
specifically Soviet) reality that coexist on the page with strange and fantastical elements: a Soviet
bridge designer is confronted by a talking toad from hell in “Bridge Over the River Styx” [Mocr
gepes Cruxc|; a Soviet bureaucrat’s train is diverted to a branch line, and a land where the
nightmares of dreamers are created in factories emblazoned with socialist slogans in “The Branch
Line” [bokosas Betka|; a pickled human fetus used for training medical students escapes its jar and
finds a life for itself in the new Soviet Union in “Phantom” [@PanTom]. In these stories, the fantastic
functions as a sort of escape from the strictures of everyday reality, whether it is to escape from the
grim present into the future on a time machine in Memories of the Future [Bocnomunanus o 6yaymem],
or simply to escape the confines of cramped living quarters caused by the Soviet housing shortage

by applying a growing potion to the walls of one’s room in “Quadraturin” [Ksaaparypus|. But while

42 «C CerOAHSIIIHUM AHEM 5 HE B A3AAX, HO MeHs AroOuT BeanocTs» (SK:Ss 5: 404). The theme of the seer who is
misunderstood in his time, but later proven right, is found in several of his works, including “Story of the Prophet”
[Mcropust mpopoxka] and the end of Memories of the Future.

43 «Pacckasel By, HY, KaK OBI CKA3aTh,- IIpeKAeBpeMeHHEL. CrpAupTe uX - ycTb KAy (SK:Ss5 2: 592).
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these works may center on escapes from reality, the stories are not #hemselves escapist in the sense
normally applied to works of fantasy. Instead, the fantastic in these stories should be seen primarily
as a way to reflect critically back on contemporary reality, to force new understandings of this same
reality through devices such as hyperbole and defamiliarization. Thus Krzhizhanovsky’s fiction
remains deeply engaged with reality even as it departs from it in flights of fantasy.

In this sense, Krzhizhanovsky was influenced by a rich tradition of satire that used fantastical
settings as a way to displace political debates of the day in allegorical form—Swift, in particular, had
a large effect on Krzhizhanovsky’s work, which abounds with various playful refractions and
inversions of Gulliver’s Travels, among other ‘Swiftiana’.# At the same time, however,
Krzhizhanovsky never quite seems a convincing political satirist; he becomes too interested in the
broad philosophical and metaphysical questions raised by his distortions of reality, treating his
imaginary worlds not as allegorical contrivances, mere metaphors for more earthly concerns, but as
alternate realities in their own right, with their own laws and their own logic.

This blurring of the real and imaginary reveals a great deal not only about Krzhizhanovsky the
writer, but also about Krzhizhanovsky as would-be philosopher.#s Although the primary focus of
this dissertation is Krzhizhanovsky’s treatment of the subject of time and the future, it is nonetheless
important to characterize the author’s broader philosophical orientation in order to show the link
between his ideas about time and broader systems of thought that influenced these ideas.

According to an autobiographical sketch he wrote, Krzhizhanovsky was captivated by questions

of being and existence from an early age, reading Kant’s Critigue of Pure Reason as a fifth-grader and,

# Vadim Perel’muter writes that “Krzhizhanovsky called himself as satirist, in the Swiftian sense of this genre
designation” [KpKerkaHOBCKHIT Ha3bIBaA CeOS CATHPHKOM—B CBHTHAHCKOM IIOHHMAHUH 9TOTO POAOBOIO ODO3HAYCHM|

(SK:S51: 7-8).

4 Krzhizhanovsky notes with irony that “I am a philosophetr by my non-education” ["I'lo meobpasoBanmro s

drrocodp"] (SK:Ss 5: 295).
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according Krzhizhanovsky himself, suffered an early sort of existential crisis.* Kant continued to
exert a powerful influence on his writing—the German philosopher appears either explicitly or
implicitly in many of his stories—which put him directly at odds with the reigning philosophical
paradigm of dialectical materialism in the Soviet Union. From the German idealists, Krzhizhanovsky
adopted a deeply skeptical attitude toward the reality of appearances in the everyday world (the
Kantian phenomena); at the same time, however, Krzhizhanovsky was seemingly unable to muster
up any firm belief in the world of transcendent reality (or noumena) either.*’ This doubt is reflected
in his writing, which often features characters trapped in the shadowlands of nightmares and
unreality, unable to discern what is real and what is a projection of their own mental landscapes.
These mental landscapes are themselves shadows of shadows, the world of phenomena further
phenomenalized into their abstract mental representations (what he called “phenomena of
phenomena” [ABAeHnA ABAeHuIi|*), a hall of mirrors that holds only reflections and not a single true
image.®

In “Postmark: Moscow” [LLItemmean: Mocksal, the narrator organizes these shades of being (in
an echo of Plato’s allegory of the cave) into levels of reality, from most real to most fantastic, using
the word for being, byzie [Oprrue], from which he derives the word for mundane reality or everyday

life, byz [Oprt], and, in a further stepwise truncation of the final letters, the word &y [651], the Russian

46 §K: S5 4:383-4

47 Alexander (Sasha) Spektor contrasts Krzhizhanovsky’s treatment of the transcendental with that of the Symbolists:
“What differentiates Krzhizhanovsky’s “doublewotldiness” from that of his Symbolist predecessors is that in his prose
he is neither concerned with establishing the hierarchy between the noumenal and phenomenal worlds, nor does he use
language to gain access—even if momentary—to the transcendental realm.” (Alexander Spektor, “A Timely Discovery:
Experimental Realism of Sigizmund Krzhizhanovsky,” Siavic & East Enrgpean Journal 59, no. 1 (2015), 111).

48 SK:Ss4:51.

4 1t’s therefore not surprising that Krzhizhanovsky is most frequently compared to two other writers who were deeply
concerned with ontological questions, Franz Kafka and Jorge Luis Borges, although neither of these writers was
accessible to Krzhizhanovsky while he was writing his own work; he read Kafka only in 1939, after he had all but ceased
writing fiction (Robert Chandler, “Seven Stories Sigizmund Krzhizhanovsky Joanne Turnbull,” The Slavic and East
European Journal 50, no. 4 (2006), 715). Like Borges, Krzhizhanovsky uses fiction as a way to plumb deep philosophical
questions. And like Kafka, the lack of satisfying answers gives tise to a feeling of dread and existential doubt.
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subjunctive particle, which we might render here in the expression ‘as if’. The passage is
characteristic of Krzhizhanovsky’s paranomastic styles:

But shadows separated from things, by# [everyday mundane existence| separated from byzze
[being; transcendent existence], are impotent and illusory. Bys, everyday reality, plus the “I”
[11], gives existence; everyday reality itself doesn’t have much of an “I”. And if we’re going to
tear shadows away from their things, everyday life |47 from being [/ytie], there’s no reason
to stop halfway; one must take this everyday life [y and chop off its dimwitted ‘t’: by [as if]
is the purely subjunctive, the fusion of free phantasms...5!

The narrator then goes on to explain that there are two paths of escape from Plato’s cave, the byz
of everyday shadow-existence: either through attempting to see by, transcendental reality, Kant’s
noumena—stepping outside into the light—or in the opposite direction, further into the shadows of
shadows, into &y, the ‘as if’, the fantastic and imaginary, the world of fiction. This is perhaps the
choice that Krzhizhanovsky’s wife, Anna Bovshek, was speaking of when she wrote in her memoir,
Through a Friend’s Eyes |I'aazamu Apyra], about how, when a young Krzhizhanovsky was “faced with
the choice between Kant and Shakespeare, Krzhizhanovsky decisively and irrevocably chose the side
of Shakespeare.””s2 In other words, one could be either a metaphysician, dedicated to discovering the
true reality but forever being thwarted by the limitations of one’s own senses and experience, or else
one might instead embrace fiction instead, finding freedom within one’s own limitations in the form
of the imagination and play.

This parsing of reality into different levels as in the above quote from “Postmark: Moscow” is a
subject that Krzhizhanovsky returns to again in his theoretical writings on the theater in a 1923 essay

titled “Philosopheme on the Theatre” [@raocodema o Tearpe]. In this essay, he develops the notion

50 See Rosenflanz, 45, for a discussion of the importance of paranomasia in Krzhizhanovsky’s work.

51 «Ho TeHu, B OTPBIBE OT BEILCH, (4772 B OTPBIBE OT G170, OCCCUABHBL M MHUMBL BeAb ot -- u "a" Guimus; conm "

oH He 6orart. 1 ecan YK OprIBaTI) OT BCIIK TCHb, OT ObrTHIs 6I>IT, TO HE3a49CM OCTAHABAMBATHCA HA ITOAITYTH; HAAO, B3fB

0&1772, OTTAIIATH €MY €IO TYIIOE ''T': 67 -- INCTAA COCAATATEABHOCTD, COYETAHHOCTb CBOOOAHBIX PaHTa3MOB...» ( SK:Ss 4

52).

52 dTpeacrosan seibop mexay Karrom u Hlekcrmpom, i Kp/KikaHOBCKII PEITHTEABHO U OECITOBOPOTHO BCTAA Ha
cropony [lexcrmpa» (SK:Ss 6: 264). Kietkegaard’s “Either/Or” sets up a similar opposition between philosophy and art.
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still further, even identifying the types or genres of drama in which each of these levels of reality
(bytze, byt, by) 1s the dominant—in other words, these categories are not so much applied here to
reality itself as to the make-believe world onstage. The implications of Krzhizhanovsky’s system has
been discussed at length by Alisa Ballard;> here these categories of reality are important to this study
insofar as they provide an organizing principle for Krzhizhanovsky’s own work, a sort of key to his
multilayered fictional world. Instead of the three layers of reality in “Postmark: Moscow”, in
“Philosopheme on the Theatre,” Krzhizhanovsky here adds a fourth and final category, one in
which all the letters have been removed, leaving a null or blank at the end:
Bytie
By
By
0

This final null category represents nonexistence, silence, erasure—subjects that were very much
on the writer’s mind at this time.>

Although in this essay Krzhizhanovsky was writing about dramatic works by other writers, it’s
also clear that this ontological division, one that appears in both his fiction and scholarly work, is
significant to understanding the way his own fiction explores the boundaries between the real and
the imaginary, between degrees of being and nonbeing. The mimetic aspects of Krzhizhanovsky’s
work, which often focus on the grim everyday realities of Soviet citizens during this time period,
belong to the world of 4y the fantastic and phantasmagorical elements of his fiction, to the
subjunctive, as-if world of #y. His characters long for reprieve from the grinding, everyday world of

tiny rooms and hunger, seeking escape in some sort of transcendent reality, or byzze, but often end up

facing the terror of the void, the state of nonexistence, instead. In Krzhizhanovsky’s work—unlike,

53 See Alisa Ballard, "Bsrr encounters 6br: Krzhizhanovsky's Theater of Fiction." Slavic and East European Journal 56.4
(2012): 553-76.

> SK:Ss4: 52.
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perhaps, the Russian symbolists that preceded him—~ayse, the transcendent realm, is a place that, if it
exists at all, is ungraspable or inhospitable to humans: Like Icarus, those characters that seek to rise
into this higher realm may instead fall back to earth, plummeting to their deaths and nonbeing. The
only real escape from the confines of everyday reality, Krzhizhanovsky seems to indicate, is into the
world of the mind, the fantastic, the realm of possibility, not certainty; of conjecture, not universal
truths.

In Krzhizhanovsky’s fiction, these categories of reality are nonetheless permeable and dependent
on each other, just as the shadow depends on the thing that casts it. We can view this hierarchy of
dependency as a sort of nesting structure, similar to how the word by#e contains within it the other
levels. As Krzhizhanovsky points out in the quote above from “Postmark: Moscow”, there is no byz,
everyday life, without existence, that mysterious force of being. Likewise, the world of &y, the ‘as-if’,
the world of the mind and imagination, cannot exist without the physical world in which it is
situated. (As the hungry narrator of “Seams” notes, he can only engage in his thought experiments
when his mind has been fed, an alternating process he calls “sandwich - metaphysics - sandwich -
metaphysics”s>—without his sandwich, he might “fade out, sit here empty, as if without a pulse and
even without an “I”’%—that is, disappear into nonbeing.)

At the same time, this process of interdependence or encroachment of these levels can operate
in the opposite direction as well: Out of nothingness comes an idea, which encroaches on a mind,
which causes a body to act, which may in turn influence the world. Naum Leiderman writes that
“Krzhizhanovsky, who sees the highest value of human existence in the search for truth, in the

production of meanings, is convinced of the preeminence of ideas—for ideas give birth to the deed,

«...6yTepopoA — meradmsura — OyTepbpos — Meradmsuka» (SK:Ss 1: 401).

56 «...CXABIHET, U CHKY IIYCTOIM, OYATO U Oe3 ImyAbca, u 6e3 'a'» (ibid.).
> } > } ) >
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they direct the energy of the individual and of the million-bodied masses.”*” Krzhizhanovsky’s
stories are full of examples of this power of ideas over the world.”® This is not surprising in light of
the personal trauma he experienced from war and revolution (he called the Bolshevik revolution
“xusuerpacenne”, or the “lifequake”)—both events brought about through the power of ideas
over people, who in turn helped reshape the world: “Shadows cast things,” as the narrator of
“Seams” [I1IBe1| tells us.® A frequent protagonist in Krzhizhanovsky’s fiction is a person in thrall to
some idea—building a time machine to escape the present in Meswories of the Future, for instance, or
an obsession with being able to bite one’s own elbow in “The Unbitten Elbow”—who then
attempts to realize this idea in the world, only to discover that this thought, so beautiful in the mind,
becomes nightmarish or fatal when forced into reality, just as utopian thinking paved the way for the
physical carnage of revolution and civil war and the later purges.t The path from the imagined or
the imaginary into real life is one fraught with danger, but at the same time it is also the path of the
writer, the artist, and the dreamer.

Movement between these different levels of (un)reality in these stories often occurs by way of
some sort of crack or gap [meas| through which these different worlds may seep. The motif of the
crack or gap is an important one in Krzhizhanovsky’s work, appearing throughout his fiction; the

critic V.N. Toporov sees the crack as a crucial aspect of Krzhizhanovsky’s metaphysics and his

57 Naum Leiderman, “The Intellectual Worlds of Sigizmund Krzhizhanovsky,” The Slavic and East Enropean Journal 56, no.
4 (December 1, 2012), 530.

58 Writing about the power of ideas in the author’s work, Alexander (Sasha) Spektor notes that “[w]hile Krzhizhanovsky
is rarely overtly political in his fiction, the high toll that an individual or a society has to pay for bringing ideas into reality
portrayed in his works puts him into the ranks of the most dystopian of Russian twentieth-century writers, such as
Zamyatin and Platonov.” (Spektor, 112-113).

5 SK:S8s 2: 589.

0 «...Berp orOporreHa TeHpro» (SK:Ss 1: 407).

1 In “The Unbitten Elbow,” the would-be elbow-biter realizes that his only way to achieve the impossible is to bite
through his elbow from the znside of the joint, chewing through his own flesh to reach it, which severs the arteries in a
fountain of blood and causes his own death—in other words, the only way to gain what remains stubbornly out of reach
is by devouring oneself alive. Read against the backdrop of the Soviet experiment, the effect is chilling.
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poetics.2 The crack is the central theme in stories like “Seams” [LLIBri] and “The Collector of
Cracks” [Cobupareas 1meaeti|, about a hermit who asks God to eliminate the cracks in all things and
make his world whole again—and, when God obliges, about the disaster that ensues. In
Krzhizhanovsky’s work, the world is riven and fractured.®® Cracks can be the liminal spaces of city
streets: in the gaps between houses, within the fissures in the urban landscapes where the fantastic
meets the real, or existence turns into nonexistence.

In Krzhizhanovsky’s fiction, the crack is not only a central thematic concern, however; it is also
a structural feature of these works, which abound in gaps, elisions and silences of all kinds.
Sometimes the stories themselves break off without resolution, as in several of the embedded tales
of The Letter Killers Club. They may instead make jumps in point of view or time, skipping over
critical junctures in the text, such as when Maximillian Shterer, in Memories of the Future, finally leaps
into the future, leaving readers behind. Krzhizhanovsky’s stories abound in unexplained paradoxes
and logical aporias; their narrative unity is variously fractured, their forward momentum frustrated,
narrators themselves occasionally left scratching their heads. These narrative gaps are places of
disappearance—dropped storylines, vanishing characters, crucial explanations or key scenes left out,
characters’ hesitant speech trailing off into ellipses.*

The sense of ontological and existential doubt that suffuses Krzhizhanovsky’s writing is, at the

same time, offset by a sense of freedom and play that arises with the realization that one’s reality is

02 See V.N. Toporov, “Minus-Prostranstvo Sigizmunda Krzhizhanovskogo” in SK:5s 6: 386, 1992.

63 Naum Leiderman writes that “crackedness [meannnocts] is the universal emblem of a chaotic, diffuse, anti-
harmonious world structure, the symbol of a flight from reality and the disintegration of the wholeness of a wotldview”
(Leiderman, 532). But this ignores the positive role that cracks and gaps may play in Krzhizhanovsky’s writing—as
places of refuge and creation, as sites whete ontological levels seep into each other, recombine, and generate new
meanings.

%% An entire monograph can be written about Krzhizhanovsky’s use of ellipses, which is highly idiosyncratic and often
quite suggestive. The author seems to be marking the absence in the text, flagging the gap for the reader in a highly
visible way. The reader is encouraged to complete this absence in the mind, perhaps thereby making her (in some sense)
complicit in the thought. The punctuation occurs often at the most politically charged moments of the authot’s prose, a
pattern that can be seen in the quoted passages to follow.
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subjective, not objective. If ultimate truth is to remain inaccessible to the human mind, then we
might at least construct worthy fictions. The antidote to philosophy’s ontological conundrums is the
boundless realm of the creative imagination. Krzhizhanovsky found a philosophical justification for
his unreal fiction in the work of another German thinker, Hans Vaihinger, whose 1911 book Dze
Philosophie des Als Ob, or The Philosophy of the As-If argues for treating conjectures about truths, if these
conjectures are useful to us, as if they were truths. While Krzhizhanovsky, as a fiction writer, does
not deal with Vaihinger’s argument in a philosophically rigorous way, he seems to have been
intrigued by the creative possibilities of this end-run around intractable ontological questions: Treat
the fantastic as if it were real, and one might aspire to illuminate deeper sorts of truths—repurposing
Vaihinger’s title, Krzhizhanovsky’s body of work might be called the literature of the as-if.s
Krzhizhanovsky himself referred to fantastical writing resembling his own as “experimental
realism,” for lack of a ready-made term for his approach to fiction.® Today, these stories might be
grouped with the genre known as speculative fiction, or perhaps the school of magical realism often
associated with postmodernism.®” Here, the word “experimental” is meant not in its most common

meaning as applied to literary works—that is, stylistically innovative or transgressive—but rather in

2>

%5 This preoccupation with the ‘as-if’ can be traced back to Krzhizhovsky’s very first story, “Jacobi and “Yakoby
[Axobun u sxober], or "Jacobi and the 'As-If", a conversation between the absolutist German philosopher Friedrich
Heinrich Jacobi and the word ‘As-if’, sko6er, 'Yakoby', which comes alive off the page when Jacobi copies it down out of
a passage from Kant, after which the two—jJacobi and Yakoby—have a lively debate about whether reality is, in fact, real
at all. This question has significant implications for the later discussion of the ontological status of the future in Chapter
Four of this study. In some sense, the subjunctive 4z, transposed to the temporal realm, is much like future contingency:
that is, a hypothetical that is an as-yet unrealized possibility, or what Krzhizhanovsky calls “pure subjunctivity.”

06 SK:Ss 1: 54. Leiderman captures an emergent consensus in the scholarly literature around the author’s “experimental

realism,” noting that “[i]t is obvious that speaking of “Experimental Realism,” the writer is laying down his own creative
> g p g p > ying

principles.” (Leiderman, 523).

67 The reference here to postmodernism is not accidental; several scholars have seen in Krzhizhanovsky’s work various
proto-features of postmodern thought. Citing Brian McHale’s influential definition of postmodernism, Spektor writes
that “[o]ne can argue that Krzhizhanovsky’s critique of Symbolist dualism aligns his prose with postmodernism,
especially in Brian McHale’s definition of it as an acceptance of “ontological plurality or instability” over
“epistemological uncertainty” (Spektor, 111). Naum Leiderman seems to agree. In his view, Krzhizhanovsky’s creative
concerns “anticipate by almost half a century the debates triggered by the advent of Postmodernism as a new type of
culture—"“the wotld as text,” the theory of simulacra, the critique of a “metaphysics of presence,” and so forth”
(Leiderman, 509, as translated by Caryl Emerson.)
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its scientific meaning (in fact, Krzhizhanovsky refers to his fiction as gpy#y [omsrrer], the same
Russian word used to describe scientific experiments.®) As Naum Leiderman writes, the author’s
stories are “a testing ground where the abstract idea is regulated by the self-developing rules of a
fictive artistic world.”® In this sense, his work bears some relation to the thought experiments of the
physicists and metaphysicians of his day™—that is, deforming some aspect of conventional reality
through a hypothetical in order to test its underlying logic.” The fantastical elements of his work are
the hypotheticals in his thought experiments, while the realistic elements of his stories are the fixed
terms. As he writes in his diary: “It’s not the arithmetic but the algebra of life that interests me.”72

As Adam Thirwell points out, Krzhizhanovsky’s fictional experiments can be seen as a reflection
of another, larger experiment: the Soviet experiment, perhaps the greatest in scale in history: “The
streets were an experiment in changing what was accepted to be real. So one form of resistance
would be to submit those streets’ rhetoric to the private pressure of a style, to trace all its fantastical
implications.”” The chief fantasists of the USSR were not its writers but its propagandists, those
who created the utopian vision of life in the USSR—an idealized and ersatz reality, a hyperreality, to
use Baudrillard’s term, that was meant to occlude the mundane and often vexing realities of actual
life in the Soviet Union. It is perhaps ironic that dialectical materialism, the official philosophical

system of Marxism-Leninism, proclaimed that matter preceded thought, while in actual practice it

68 §K:85 5: 336.

0 Teiderman, 521.

70 SK:S8s 1: 55.

"1 Krzhizhanovsky was, in fact, well apprised of the latest in scientific developments, including Einstein’s theory of
relativity and Minkowski space-time (§K:Ss 1: 38).

72 «Mens nnaTEpecyeT He aprdMeTHKA, HO aAreOpa xu3Hm» (SK:Ss5 6: 265)

73 Thirwell, Adam. Introduction to Autobiography of a Corpse. New York Review Books Classics (New York: New York
Review Books, 2013), xvi.
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functioned in precisely the opposite way under Stalin: reality was determined by ideology, facts by
preconceptions.

And indeed, Krzhizhanovsky was quick to capture this hollowing out of reality in the Soviet
Union—where “only minus-truths make sense—only facts that have fallen on their heads”*—but
unlike the state propagandists, for whom simulacra masqueraded as actual truths, Krzhizhanovsky
foregrounds the fictionality of his fantasies, reveling in their artifice and absurdity—just as the Baron
Munchausen raises the outrageous tall tale to a higher form of ecstatic truth-telling in
Krzhizhanovsky’s The Return of Munchausen [Bosparuenne Mrouxraysena|. For the author, the
fantastic is a sort of mode of resistance, a space of alternate realities that had neither to conform to
the rigid laws of scientific socialism and materialist philosophy, nor to the conventions of the new
socialist literature. This resistance was, by necessity, a quiet one, inscribed on pages destined for the
desk drawer, but it was nonetheless principled in its non-acceptance of the totalizing view of reality
imposed by the new regime. In Krzhizhanovsky’s fiction, the rupturing of conventional reality (or
the characters’ attempts to escape its rigid logic) is both an assertion of autonomy and freedom from
reality and simultaneously a way to reflect critically back upon it.

Thus, Krzhizhanovsky’s fiction from the 1920s depicts the social and political upheavals of the
time period, often through a distorted or hyperbolic lens, while at the same registering his

philosophical objections to these same trends.” And what held particular interest for

74 1bid., xiv. Russian: «8 rpu3pa¥HOM, MIHYCOBOM MUPKE UMEIOT CMBICA AHIIb MIHYC-UCTHHEL, - AUIIb yIIABINas Ha

cBoro Beprimny rpaBaay (SK:Ss 1: 407).

75 Leiderman notes that in Krzhizhanovsky’s work, “as a rule, Soviet reality is evaluated through the Aesopian language
of parables and innuendo.” However, he points out that “all the same, social and political collisions never openly play a
significant role in Krzhizhanovsky’s plots. They are no more than person, isolated episodes in relation to the eternal
existential problems that agitate the author and his heroes. The reverse is more likely the case: that Krzhizhanovsky
views historical cataclysms and a reshaping of the entire system of values brought about by the 1917 Revolution from
the heights of philosophy, in light of the existential and historiosophical conflicts that the revolution itself had created,
or rather prodded to the surface, actualized, and then reduced to bloody, destructive, catastrophic consequences”
(Leiderman, 526).
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Krzhizhanovsky was the new regime’s overriding interest in and anxieties about time—a subject that
also held great interest for him personally, starting from the time he first read Kant as an adolescent.
Krzhizhanovsky’s unease with the Soviet regime’s fixation on acceleration and the future was not
merely a disagreement regarding tactics and outcomes.”® Rather, these works attempt to show the
lasting damage to the moral fabric of the country and culture stemming directly from the regime’s
misguided ideology around time. His concern appears to be that Soviet modernity was hollowing out
the present, attenuating the phenomenological experience of time—its durée, in Bergsonian terms—

and creating an inauthentic reality, a life lived solely on borrowed time.

Krzhizhanovsky Criticism

Since their discovery, Krzhizhanovsky’s stories and novellas have been issued and reissued as
both stand-alone editions and collections, including the six-volume Collected Works, edited by Vadim
Perel’muter and comprising over 4,200 pages, which provides the primary source material for the
present study. In addition, Krzhizhanovsky’s writing has now been translated into French, German,
Polish, and English. The American editions of four collections of his stories have been issued
through the publishing arm of the New York Review of Books under the imprint NYRB Classics;
the translator, Joanne Turnbull, has won the PEN Translation award for her work, which has been

reviewed favorably in The New York Times, The Times Literary Supplement, The Paris Review and

76 Emerson notes Krzhizhanovsky’s fixation on the idea of speed and acceleration while registering his philosophical
disagreement with the phenomenon: “This fascination with increased velocity recalls other modernists under the
influence of H. G Wells, for example the nautical engineer Evgeny Zamyatin and the restless film-makers of Kino-Eye
and agit-kino. But Krzhizhanovsky was no Futurist. He did not worship the cutting-edge industrial machine.” (Emerson,
“Krzhizhanovsky as a Reader...”, 605)
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elsewhere. This flurry of publications has sparked the imagination of the reading public both in

Russia and abroad. Krzhizhanovsky has at last, in Pere’mutet’s words, “returned from oblivion.””

The publication of this massive trove, however, has not yet occasioned a corresponding output
of scholarship, at least in the English-speaking world. Krzhizhanovsky still remains largely unread in
academic circles in the US, and for the most part his work seems not yet to have found its way onto
college syllabi or graduate comprehensive exam reading lists. This lack of critical attention to
Krzhizhanovsky’s work is perhaps not entirely surprising. The creation of literary canons is, by its
very nature, a conservative process, and scholarship more generally often lags behind popular
appraisals. But the (re)discovery of Krzhizhanovsky’s works is not in itself sufficient to ensure their
continued life; the task of creating a literary reputation for the crossed-out writer falls largely to the
scholarly community.

Fortunately, academic interest in Krzhizhanovsky’s work is showing notable signs of stirring. In
2012, The Stavic and East European Jonrnal devoted most of an issue to a special forum on the author.
Edited by Caryl Emerson, the forum comprised articles from Russian scholar Naum Leiderman
(1939-2010) on Krzhizhanovsky’s philosophy, translated into English by Caryl Emerson;™ from
Karen Link Rosenflanz—the author of a monograph which remains, to date, the only such book-
length work on Krzhizhanovsky in English—writing about Krzhizhanovsky’s treatment of the idea
of the fourth dimension;” from Alisa Ballard, who provides an excellent analysis of the intersection

of Krzhizhanovsky’s ideas about metaphysics and the theater;* and from Caryl Emerson herself,

77 Vadim Perel’muter, commentary to Vospominaia o Budushehern Moscow: Moscovskii rabochii, 1989).

78 See Leiderman, ““The Intellectual Worlds...”

79 Karen Link Rosenflanz, “Overturned Verticals and Extinguished Suns: Facets of Krzhizhanovsky’s Fourth
Dimension,” The Stavic and East European Journal 56, no. 4 (December 1, 2012): 536-552.

80 Alisa Ballard, “bsrr Encounters ber: Krzhizhanovsky’s Theater of Fiction,” The Siavic and East Enropean Journal 56, no.
4 (December 1, 2012): 553-576.
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whose article discussed how Krzhizhanovsky read and was influenced by the works of Shakespeare
and Shaw.®' This forum in SEE] provides an excellent introduction to the writer and in-depth
explication of major themes in his work, all while supplying a diversity of approaches and topics,
from the author’s philosophical preoccupations to his literary influences.

Of these articles, perhaps the one most germane to the present study is Rosenflanz’s discussion
of Krzhizhanovsky’s Memwries of the Future and its relation to the fourth dimension (which includes
both the spatial and temporal treatment of this idea). In particular, my discussion of the novel in
Chapter Four is deeply indebted to this article, especially its analysis connecting Krzhizhanovsky’s
ideas of time to the philosophy of Henri Bergson. Similarly, Rosenflanz’s monograph on
Krzhizhanovsky,* which analyzes his poetics through their interest in and representation of the
relationship between word and idea, is an invaluable study, one that perhaps has done more than any
other to establish the contours of the authot’s critical reception in English. Finally, more recently
Krzhizhanovsky scholar Jacob Emery has published an article in the Russzan Review that looks at a
different aspect of Krzhizhanovsky’s work, reading the novel The Letter Killers Club in relation to
ideas around creative labor and exchange.®

On the Russian side of Krzhizhanovsky scholarship, a somewhat longer history of work on the
author has meant a greater volume of critical studies, not all of which are generally available in either
electronic or book form as of this writing. Besides the article by Leiderman mentioned above, A.A.

Manskov’s Russian-language monograph, Intertextuality of the Prose of S.D. Krzhizhanovsky

81 See Emerson, “Krzhizhanovsky as Reader...”

82 Karen Link Rosenflanz, Hunter of Themes: The Interplay of Word and Thing in the Works of Sigizmund Krgiganovskij, Studies
on Themes and Motifs in Literature (New York: P. Lang, 2005).

83 Jacob Emery was also a co-organizer together with Sasha Spektor (whose writing on Krzhizhanovsky is quoted above)
of the first-ever symposium on Krzhizhanovsky’s nonfiction, which I had the honor of attending in Bloomington,
Indiana in 2016, and which helped me greatly in generating and refining many of the ideas presented in this study.
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[Intertekstual’nost’ prozy S.D. Krzhizhanovskii]** provides a useful introduction to the topic of
Krzhizhanovsky’s literary influences in its introduction. Its broad-sounding title notwithstanding, the
bulk of the work is devoted to only a handful of lesser-known works by Krzhizhanovsky, however,
and focuses mainly on a small subset of topics—for example, Krzhizhanovsky’s musical references
and Shakespearean influences, and therefore has been used here only as background for the present
study. More pertinent to the topic of Krzhizhanovskian metaphysics has been the lengthy analysis
on the subject by V.N. Toporov, which develops the idea of Krzhizhanovsky’s “minus-space” and
the importance of the crack [rmeas] in his fictional worlds.*> (Toporov addresses the topic of time as
well as space, though the discussion is mostly taken up with lengthy quotes and is not given the
same comprehensive theorizing as is space.) E.O. Kuz’mina has written several critical works on
Krzhizhanovsky, including analyses of the authot’s use of biblical®* and folkloric elements®” in his

fiction, while E.V. Livskaia has written extensively on the generic aspects of Krzhizhanovsky’s

prose.® Finally, Vera Kalmykova has written a wide-ranging exploration of Krzhizhanovsky’s use of

84 Aleksel Anatol'evich Manskov, Intertekstualnost' Progy S.D. Krzhizhanovskogo: Monografiia (Barnaul: Barnaul'skif gos.
pedagogicheskil universitet, 2013).

85 V.N. Toporov, ““Minus’-Prostranstvo Sigizmunda Krzhizhanovskogo,” in Mif. Ritual. Sinwol. Obrag (Issledovanie v Oblasti
Mifopoeticheskogo), by Todorov (Moscow: Progress, 1995), 476—-574. Vadim Perel’muter, the editor of Krzhizhanovsky’s
Sobranie sochinenis, felt Toporov’s contribution was important enough to include it in the final volume of the authot’s
work. The article, as Perel’muter notes, “was published about a decade-and-a-half ago and remains to this day, in my
view, the most solid and profound work of everything that has been written about Krzhizhanovsky” [“omybankosaruoi
ITOATOPA ACCATKA ACT HAa3aA M OCTAFOILIEHCA, HA MOI B3TAfA, ITO CEH ACHb HANOOACE OCHOBATEABHOM U TAYOOKOM 13
BCero, uto Hamucano o Kpikmxanosckom» ( notes: SK:Ss 6: 674).] (For a more critical reading, see Caryl Emerson’s
footnote commentary in Leiderman’s article, in which she piquantly characterizes Toporov’s writing as “grim, lonely,
starvation-marked commentary” (in Leiderman, 520).)

86 Elena Olegovna Kuz’mina, “Evangel’skii Siuzhet v Poetike Tvorchestva S. Krzhizhanovskogo,” Vestnik 1 o/zhkogo
Universiteta Im. V.IN. Tatishcheva 6 (2010): 31-40.

87 Ibid., “Poetika Fol’klornykh Siuzhetov v Literaturnoi Skazke S. Krzhizhanovskogo,” Vestnik 1 olzhkogo Universiteta Im.
V.N. Tatishcheva 9 (2012): 20-27.

59

88 E.V. Livskaia, “Zhanrovoe Svoebrazie Prozy S.D. Krzhizhanovskogo: Fenomen ‘Chuzhogo Slova,
Gostudarstvennogo Universiteta 2 (2012): 144-48.

Vestnik Brianskogo
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metonymy and his artistic treatment time and space, although her focus is again mainly on the
latter.®

As can be seen, both Russian- and English-language scholars have focused the bulk of their
attention on Krzhizhanovsky’s poetics and overall philosophy, particularly as it relates to questions
of artistic creation. This sort of work is absolutely essential, and should be undertaken before any
other: Krzhizhanovsky’s poetics are both unusual and unusually dense in meaning, in part because
of the compression and economy of the works and their preoccupation with the texture and play of
language, and a more formalist examination of these elements yields rich insights into the inner
workings of his prose. Nonetheless, an exclusive focus on Krzhizhanovsky’s writerly craft risks
creating the impression of these works of fiction as free-floating outside of history, as a body of
work shorn of its ideological and social situation. This would be a mistake, particularly given
Krzhizhanovsky’s identification as a Swiftian satirist and a writer whose work presents rich
allegorical play and encoded allusions to the grand social and political cataclysms of his day. Despite
this, to date there seems to have been no comprehensive attempt to frame Krzhizhanovsky’s body
of work in the political and ideological context of the Soviet 1920s.

This is the aim of the present study. Broadly conceived, its questions are twofold: How does our
understanding of the time period deepen our understanding of Krzhizhanovsky’s work, and how, in
turn, does reading Krzhizhanovsky’s work deepen our understanding of this time period? To
address these questions, I focus on the author’s work as the record of a literary encounter with
modernity in the form of the early Soviet Union and its struggle to develop new conceptions around

time and the future. This attempt to historically contextualize the author’s work furthers an

89 Vera Kalmykova, “Arkhaika Sigizmunda Krzhizhanovskogo: Poperek Vremeni,”” Toronto Slavic Quarterly 19 (2007),
http://sites.utoronto.ca/tsq/19/kalmykoval9.shtml.
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additional goal of this study: to press for a reappraisal of the twentieth-century Russian canon with a

view toward including the forgotten writer in its pantheon—or, in Soviet terminology, to offer him

full rehabilitation.

Chapter Structure

In addition to this introduction and a conclusion,
+ this dissertation is divided into four chapters, each of
which focuses mainly on a work by Krzhizhanovsky
written in the 1920s that bears some relation to
conceptions of time. These works here will offer a

chronological look at the author’s artistic reworking of

these concepts, starting around 1921 and concluding in

Figure 2. Poster by V. Stébanogé, 1919; the words
read “RSFSR [the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist
Republic]” and “The Future is Our Only Goal.”

1929. A brief summary of the questions and conclusions
from each of the chapters follows here.

In Chapter One, I analyze Krzhizhanovsky’s first collection of stories, Fazry Tales for
Waunderkinder, in its relation to apocalyptic time. Using the critical lens provided by Frank Kermode’s
The Sense of an Ending, 1 look at Russian millenarianism and Kermode’s division of time into Chronos,
the impersonal and quantitative clock-time of the universe, and Ka/rvs, the qualitative and eventful
time of human deeds and the moment of change and transformation. In Fairy Tales for Wunderkinder,
this Kairos-type time is related to the Revolution (and revolutions more generally), represented in
these stories in defamiliarized settings as a sort of cataclysm, often rendered in the apocalyptic
language of the Bible. In Krzhizhanovsky’s depiction of revolutionary eschatology, I identify various

features of these putative end-times, including the use of the imagery of an upturned world and a
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sharp division of time into before and affer characterized by an intermediate time of various sorts of
gaps and temporal ruptures. In these stories, Krzhizhanovsky depicts the revolutionary moment not
from the perspective of its actors, but from below, in the eyes of those who have been swept up in
it. In this sense, the revolution is portrayed, if not as inevitable, then at least as an implacable force, a
catastrophe on the order of a natural disaster in which humans are deprived of agency in the context
of this apocalyptic moment.

This passive relationship toward time shifts in the works discussed in Chapter Two, however.
Here, characters attempt to carry over the language and tactics of revolution into the temporal
domain, an attitude that I connect with the relationship toward time that Hanson calls “charismatic
domination.” This idea of heroic human struggle against abstract and impersonal time was picked up
by Russian practitioners of futurism—Velimir Khlebnikov, one of the main figures in the futurist

7% and made it his life work to

movement in Russia, considered himself a “warrior against time
determining the “laws of time,” so that humankind might be liberated from its ravages and thus
achieve immortality, while his fellow futurist Vladimir Mayakovsky writes of the coming age when
people would “compel time to stop—or else rush off in any desired direction and at any desired
speed. People will be able to climb out of days like passengers out of a streetcar or bus.””! This
chapter addresses the artistic, social and economic projects of the revolutionary romantics, finding
echoes of their ethos and praxis in the charismatic time domination episode of Krzhizhanovsky’s
novella Odyssey of the Odd. In this episode, the hero of the tale shrinks himself to microscopic

dimensions and infiltrates the workings of a pocket watch, where he battles against the tiny carriers

of the force of time. For this tale, I identify likely sources of inspiration for the hero’s journey into

% Williams, Robert C. “The Russian Revolution and the End of Time: 1900-1940.” Jabrbiicher fiir Geschichte Osteuropas, vol.
43, no. 3, 1995, p. 387.

91 Vladimir Mayakovsky, Guy Daniels, and Robert Payne, Mayakovsky: Plays, Northwestern University Press ed,
European Drama Classics (Evanston, Ill: Northwestern University Press, 1995), 199-200.
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the “clock-face world” [mudepbaarras crpanal, from Jonathan Swift and Lewis Carroll to the
Bolshevik revolutionary and science fiction writer Alexander Bogdanov and Platon Kerzhentsev’s
Time League [Aura «Bpewms»], an organization that applied revolutionary/charismatic tactics to assert
control over both temporal theory and praxis in the Soviet Union.

If Chapter Two focuses on the meaningful, heroic time of Kazros, then Chapter Three turns
instead to Chronos, the steady and uniform march of time, which I associate with Hanson’s notion of
rational time discipline. In this chapter, I discuss various rationalizing methods of time control, such
as the form of Taylorism adopted in the mid-1920s in the Soviet Union. This type of time I connect
with a dystopian embedded tale from Krzhizhanovsky’s novel The Letter Killers Club from 1926,
which imagines a regime that controls the bodily movements of its citizenry through a centralized
“nervous system” of radio towers, and which subordinates all movements to rational timekeeping.
In this work, time is portrayed as an abstract quantitative measure that can be subdivided and
exchanged for money or labor; as such, this time is linked to the body and movement, though it is
not experienced internally but is instead imposed externally on its unwilling subjects.
Krzhizhanovsky links this sort of time to technology and modernity, especially their expression in
“the machine” [marmHal, an entity that is contrasted with the human in his “Man Against the
Machine” [UeaoBex mporus marrussi], an essay that outlines his opposition to the increasing
encroachment of the mechanical on human life, language, and morality.

In Chapter Four, the human subject does not fight against the machine, but instead uses it to
continue the struggle for control over time—in this case, in the form of Maximillian Shterer’s time
machine in Memories of the Future. Here 1 apply the notion of “charismatic-rational time,” a mix of

both the time domination and the time discipline model to achieve what Hanson terms “time
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transcendence.””2 Here, time transcendence is analyzed in relation to Krzhizhanovsky’s time-travel
opus Memories of the Future. This novel was written in 1929, at the start of the first Five-Year Plan,
and I argue for interpreting the work in part as a response to Stalin’s campaign to leap headlong into
the future. But the novel undoubtedly has broader implications than its political satire, however.
Krzhizhanovsky uses the time-travel narrative as an opportunity for a disquisition on the philosophy
of time, addressing age-old debates over the nature of reality, such as eternalist and presentist
positions on the ontological status of the future. In his fictional exploration of time, he draws not
only on classical sources, but also the contemporary works of Henri Bergson and Albert Einstein,
whose debate in 1922 set the era’s terms for the debate over the nature of time.

Finally, I move outward in the conclusion to address the overarching issues that this study of
Krzhizhanovsky’s work raises. First, I discuss what Krzhizhanovsky’s inclusion into the literary
canon might entail for our understanding of Russian literary and intellectual history, and how
previous understandings of the further development of modernism—a movement cut short in
Russia by Stalin’s regime—should be revised in light of Krzhizhanovsky’s work. Second, I will
briefly examine the broader relationship between totalitarian regimes and writing of the fantastic,
drawing lessons that may be used to frame other writers in other historical and political contexts. In
other words, Krzhizhanovsky’s work, and that of writers like him, seems to offer a different way of
imaginatively engaging with the world—seeing it not only for what it is, but for what it might

otherwise be.

92 This combination of rational and charismatic elements may have appealed to the ethos of Marxism-Leninism, which
itself fused rational scientific discourse with emotional appeals, paroxysms of indiscriminate violence and charismatic
leadership.



CHAPTER ONE

Revolutions of the Minute Hand: Apocalyptic Time and Upturned Worlds in Fairy Tales for

Wunderkinder

1.1 Introduction: To the End of Time

In July of 1923, Krzhizhanovsky writes to his partner Anna Bovshek from Moscow, where he
has been living for scarcely a year while seeking his entrée in the literary scene of the new Soviet
capital. ““For the time being’, I'm not working: and I don’t know where the end of this #we being is,”
he tells her.! In the meantime, he is fitfully reading a mélange of revolutionary works and German
social-democratic theory—V.1. Lenin, Georgii Plekhanov, Karl Kautsky, Eduard Bernstein, “et
cetera”—and struggling to resolve, on the one hand, the European humanism instilled in him by his
education and, on the other hand, his apparent misgivings about the direction of the new socialist
state.

It’s a position Krzhizhanovsky will occupy, as near as can be ascertained from his writing, for
much of his life: neither here nor there, neither a conservative wistful for the ancien régime, nor a

supporter of the Bolsheviks who replaced it.2 As he writes to Bovshek in this same letter, “[I am)]

! (Tloka' He paboTaro: U He 3HAIO, TAC KOHELL 3TOro #okay» (SK:Ss 6: 25).

2 According to Bovshek, “his attitude toward the revolution and its transformations was complex and at times
contradictoty [«Ero oTHOLICHHEE K PEBOAIOLIUY H €€ IIPEOOPA3OBAHUAM OBIAO CAOKHBIM U IIOAYAC IIPOTHBOPEIHBBIMY)|
(SK:S5 6: 264). It’s important to note that this was written in 1965, when Bovshek was attempting to assure her
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trying to decide the “either/ot’ that so torments me, and I don’t know, in truth, who I am: a chess
player who has spent 70 long pondering his next move, or a bumbler who has a/ready lost the game.
In fact, maybe everyone, even the winners, know only how to lose time to the winning of their
game.”* In other words, choosing sides is inconsequential, a waste of time given that #e, not the
Bolshevik revolution, is the only thing eternal. A similar sentiment is found in Krzhizhanovsky’s
novel Mewmwories of the Future, his novel about a man who is locked in a battle with time itself: “Time
always prevails by virtue of its passing.”s Krzhizhanovsky thus transposes the political struggles of
the time period onto a more transcendent or metaphysical level, one in which revolution is not
merely a battle fought against a political regime, but a war to be waged with reality itself.

This struggle against reality, and more specifically with the relentless progression of time, is the
focus of the present chapter, which will explore the linkages between revolution, apocalypse and
disruptions in time in the stories of Krzhizhanovsky’s collection Fairy Tales for Wunderkinder.

Through an exploration of the various ways that the forward movement of time is frustrated,

husband’s literary legacy, and so would probably not have dared to say that he was an anti-Soviet writer, even if indeed
he was. Caryl Emerson writes that “the archival record suggests that Krzhizhanovsky was not a dissident in principle,
nor an anti-Soviet outsider by conviction” (Emerson, “Krzhizhanovsky as a Reader...”, 580). Here Emerson seems to
be pushing against the overtly anti-Soviet readings of Krzhizhanovsky’s first Russian readers and scholars such as
Perel’muter, who appear to perhaps overstate the authot’s anti-Stalinist credentials. Nonetheless, evidence for
Krzhizhanovsky’s “dissident stance,” (“dissident” being an anachronistic concept for this time period), while not an
active one, can be found as subtext in a great many of the authot’s works, as will be further explored below.

3 The “cither/or” enclosed here in quotes [“mam-nan”] seems to suggest that Krzhizhanovsky was reading Kierkegaard
and quoting from the title of his work Enfen — Eller (in Russian Hzu-usu), which posits that a person might choose either
an ethical existence or an aesthetic existence, but not both. (Krzhizhanovsky makes explicit reference this work of
Kierkegaard’s in his Poetics of Titles; see SK:Ss 4: 16). Or in Krzhizhanovsky’s case, the choice between philosophy and
fiction—or, as Bovshek writes elsewhere, the “choice between Kant and Shakespeare” (SK:Ss 6: 264).

4 «...Crapadcp permTb MyJaroriee MeHA “UAU-HAW , HH HE 3HAFO, IIPABO, KTO f: INAXMATHCT, &IUH#KOM AOATO
saAyMaBLLH/HZc;I HAA OYCPEAHBIM XOAOM, UAU IIAPTAY, )Je nponrpaBLm/If/'I urpy. Bnpoqu, M<OXKeT> 6<bITb>, BCE, AAXKE
ITOOCAUTEAH, YMEIOT AHIIb IIPOUIPHIBATD BPEMs HA BBIUIPHILI CBOCH nurpery (SK:5s 6: 25, emphasis preserved). Even in
this private letter, Krzhizhanovsky can’t resist engaging in the wordplay that characterizes his literary style, circling
through different forms of the word ‘play’ (urpars): “npomrpasuiuii urpy” “HpOHIphIBATE BpeMs HA BBIAIPHILI CBOCH
nrper.” He immediately continues his letter by characterizing the movement of time itself as a rival for her affections:
“And so, I ‘shine’ rather dully, while in the meantime [rem Bpemerem|, my rival, in all likelihood, has already had time to
recolor you in black and make you healthier and happier.” [«l1Tax, s “cBedy” BecbMa TyCKAO, 2 MO COIIEPHUK, TEM
BPEMEHEM, Y2Ke YCIIeA, HABEPHOE, IIEPEKPacTh Bac B 4epHbIil BT, CAeAaTh Bac 3p0poBee 1 pasoctreey| (ibid).

> «Bpemsa mobexAaeT BCErAa TeM, 9TO OHO 7poxodunn (SK:Ss 2: 352).
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diverted or halted altogether, I will outline in the following pages a specific type of revolutionary-
apocalyptic temporality, a gap in time in which the usual rules of reality are suspended, at least for a
limited period in—or rather, outside of—time. This will lead into a more broadly theoretical
discussion of differing conceptions of time in history and philosophy, centering on the opposition
of human and cosmic time, a distinction that underpins Krzhizhanovsky’s treatment of revolution as
not merely a political event, but a metaphysical one as well.

The metaphor of the chessboard Krzhizhanovsky uses above in his letter to Anna Bovshek is a
recurring motif in his work, particularly in regard to political themes, providing a ready, if somewhat
facile, analogy for political machinations.¢ His story “The Lost Player,” written just two years
previously in 1921, concerns the fate of a certain retired British public figure by the name of
Pembroke, who’d “traded away the expansive arena of political skirmishing for the square of the
chess board.””” Unluckily for him, Pembroke begins a round of chess with a demonic force, a
nebulous being that takes the form of evening darkness. When Pembroke decides to sacrifice his
pawn for the sake of winning against the darkness, his opponent forces the politician’s soul to
inhabit the wooden body of the sacrificed pawn in the very moment it is vanquished by its knight.
Thus, the chess master who had started the game is forced to end it as a lowly pawn, stripped of
status and sacrificed as part of a larger game. At the heart of this reversal of fortune is a certain cruel
logic—the same sort of ironic reversal as when, a few short years before this story was written, Tsar

Nicholas IT met his end at the hands of his former subjects.

¢ For instance, in “My Match with the King of Giants” [Mos maptus ¢ kopoaem Beaukaros|, the narrator, Swift’s
Gulliver, is invited to play chess against the Brobdingnagian king, a towering giant of a man with a short temper. When
Gulliver puts him in a checkmate, the king slams his fist on the boatd, causing a sort of earthquake that knocks Gulliver
unconscious. When he awakens, he’s been locked up in the chess box with other pieces, and is only saved from death
when the King decides he wants to have a rematch. The second time, Gulliver wisely decides to lose. Krzhizhanovsky
wrote this story in the early 1930s during Stalin’s total consolidation of power (SK:S5s 3: 90.)

7 «...IIPOMEHAA IIIIPOKYIO APEHY ITOAUTHYECKON DOPHOBI Ha KBaAPaT maxMaTHOI Aocke (SK:Ss 1: 133).
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Such a reading of the story—that is, as a displaced narrative about the Russian revolution—finds
credence in a later work, the novella Odyssey of the Odd |CrpanctByrormee “ctpanuo’] that contains a
similar conceit. An embedded tale inside the novella tells the story of the two-headed and legless
King of Hearts whose figure is found on a deck of playing cards. This two-headed King of Hearts
(the deformity suggests the symbol of the Russian imperial throne, the two-headed eagle) also has
two hearts, one large and one small. As he laments, “My large heart loved a small woman; my small
heart loved a great people. And both of them, large and small, felt constricted under my royal
mantle. They beat against each other, preventing the other from beating.”® The King of Heart’s
lament seems to suggest the divided loyalties of the last Tsar, Nicholas II, a devoted husband whose
familial loyalty was commonly seen as coming into conflict with his official duties. The king decides
to have one of these hearts amputated, and chooses to remove from his chest the smaller one, which
loved the people, in an echo of the Tsar’s abdication. But this causes the downfall of his kingdom:

Both the kingdom and my autocracy have long since been eaten away by worms [depsu, a
homonym of the word for the hearts suit in cards]; our venerable bloodline has become a
dumb card suit [another untranslatable play on words: HaIlr MACTHTBII POA CTaA AYIIOH
mactbio], and I, who along with my ministers once used to play at the game of people, now 1
have been turned into an ordinary card, and must allow them, the people, to play with us as
cards.’

The king thus suffers the ighominy of being played by the owner of the card deck—an old
professor who, it turns out, is a rather poor card player—as he whiles away the hours hoping for a
military intervention from sympathetic royal families in other countries, who, as he asserts, simply
cannot allow this sort of thing to happen. The narrator is not unsympathetic to the King of Hearts,

who appears in the story as a somewhat tragic figure, but it’s also clear that he sees the man’s plight

8 «Moe BOABIIIOE CepALle AFOOHMAO MAACHBKYIO KEHIIMHY; MOE MAACHBKOE CEPAIIE AFOOHAO BEAHKHH HapOA. 11 oboum
1M, DOABITIOMY B MAAOMY, OBIAO TECHO IIOA MOEH KOPOAEBCKOM MaHTHEH. OHI OHMAMCH APYT O APYyTa, MEIIIas APyT APYIY

ourpem (SK:Ss 1: 294).

91 IAPCTBO, H BAACTb MOU AQBHO UCTOYCHBI YEPBAMHE; HAIII MACTUTBIN POA CTAA TAYIIOH MACTBIO, H A, KOTOPBIM
HEKOTA2 CO CBOMMHI MHUHHUCTPAMU HIPBIBAA B AFOACH, I, IIPEBPAIIIEHHBI B OOBIKHOBEHHEHIITYIO KAPTY, AOAKEH
ITO3BOAATD UM, AFOAM, UTPATh B Hac, B KapTep (SK:Ss 1: 294).
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as irreversible. The past cannot be returned; the age of great monarchs has passed in Europe, and
waiting for rescue is a fool’s errand. “It’s said that the time is approaching,” the main character tells
him, “when the kings from European decks who have gotten used to amusing themselves with “the
game of people” will be forced to transform themselves from those who play to those who are
played. I'm no pagan, but I do believe in Nemesis,” the narrator adds, referencing the Greek
goddess who delivered retribution to powerful men who had succumbed to hubris.!

As in the above stories, the specter of revolution haunts the pages of Krzhizhanovsky’s work
from the 1920s, particularly his first (and, until recently, unpublished) collection, most of which were
written during or immediately after the Russian civil war, which he called Fazry Tales for Wunderkinder
[Cxasku aas ByHAepkuHAOB|. The title—with its Russian folkloric ‘skazki’ and the German loanword
‘wunderkind’—is an apt one for the collection, which contains, like much of Krzhizhanovsky’s
work, a syncretic mixture of Russian and non-Russian elements.!!

Despite the wide range of locales, time periods and literary models found in these stories,
Krzhizhanovsky’s first collection is nevertheless held together by a strong thematic unity. Most of
these stories feature some sort of major disruption at their core, and in this they seem to reflect the

author’s grappling with the upheavals in Russia at the time period in which they were written,

10 «"OBOPAT, HEAAACKO TO BPEMs, KOTAQ KOPOASM H3 EBPOIICHCKON KOAOABL, IIPUBBIKIIINM K 3a0aBHON "'Urpe B ATOACH",
HIPUAETCA IPEBPATUTELCA U3 TEX, KOTOPBIE UIPAFOT, B TEX, KOTOPRIMH UrparoT. I He Aspraamk, HO Bepro B Hemesuay»

(SK:Ss5 1: 297).

1 The foreign elements may be specifically Western European, such as the English setting of “The Lost Player,” above,
although often the stories draw on classical sources from antiquity—“The Graeae” [I'paiiu], for instance, or “Bound By
Prometheus” [ITpuxosanmusmi IIpomereem]—or even ancient China, in “Fu Gi.”” Pre-Petrine Russia also inspires some
works in the collection, such as “Itanesies,” a story that the natrator claims was taken from a sixteenth-century Russian
azbukovnif, while more contemporary Russia is given a fairy-tale treatment in “Tears for Sale,” in which a young gitl who
cries diamonds is ruthlessly exploited by her peasant parents for material gain. Russian literary classics are given sly nods
in the collection as well, from echoes of Turgenev’s peasantry in “Stumps” [[Tan], to Chekhovian struggles of the
sublime with the everyday in “The Squate of Pegasus” [KBaapar meraca] and Gogolian runaway body parts in “The
Runaway Fingers” [COexasrme maabisr]. The sheer number and wide variety of stories—twenty-nine short works are
included in this first collection—are a showcase of the authot’s broader preoccupations and techniques, and betray a
restless mind that ranges across various philosophical debates and literary styles in a manner that seems somewhat lighter
and more playful than the author’s subsequent work.
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though the actual events are addressed only obliquely in its pages. In this way, Krzhizhanovsky is
not so much interested in exploring the actual details or historical reality of the Russian revolution as
he is confronting the underlying logic—or perhaps more accurately, the illogic—of the revolution.

In fact, the historical reality of the revolution, familiar as it would have been to
Krzhizhanovsky’s would-be readership, actively interfered with grasping this underlying logic. In
other words, seeing reality impedes actually seeing reality—a seemingly paradoxical stance that makes
sense in the context of Krzhizhanovsky’s Kantian worldview, which makes a clear distinction
between the world of phenomena, or what we see, and the world of noumena, the metaphysical
essences of things. These essences might be revealed in the connections between Krzhizhanovsky’s
purely imaginary world and their referential reality: for instance, between a story about a British
chess master who is made into a pawn and then executed, on the one hand, and the historical events
of the Bolshevik revolution and civil war on the other. This sort of displacement is a favorite
technique of the author, a device that he consciously borrows from Swift: By extracting a situation
from its original context and defamiliarizing it for readers in a new context, the situation may better
be seen for what it 75, and not merely what it appears to be. Thus, although the stories in the
collection range in settings from ancient Greece to England in the twenty-third century future, they
all seem to beckon us back to the Soviet Union in the years during and immediately following the
revolution, the better to reflect on the underlying nature of this cataclysm.!2

As transformed in Krzhizhanovsky’s fictional worlds, however, the revolution becomes more
than the overthrowing of an established political or social order. Instead, in these stories of the

fantastic, revolution is a rupture in the fabric of conventional reality. The political act of the

12 As he writes of his satirical technique in his diaries, “I have a short sword: with it, I strike at the West (a safe form of
satire) and the East, but the blow lands close. .. right here.” [V MeHs KOPOTKHIT Med: YAAPAA UM 110 3aIaAy
(6esomacHsit crrocob catuper) u 1o Boctoky <momaparo> 6ansko—ryt 7 (SK:Ss: 5: 367.)] It’s also worth noting that
when Krzhizhanovsky was allowed to choose the entries he was to write for his work for the Literaturnaia entsiklepedia,
among the half-dozen entries he chose to write was one on “Aesopian language.” (The entry was never published).
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‘perevorot, (lit. ‘the turning over,” a coup d'etat or overthrow of a regime) becomes inscribed with
ontological dimensions, as conventional logic and reality crumble and give way to absurdity and
impossibility. This revolutionary reality seems to be precisely the inverse of the one it has
overthrown, with all signs reversed, a mirror-world of opposite meanings, the antithesis to the
preceding thesis. For this to be a true ‘perevorot, a turning over, the chess master can only become the
vanquished pawn; in this upside-down world, the ‘last wall be first and the first will be last’—a
credo, it should be noted, that was shared both by the militantly atheist Bolsheviks and the
Orthodox church.

Indeed, many of the stories from this period after
the Bolshevik revolution and civil war are limned with
Christian eschatological imagery, although there is no
evidence that Krzhizhanovsky himself was particularly
religious. Instead, the author repurposes a long-
established system of poetic language and imagery of
the Christian apocalypse in order to underscore the
totality of this world-rending, even in some sense a

wortld-ending, event—a vision that is replete with

extinguished suns, comets and planets careering out of

Figure 3. Poster from 1920 by artist V.N. Deni. The
caption reads “The Final Hour”, with a list of
Tsarist/White leaders in place of hours that have orbit, mountains turning over, and even time itself
already passed by (and are crossed out). The hands of
the clock are the long handles of the hammer and
sickle capped with red stars.

grinding to a halt. This end of time is a hallmark of the
End of Times, an apocalyptic temporality that will be
discussed in more detail below.

In connecting revolution and revelation, Krzhizhanovsky was following a path already rather

well-trodden in his day. In a study of millenarianism in the pre- and post-revolutionary Russia,
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Robert C. Williams traces how the revolution was received (rapturously by some; regretfully by
others) as the beginning of the end of the world. Williams notes the powerful influence of Russian
philosopher Vladimir Solov’ev’s apocalyptic writings on both the popular and artistic imagination at
the turn of the century, singling out the philosopher’s 1899 story “Tale of the Antichrist” as a key
moment in bringing the eschatological turn in Russian culture into the cultural and intellectual
mainstream. Solov’ev’s work, Williams notes, exercised a powerful hold on the imagination of the
Russian symbolists, who strove to break free of the recent past and remake the world in which they
dwelled. “Poets and artists saw all around them omens, portents, and symbols of an eternal and
transcendent reality beyond the apparent world. Millenarianism abounded,” he writes, quoting
predictions of the coming end of the known world by such luminaries as Viacheslav Ivanov,
Aleksandr Blok and Andrei Belyi.!3 Dmitrii Merezhkovskii, a founder of the symbolist movement,
wrote in anticipation of the coming cataclysm that “we believe in the end, we see the end, we desire
the end, for we ourselves are the end, or at least the beginning of the end.”# In early 1918, not long
after the October revolution, Blok wrote his famous paean to the revolution, “The Twelve” in
which Christ’s Second Coming was poetically conjoined to the Bolshevik revolution in the image of
the Messiah leading a band of Red Army soldiers through the snow—the two parallel lines of
Christianity and Bolshevism having apparently intersected at the end of time.!s

Others, particularly after the bloodletting of the First World War and the ensuing Russian civil
war, were somewhat less sanguine about the end of the world. Andrei Belyi’s 1918 poem “Christ has

Risen,” like Aleksandr Blok’s “The Twelve,” is full of Christian eschatological imagery, though he

13 Williams, 364.
14 Tbid., 370.

15 Aleksandr Aleksandrovich Blok, Sobranie Sochinenii V1 os'mi Tomakh Mocxsa: Gos. izd-vo khudozhestvennof lit-ty,
1960), 3: 359.
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sees the Bolshevik revolution in a darker light, as a “negative Apocalypse of comets, explosion, fire
and catastrophe out of which a positive Apocalypse would inevitably follow.”t¢ The writer and
philosopher Vasilii Rozanov similarly viewed the revolution as an apocalyptic and cathartic act of
cleansing, but saw in it the wholesale rejection of traditional Orthodoxy in favor of his own
idiosyncratic beliefs about sexual liberation and the cult of birth and procreation.!” The writer Boris
Pil’niak felt certain that the revolution would sweep away the vestiges of Western European culture
from the Russian land, returning it to its prelapsarian Slavic roots.’* Other writers making the
connection between revolution and the apocalypse included Vladimir Mayakovsky, Nikolai Kliuev,
Aleksei Tolstoi, Boris Savinkov, Zinaida Gippius, and Andrei Platonov among a whole host of other
lesser-known literary figures.!? But this type of eschatological thinking was by no means limited to
the artistic intelligentsia; following the revolution, Russian villages were consumed with the question
about whether Lenin should be seen as the second coming of Christ or his opposite, the Antichrist,
without coming to a firm consensus.2’ As Williams writes, “If the Messiah turned out to be the
Antichrist, the revolution a restoration of autocratic power, and the end of time a new beginning,
such paradoxes only reflected fundamental ambiguities embedded in the very notion of times as
both line and cycle, and the end of time as endpoint and new beginning.””!

This brings us to perhaps the most important aspect of Williams’s argument as it relates to the
present discussion: How do we conceptualize the passage of time, and how does this in turn reflect

on the revolution and its aftermath? This is not a question of mere semantics; differing ways of

16 Williams, 371-72.
17 ibid., 372.

18 ibid., 373.

19 ibid., 369-374.

20 ibid., 371

21 ibid, 373.
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conceiving time and the movement of history were perhaps the unacknowledged center of many of
the great ideological debates of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Technological
developments and the discovery of Darwinian evolution and the long march of geological time
upended previous notions of time, foregrounding ideas of progress and continual rational
development as the engines of history. At the same time, the history of technological innovation and
even the geological strata laid down underground—time, in essence, made visible to the eye in
stone—testified not so much to a steady forward progression, but a series of periodic major
disruptions, periods of rapid change, repeated and massive cataclysmic events which swept away
everything that had come before—in other words, history as a record of intermittent bursts of
change rather than an orderly progression of events.22

In this way, the passage of time can be seen either as either linear or essentially cyclical in nature,
though not both at the same time, a paradox noted in the quote above. Williams explicitly links
revolution to cyclical time, writing that “the idea of the Russian Revolution as a cycle, a continuing
and recurring pattern without end, persisted among Russian intellectuals after the revolution,” and

that

World War I and the Russian Revolution stimulated a wide vatiety of cyclic and pessimistic theories
of history and time. Time seemed not absolute and objective, but relative and subjective. Time was
not a line of progtess stretching out to an infinitely better future, but circles of endless recurrence of
all too human behavior. Revolutions and civilizations were recurring types of events.??

The characterization is fitting; after all, the word ‘revolution,” may also refer to the rotation of a

wheel—or in Solzhenitsyn’s memorable formulation, the “red wheel” of revolution, presumably

22 In contemporary biology, such a view of evolution is known as “punctuated equilibrium,” a term coined by Stephen
Jay Gould, which links brief periods of rapid biological changes and adaptations to natural cataclysms, “extinction
events,” etc., and sees evolutionary history primarily as repeated cycles of dramatic changes separated by long periods of
stasis.

23 1bid., 395
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both in reference to the socialist color and the blood of the victims whom it crushes as it turns (or, if
the wheel refers to the torture device of the same name, those whose bodies it breaks.)

But if the revolution is a wheel, however, further turnings would seem to be inevitable. Such
logic was not lost on the new Bolshevik regime, of course. In cyclical time, counterrevolution is as
inevitable as revolution. In fact, it was the very fact that the Bolsheviks had deeply internalized this
conception of time that in part led to the bloody purges of the Stalin era, when
counterrevolutionaries were seen behind every rock and tree and millions of innocent people were
imprisoned and murdered. In order to reconcile the cyclical logic of revolution with the more stable
progression of linear time, thus preventing further cataclysms, the circle had to be straightened.*

In the Soviet ideological construction of time, both cyclical and linear/progressive conceptions
of time were important. Revolutions were disruptive events in the normal flow of time, upturning or
inverting the trajectory of the previous order, a sort of heroic time outside of time. But soon
mundane chronological time reasserts itself; the revolutionary moment passes on and becomes
history, and the revolutionary order becomes status quo. How does one reconcile these heroic
conceptions of revolutionary time, on the one hand, and the mundane march of ordinary time, what
Arnold Toynbee famously called “one damned thing after another”? 2 This question was of
paramount importance over the course of the 1920s, during the period in which the Bolsheviks

sought to cement their gains and prevent further cycles of history from upending their rule.2s

2+ A way of straightening the circle that reconciles both the cyclical and linear conceptions of time is to see history as a
spiral, a figure found both in Hegel’s dialectic and Belyi’s notion of time. For discussion of Belyi’s spiral, see Williams,
389. The spiral as synthesis of line and circle appears as well in Krzhizhanovsky’s Memories of the Future; see SK:Ss 2: 362-
3.

25 One such form of reconciliation was the idea of “permanent revolution,” in which the revolutionary classes continue
to ditect the development of socialism on theit own, a concept which unites both the heroic/charismatic aspects of
revolutionary time with its mundane progression.

26 Mikhail Zamyatin, in his novel W%, uses his protagonist, D-503, to parody the revolutionary authorities’ desire to
“halt” ime: “Our tevolution was the final one,” he tells I-330. “There can be no further revolutions. Everyone knows
that.”” In reply, 1-330 appeals to the notions of infinity and eternity, asking D-503 to name the “final number.” “There is
no final one. Revolutions are endless.” [«...Hara peBoArorus ObiAa mocaeAHeil. 11 6oAblIle HUKAKHIX PEBOAFOIINI HE
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These differing concepts of revolutionary time and ordinary time find expression in two
different ancient Greek words for time, Chronos and Kairos. The Greeks drew a distinction between
the steady linear march of time—an abstract time termed “Chronos”—and meaningful, eventful
time, the time of human action, the charismatic and even heroic time known as “Kairos.””” The
scholar Frank Kermode, who uses this distinction to frame his argument about literature, time and
the apocalypse in his seminal study The Sense of an Ending, calls Chronos “passing time, or waiting time,
that which, according to Revelation, ‘shall be no more,” while Kairos is “the season, a point in time
filled with significance, charged with a meaning derived from its relation to the end.”? Literature,
Kermode asserts, is humanity’s way of pushing back against the impersonal time of the universe, of
asserting the primacy of Kazros over Chronos, by giving cosmological, impersonal time the contours of
a human life: that is to say a beginning, middle, and end.?

This human desire to grasp the entirety of time at once—to see through to the end, an end that
will imbue the long arc of history with meaning—is, in Kermode’s analysis, also linked to the

apocalyptic impulse—in other words, the common tendency of cultures widely separated in time

MOKET OBITh. DTO H3BECTHO BCAKOMY.» ... «[locaeaneii — Het. PeBoaronnu Geckonewnsry| Evgenil Ivanovich Zamiatin
and Natasha Randall, We, Modern Library pbk. ed, Modern Library Classics New York: Modern Library, 2006), 153.

27 The ancient Greeks not only possessed two different words for time; they also originated two philosophical schools
that saw the nature of time itself in fundamentally contradictory ways. Heraclitus, in the fifth century BC, saw the world
as constantly in flux, a place where the only thing that is permanent is change. Aristotle agreed, and defined time as
change, which would seem to fit better with the human experience of time—how else, after all, would we know that
time has passed, if not for witnessing the endless series of changes in ourselves and the world around us? On the other
hand, the Eleatic school, particularly Zeno and Parmenides, argued an idealist position that the wotld is perfect and
eternal, thus change, and time, must be an illusion. In their argument, the past, present and future all exist in equal
measure; to believe otherwise would mean that things must blink in and out of being as they pass into the present
moment. This nature cannot allow, as nothing may spontaneously emerge or be erased from being. Since this time, these
two positions—in essence, the ‘presentist’ and the ‘eternalist’ views of time—have since shaped much of the
philosophical discourse around our understanding of time, and will be discussed in more detail in the following chapter.
Adrian Bardon, A Brief History of the Philosophy of Time (Oxford, New York: Oxford University Press, 2013), 22.

28 Frank Kermode, The Sense of an Ending: Studies in the Theory of Fiction, Mary Flexner Lectures (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1967), 47.

2 1bid., 62.
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and space to see themselves as occupying a unique moment in time.* Because the era that we live in
feels meaningful and special to us (because it is our present moment, and thus phenomenologically
privileged) we want to believe that it has special meaning even outside of our realm of experience.
And since we can only, by necessity, see what has come, not what will be, we situate ourselves at the
end of time. Thus is our present moment given special meaning: through its proximity to the end, its
“sense of an ending.”

This is not necessarily a false belief; in some sense, ezery moment is a culmination of everything
that has come before, and every era is always the end of some era. Where these beliefs conflict with
reality, however, is not in positing @z end, but #be end. Kermode discusses how millennial cults
resolve the cognitive dissonance that arises when predictions about the Apocalypse are
discomfirmed by reality—when time continues to march on in its steady pace, and we are once again
reminded that we live amidst time and not astride it. The solution is simple for these believers in the
apocalypse: the initial calculations of Doomsday were performed wrong, and the end of the world
will come not today but rather two years hence, or two decades hence, etc. In other words, the
apocalypse is always just around the corner, which invests every passing moment with the sense of
the end: thus, in Kermode’s formulation, the end is both izminent and inimanent.s

It is these contradictory stances that underpin the argument that time itself is an illusion, made
by British philosopher JME McTaggart in 1908 in his treatise The Unreality of Time. In this book,
McTaggart maintains that our different views of time are incoherent and mutually exclusive. The
first way to conceptualize time, which he calls the “A-series” is as a set of events that belong to
cither the past, present or future, though these temporal qualities—their “tensedness,” in some

sense—can change as the events move from future to present to past. In the other conception of

30 Ibid., 10-17.
31 Ibid., 101.
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time, which he calls the “B-series,” events are characterized by their temporal relations to each
other—whether they fall earlier than or later than other events in the temporal order. To use an
example, “Nicholas II abdicated yesterday,” is a statement that uses “A series” time, or Zznsed time,
while “Nicholas 11 abdicated on March 15, 1917, is a statement that relies on “B-series,” or a sott
of “tenseless” time. McTaggart argued that the A-series alone cannot provide an adequate
representation of time, since the notion of “yesterday,” for instance, is constantly changing, while
“B-series” time is similarly an incomplete description, as it does not admit any change in the quality
of an event as it moves from future to present to the past: March 15, 1917 remains isomorphic with
itself whether it happens to be in the past, present or future.

We can see this conflict playing out between two different sorts of conceptions of time outlined
above: Chronos, the impersonal clock of the universe, and Kazros, meaningful time, human time. This
latter category, Kairos, is one that Kermode links explicitly to the apocalyptic. Kazros, he writes,
linking the word to its Greek etymology, is a moment of crisis, and that we “hunger for ends and
crises.” At the same time, however, we lament the end of our times, when “[t|he foundations of life
quake beneath our feet.” This also happens to be a fitting description of the revolutionary moment,
or what Krzhizhanovsky terms the “lifequake” [:xusuerpsacenne], a time when Kazros is ascendant
and the old world is engulfed in an apocalyptic struggle against the new—as Williams describes it,
“the end of time as endpoint and new beginning.”

The present chapter will focus specifically on the relationships between the revolution, the
apocalypse and Kazros, through a half-dozen stories from Krzhizhanovsky’s first collection, Fairy
Tales for Wunderkinder. Through these stoties, the general contours of a revolutionary/apocalyptic

temporality in Krzhizhanovsky’s fiction will be mapped against the social and political upheaval of

32 Ibid., 47.
33 §K:852: 589.
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the early 1920s. The features of this Ka/ros-inflected revolutionary chronotope (to borrow Bakhtin’s
term) will be later contrasted with a different conception of time, related more closely to Chronos,
which becomes dominant in Krzhizhanovsky’s fiction later in the 1920s—a topic that will be
addressed in greater detail in the next chapters.

The main features of this apocalyptic temporality that I discuss below are as follows. First, the
revolutionary moment in Krzhizhanovsky’s fiction is distinguished by sudden ontological
uncertainty and chaos, an overturning or upending of conventional reality which I link to Hegel’s
concept of dje verkehrte Welt, or the inverted world. This upending of reality is accompanied by a
dizzying disorientation in Krzhizhanovsky’s characters, a loss of all previous frames of reference.
Flux and change are the main attributes of this revolutionary moment, but these changes are
disjunctive, chaotic and disordered in character, in keeping with their relationship to Kairos, the time
of crisis and upheaval.

Related to this is the second characteristic of
Krzhizhanovsky’s apocalyptic temporality, which conceives
of the revolutionary moment as a sort of crack or rupture in
the flow of time. This gap or crack is a sort of liminal or
threshold moment when the usual physical laws seem to be

suspended and everything seems to exist in a state of

uncertainty and suspension, a sort of singularity in the fabric
b

of reality. This crack in time cleaves the flow of time into two

parts, before and after, a temporal organization in which
Figure4. Soviet poster dtailing the world
of the future (top) steamrolling the world of
the past, below (Date and artist unknown.)

events are given meaning, just as in Kermode’s formulation,
not by their orderly relations to each other, but in their

proximity and relationship to a pivotal moment in time. This is similar to McTaggart’s ‘A-series’
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‘tensed’ conception of time, which emphasizes the before/after qualities of human time, as opposed
to the more abstract timeline of Chronos and McTaggart’s B-series, which sees time as a sort of
progression in which events are defined by the property of earlier/later. In Krzhizhanovsky’s stories,
the revolutionary moment, the perevorot, is the sort of fulcrum at the center of the plots, the moment
that changes everything that follows.

Within this crack or gap, a strange sort of temporal interregnum reigns, characterized by various
discontinuities, gaps, frozen time and a state of timelessness [OesBpemensne]. These disruptions
would seem related to Biblical notions of time during the apocalypse, which envisions a time
without time, a moment when time will be no more [fempus non fore amplins|. Kermode makes explicit
reference to this description, stating that “In apocalypse there are two orders of time, and the earthly
runs to a stop; the cry of woe to the inhabitants of the event means the end of their time;
henceforth, “time shall be no more.””* The idea of a rupture or gap in time also finds apt
comparisons in this period immediately following the Russian revolution: One need only recall how
the Soviet authorities erased thirteen days from the calendar by decree at the height of the civil war
in order to bring the country into alignment with the Western European dating system, a disruption
to the progression of time that could only have been profoundly disorienting to the population.

Perhaps more disorienting than the sudden loss of thirteen whole days from the year, however,
were broader disruptions to the social fabric that halted or reversed all manner of pre-revolutionary

trends; Nadezhda Mandel’shtam wrote that “...it looked as though #me had stopped, the world had

34 Kermode, 89.

35 Even to this day, the consequences of this ‘lost time’ continue to reverberate—for instance, in the doubling of certain
holidays, such as ‘old New Year’s’, the dim echo of the previous New Year’s that comes thirteen days into Januaty, along
with various religious holidays that have retained their footing in the discarded Julian calendar.
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come to an end and everything was lost forever. The collapse of all familiar notions is, after all, the

end of the wotld.””36

1.2 The World Upended: Turning “A Page in History”

In “The Lost Player,” the chess-themed story mentioned at the start of this chapter, the logic of
the revolution is represented by perevorot, a word that can denote both a coup d’état and more generally
an overturning or upending. This word “perevorot,)” used in reference to the October Revolution,
would almost certainly be seen in the Soviet period as deliberately provocative, however accurate it
might be: “coup” implies a small cadre of elites, instead of the mass uprising implied by
“revolution.” Nevertheless, the word appears both in Krzhizhanovsky’s fiction and in Bovshek’s
discussion of his relationship toward the Bolshevik revolution.’” The term may have seemed more
apt for him than “revolution,” as it captured the upending of ordinary life after October 1917 in a
more visceral way in the Russian than in the foreign loan-word.

The complete upending of life in the revolution bears some resemblance to what Hegel called de
verkebrte Welt, the inverted world. The inverted world is a representation of the “tranquil kingdom of
laws” after it has been turned on its head and “Consciousness now finds itself in a topsy-turvy
kingdom where fools flourish—where the north pole is the south, criminals are saints, men are

women.” In this inverted semiotic system, the valences of all the signs have been reversed, but the

36 As quoted in Williams, 401; emphasis added.
37 SK:Ss5: 1: 209; Bovshek in SK:Ss 6: 264.

38 Donald Phillip Verene, Hege/’s Recollection: A Study of Images in the Phenomenology of Spirit, SUNY Seties in Hegelian Studies
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 1985), 45.
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relationships between them—that is to say the relationship of polar opposition—have remained the
same, which makes it difficult to tell whether anything has really changed at all.>

The strange congruity of certain aspects of the new regime with the one it had replaced was
remarked upon by none other than Rosa Luxemburg, who is said to have acerbically stated that
Bolshevism was Tsarist autocracy merely turned upside down.* An American journalist who was in
Petersburg immediately after the October revolution records her impressions of the changes in a
book chapter she titled “Topsy-Turvy Land”: “I saw a working class which had been oppressed
under czardom itself become the oppressor; an army that had been starved and betrayed use its
freedom to starve and betray its people. I saw elected delegates to the people’s councils turn into
sneak thieves and looters.”+

These sorts of foreign views of the Soviet Union become the target of parody in
Krzhizhanovsky’s novel The Return of Munchansen [Bosparenne Mrorxraysenal, completed in 1928

but set some five years earlier in time:

These European yarns of ours about the capital of the Republic of Soviets that depictitas a
city turned upside down, where houses are built from the roof to the foundation, where
people tread on the clouds, cross themselves with their left hand, where the first is always
last (for instance, standing in lines), where the official narrative is “Pravda” [“The Truth”],
because it’s the opposite, and so on and so forth—one can’t recall it all—it’s all falsehood.*

3 The question of rotation and change is addressed in Memories of the Future in regard to the circular notion of time.
Shterer writes how Leibniz, “in answer to the question of how any changing of places, any motion is possible given that
matter is continuous and fills all of space, given that all places have been taken, Leibniz said that the only motion
possible within such a continuous world was the rotation of spheres about their axes.” (Krzhizhanovsky and Turnbull,
150.) [“orBeuas Ha BOIPOC, KaK IIPU HEIPEPHIBHOCTH MATEPUM, 3AIIOAHAIOIICH BCE IIPOCTPAHCTBO, IIPH 3aHATOCTU BCEX
MECT BO3MOKHA IIEPEMEHA MECT, TO €CTb ABHKCHHE, - YIBEPKAAA: CAHHCTBCHHOE ABEDKCHIE, BO3MOKHOE BHYTPH TAKOTO
CIIAOLIIHOTO MHPA - 3TO BpareHue cdep BKpyT cBoux oceil. Ecan mpeacraButs, AoaymeBaeT CTBIHCKHIA, 9TO
CIIAOIIIHOCTb 3TOrO MUPA HE U3 MATEPUH, 4 U3 ABIUKCHHSA (BPEMSA 1 €CTh YHCTOE ABIKCHEE), TO €rO HEAB3S MBICAHTh
MHAYe, KAK B BUAE CHCTEMBI KPYTOBPAIIIEHMUI, CTpeMAIIxcA n3 ceoda B ceom» (SK:Ss 2: 357).

“B. Landers, Empires Apart: A History of American and Russian Imperialism (New York: Pegasus Books, 2011), 349.
4 Rheta Childe Dort, Inside the Russian Revolution New York: The Macmillan Company, 1917), 2.

4 «Harm eBpomnetickue pocckasan o croautie Corosa PecrybAmk, n3o6paaBIiie ee Kak TOPOA HA0DOPOT, TAE AOMA
CTPOAT OT KPBILI K (DYHAAMEHTY, XOAAT ITOAOLIIBAMH II0 OOAAKAM, KPECTATCS ACBOH PYKO, TAC ITEPBBIC BCEIAA
ITOCACAHHE (HAIIPHMEP, B OYEPEASX), TA¢ ounnos - "TIpaBaa", moTomMy 94T0 HAOOOPOT, U T. A., U T. A. - BCETO HE
IIPHIIOMHHIIIB, - Bce 910 Henpabaa» (SK:Ss 2: 186-7).
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The truth, as Munchausen later discovers, is that the Soviet Union is a place far stranger than
he’d imagined, “a country about which one cannot lie,” [cTpaHa, 0 KOTOPOIT HEAB3S COATATB|* simply
because the actual truth outdoes fiction. In the words of the narrator of Krzhizhanovsky’s story
“Seams,” the country is “a little minus-world where only minus-truths make sense—only the truth
that has been turned on its head” [Anmp ymaBimas Ha CBOIO BEpIIIUHY IIpaBAa|.+

This upturned world, die verkebrte Welt, is at the center of Krzhizhanovsky’s short story “A Page
in History” [Crpanumna ucropun|, written in 1922. The title comes from the stock expression of
“turning over a new page in history,” a favorite of the revolutionaries, and reinvigorates it through a
vivid imagining of a world turned quite literally on its head. The technique of reification, a favorite
of Krzhizhanovsky’s, involves treating an abstraction as if it were a real concrete thing, a playful
device which allows him to test the consequences of a thought experiment or to defamiliarize
language and reveal underlying meanings.* In the case of “A Page in History,” the phrase “turning
over a new page in history” is thus imagined as a literal occurrence, a physical upending of the
present world as it is turned over in the great book of history and relegated to the past.4

In the story, the main character, a university professor named Heinrich Ivanovich Nol’de (note
the comical combination of German and Russian names in “Heinrich Ivanovich”), steps out of his

house on a windy evening in March* 1917,to follow the sound of a distant voice outside: ““A page in

43 SK:Ss52: 253.

4 _Autobiography of a Corpse, 70. Russian: «B Ipu3padHOM, MEHYCOBOM MHPKE MMEFOT CMBICA AHIIb MUHYC-HCTHHBI, - AT
yIaBImas Ha CBOIO BepruunHy pasaa» (SK:5s 1: 407). Note the use of the word “Beprumma,” or summit, which fits with
similar descriptions of mountains falling upon their summits in the collection, as discussed below.

4 Spektor writes that “[o]ne of Krzhizhanovsky’s frequently used devices is the literal treatment of idiomatic
constructions” (Spektor, 114). This is the same device that Leiderman calls the “materialization of metaphors”
(Leiderman, 518, in Emerson’s translation) and Rosenflanz calls “reification of the idea” (“Hunter”, 100).

46 This is but one example among many in Krzhizhanovsky’s fiction that portrays the porosity of the boundary between
books and their external reality. More commonly, the process is the reverse of the above, with things springing to life
from the pages of books. This is seen in The Return of Munchansen, where Munchausen himself emerges from a woodcut
illustration in the book by Raspe, and in stories like “Jacobi and Yakoby”, “The Life Story of One Thought”,
“Therefore” and “A Certain Person.”

47 This would appear to be a reference to the February revolution, which actually occurred in March due to the
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history has turned, gentlemen... we are witness to events... we will write a new page...”* Suddenly,
the moonlit ground under his feet appears to turn into a white sheet of paper, and then this page
begins to turn over, causing the ground beneath his feet to shake and buildings to collapse all
around. This is not an earthquake, but instead what Krzhizhanovsky refers to in other work as “the
lifequake” [sxusHerpscenue]¥—the revolution. Or rather, in this case, it is the sound of the realized
metaphor of this particular page in history being turned over:

Afraid to open his tightly shut lids, Nol’de could only hear things, but he heard them loud

and clear: there were the houses, lifted up and turned and dropped on their roofs; the

screams of people who were shaken out of their beds and their dreams, crushed by the

falling stone walls; there were the bells, which struck with a brief bronze cry and then went

silent, buried beneath the mounds of brick of their collapsed bell towers. There were the

forests, crunching like brushwood under a giant’s boots; the lakes, spilling out from their

shores; the mountains, thundering with landslides, fell upon their summits.5

These images have a decidedly apocalyptic cast, with the language and images echoing those of

the Book of Revelation, along with other prophetic passages found in the Bible. The people in the
story who are “crushed by the falling stone walls” recalls the verse in the Book of Revelation where
the people call out “to the mountains and rocks, fall on us, and hide us from the face of him that
sitteth on the throne,”! and Ezekiel, which prophecies that “the mountains shall be thrown down,

and the steep places shall fall, and every wall shall fall to the ground.”>2In turn, the story’s

description of how “mountains, thundering with landslides, fell upon their summits,” echoes the

differences in the Julian and Gregorian calendars.

48 «CrpaHnIa HCTOPUH IIEPEBOPAYMBAETCA, TOCIIOAA ... MBI IIPUCYTCTBYEM IIPH COOBITHH ... MBI BIIUIIIEM HOBYIO
crpannny...» (SK:S5s 1: 221).

4 SK:852: 589.

50 «Bosce paskaTe CTUCHYTEIE Beki, HOABAE AMIIIB CABIIIIAA BCE, HO CABIIIAA AICHO: BOT — AOMa, ITOAHATEIC HAB3HUYD,
ITAAAFOT Ha CBOH KPBIIIIH; BEITPAXHYTHIE U3 IIOCTEACH M CHOB AFOAH KPHYAT, PACIIAFOIITUBACMBIC CITABIITIIMIICS
KAMEHHBIMI CTEHAMI; KOPOTKHM MEAHBIM BOIIAEM YAAPUAH I CTHXAU KOAOKOAQ, TIOIPEOAEMBIE ITOA KHUPITHIHBIMI
IPYAAMI PYXHYBIIIHX KOAOKOACH. BOT Aeca XpycTdT, Kak paCTOIITAHHBIE TUTAHTOM KY9H BAACKHIKA; O3€PA — IIACCHYAHCD
BOH 13 OEPEroB; rOPEI, IPOIYACB 0OBaAAMU, ITaAK Ha cBou Beprmaby (SK:Ss 1: 222).

51 The Bible, Revelation 6:616, KJV.
52 ibid. Ezekial 38:20.
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wrath of God in the Book of Job, which is said to “removeth the mountains, and they know not:
which overturneth them in his anger,” and “He putteth forth his hand upon the rock; he
overturneth the mountains by the roots.”s3 Krzhizhanovsky’s story thus melds the apocalyptic
discourse of the Bible with this particular revolutionary moment in history in a politically suggestive
pairing.

The movement of time is also disrupted in Krzhizhanovsky’s story, so that Nol’de, lying
underneath the rubble, has no idea how much of it has passed. “Maybe seconds, maybe centuries,
the thing that had, it seems, once been Nol'de’ gave itself over to a strange feeling of nonbeing
[OesbObrTuiiHOCTS|: it was—and it wasn’t. And only that.”s* Eventually, after this ‘timeless time’ of the
apocalyptic moment has passed, a ‘feeling of being’ [Orrrue] gradually returns to Nol’de, as the world
around him tries to straighten itself out again, as “the old overturned verticals attempted to right
themselves and retake their places.”ss But the world that Nol’de finds himself in now has been
transformed; the old professor—though he imagines it only to be a stubborn illusion and refuses to
believe it—has been trapped inside a book. Nol’de, pinned on a closed page of history, has moved
from the present to the past and is now a “former person” [ObIBIIIIIT YeAOBEK|—in essence
becoming the #o/’, the zero, of his last name.

The physical form of the book provides a felicitous metaphor for time, particularly in regard to
the revolutionary or apocalyptic junctures in time. Unlike the clock, which provides an unbroken
stream of seconds, a book is punctuated by smaller ‘beginnings’ and ‘ends’ in the form of pages,

providing discrete intervals that more clearly delineate breaks in its continuity. The page break thus

53 ibid. Job 9:5 and 28:9.

> «MosxeT OBITb, CEKYHABI, MOXKET OBITh, CTOACTHA TO, YTO OBIAO KOTAA-TO, KakeTcA, HoabAe, oTaaBarOCH cTpaHHOMY
4qyBCTBY Oe30brTHiHOCTH: Op1AO—HET. M ToABKOY (SK:Ss 1: 222). The confusion of seconds and centuries mirrors
conflicting interpretations of the time units in the Book of Revelation, where weeks are often interpreted as referring to
centuries or millennia.

5 «[TerraAmch cTapble OIPOKUHYTHIE BEPTUKAAH PACIIPAMUTLCA U CTATh HA cBon mMectay (SK:Ss 1: 223).
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affords us an obvious before and affer, a moment of literal turning that cleaves the flow of time. In this
way, it captures the apocalyptic temporality described above, where everything is defined in relation
to some transformational event, the moment when everything changes and previous notions are
stood on their heads. Krzhizhanovsky’s story uses this metaphor to its fullest effect, instantiating the
logic of revolutionary/apocalyptic time as a turning page by treating the clichéd expression as if it
were fact.

The book as a metaphorical figure for time goes beyond the mere act of the page turn, however.
Krzhizhanovsky returns to the idea of time as a book in his 1929 novel Menzories of the Future, where
the protagonist’s time machine is compared to a book knife: “But my durations are pages of a single
book: my time-cutter was much more complex than the book knife that cuts unread pages—it could
return me to pages that I hadn’t understood, lying like a book mark between any two pages as I
reread and refigure the reconstructed past.”s Frank Kermode discusses time-as-book in The Sense of
an Ending, calling it a “kind of man-centered model of world time,” and linking the metaphor back to
St. Augustine and tracing it through “modern critics, who wonder how it can be that a book can
simultaneously be present like a picture ... and yet extended in time.”s” The book can mark both the
present moment (that is, the page it is open to) and also contain the entirety of its fictional world-
time between the covers. In this way, the book is an object that seems to reconcile some of the
contradictions in McTaggart’s presentation of “A-series” time and “B-series” time. Without a reader

to open and turn the pages, the book is simply B-series time: a sequence of events in which none is

56 «Ho Mou AAUTEABHOCTH OBIAML AUCTAME €AMHON KHITH: MO BpeMAPE3 OBIA MHOTO CAOKHEE Pa3pe3aAbHOIO HOXKA,
BCKPBIBAFOITIIETO HEIPOYNTAHHBIE AUCTBL,- OH MOT BEPHYTh MCHA K HEITOHATHBIM CTPAHUIIAM U ACYb 3AKAGAKON MEXK
AFOOBIX ABYX, TIOKA fl OYAY ITEPEIHTHIBATH Ad IIEPECIUTHIBATH PEKOHCTPYHpOBaHHOE rporaoey (SK:Ss 2: 418).

57 Kermode, 52.
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privileged. But the addition of a human consciousness creates A-series time, a sense of the story

unfolding: the time of the open book.5

1.3 Revolution in Consciousness: The Inverted Worldview of “The Graeae”

The Bolshevik project did not merely restrict itself to a vision of changing the social and political
landscape, but saw such changes as fleeting without an accompanying transformation in
consciousness. What was needed was for the population to adopt a revolutionary mindset, a new
way of seeing that would match this new world being built. And later, when the creation of this new
world turned out to be more difficult than expected, the Soviet authorities found that this
recalcitrant reality could be obscured by changing the way that the people viewed it. In fact, it might
be easier to transform the way people saw the world than actnally change the world. In our next story
trom Fairy Tales for Wunderkinder, written in 1922 and titled “The Graeae,” Krzhizhanovsky returns
to the metaphor of the overturned world, but in this case it is not external reality that has been
turned upside down, but rather the way that people see it.

The story’s plot revolves around the Graeae, the three sisters from Greek mythology who share
a single eye and a tooth among them. In the course of an argument, one of them drops their eyeball
into a ravine, where it takes root in the soil and sprouts, eventually turning into a tree that bears

eyeballs as fruit.>? Later, a blind beggar happens upon the tree, and replaces his sightless eyes for the

58 What is also significant about the metaphor of time as book is that it implies that time would seem to be eternal and
unchanging and the appearance of change is created in the mind—in other wotds, this sense of change imparted by the
apparent flow of time is merely an illusion. Moreover, if time is a book, there is no ontological difference between the
future and the past: they are in some sense both pasz, in that they have been already written down, with the end
predetermined, thus able only to be read, not changed. The question of the ontological status of the future is a major
untesolved question in these eatly works of Krzhizhanovsky, and the issue will be explored in greater depth below.

5 An entire book can be written about Krzhizhanovsky’s interest in the eyeball, especially in his interest in the eyeball as
representing an entire world in miniature. In “The Beads” [Uerxu], the beads of the title are the eyeballs of dead
metaphysicians that contain entire wortlds and arranged like a rosary on a string; ““The Land of Nots” [Crpata HeTOB]
details a cosmic origin story in which the entire world is pulled out of the eyeball of a deity into the realm of existence
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ones plucked from the tree. This allows him to regain his vision, although now everything that he
sees through his new eyes is turned upside-down: “the mountains stood on their summits, the trees
stretched downward like the growths of stalactites; under his feet yawned the sky with stars strewn
into the abyss,” while above him was the “low hanging black surface of the earth, with homes,
turned upside down with roofs below, constantly threatening to plunge into the starry abyss together
with their inhabitants.”s!

The story about the blind man who could now see, albeit upside-down, reaches the authorities,
who decide to forcibly implant the eyeballs growing on the Graeae-eyeball tree into the vision-
impaired, who find the effects upsetting. But soon more people opt for transplants to replace their
healthy eyeballs. These people with Graeae-like vision differ in their lifestyles, their world-views and
their religiosity from everyone else, and tend to marry only each other, giving birth to more people
with this upside-down vision:

The new generation of the Graeae-eyed no longer showed any of the symptoms of that
particular melancholy and disorientation so commonly found among people caught between
two worlds: one of them hidden away in memory, the other given through the agony of their
transplant; these young Graeae-eyed stride confidently among the clouds and stars, casually
trampling them, but, when speaking of the ground and the puddles, they gaze upwards.®

In the passage above, it seems evident that Krzhizhanovsky has taken a rather innocent-seeming

fable about ancient Greece and imbued it with new ideological and political significance, particularly

(the eye is frequently depicted in Krzhizhanovsky’s work as an aperture or opening that allows the passage of things
from the mind to external reality). The connection between the world and the eyeball is made explicit in “The
Catastrophe”, where “the wotld, spherical and with flattened poles, and the tiny spherical ctrystal of the human eye ate in
fact one and the same.” [«...cdpeprdeckast, CO CIAFOCHYTOCTBIO ITOAIOCOB, 3€MAS H KPOIIECYHBIN C(hepUICCKIH
XPYCTAAHK Y€AOBEYECKOTO TAa3a -- OAHO 1 TO xe» (SK:Ss5 1: 131).]

60 «...TOPBI CTAAH HA CBOU BEPIIIHHEL, ACPEBbA ITOTAHYAHCH, TOYHO CTAAAKTHTOBAA IIOPOCAD, KOMAAMH BHI3; ITOA HOIAME
323uAA0 HeOO ¢ OOpOHEHHBIMI B Oe3AHY 3Be3aamm» (SK:Ss 1: 158).

01 «...HHU3KO HABUCIIH YECPHBL IIAACT 3€MAH, C AOMAMI, 3AIIPOKUHYTBIMH KPOBAAMI BHHU3, HEYCTAHHO IPOSSAILIIMHI
PYXHYTb BMECTE C AFOABMHE B 3Be3AHYIO Oesany» (ibid).

02 «HoBoe ITOKOAEHHE TPAFerAa3BIX He OOHAPYKHUBAAO Y/KE IIPH3HAKOB OCODOM TOCKH M PACTEPAHHOCTH, CTOAD
XAPAKTEPHBIX AASl AFOAEH, 3a0AVAMBIIIIXCA MEK ABYX MHUPOB: OAHIM - CIIPATAHHBIM B IIAMATH, APYTHM - AAHHBIM MYKOFO
OIIEpAIINH; FOHBIE IPAierAasble YBEPEHHO IIIATAOT ITO Ty9aM H 3BE3AaM, CITOKOHHO TOITYA HX, HO, FOBOPA O 3EMAE U
Ayxax, TAIAAT BBBICH (SK:Ss 1: 160).
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in relation to the new Soviet man, Homo Sovieticus, whose consciousness was to be transformed by
the revolution. It is this new generation of Soviet people, this story implies, who go casually
trampling the stars, and look upward when speaking of puddles and the ground. In other words, the
new ideology elevates material and earthly concerns, exalting them as their firmament, and treads
with contempt on transcendental aspects of being.

Reading this story as a critique of the supposed shift in human consciousness that would
accompany the revolution is buttressed by other passages in the story. Although the work is
ostensibly set in Greece, various types of Soviet discourse creep into the narrative. For instance, a
commission is formed to regulate public access to Mount Parnassus, mythical home of the Muses,
with signs written in Soviet-style language: “1. Access to the summit of Parnassus from this day
forth is strictly prohibited for all persons with the exception of those displaying formal certification
with the seal of the Collegium of the Big Quill.”’$* The passage reads quite clearly as a satire of the
official artistic organizations (Proletkult, and later RAPP and the Writer’s Union) that the Soviet
Union began establishing immediately following the revolution in its attempts to rationalize and
control creative production. Indeed, in Krzhizhanovsky’s story, this same commission captures
Pegasus—the winged horse often associated with poetic inspiration—and tethers it to a stake,
allowing it only enough freedom to take children on pony rides.

By framing this story about Soviet authority and mentality in the myth of the Graeae,
Krzhizhanovsky seems to invite a deeper skepticism toward the ideals and the communitarian
principles of the socialist revolution. After all, the Graeae are three hags who have little but share it
amongst themselves: one tooth for all, one eyeball for all. Despite the obvious imperative to

cooperate, the Graeae squabble constantly among themselves:

03 «1. Aocryrr mna Beprimny [Tapraca Bcem AmIam, Kpome IIPEABABHBIINX YAOCTOBEPEHHME C TIeuaThio KoAaermm
Boasrmroro Ilepa, ¢ cero uncaa H6esycaosao Bocrperme» (SK:Ss 1: 151).
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Often the Graeae came to blows as a result of the eye, rolling along the shatp stones as a six-armed,
three-headed monstrous tangle, tearing vision from each others’ fingers back and forth. If the sentry
Graea fell asleep, another of them would immediately stick a hand under the sagging lid of the sleeper
and steal the eye.t*

As a result, the old women end up losing their eye, depriving them of vision altogether. The
eyeball grows an eyeball tree; the authorities begin implanting these eyes into people, who are given
this Graeae-like inverted vision.® This new way of seeing the world requires some adjustment, of
course, and for some this this sense of dislocation and disorientation never truly disappears, at least
for those who are caught between the world of their memory and the unfamiliar world they now
find themselves in. These “two worlds” of the previous passage, that of memory and perceptual
reality, manage to coexist alongside each other in a strange fashion, not only in this particular
setting—where one part of the population sees things upside-down, the other part sees everything
right-side-up—but similarly overlapping within the mind of a single individual, who is trapped
between seeing things both the old way and the new. In fact, there would seem to be three different
worlds represented here: the inner world of the mind—the mind of memory and the past—the
world inside the eye, which sees everything turned upside down, and the ‘actual’ external world of
the story, which still remains upright. The past world still intrudes on the present world as memory,
and the break with the old way of seeing is not so neat for these transplant recipients as the
authorities had hoped. It is only the future generations, who know of no other way of seeing things,
that are able to stride with confidence through the new upturned world, oblivious to their own

inverted sight.

04 «Hacro I'pafin ApaAnCh U3-32 rAa3a, KATAACh 110 OCTPEIM KAMHAM IIECTHPYKHAM U TPEXTOAOBBIM OE300PAa3HBIM KOMOM,
BBIPBIBAA APYT ¥ APYTa IIEPEXOAHBIIIEE U3 ITAABIIECB B IIAABIIE 3peHue. Bcan croposubiias ['paiis 3aceimana, Apyras
TOTYAC K€, CYHYB PYKY IIOA OTBHCAOE BEKO CIIAIIEH, Kpaaa y Hee taasy (SK:Ss 1: 148).

85 The eyeball is frequently associated with wupocoyepsanue, or worldview, in Krzhizhanovsky’s writing. See, for instance,
the story «Herxm.»
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1.4 Metaphysical Revolutions: “God is Dead” and “The Catastrophe”

If the previous two stories explore the theme of the perevorot as an upturning of physical reality
and as an attempt to achieve a new sort of upside-down consciousness, then the next two stories
that will be discussed here show the consequences of revolution transposed into a more
transcendental realm. Both of these stories—“God is Dead” [bor ymep| and “The Catastrophe”
[Karactrpodra]—take as their jumping-off points the controversial assertions of two different
German philosophers. In the case of “God is Dead,” that philosopher is Friedrich Nietzsche, with
his famous assertion regarding the death of God, while in the case of “The Catastrophe,” the
philosopher Immanuel Kant is invoked, in particular his skepticism regarding the ontological reality
of space and time. In both cases, Krzhizhanovsky takes an abstract philosophical argument or
metaphor—for instance, Nietzsche’s argument that “God is dead” is meant to indicate the demise
of traditional Christian morality—and makes it literal, playfully speculating on the consequences of
the actual death of God a /z Nietzsche,s or the banishment of space and time from reality in Kant’s
metaphysical world.

“God is Dead” is set in February, 2204, in a future land that resembles Western Europe, where
skyscrapers shed artificial electric light over the streets and religion is practiced only by a handful of
eccentrics, who are studied by psychiatrists as mental aberrations. The story opens with a direct
reference to Nietzsche: “An event once prophesied by a certain widely-mocked philosopher way

back in the nineteenth century came to pass: God died.”s” The problem is that no one in this atheist

66 Thus Krzhizhanovsky employs his favored device of literalizing the metaphor, here in Nietzsche, who used the phrase
as shorthand for “the whole system of idealist values—its modes of justification and judgment, and its standards of the
good, the true, and the beautiful...” (Edith W Clowes, The Revolution of Moral Conscionsness: Nietzsche in Russian Literature,
1890-1914 (DeKalb, I1I: Northern Illinois University Press, 1988), 17.)

67 «CAY9HAOCH TO, ITO KOTAA-TO, 4yTh AH HE B XIX cTOAETHH, OBIAO ITPEACKA3AHO OAHIM OCMEAHHBIM (DHAOCODOM:

ymep Borm (§K:Ss 1: 255).
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society even notices—not at first, at least. Even in heaven itself nothing seems to be any different:
“God died—and nothing changed. The moments continued circling around moments. Everything
was just as it had been.”®8 But soon a creeping nothingness [Huuro] starts to extend black rays
throughout the universe, pushing out everything in its path. Stars begin to blink out, swallowed by
the spreading black hole. The death of God also deprives the world of meaning and beauty in a
strange and subtle fashion: The character Victor Renee, “a famous poet,” discovers that his poetry
remains the same but is deprived of something essential:

...everything that had been there was still there, and just as it had been. But out of
everything came an emptiness: as if someone had yanked out the sound from the letters, the
light from the rays, leaving only the dead contours of lines. Everything was just as before,
but nothing was already there.®®

Soon, the black rays of nothingness reach Earth, and masses of people gather to stare up at the
starless sky in awestricken wonder and terror. In short order, the population turns to millenarian
religious belief to explain the coming cataclysm. Krzhizhanovsky plays with this irony—that is, the
revival of belief in God just as He has passed away—turning this fact into a sort of postmodern
theory avant la lettre on the signifier as absence or displacement of the signified:

While the object is object-ifying, [[Toka mpeamer mpeamercrsyert], the nominative function
gives way to the substantivized, and the name is silent; but should the object leave the world
of being [6prrue|, then immediately its widow [BAoBa], the word, appears, beating down all

the doors of consciousness. [...] God was no more—which is why everyone began to say,
with sincere belief and reverence, that He exists.”

%8 «Bor ymep—u HIYIEro He MeHAAOCh. Muru KpyxuAn BKpyr muros. Bee 6p1a0 kak 6s1a0n (SK:Ss 1: 256).

9 «...BCE OBIAO Tam, TAC OBIAO U TaK, Kak ObiA0. Ho 13 Beero -- mycrora: GyATO KTO-TO, KOPOTKUM PBIBKOM BEIACPHYA H3
OYKB 3BYKH, U3 Ay9CIi CBET, OCTABHB Y I'AA3 OAHI MEPTBHIEC AMHEITHBIE OOBOABI. BEIAO BCE, Kax U paHbIIe, U /U4ez0 yKe He

oprao» (SK:Ss 1: 258).

70 «IToxa IMpeAMeT IIPEAMETCTBYET, HOMIHATHBHOE YCTYIIAET MECTO CYOCTAHIIMOHAABHOMY, UM €TI0 MOAYNT: HO CTOHT
IIPEAMETY YHTH U3 OBITHSA, KAK TOTYAC XKE ITOABAACTCS, OOMBas BCe "'IIOPOIU CO3HAHMSA', €O BAOBA -- UM OHO
OIIEYAACHO, B KPEIIe, U IIPOCUT O IIOCOOHHU B BOCIIOMOILECTBOBAHHAX. bora He OBIAO -- OTTOTO U CKa3aAU BCE, HCKPECHHE
Bepyd u OAaroroses: ecte» (SK:Ss 1: 263).
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But the rediscovered faith of the population makes no difference: God is still dead, and so
cannot hear their entreaties to rescue them.”!

God’s death causes a disruption in the order of the cosmos, causing stars to slip from their
predefined trajectories’ and then to start blinking out, one by one, until the sun itself begins to fade,
and “twilight now never left the Earth; the black starless night gaped wide all around the planet,
which was still led by the weakening and guttering rays of the sun around its final orbit.”” The image
is yet another that seems to borrow from the Book of Revelation, where “the third part of the sun
was smitten, and the third part of the moon, and the third part of the stars; so as the third part of
them was darkened, and the day shined not for a third part of it, and the night likewise.”’* However,
in “God is Dead,” Krzhizhanovsky has upended the usual apocalyptic narrative: Instead of people
perishing in Armageddon while God continues in His eternal existence, it is God who dies and the
people who live on. There will be no heaven on earth to come; only nothingness, the absence of all
things. The spreading black void is a vision of the universe stripped of things, an idea of pure space
that contains absolutely nothing.

This fictional attempt to grasp the nature of emptiness and nothing is also a key element of our
next story from this collection, “The Catastrophe,” which turns to imagining pure time, ot time
without events, as a consequence of another sort of metaphysical apocalypse.

“The Catastrophe” is one of the rare Krzhizhanovsky stories to be printed during his lifetime. In

this case, the work was published in 1919, the year it was written, in a minor arts weekly that folded

"1 Krzhizhanovsky acidly remarks in one of his writer’s notebooks that “If there even ever was a God, people would
have long ago driven him to suicide.” [Ecan koraa u 661a bor, To AFOAH A2BHO AOBeAH ero A0 camoyomiicTsa] (SK:Ss 5:

341)

72 The word “peBoarortus’ or revolution, was first used as a term related to the movement of heavenly bodies, and only
subsequently adopted to desctibe political events.

73 «...CyMEpPKH TeIepb He ITOKHAAAU 3EMAIO; Y€pHOE OE33BEIAHOE HEOO PAa33NAAOCEH BKPYT IIAAHETHI, BCE €ITIE BEAOMOM
CAQOHYIIUMI U TACHYIIIIME AYYaME COAHIIA IO OAMHOKOH ITOCAeAHEH opouTe mupa» (SK:S5 1: 263.)

74 The Bible, Revelation 8:12, KJV.
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shortly thereafter, ending a run of only three editions.” There is no known extant copy of the story
in its original published form; the only version to have survived is from 1922, after Krzhizhanovsky
returned to the story and revised it.”* What form these revisions took is also unknown, though the
story would likely have been too controversial to print later in the 1920s, when it was submitted to
publishers as part of the collection Fairy Tales for Wunderkinder and unceremoniously rejected.

Like the much of the rest of this story collection, “The Catastrophe” obliquely and playfully
refers to the Bolshevik revolution, though the story’s events ostensibly take place more than a
century earlier in Germany. The story is among Krzhizhanovsky’s more dense and philosophical
works, though it retains a certain tongue-in-cheek tone throughout, a sort of mock academic
seriousness belied by its absurd premise.

The central figure of “The Catastrophe” is a German idealist philosopher referred to, perhaps
with a tinge of irony, as the “Wise Man” [Myaper]—the link to Kant is made explicit in the authot’s
footnote—who turns the universe upside down by interrogating conventional notions of reality. He
begins with the nature of the heavenly bodies in the night sky, in his “Theorie des Himmels’ (Kants’
Universal Natural History and Theory of Heaven, published in 1755), “rummaging through Sirius’ white
rays in a calm and businesslike manner, as if it weren’t the heavens at all but the underwear drawer
of your father’s bureau or something.””” After this, the Wise Man turns his attention to earth,
equating “the starry sky above and the moral law within,” in Kant’s famous phrase—in other words,

he begins applying theoretical abstractions to more earthly phenomena. At this, “Space and time

7 SK:Ss1: 011,
76 Ibid.

77 «Myapert peIACA B BOPOXE OEABIX CHPHYCOBBIX AyYEil, CIIOKOMHO H AEAOBHTO, TOYHO 3TO M He HeDO, 2 OEABEBON AIINK
CTapOro OTIIOBCKOTO KOMOAQ, uTo Am» (SK:Ss 1: 125).
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were filled with panic nearly all across their worldly beachhead.””s The description of the disaster
which follows—a vision of the world upended—is already familiar from Krzhizhanovsky’s other
stories from this post-revolutionary period:

The fleeing churches [kupxu|, grabbing hold of the tiled roofs of the small homes of
philistines, turned the homes upside down, then were themselves turned upside down,
jabbing their steeples into the silt of the lakes that had spilled out of their banks. [...] Caught
by the catastrophe in their homes as they were torn from their foundations, people went out
of their minds, then ran back into their minds, grabbed some superfluous quote, a prayer in
which all the words were turned upside down (such was the panic), then quickly went out of
their minds again, senselessly spinning around their own selves [6eccmbIcAeHHO Kpyixa ITO
csoemy "a"], back and forth.”

This confusion even seeps into “dispassionate Reason” which “dealt with facts as ideals and
began conceiving ideals as facts.”s" Gripped with hysteria, soon everything begins to flee the path of
the Wise Man, who is unbothered by the rapidly emptying world left behind: He is interested in
imagining to himself an idealized space purged of all things and an idealized time purged of all
events, so the ‘mass emigration’ of all physical beings and things fits his plans exactly. Soon nothing
is left but “a few books and the Wise Man’s ego.”st Among the physical things that had managed to
escape destruction through fleeing “abroad”—i.e., to another dimension of reality, a parallel world
where they are safe—"“there was no attempt to hide the feeling of despondency that reigned in

émigré circles.”s2 A logic textbook which had managed to escape with only a few of its pages intact

78 ([ IpocTpaHCTBO M BpeMs IIOYTH Ha BCEM HX 3€MHOM ITAAIIAAPME ITEPEIOAHHAUCE TaHuKoi» (SK:Ss 1: 125). The
English ‘beach head’ is inadequate to ‘maampmapar’, a word that is part of a complex of revolutionary/Bolshevik
vocabulary that Krzhizhanovsky consciously employs in the story.

79 «Y A€ETBHIBAFOIIHE KHPXH, IIEITASA 33 YEPEIIIYHBIC KPOBAU MAACHBKIX (PHAMCTEPCKIX AOMHKOB, OIIPOKHABIBAA
AOMUKH, OIIPOKHUABIBAAMCH CAMU, TBIYA IIIIHAH B HA PACIIACCKABIIHXCSH O3EP. [...] AroAm, 3axBageHHBIE KaTaCTPOd O B
CBOHMX COPBABIIHIXCA C (PYHAAMEHTA AOMAX, CXOAMAH C YMa, CHOBA BOETAAN B YM, XBATAAH KAKYFO-HIOYAD HEHY/KHYEO
LIATATY, IEPEBEPHYTYIO KBEPXY CAOBAMH MOANTBY (TAKOBA YK ITAHUKA), CHOBA IIOCIIEIITHO CXOAUAH C YMa, DECCMBICACHHO
Kpy#Ka 110 cBoemy "s" -- To B3aA, TO Brepéa» (SK:Ss 1: 126).

80 «beccrpacrreiii Pasym ... oboreacs ¢ dpakramu Kak ¢ MACAAAME, 2 HAEAABI CTAA MBICAHTD Kak doaxtep (SK:Ss 1: 127).
81 «...Hrraero xkpome mapsr KHur Aa Myaperiosa “a”» (§K:Ss 1: 131).
p p YAP

82 «...B Kyprax sMUTPaIlii [IAPUAO HUYEM He IpHKpbrroe yHerHme» (K55 1: 129).
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gives voice to the apocalyptic feeling of all that had survived the destruction: “the world is not to
be.”ss

Along with this apocalypse, the flow of time is disrupted, and “an oppressive timelessness
commenced.”8* The clocks and watches that had survived and fled into emigration wring their
hands—minute and second hands, of course—and convene an emergency congress to determine
whether they should continue measuring out something that no longer exists. The pendulum clocks
give impassioned speeches arguing that all clocks would soon be forced to stop for the lack of
time,® while a Geneva-made chronometer, referencing Schopenhauer, argues that time is not a
physical thing and therefore cannot intervene in physical processes®, and therefore they should keep
on ticking “as if nothing had happened.”” A heated argument ensues between the wall clocks, who
side with pendulum models, and the newer pocket-watches, who argue that their movement is not
subject to time; mutual accusations of backwardness and conservatism are lobbed and the question
is debated at length by the timepieces until the moment that a bombshell piece of news arrives
“which restored all temporal and spatial rights to seconds and the inches: the Wise Man was no

more.”® The more cautious among the émigrés sense this might be a nposoxayus, a provocation or

83 «Mupy =e 0b1b.» (SK:S55 1: 129). This may also be translated as “Peace is not to be”—in other words, the Russian
émigrés’ opposition to cooperating with the Bolshevik regime, or perhaps a play on the Bolshevik sloganeering about
ending Russia’s involvement in the First World War.

84 «...HACTYIIAAO TSKKOE fesspemenser (ibid.)

85 «...BCEM 9acaM, 32 OTCYCTBUEM BPEMEHH, IIPEACTOAAO OCTAHOBHTHCs» (ibid.)

86 «...Bpemd, He OYAyYH BEIIBIO, BEITHO B Belax He yuacTeyen (SK:Ss 1: 129-130).
87 «...xax ecam O Hmraero He caygarock» (SK:Ss 1: 129-130).

88 «[ToceIraancy OOBHHEHHA B OTCTAAOCTH, KOHCEepBaTn3me» (SK:Ss 1: 130).

89 «...BOCCTAHOBHBIIIAA CEKYHABI I AFOMMBI BO BCEX IIPaBaX BPEMEHH H ITPOCTpaHcTBO: MyAperia He craroy (SK:Ss 1:

130).
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trick, to lure them back into their old world, and implore the rest to “refrain from time and space.
Patience.” But the news is confirmed, and time and space once again return.’

The satirical implications of this story in relation to the Soviet Union are readily apparent. Vadim
Perel’muter refers briefly to this story in his introduction to Krzhizhanovsky’s six-volume Collected
Works in an essay which he names “After the Catastrophe,” by which he means after the Bolshevik
revolution.”? Krzhizhanovsky tips his hand in referring to “émigré circles” in particular; these words
had particular resonance in the period 1919-22, when the story was written and reworked. The
wholesale flight of people and objects in the world of the story echoes the real mass emigrations of
the years of civil war. And, despite the differences in philosophy, the figure of the ‘Wise Man’
[Myaperr] seems to have something in common with Lenin, was also bent on disrupting the world in
order to recreate an idealized vision of it. In the story, order in the world is reestablished when the
Wise Man dies—perhaps the fervent hope of the real-life émigré community at the time, though the
socialist order, of course, managed to survive his demise. %

Viewing the work solely through the lens of political satire, however, would be perhaps to ignore

the weighty questions that Krzhizhanovsky develops within the work, questions that loft the text

%0 « ... BO3ACPIKITECH OT BpeMeHH 1 IrpocTpaHcTsa. Tepnenne» (SK:Ss 1: 131).

1 This happens when Time [Bpewms] lifts up its giant lid—an allusion to Gogol’s “Viy”, as Perel’'muter notes in the
commentary to the story. The full passage is «Bpemst MEAACHHO ITOABIMAAO TSKKEE BEKU TAA3Y, HCKABILIEMY BUACTD CAMOC
BuAcHIE. BuaeHne OBIAO CTPAHHO M CTPAIIIHO, HO AAHAOCH HEAOATO. MEPTBBIM BEKOM CHOBA IIPUKPBIT OCTEKANBIIIHACH
raas. Temeps y Hac, caaBa bory, 3eMAst OTACABHO -- raas OTAeAbHO» (SK:Ss5 1: 131-2.) See the footnote above on
Krzhizhanovsky and the eyeball.

92 SK:Ss 1: 30.

93 This was especially true of intellectuals, like those who departed on the so-called Philosophers’ Ships,” steamships
carrying Russia’s intellectual elites into forced exile from the Soviet Union following the revolution.

% Lenin was, of course, still alive in 1922 when the story was revised, though his health problems, particularly after
Fanny Kaplan’s assassination attempt and his stroke, were well known. Krzhizhanovsky may have been enacting wishful
thinking here, at least on the part of the emigres, who still imagined in 1922 that the new socialist government would be
toppled, just as it had toppled the provisional government before it. (They were right, of course, that nothing is
eternal—even Soviet power—but wildly incorrect on the timing; as we know, it would take another seventy years for the
‘new socialist regime’ to be overturned.)
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into the more rarified air of philosophical discourse. As the story progresses, Krzhizhanovsky uses
the familiar themes of the revolution to delve deeper into the relationship between physical things,
such as the stars and planets, and the categories—that is to say, time and space—that structure or
organize them in our perceptions. Are these abstract categories or part of physical reality? Are they
created by the relationships between the things they contain, or do space and time exist on their
own, even when devoid of things and events? Does time exist at all in the ontological sense, or is it
only an experience of the perceiving mind?

Here Krzhizhanovsky wades into a long-running philosophical debate about the nature of time,
one begun in antiquity and continued later in the disagreement between Newton and Leibniz:
namely, whether time is a set of relationships between events—which would imply that some sort of
change is necessary for the passage of time—or whether time is a sort of container, part of the
underlying physical substrate of the universe, existing even without events or change. Kant was
skeptical about the ontological existence of time and space separate from the mind (“Space is not
objective and real,” he writes in his dissertation, “instead, it is subjective and ideal, and originates
from the mind’s nature in accord with a stable law as a scheme, as it were, for coordinating
everything sensed externally.”)*s In other words, Kant reframes the question in the context of
human subjectivity, wherein time is simply an @ priori condition of thought, a structuring of
experience. At the same time, he takes issue with Leibniz’s argument that space and time exist, but
only in relation to that which they contain—in other words, space and time emerge as a network of
relations between objects and events in the non-empty universe. Relying on a sort of mental

experiment, Kant attempts to refute Leibniz’s argument by stating that we can imagine empty space,

% As quoted in Graham Bird, The Revolutionary Kant: A Commentary on the Critigue of Pure Reason (Chicago: Open Court,
2000), 174.
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but we cannot imagine the lack or absence of space itself.? In other words, pure time and space can
exist, if only because we can represent them in our minds, but we cannot imagine their absence,
because they are fundamental mental categories that structure our experience of the world. In
Krzhizhanovsky’s story, Kant’s imagining of empty space and time has dire repercussions, purging
the world of things and events:

All that remained for the Wise Man was to describe this pure space and pure time, now
terribly empty, exactly as though someone had overturned them and carefully scooped or
shaken out of it all things and events. So he described it.%7

The story thus continues an omnipresent theme in Krzhizhanovsky’s fiction: the power of the
imagination to shape reality. As we see from the text, this is a philosophical or metaphysical stance,
inspired by the author’s reading of Kant. In this sense, reality—that is, the apparent reality of
phenomena—is a projection of the mind, and the mind wields immense power in the construction
of the apparent reality of the world.

Inevitably, this stance is also a political one. First, the primacy of the mind over matter directly
contradicts the central precepts of the reigning dogma of dialectical materialism, which holds that it
is external reality that determines consciousness, not the other way around. (Krzhizhanovsky
disagrees—as he writes in his notebooks, “Let existence allow itself to determine consciousness, but
consciousness does not consent to it.””%) And second, because although it runs counter to Marxist-
Leninist theory, it would seem to echo it in practice: The Wise Man is in thrall to an abstract idea,
and realizing this dream of purity means purging everything that might stand in the way without

regard to conscquence.

% Andrew Janiak, "Kant's Views on Space and Time", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Winter 2016 Edition),
Edward N. Zalta (ed.), https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2016/entries /kant-spacetime/.

97 «Myaperty OCTaBaAOCh: OIIFICATh YHUCTOE IIPOCTPAHCTBO U YHCTOE BPEMs, CTABIIIHE Ky TKO-ITyCTBIMH, TOYHO KTO
OIPOKUHYA HX U TIIATEABHO BBICKOOAHA U BBEITPAXHYA M3 HUX Bce Beru i coobrrus. Om ommcar» (SK:Ss 1: 128).

98 «BrrTHE IIyCTH CEOE OIPEACAACT CO3HAHMIE, HO CO3HAHME He corAacHO» (SK:Ss 5: 360).
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1.5 Branching Futures: Mapping Time in “The Lost Player”

Yet another exploration of the political and philosophical dimensions of the perevorot, the
revolutionary moment of upturning, is found in “The Lost Player,” the chess-themed story
discussed at the start of this chapter. In this story, written in 1921, the events of the revolution are
transposed not to eighteenth-century Germany, but to the chessboard, a game that held a lifelong
fascination for Krzhizhanovsky. For him, the value of chess was not just as a way to pass the time—
though he was an apparently gifted and original player®®—but also for its relationship to narrative,
which he, like Nabokov, found one the most intriguing aspects of the game.! (Later,
Krzhizhanovsky would set out his theories about chess and drama in a scholatly essay, “The
Dramaturgy of the Chess Board,” which he wrote in 1946.)

In the case of this story, Krzhizhanovsky uses a chess match as a structuring device for the
narrative. The plot is organized around a sequence of moves, provided in the text using standard
chess notation: “e2—e4; e7—e5,” etc. At the heart of the story lies an implicit analogy between the
players and the chess pieces (the chess players in the club are referred to as ‘figures’ [purypsi| and
figurines [purypxul), a comparison that is made more explicit by the checkered parquet of the chess
hall. “There were twenty of them ... symmetrically arrayed along both sides ... the soles of their feet
pressed to the light and dark, dark and light squares of the parquet floor,”0! the narrator tells us, not

in reference to the chess pieces, but to the players themselves. When the story opens, Mr. Edward

99 SK:S51: 613.

100 For a discussion of Nabokov and chess, see e.g.: Janet Gezati, “Chess Problems and Narrative Time in ‘Speak,
Memory,” Biography 10, no. 2 (1987), 151.

101 ([ Ix 6I)IAO ABAALIATD ... CI/IMMC HMYIHO PaCCAKECHHBIC 11O 066 CTOPOHHI ... IIOAOIIBBI X HOT, ITPHKATBIC K CBETABIM U
b
CMHBIM, TCMHBIM 1 CBCTABIM KBQ.Apa aM napKe ay (SKSJ' 1: 134)
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Pembroke, a retired public figure known in the past for political intrigue, is playing against himself.
As evening descends in the twilit hall, however, a formless demon creeps in as a sort of inky
darkness, which commences playing white against Pembroke’s black. When Pembroke moves his
pawn into the path of a knight in order to trade pieces, the darkness forces his soul into the wooden
body of the pawn as it is captured, and the perevorot is complete.

Inspiration for “The Lost Player” may well have come in part from a poem by Boris Pasternak,
published in 1917 in his collection “Over the Barriers” [[ToBepx Oapbepos].l2 The poem,
“Marburg”, is a meditation on a love lost to poor timing, and ends with a quiet sort of rebirth in the
poetic alter ego of the author. Interestingly, this rebirth occurs at the end of a chess match that he
plays against the datkness: “The nights sit down to play chess / With me on the moonlit parquet
floor.”103 Here, just as in Krzhizhanovsky’s story, the parquet floor provides an implicit analogy to
the squares of the chessboard. And, just as in Krzhizhanovsky’s story, the speaker of Pasternak’s
poem loses his match to the darkness: “And the night is victorious.”'* However, Pasternak’s story
ends with a metaphorical rebirth, with the pale light of morning, while Krzhizhanovsky’s work
remains resolutely dark throughout.

Two years later, following the revolution, Pasternak followed “Marburg” with a rather less
hopeful chess-related poem, “The Definition of Creative Art” [Ompeaesenue TBopuectsa] which
may have also influenced Krzhizhanovsky’s story. In the poem, Pasternak mixes archaic Biblical

language about the Apocalypse—“preparing for the end of the world” [k mpeAcTaBAeHIIO CBeTa

102 Krzhizhanovsky was well-acquainted with Pasternak both personally and professionally, and the latter consulted him
while writing his famous Russian translations of Shakespeare. (See Vadim Perel’muter, “Prozevannyi genii,” in Skazki
dlia vunderkindov: povests, rasskazgy, (Moscow: Sovetskii pisatel’, 1991), 3-20).

105 «(Beap HOUH Urpats caadres B maxmatsl / Co MHOI Ha AyHHOM mapkeTHOM HOAy» (Botis Pasternak, "Marburg." Shva:
Serebriannyj vek, slova.otg.ru/pasternak/marburg/. Accessed 1 February, 2017.)

104 1 HOub mOGEKAACT». .. (ibid.)
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rotoBut|—with chess-related imagery: “the horseman above the pawn on foot”05 [KorroOopIiem
HaA nermrkamu nermmnmi.| In Krzhizhanovsky’s story, we have a similar description of the knight that
rears above Pembroke-as-pawn:

... there, in the yellow glow of the sun that had once been the bulbs of the chandelier, stood
the pale horse, its eye sockets yawning with emptiness. It bared its teeth, nostrils flaring
evilly, straight mane standing on end. Only at this moment did the pawn realize the full
extent of how much he’d been played.!%

It is also entirely possible that both writers were influenced by that most famous Russian epic of
power, Pushkin’s The Bronze Horseman, in which a lowly clerk is terrified by a vision of the rearing
eponymous horseman, Falconet’s famous statue of Peter the Great, who comes to life during an
apocalyptic flood.!” Thus the figure of Peter the Great becomes a godlike figure who presides both
over the creation of a world—in this case, the city of Petersburg—and its apparent destruction. It is
not surprising then, as David Bethea notes in his study of Russian literature and the apocalypse,'0s
that the bronze horseman became conflated with a different mounted rider: the “pale horseman” of
the apocalypse, which symbolizes death in the Bible’s Book of Revelation.

This connection becomes especially visible in the first decades of the twentieth century, for
instance in Belyi’s Petersburg [ITetepOypr], written when the apocalyptic mood had reached a fever
pitch.'” “In fact, it is difficult to find a symbolist poet or prose writer who did not at some point

write a piece centering around the horseman of doom (usually linked to Peter),” Bethea writes.!10

105 Thid,

106 «... Tam, B 5KEATOM OCHAHUU COAHII, MHUBIIINXCA PAHEE TAA3Y AUIIDb AAMIIMOHAMI AFOCTPBI, 3UAA IIyCTOTOH TAA3HMIII,
CTOAA OAGAHBIH KOHB. IIpAMas rprBa ero B3ABIOMAACH, HO3APH 3A00HO Pa3AyAUCDH, OOHAKAA OCKaA pTa. Tereps TOABKO
ITEIITKE-UTPOKY CTAAA OIIyTUMA BCA TAyOuHa ero noddentiocmmy (SK:Ss 1: 138).

107 See also the story from this collection “Kunz and Schiller” [Kyrm u Llzasep], where a bronze monumental statue
comes to life—in this case, that of Schiller—to haunt the main character. (SK:5s 1: 247.)

108 M. Bethea, The Shape of Apocalypse in Modern Russian Fiction (Princeton, N.J: Princeton University Press, 1989), 124.

109 See also the 1909 novel The Pale Horse [Kous 6aeansiii], by Boris Savinkov.
10 Thid.
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Thus, Krzhizhanovsky’s particular wording in his description of the chess knight is laden with
meaning. Krzhizhanovsky’s horse is “a pale stallion”—the same word, @.zednezd, used in the Russian
Book of Revelation to describe the horseman of death—and it has a terrifying skeletal visage, with
‘yawningly empty eye sockets’ [3uas mycTortoit raasuu] and bares its grinning teeth [oOHaxkas ocka
pra]. And, of course, the knight appears as the instrument of death for Pembroke-as-pawn.!!

This pale horse is not the only connection between the story and the apocalypse, however.
Another eschatological aspect of the text is its peculiar treatment of time, which emphasizes a
rupture in its flow, a time outside of time. In this story, the temporal flow is interrupted at the
moment when Pembroke becomes pawn. He notes of the chess pieces that “[s|trangely enough, #e
appeared to pass them by. The seconds changed, but inside these seconds nothing changed at all: the
white and black obelisks on their black and white tiles stood unmoving.”!12 In this description, we
can see Krzhizhanovsky again playing with the idea of “pure time,” or time stripped of all events,
that he describes in relation to Kant in his story “The Catastrophe,” discussed above. In this story,
there is no motion or change to mark the continuing flow of time, except for the change in
Pembroke’s own consciousness, which moves from a state of bewilderment to horror as he realizes
how he’s been played.

Yet another feature of the metaphysics of time addressed in ““The Lost Player” is something that

Krzhizhanovsky will return to later in other fictional works: the blurring of the distinction between

111 It should be noted, however, that what actually appears to end Pembroke’s ‘match’ is not the rearing pale chess
horseman at all. Instead, his match is ended by the chess clock, which has been steadily ticking duting the story and
returns in the final, two-word sentence of the story: “LleirraoT mcrexaacs,” or “the time on his clock ran out,” (SK:Ss 1:
138). Pembroke is defeated by what is known in chess as ‘time trouble,” or yedmmrom in Russian, a borrowing from the
German of Zeitnot. The “oval chess clock with the two ticking hands” [0BaABHOTO, C ABYMS TOHKIMI CTPEAKAME
xporometpa (SK:5s 1: 136)], a round dial that measures out finite, linear time, is in fact the third player in “The Lost
Player,” and the one to whom Pembroke ultimately loses as he reaches the end of the allotted time—perhaps another
nod to the topos of the end of time.

12 1 crpaHHO—BpeEMA ABUTAAOCH OYATO MIMO HuX. CEeKYHABI MEHAAHCDH, HO B CEKYHAAX HHYETO HE MEHAAOCH: OEABIE I
4EpHbIe OOCAUCKH Ha OEABIX U YEPHBIX IIAHTAX CTOSAH HEABIDKHO» (SK:Ss 1: 137): Emphasis added.
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time and space, and in particular the use of spatial metaphors to describe time. This concept had an
established pedigree by the 1920s, of course—the very notion of “time travel,” popularized by HG
Wells’ The Time Machine, depended implicitly on the mental leap that time might be traversed just as
space can be, and European philosophers had treated space and time as fundamentally related
aspects of reality for centuries. Physicists like Minkowski and Einstein had gone beyond the
metaphor to unite both space and time in a continuum by the first decade of the twentieth century,
and Krzhizhanovsky, who was much taken with the latest developments in physics, even attended a
course in Moscow on Einstein’s relativity. The treatment of the time dimension as analogous to a
spatial dimension is a key part of Krzhizhanovsky’s fictional speculations about the nature of time,
and in “The Lost Player,” we see it represented not as a single dimension—the so-called ‘arrow of
time’—but rather as a two-dimensional space, akin to a map. This allows for the branching of time. In
this story, the branching or forking is directly related to Pembroke’s decisions in how to move his
chess pieces; in other words, Krzhizhanovsky is showing us time as a sort of decision tree. At first,
the connection is made only obliquely:

Making his opening move, he glanced through the clear rectangle of the windowpane:
outside was the tracery of bare branches of a frozen garden. The pattern appeared to him to
be a blueprint for an enormous fantastical city that someone had unrolled and pressed up
against the dull sheen of the glass: a web of tangled intersecting alley, streets, side streets and
dead ends. He wasn’t on his game. His brain was troubled by a sense of foreboding, the
presentiment of something that had long been itching to be discovered, an inescapable brush
with some sort of prowling phantasm that had wandered in off the black-on-red side streets
of the fantastical city that was traced across the window by the play of branches.!'3

But the connection of this image and the idea of choice and future outcomes is made explicit

later, as Pembroke ponders his next move against the twilight:

113 «AeAas TIEPBBIIT XOA, OH TAAHYA 34 IIPO3PAYHBIN IPAMOYTOABHHK U3 CTEKAA: H33A0ABIH, U3 CIIACTEHHA TOABIX BETBEH,
caA. Berao rmoxosxe, GYATO KTO-TO pasBEPHYA M IIPUTHCHYA K MATOBBIM MEPIIAHHAM CTEKAA IIAAH OTPOMHOTO
daHTACTHIECKOTO TOPOAA -- AYTUHY CIYTAHHBIX H IEPECEKIINXCA YAIYEK, YANLL, ITIEPEyAKOB 1 TyrudkoB. He urpasocs.
ITpeAdyBCTBHE IErO-TO AABHO ViK€ HUIIYINETO ObITh HAMACHHBIM, HEN30EKHOM 1 OAM3KOI BCTPEHUH C KAKIM-TO
OpoATIIM (PAHTA3MOM, 3a0AYAUBIIIIMCA, OBITH MOKET, 3AECh, B 9TUX YEPHBIX 10 KPACHOMY YAUYKAX HECYIIIECTBYFOIIIETO
rOPOAQ, BEIIEPUEHHOIO UIPOFO 3A0KOHHBIX BETBEH, TPeBOKNAO MO3D» (SK:Ss 1: 134-5).
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At this moment the thoughts of the chess player were tracing the familiar lines of the black
byways of the city outside the window, drawing down along their zigzag runs, passing for a
moment at each of their crossings. “If I accept this exchange of pawns, it won’t clear the
board” [...] After staring down dozens of dead ends, an idea navigated through hundreds of
intersections and found itself standing at an entrance.!'#

What Krzhizhanovsky is describing in this passage is Pembroke’s attempts to see into the future,
to weigh action against consequence and make the best choice. His endeavor to do this presupposes
that the future is not singular, but full of branching worlds where nothing is preordained—in other
words, the future consists only diverging possibilities; of probabilities, not certainties.

This conception of time in fiction is most often credited to Jorge Luis Borges, whose 1941 story
“Garden of Forking Paths” [El jardin de senderos que se bifurcan] is a more extensive development
of much the same idea. In this, Borges is often regarded as prefiguring theoretical developments in
quantum mechanics, in particular the “many worlds” interpretation, which was first proposed as a
solution to the problem of quantum indeterminacy by Hugh Everett in 1957. Krzhizhanovsky wrote
“The Lost Player” in 1921, two decades before Borges” “Garden of Forking Paths,” but we can see
it contains similar spatialized metaphors of time. The branches outside the window become a map
of a fantastical city, full of intersecting streets and dead ends, cracks and crevices in the cityscape,
and this in turn becomes a metaphor for the branching and crisscrossing paths of the future.

This particular metaphor, however, raises important questions about free will and the
inevitability of the future. In the previous metaphor of time as a book, it is clear that the experience
of time passing and the apparent unresolvedness of the end is only an illusion—the end of the
book is just as real as the beginning, and both follow no other path than the one laid out in their

pages. In the metaphor of the branching streets of this “fantastical city”’, however, there seems to be

114 T'orAa-TO MBICAB HUTPOKA I IIOIITAA 3HAKOMBIMH €My Y€PHBIMI YAMYKAME 320KOHHOIO F'OPOAA, BAEKOMAA UX
3HUTI3aTHBIM OETOM, OCTAHABAMBACMAA Y HX CKPEIEHHH. -- ECAM IPHHATE pasMeH IENIKaMH, IIOA€ He OOHaxuTCA |. ..
ITpoliafl COTHI TIEPEKPECTKOB, TAAHYB B ACCATOK TYITHYKOB, MBICAB CTaAa y BXxoAa» (SK:Ss 1: 135-6).
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an additional degree of freedom: time is seen not as a one-dimensional linear progression, as a
narrative, but as a two-dimensional map of a territory that the character navigates through.!!s

Of course, this still does not resolve the question of free will; it is equally possible that the path
one takes along this map is also preordained in some sense. It may well be that the branching
structure represented in this story reflects an epistemological problem, not an ontological one. In
other words, Pembroke’s attempt to peer down these different paths or branches is a reflection of
our lack of knowledge about the future, not an indication that the future itself is ontologically
indeterminate.

To attempt to answer this question, we will now turn to another of Krzhizhanovsky’s stories
from this collection, “The Story of a Prophet,” which more directly addresses the problem of the

future.

1.6 A Philosopher’s Death: Noncompossible Worlds and “The Story of a Prophet”

“The Story of a Prophet” [Mcropusa npopoxkal, which Krzhizhanovsky wrote along with most of
the previously discussed works in 1922, an extraordinarily productive year for him, exemplifies many
of the themes that bind together the stories of Fazry Tales for Wunderkinder into an artistic whole. Like
the other stories in the collection, “The Story of a Prophet” playfully combines fantastical and
mythological elements (the “fairy tale” part of the title of the collection) with the author’s abiding
interest in difficult philosophical conundrums, the sort of questions that might indeed interest the

“wunderkinds” of the second half of the collection’s title.!’¢ Indeed, Krzhizhanovsky’s synthesis of

115 This two-dimensional spatial description of time forms the crux of Shterer’s theoretical work for his time machine in
Krzhizhanovsky’s 1929 novel Mewmwories of the Future.

116 Krzhizhanovsky was highly attuned to the potentials of titles, and wrote an entire scholatly work, The Poetics of Titles,
on just this subject. As discussed above, this particular title combines the foreign and the Russian, the rational and the
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the impossible and the rational that is characteristic of all his fiction has even deeper roots in this
story, as we shall see below.

Any retelling of the plot of “The Story of a Prophet” risks falling into something that might
resemble the second-hand recitation of a joke. The story’s tone and structure has much in common
with the Russian genre of the anekdot, effectively marshalling a mix of absurdity and pathos leavened
with dry humor. The story opens with two amorous donkeys, each one famous in his or her own
way: Buridan’s Ass, a hypothetical creation that comes to us by way of a conundrum involving
rationality and free will, named for the fourteenth-century philosopher Jean Buridan; and Balaam’s
Donkey, the mythical and visionary talking animal from the Hebrew Bible. Opposites, of course,
attract. Buridan’s Ass mates with Balaam’s Donkey, thus begetting a forlorn little donkey who
combines in himself both the religious-charismatic visions of his dame and the rational-
philosophical inclinations of his sire.!'” This same sire, Buridan’s Ass, later dies as a result of the
conundrum that is named for him: Unable to make a rationally-motivated choice between two piles
of hay lying equidistant from him, he starves to death—as the narrator deadpans, “he died a
philosopher’s death™® Balaam’s Ass, the donkey’s dame, perishes in a way that also fits her calling
as a seer: stoned to death by a mob, “the usual end of all prophets.”?

As for the little donkey himself, his situation in life proves a difficult one; the world seems
hostile to the strange hybrid offspring of a philosopher father and a prophetess mother. Thinking

that he might make a living as a fortune-teller or seer, the little donkey stands on a street corner and

impossible, in a more subtle form of his frequent use of paradox in titling a work (see, for instance, Memories of the Future,
Autobiography of a Corpse, etc.).

117 This synthesis of rational and charismatic ideas of time and the future receives further development in Memories of the
Future.

118 «...oH ymep cmepTnro prrocoda, He ITePEOeHIB HI OAHOTO U3 ABYX MOTHBOB paBHON cuAbD (SK:Ss1: 104).

119 «...n30meHIE KAMHAMI — €CTECTBEHHBIN KOHEIT BceX Ipopokos» (SK:Ss 1: 104).
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shouts out his visions of the future for passersby. His conflicted nature makes him a rather poor
prognosticator, however:

The philosophical dualism [pasaoerHocTB| passed down from his father, a congenital
tendency toward all manner of metaphysical “either/ors,” [“manm ... man”'?] sapped any zeal
from the hapless little Donkey’s prophecies, nipping the experiment in the bud.

Thus, one fine day, nearly rapturous with hunger (all those who’ve experienced it will
understand), the Donkey, taking up position at an intersection, bellowed out in a hoarse
voice: “Either there’ll be a bit of rain, or else snow. Either it will be, or it won’t.”” And then,
after a pause: “Anything can happen!”12!

This passage in the story, particularly its description of the paralysis induced by two different
choices—as Krzhizhanovsky calls it, the either/or [“uamn ... man”’]—immediately brings to mind the
passage from the letter the author wrote to Anna Bovshek quoted at the very beginning of this
chapter, in which he describes his inability to decide whether or not to cast his lot in with the new
government: “[I am] trying to decide the “either/ot” that so torments me, and I don’t know, in
truth, who I am...” In part, it is Krzhizhanovsky’s inability to know the future that seems to
paralyze him, even as he notes that inaction itself could be fatal—just as Buridan’s Ass starves to
death when faced with two equally distant piles of hay. In fact, the hunger that is described in the
above passage (as the narrator writes of the ecstatic mental state caused by extreme hunger, “those
who’ve experienced it will understand”) is something that Krzhizhanovsky himself knew well at the
time of the story’s writing; Bovshek writes that although everyone was thin in those years,
Krzhizhanovsky was so skeletal, with a bluish pallor, that he appeared to be quite ill.122 Given also
Krzhizhanovsky’s own intellectual heritage—equal parts rational European enlightenment and

stories of the fantastic, Biblical and otherwise—one might see how Krzhizhanovsky might see a

120° A likely reference, once again, to Kierkegaard’s work, Either — Or.

121 «...mmeperreAran oT oria PuAaocodckas pa3sABOEHHOCTb MBICAU, HACAGACTBEHHAA CKAOHHOCTD KO BCAKOTO POAQ
MeTaOU3HMIECKUM IAN — MAN» PACIIEITIAA Y KOPHA M 00eCCHANAA TTaddOC IEPBBIX K€ IIPOPOYUECKUX OIIBITOB
mecuactHOro Ocanka. Tax, OAHaKABI, B IIPHITAAKE OCODOIO FOAOAHOTIO 3KCTa3a (KTO HCIIBITAA, ITormeT), Ocea, cTaB y
CKPCILECHHSA IIyTEH, IPOPEBEA CPBIBAFOIIIIIMCS FOAOCOM: — AOO AOKAHK, AnOO cHer. AuGo Oyaer, anbo met! — M,
momeAAuB: — Besiko Gemaeth (SK:Ss 1: 105).

122 §K:8s 6: 205-6.
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kindred spirit to himself in this hungry donkey, a forlorn creature who is mocked or ignored by the
public. There’s some gentle irony here in this connection; Krzhizhanovsky may see his work as
prophetic (as indeed it turned out to be) but it was also ineffective, seemingly plagued by ambiguity
and existential doubt. (The theme of the Cassandra-like seer who is misunderstood and mocked in
his day, a person who finds himself living in the wrong time, is one that Krzhizhanovsky will return
to again, most notably in Memories of the Future.)

In the donkey’s case, his audience has no interest in hearing contradictory predictions about the
future (“either it will be or it won’t ... Anything can happen!”) and, having grown tired of him, the
crowd does what it always does with prophets: it begins pelting him with stones. To escape, the
donkey escapes into the future, at least to wait things out until the present catches up to it.!>» And
when the future does come, the people realize that, against all odds, the prophetic donkey had been
right all along: he’d managed to foretell the upending of the world and the moral and ontological
rupture of the coming revolution:

And then along came strange and terrible days, a time when everything fell at the same
time—rain and snow both, along with everything else imaginable, when things got so
whirled around that even our benighted comprehension came to an end. The wheel of the
zodiac was knocked off its emerald axle. Orbits and centuries became tangled up.

And when the cyclone spun itself out, those few people who were led through it didn’t
even know whether they were dead or alive. Maybe yes. But maybe...

And when once again it became possible to tell snow from rain, good from evil, truth
from lies, blood from water, somebody asked thoughtfully, “Where’s that funny little
donkey, you remember, the one who foretold everything that came to pass? We were unfair
to him: let’s go search him out and heap him with laurels.”124

123 The impending future [rpsiayimee] is the only place of freedom for this seer who is ahead of his time; as the narrator
tells us, “Asses aren’t allowed into the present. And the past has long since been divvied up, to the last second of the
heap, by historians, conservatives, and in general those beings whose thoughts run backwards like a crayfish’s crawl.” [«B
HACTOIIEE OCAOB He IIyCKArOT. [ IpomeArtiee AaBHO BCe, AO IIOCACAHEH 3aBAAALICH CEKYHABL, PACXBATAHO HCTOPUKAMHE,
KOHCEPBATOPAMH, BOOOILE CYILECTBAME C MBIIIACHUAME PAKOOOPasHOro xoAa. OCAUKY TOABKO B OCTABAAOCH:
rpaaymee» (SK:Ss 1: 105).] This theme of an escape into the future, a place of freedom from the oppressive present
moment, is one that will return in Mezwories of the Future.

124 «(Hacraam CTpaHHO-CTPAIIIHBIE AHIT, KOTAZ OAHOBPEMEHHO U IIIEA, H HE IIIEA — M AOKAHK, M CHET, I BCE, YTO YTOAHO,
KOTAA 3aBUXPHUAOCH TAKOE, ITO HUIIETE (IOHUMAHHUI ITpHUIeA KOHeIl. KOAeco 30AmaKa COCKOYHAO C H3YMPYAHOH OCH.
ITeperryraarcy opOuTsr u croAeTrA. M KOraa MUKAOH OTKPY/KHA, — T€ HEMHOIHE, YTO OBIAM IIPOBEACHBI CKBO3b HETO,
TAaK U HE 3HAAHM: MEPTBBI AU OHI MAH KHUBBI? MoxxeT OBITh: Aa. A MoxkeT OBITh. ../ KOTAZ CHOBAa MOKHO OBIAO OTAUYHTH
CHET OT AOKAS, AOOPO OT 3Aa, IIPABAY OT AXKH, KPOBb OT BOABL, KTO-TO, PA3AYMYHBEIH, CIIPOCHA: «A TA€ € TOT CMEIITHOH
OcAmnK, 9T0, HOMHHTE, IIPEAPEK HAM CBepIHBIIceca? Mbl ObIAM HECITPABEAAUBDI K HEMY: IIOMAEM OTBIIIIEM €r0O 1
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When the donkey is found, however, it turns out that he’s dead, crushed to death by the stones
of an ancient church or temple destroyed in the cataclysm. The words Krzhizhanovsky uses to
describe the collapsed structure are ‘old temple’ [Berxuit xpam|, which conjures up the Biblical
allusions of the old testament [sezzxui 3aBet] and the first (Solomon’s) temple [mepBorit xpan| in
Jerusalem, which of course was also leveled. It seems that the donkey has escaped being stoned to
death only to be crushed to death by stones.!? The language of the above passage echoes Biblical
language and cadences, particularly with its repetitions of sentences that begin with the conjunction
‘and’ “And when ... And when...”, etc. Characteristic of Krzhizhanovsky’s apocalyptic temporality,
the passage of time becomes confused at the moment of overturning; in the above passage, it even
becomes entangled with a term denoting space—“Orbits and centuries became tangled up”—and is
associated with cyclical circular motion: the whirlwind [Buxp] and cyclone [muxaos], the thrown axle
of the zodiac [koaeco 30amaka], the orbits [opOurei], all of them revolutionary.126

Thus once again we can see the double-voicedness of Krzhizhanovsky’s fiction: on one level, the
story functions as a metaphorical description of the upheavals of revolution and civil war; on
another level, it grapples with longstanding philosophical and metaphysical issues of free will and

ontological uncertainty.

Berdgaem Aaspamm» (SK:5s5 1: 100).

125 Note the similarity here with other stories above (in particular “A Page in History”) where people are crushed to
death by the falling stone walls of buildings—itself an image that draws on the Biblical apocalypse.

126 Using ‘whirlwind’ [Buxps| as a metaphor for the revolution was not Krzhizhanovsky’s innovation, though it fits well
with his complex of images that indicate a process spinning out of control. The image appears in Blok’s “Intelligentsia
and Revolution” [MuTeaanrenius u pesoatonus| (“PeBoAronus, kKak TpO30BOM BUXPb, KK CHEXKHBIA OypaH, BCEIAA
HeceT HOBOe U HeoxkupaaHHOE”), as well as the title of a 1927 book about the revolution by Aleksei Remizov (“Whirlwind
Russia”), and a 1924 socialist ballet (““The Red Whitlwind”, [Kpacusrif Buxps|, as well as polemical writing by Trotsky
and Lenin. In his writer’s notebooks, Krzhizhanovsky takes the metaphor and reifies it in his characteristic way, writing
that “the whirlwind of the revolution blew off my hat: let’s consider that to be genuflection.” [«Buxpp peBoAronnu
cimb ¢ MeHS IIASITY: OYAeM CUUTaTh 5TO 32 TOKAOHY (SK:Ss 5: 366.)] This idea from his notebook is later reworked in
his ‘lost’ story, “Unfree Lane” [HeBoabHeril 11epeyaok], but where he suggests that a hat lost to the whirlwind, though it
may appear to be genuflection, is not the same thing as bowing down to the revolution (§K:S5s 6: 10).
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This philosophical frame of the story is signaled from the very beginning, starting with
Krzhizhanovsky’s description of Buridan’s Ass standing paralyzed between two equal choices, which
the author follows immediately with a quote from Leibniz, complete with citation (“Opera
philosophica. Ausg. Erdman” ... “pg. 507”), regarding the impossibility of such an impasse: “the
universe cannot be divided by a plane into two perfectly equal parts that mentally bisect the ass, as
there exist a great many things, both within the ass and outside it, even though we don’t notice
them, that will nonetheless cause the ass to prefer one side over the other.”2” Here, Krzhizhanovsky
seems to take delight in quoting this exalted philosophical rhetoric in regard to an ass, even though
he apparently disagrees with Leibniz’s conclusion: /zs Buridan’s Ass does, in fact, starve to death, if
only because he has been inculcated with the same over-intellectualized philosophical reasoning
which had imagined him into being in the first place.

This quote from Leibniz at the start of the story underscores the importance of the German
philosopher to the complex of ideas that Krzhizhanovsky plays with over the next few pages.
Refuting the logic of Buridan’s Ass is critical to Leibniz’s ideas about the universe, as the
conundrum poses a challenge to one of his core assertions—to whit, that everything is motivated by
the “principle of sufficient reason,” that is to say, everything flows from an eatlier cause, and that
nothing occurs without a reason in God’s plan. But what happens if two different outcomes—two
different piles of hay, say—each can lay equal claim to sufficient reason? One possible recourse
would seem to be in randomness: one may simply choose one outcome over the other, by coin toss

if need be. But randomness violates the integrity of God’s plan, introducing a world outside the

127 «...HO, — e, HakoHer, 'ordpua Aeiibuur (Opera philosophica. Ausg. Erdman.), — BceAeHHas He MOXET ke
OBITH pacCEYEHA HA ABE COBEPIIICHHO PABHBIC YaCTU IIAOCKOCTBIO, MBICACHHO IIPOBCACHHOH Yepe3 CEPEANHY OCAQ, TAK
KaK CYILECTBYET MHOKECTBO BEILEH, KAK B OCAE, TAK U BHE OCAQ, XOTS MBI X H HE 3aMEYACM, KOTOPBIC 3aCTABAT-TAKH
0CAa CKAOHHUTBCA CKOPEE B OAHY CTOPOHY, UeM B Apyryro» (c1p. 507)» (SK:Ss 1: 103-4).



87

deity’s control, and is therefore disallowed in Leibniz’s theory. So instead, the philosopher rejects the
very premises of the argument, asserting that such a state of perfect equipoise is impossible in the
universe.

Related to this argument is Leibniz’s notion of possible worlds, which has become important
more recently as a theoretical foundation for both modal logic and possible worlds theory. Leibniz
introduces this concept as a way to reconcile a greater issue, the related problems of theodicy and
determinism. The general contours of the argument are already familiar, and need little in the way of
introduction here. Briefly, Christian thinkers have long attempted to reconcile an omniscient and
omnipotent God with the existence of evil (the problem of theodicy) and with the concept of an
individual’s free will (the problem of determinism), which is deemed necessary for the existence of
sin, and thus virtue. Leibniz approaches this problem by positing that both conditions—an all-
knowing God; an individual’s free will—may in fact coexist. To show this, he draws a distinction
between the possibility and necessity of an action.!?8 In other words, we are free to make choices
among various possibilities, but God, being all-knowing, already sees exactly what choices we will
make.

As a solution to the problem, Leibniz’s thinking seems somewhat unsatisfactory: If only one
outcome to a choice is possible, i.e., the choice that God knows we will make, does that constitute a
real choice? Leibniz’s solution requires that we accept the logic of counterfactuals—that is, only one
outcome exists in actuality, but there many other possible choices that cou/d have been made, but
were not. These counterfactual worlds—or, to return to the earlier discussion of Hans Vaihinger, the

worlds of ‘s /—must somehow then exist, at least as possibilities, even if they are not actualized in

128 Michael V Griffin, Leibniz, God and Necessity (Cambridge, UK, New York: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 58.
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reality. Leibniz’s solution to this halfway, twilight ontology is to assert these counterfactual realities
do exist, but only in the mind of God, who does not see fit to bring them into being.!2

This raises further questions: why then does God choose this particular outcome among all
possible outcomes to realize in the word? Leibniz has, in some sense, already boxed himself in by
the parameters of his argument, which is constrained by the condition that God be both omnipotent
and good, so the only satisfactory answer becomes the one which Leibniz famously states—namely,
that our world is the best of all possible worlds.!3

By uncovering this network of philosophical allusions, we can see that what at first appears to be
the donkey’s epistemological uncertainty about the future—“either it will be or it won’t ... Anything
can happen!”—is in fact a reflection of deeper indeterminacies. Anything can happen, and anything
(or everything) does happen: both snow and rain and everything all at once. In other words, the
statement reflects not the donkey’s uncertainty about the future, but about the indeterminacy
contained within time itself—or, at the very least, the indeterminacy of one particular juncture in
time, the temporal nexus of the revolution, a gap in time that spawns worlds.

Krzhizhanovsky’s fictional representation of the problem of Buridan’s Ass thus rejects both the
original argument and Leibniz’s refutation. The paradox as originally posed is that one must choose
between two equally good options, but that one cannot choose, lacking any basis for doing so.
Leibniz asserts, in essence, that the choice has already been made by God, who selected the best
among all possible worlds. Krzhizhanovsky upends the question: why must one choose at all? Is it
possible for two contradictory things—good and evil, or truth and lies, to use the example from the

text above—to somehow coexist simultaneously?

129 Tbid., 131.

130 Krzhizhanovsky subtly mocks Leibniz’s notion as a sort of Panglossian view of the world in the story “Seams”
[LLIBE1]; clearly, the wotld seemed a more cruel and inhospitable place to him, just as it is to the hapless donkey of “The
Story of a Prophet.”
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This is, in fact, the only possibility that is explicitly proscribed by classical philosophy. The
foundational precepts of the method include both the “law of non-contradiction,” that is, that two
contradictory statements cannot be true at the same time, and the related “law of the excluded
middle,” i.e., that everything must either be or not be.'> But while these bedrock principles of
philosophy seem clear enough when applied to the present moment in time, they run into difficulties
when applied to statements about the future—a logical snag known as the “problem of future
contingency.”

In regard to future events, classical philosophers struggled to reconcile the binary true-false
distinction; Aristotle discussed the problem in his seminal argument about a hypothetical sea battle
which may or may not occur tomorrow. Thus, the statement “there will be a sea battle tomorrow,”
in Aristotle’s view, is neither true nor false until such sea battle has occurred. For these future
events, Aristotle introduces the concept of contingency, which stipulates that while both outcomes
are possible, neither outcome is necessary.32 In other words, the future is distinct from the past and
present in that it exists in a logical or truth category all of its own, one characterized by
indeterminacy or contingency. What is #oz allowed, however, is that the sea battle both happen and
not happen tomorrow. As Aristotle plainly states, “A sea-fight must either take place tomorrow or
not, but it is not necessary that it should take place tomorrow, neither is it necessary that it should

not take place, yet it is necessary that it either should or should not take place tomorrow.”133 And yet

131 R. M Dancy, Sense and Contradiction: A Study in Aristotle, Synthese Historical Library (Dotrdrecht, Holland, Boston: D.
Reidel Pub. Co, 1975), 8.

132 Richard Gaskin, The Sea Battle and the Master Argument: Aristotle and Diodorus Cronus on the Metaphysics of the Future,
Quellen Und Studien Zur Philosophie (New York: W. de Gruyter, 1995), 12.

133 Thid.
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it seems evident that Krzhizhanovsky is attempting to violate just this dictum in his story, creating a
fictional reality where mutually exclusive outcomes in fact do occur simultaneously.!3+

In this, he may have been taking aim at Leibniz, whose conception of possible worlds allowed
that they may contain contradictions azong themselves, since only one world is actualized by God,
but they may not contain contradictions within themselves, as even God himself is unable to violate
the laws of logic. (To quote an example of one such inconsistency from an article on possible world
theory: “It rained. It did not rain.”13%) To use Leibniz’s term, a world must be “compossible,” or
internally consistent with itself. The philosopher Gilles Deleuze has proposed a modification to
Leibniz’s stipulation of “compossibility” in situations like fictional worlds, which may in fact contain
logical paradoxes or contradictions, coining the term “noncompossible worlds.” He uses the term
specifically in reference to Borges” “Garden of Forking Paths,” a story that solves the problem of
future contingents by positing that all branchings are not only possible but actual, at least in some
world-line, even though they may be mutually contradictory.!* It would thus seem that “Story of a

Prophet” would fall under this category of ‘noncompossible world,’—or perhaps more simply put,

134 In this sense, Krzhizhanovsky is anticipating the challenges to classical logic that would arise in quantum physics a
decade and a half after the story was written. By this I mean the notion that indeterminacy in predicting certain
outcomes is not a result of epistemological limitations, but that indeterminacy is woven directly into the fabric of
reality—a discovery that initially prompted widespread disbelief and resistance (as in Einstein’s much-quoted assertion
that “God does not play dice.”) This new paradigm led to the idea that something might exist in the quantum realm in a
“superposition” of states, thus violating the classical law of non-contradiction. Notably, one way to resolve this fuzziness
in reality was put forth by Hugh Everett in 1958, who posited that each possibility is realized not in the same time and
space, but as branching realities in a much larger multiverse, a theory that has since become enshrined in physics as the
“many worlds interpretation” of quantum mechanics, discussed above in the section on “The Lost Player” and its
relation to Borges’ “Garden of Forking Paths.” This “many wotlds interpretation” in turn has influenced possible worlds
theory in literary criticism, which sees numerous sites of potential overlap between itself and this quantum view of
physical reality. For a further discussion of the promise and limitation of this cross-pollination, see: Matie-Laure Ryan,
“From Parallel Universes to Possible Wotlds: Ontological Pluralism in Physics, Narratology, and Narrative,” Poeties Today
27, no. 4 (20006): 633-74.

135 Raine Koskimaa, “Possible Wortlds in Literary Theory,” Review of Possible Worlds in Literary Theory, by Ruth Ronen,
Poetics Today 20, no. 1 (1999), 134.

136 Daniel Smith and John Protevi, "Gilles Deleuze", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Winter 2015 Edition), Edward
N. Zalta (ed.), https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2015/entries/deleuze/. Accessed 1 February 2017.
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an zmpossible world. In this sense, fiction necessarily departs from reality. It is only in a story like

Krzhizhanovsky’s that anything and everything might be realized, if only in the mind of its reader.

1.7 Conclusion: Revolution as Cataclysm

The half-dozen works discussed above contain not a single shared character or common setting,
and the stories may be read apart from the larger collection, Fazry Tales for Wunderkinder, to which
they belong.’” Indeed, given the wide range of literary styles, time periods and cultural references
which these stories contain, one could easily imagine that they might have been authored by
different people, were it not for the overarching artistic and intellectual sensibility that binds them.
In this sense, all of these stories are paradoxically alike in their uniqueness, equally strange and
estranged from the everyday world. They provide a record of the encounter of a fertile imagination
and a restless mind with a new reality that was making less and less room for both.

But despite the apparent heterogeneity of these stories, they are also clearly meant to be read
together as part of the larger collection. According to Bovshek, Krzhizhanovsky envisioned these
stories from the very beginning as belonging to a cycle of philosophical miniatures.!* The themes of
this larger work emerge only when all the stories are read together, something like a charcoal
rubbing in which a ghostly image emerges only through repeated iterations. In this case, the ghostly
image is the specter of the Russian revolution and civil war, a trauma that Krzhizhanovsky returns to

repeatedly in various guises in the collection. Each time, the depiction of this juncture in time is

157 To date, there has been only one Russian edition of Krzhizhanovsky’s work that has kept the collection intact as the
author intended, and this edition (the first volume of Krzhizhanovsky’s collected works) is now out of print. There has
been no English translation of the collection as a whole, and only a handful of stories have been excerpted and
translated separately.

138 §K:856: 217.
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linked with imagery invoking disaster, disruption and the apocalypse. In this fashion,
Krzhizhanovsky’s stories of this period capture the overwhelming feeling of disorientation in his
characters, the sense of loss (and being lost) that occurs when the world shifts and the formerly
fixed stars of the firmament—of morality, ethics, politics and society—are rearranged into new and
bewildering constellations.

The enormity of these various dislocations, as Krzhizhanovsky seems to say with these stories,
cannot be grasped in the usual quotidian terms of literary realism, and thus he resorts to broad
metaphors, fantastic events and heightened figural language to convey the revolutionary moment.
Displacement and defamiliarization of this event into fantastical worlds force the reader to
apprehend its essential nature—a device that fits the author’s Kantian leanings and his determination
to peer into the essence of things hidden behind their varied phenomenological manifestations.
These stories ask us to reflect not so much on the revolution as a political or historical event, but as
a deeper disruption, one with wide-reaching implications for reality and our perception and
understanding of its underlying nature.

Krzhizhanovsky thus encourages the reader to see the revolution as an event that stands out
from the ordinary flow of time and is not subject to conventional physical laws. Although
Krzhizhanovsky’s fictional revolutions may take various forms—for instance, the turning of an
enormous page, or the transplanting of eyeballs in ancient Greece, or the death of God in the
twenty-third century, or the cosmic disaster following Kant’s conceiving of empty space and time, or
the transformation of a chess master into a pawn, etc.—they are all structured around a singular sort
of disaster, often painted in overtly apocalyptic terms. This disaster seems often to fit Hegel’s idea of
the ‘topsy-turvy wotld’ (die verkebrte Welf), in which everything has been turned upside down and all
valences swapped: good becomes bad, the rich become the poor, and so forth. This overturning or

‘perevorot’is associated with a strange sort of time, an apocalyptic or revolutionary temporal
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interregnum that divides the normal flow of time. Such a division provides clear before-and-after
relations within the plot, and emphasizes £airos over chronos, McTaggart’s A-series over B-series
representations of time. This depiction is one that sees chaos and indeterminacy in the revolutionary
moment, a crack or singularity that is simultaneously a site of disruption and potential.

This pivotal revolutionary moment will continue to be important in Krzhizhanovsky’s writing
later in the 1920s, but these works will shift away from the disruptive Kazros-type time in favor of
Chronos, the reassertion of linear, progressive time that occurs later in the decade. It is to this

changing conception of time that we turn to in our following chapters.
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CHAPTER TWO

Hero of the Hour: Charismatic Time and The Odyssey of the Odd

2.1 Introduction: Revolutionary Romantics

“I took the watch-face in hand; the hands did not move: they’d forgotten to
wind it. I turned the gold crown of the watch a few times, and from inside it

came the tick-tocking of time once again.”!

The above words, from Krzhizhanovsky’s 1924 novella Odyssey of the Odd,* capture a sense of
this period immediately following the revolution and civil war: Ordinary time was indeed returning.
The revolutionary Kairos inscribed in Krzhizhanovsky’s Fairy Tales for Wunderkinder—its “timeless
time” [Ge3BpemerHOE Bpem], its slippages and dilations—was now giving way to Chronos, the

rational time of the clock, the calendar, and the factory whistle. Apocalyptic rhetoric about the end

of days was itself coming to an end. In the meantime, the Bolshevik revolutionaries found

1«8l B3sia nudpepOAAT B PyKH; CTPEAKH HE ABHIAAUCH: 3a0BIAN 3aBeCTH. S TOBEPHYA HECKOABKO Pa3 30AOTYEO TOAOBKY
YaCOB, I BHYTPH OIIATH 3a110KaA0 Bpema» (SK:Ss 1: 343).

2 This work has not yet been translated into English. For the translation of the Russian title, Cnparncmsyrwmee “cmpanno”, 1
have chosen to use the English Odyssey of the Odd felicitously suggested by Karen Rosenflanz in her study of
Krzhizhanovsky, Hunter of Themes, since it captures the spirit of the story and the repeating first syllable of the two title
words in the Russian. (The Russian title comes from a translation of the first two lines of the following quote from
Hamlet, Act 1 Scene 5, which give Krzhizhanovsky’s novella its epigraph: ... #is is unbelievably strange. | And therefore as

a stranger give it welcome. | There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, | Than are dreamt of in your philosophy.) For a
thoughtful analysis of the influence of Shakespeare on Krzhizhanovsky, see Caryl Emerson, “Krzhizhanovsky as a
Reader of Shakespeare and Bernard Shaw,” The Slavic and East Eunropean Journal 56, no. 4 (December 1, 2012): 577.
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themselves in possession of a country that still had to be run—a country that, according to Stalin,
had fallen as much as a century behind Western capitalist societies in its development.

In this task, Chronos could be seen as much as an enemy as ally.? From its inception, the Soviet
Union had a complex and fraught relationship toward the ordinary flow of time. It was simply no
good that everyone was progressing into the future at the same rate; the Soviet state, in Lenin’s
memorable 1917 formulation, had to “catch up and surpass” [sorHats u epernars| the West, which
meant that its primary duty, in keeping with the Party’s general ethos of asserting the power of
human will over nature, was to find a way to become the master of time and accelerate its own rate
of change. In a sense, the Soviet Union had to become one vast time machine, attempting to leap
ahead of its ever-advancing rivals in a race to the future.

To achieve this vision, the Soviet Union adopted a comprehensive and far-reaching program
centered on asserting dominance and control over time. Similar to the Soviet erasure and
replacement of toponyms (e.g., the names of streets and squares, or even the names of major cities,
such as Petrograd/Leningrad), many of these changes wetre as much symbolic as they were practical.
In 1918, Soviet authorities moved the country ahead by thirteen days when it adopted the Gregorian
calendar by decree—a move that had the practical effect of synchronizing Russia’s calendar with the
Western world and at the same time had profound emblematic significance for a country that
desired above all to catch up to the West in its development.

Other changes to the calendar had less obvious symbolic import, but were nevertheless
profoundly disruptive to traditional timekeeping, including attempts at the end of the 1920s to
implement rotating five-day work weeks for the purposes of continuous production during the first

Five-Year Plan. In practice, these five-day work weeks, designated by color or Roman numeral in

3 Hanson, 152-3.
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official calendars, meant that many citizens’ days off did not coincide with Sunday—the traditional
day of rest ostensibly having no meaning in an officially atheistic society—nor, in fact, did their day
of rest coincide with their colleagues’ or their spouses’ or children’s, which had the effect of eroding
traditional family and community ties.* Also during the first Five-Year Plan—which was itself a
massive country-wide undertaking aimed at leaping into the future—Soviet authorities instituted the
so-called “decree time” [aekperHOE Bpemd|, moving clocks ahead by one hour to be closer to
Europe.s Authorities” attempts to control time did not end, of course, with symbolic gestures such as
turning the clocks ahead, but manifested themselves in ways that reached deep into the lives of
ordinary citizens, including new and often coercive ways to organize both labor and leisure
according to “rationalized” timetables, as will be discussed in greater detail in the following chapter.
But despite these outward expressions of temporal regimentation, Soviet time-management
practices during the early to mid-1920s could still be more accurately characterized as haphazard and
irrational—more rhetorical than functional, almost entirely dependent on zeal and enthusiasm and
motivated by charismatic individuals instead of broader systems. They remained, in a word,
revolutionary. Unlike in capitalist society, where humans toiled as slaves to the clock, Soviet citizens
would make clocks serve zhezz. No longer alienated from their labor, they would not be compelled
but rather propelled by enthusiasm and the joy of the common task. In fact, there would no longer
be any need for the artificial divide of work and leisure time necessary in capitalist societies. In the
earliest years of the USSR, the scientific study of workplace efficiency, or “Taylorism”, was still

mostly seen as a tool of the exploitative classes, the capitalists who saw time only as money and were

* Eviatar Zerubavel, The Seven Day Circle: The History and Meaning of the Week (New York: Free Press, 1985), 38.

5 As a matter of fact, this decree reinstated the time differences that had been established with Greenwich Mean Time
soon after the revolution, though the USSR had in fact dropped back an hour during the retrenchment period of NEP
before setting the clocks forward again during Stalin’s industrialization drive, appropriately enough.
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eager to wring every possible minute-cent out of their workers. If the revolutionary subject was free
of the yoke of capital, it should also be free of the yoke of capitalist timekeeping.

These first years after the revolution were still a time of great excitement in avant-garde cultural
circles, and new ideas about conquering time found their rhetorical expressions in the arts as well.
The new artistic medium of film, especially in the montage techniques of revolutionary filmmakers
like Eisenstein, who used jump cuts to move the audience abruptly through both time and space,
showed that these categories were no impediment for the human mind. Even in a real, physical
sense, great distances could be transcended by the latest technologies—in fact, the first trans-
Atlantic airplane flight had been undertaken in 1919, mere years before—so why couldn’t time be
overcome in some similar fashion? After all, in 1905 a patent clerk in Switzerland published a
scientific theory according to which clocks might run faster or slower depending on inertial frames
of reference.

But even if the physical flow of time remained unchanging, the human relationship to time could
still be fundamentally reordered. This transformation in consciousness became the main focus of
Soviet temporal rhetoric starting in the early 1920s. This rhetoric underscored its decisive break with
the past, emphasizing instead the goal of overcoming the ordinary rate of change in order to usher in
the future ahead of its time—a seemingly paradoxical stance that was achievable only through
revolutionary fervor. In his study Time and Revolution, Stephen Hanson describes this temporal
orientation as charismatic time, a term he adapts from Max Weber’s concept of charismatic authority.
“The charismatic view of time might best be understood as the view that ordinary time is
transcended for those accepting charismatic domination,”s he writes, noting the affinity between this

concept of time and Marxist ideology. But if Marx believed that it was through human labor that the

6 Hanson, 12.
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movement of time could be transcended,” Lenin and his fellow Party members believed that it was
only through a sort of permanent revolution that the erosive forces of time could be overcome. As
Hanson states, “Proletarian revolutionary action, then, ends up playing the role of the charismatic
force of conquering time that labor alone cannot.”® In other words, the new social and political
order of permanent revolution was rewriting the rules of what was possible. With the correct
application of revolutionary zeal, the ordinary rules of how much could be done in how much time
could be rewritten. The Bolsheviks’ struggle was not just against the forces of counterrevolution, but
against the limits of time itself—that is, against the only thing standing between them and the bright
communist future that surely awaited.

In this chapter that follows, I focus on Krzhizhanovsky’s fictional portrayal of this struggle
between man and time in his novella Odyssey of the Odd. 1 begin with a brief discussion of the
temporal structure of the novella’s frame tale, followed by a more detailed analysis of various
intertextual linkages, including the work’s allusions to the works of Jonathan Swift and Lewis
Carroll. Following this section, I look at sources of inspiration from inside Krzhizhanovsky’s
contemporary Soviet Union, including Bogdanov’s speculative research into slowing the physical
effects of time on the body and Platon Kerzhentsev’s Time League. Finally, I discuss the larger
implications of a key scene in the novella where the hero, shrunk to microscopic dimensions, quite
literally engages in battle against the invisible minuscule carriers of the force of time, the so-called
“temporal bacilli,” whom he tries to control by putting a leash on them, “like house-trained pugs or
lapdogs.” This attempt to control time does not end well for the hero, who discovers that these

carriers of time still hold an unassailable power over him: They may simply boycott him, leaving him

7 Ibid, p. 40.
8 Ibid, p. 42.

9 «...H CTaA BOAUTB €€ BCIOAY 32 COOOM, KaK BOAAT KOMHATHBIX MOIICOB HAH O0AOHOK» (SK:Ss 1: 320).
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locked in a state of suspended animation, like the “timeless time” from Fairy Tales for Wunderkinder.
But unlike the earlier stories of Fairy Tales for Wunderkinder, this breakdown in time is caused not by
some outside cataclysmic disruption of reality, striking with all the inexorable and impersonal force
of a natural disaster, but rather by an active antagonism between humans and time personified. The
human has brought about this disastrous state of affairs through believing he might control time or
be exempted from its laws. In this way, Krzhizhanovsky’s novella, a satirical tale of a man foolish
enough to wage a battle against time itself, literalizes Soviet temporal rhetoric and its attempts at

charismatic time domination, exposing this approach as misguided, destructive—and ultimately

futile.

2.2 A Journey of Seventy Feet: Compressions in Space and Time

Following on the heels of Fairy Tales for Wunderkinder, the story collection discussed in the
previous chapter, Krzhizhanovsky turned to drafting his first major work, the novella Odyssey of the
Odd |Crpancrsyroree “crpanno’’], which he completed in 1924. Unlike Fairy Tales for Wunderkinder,
however, he made no documented attempts to find a publisher for the work.! Reading the novella,
it’s not hard to see why. Krzhizhanovsky takes the time-honored figure of the ‘small man’
[MaaeHbKIIT geroBek| in canonical Russian literature and places him in a Soviet context of
diminishment; unlike his predecessors, the small man is acutely aware of his status, expressly
dubbing himself a “diminished man” [ymaaennsiii yeaosex.|!! This is not merely a figure of speech,

however—in keeping with the author’s characteristic device of literalizing the metaphor, Odyssey of

10 See Perelmuter’s commentary: SK:Ss 1: 587.

11 For the affinity of the Russian trope of the “small man” and Krzhizhanovsky’s “diminished man”, see N. L.
Leiderman, “The Intellectual Worlds of Sigizmund Krzhizhanovsky,” The Siavic and East European Journal 56, no. 4
(December 1, 2012), 507.
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the Odd is the story of a man who has actually been diminished to minuscule proportions by means
of shrinking potions. This use of scalar contrasts and paradoxes, especially on the side of
diminishment, is one of Krzhizhanovsky’s signature devices. As he writes in his notebooks: “The
fusion of biology and mathematics, the combination of microorganisms and the vanishingly small—
that’s my logical element.”2 In his microscopic form, the intrepid hero of the novella sets off on
various adventures in the exotic ferrae incognitae he discovers in his immediate domestic surroundings,
now defamiliarized.!3

At first glance, Odyssey of the Odd conforms to many genre conventions of the adventure tale, a
genre popular in Russia in the decades before the revolution. But the narrative also contains
elements of parable, as the journey it describes is not merely a physical one, but a moral one as well.
The novella is told from the point of view of the unnamed first-person narrator, a young man who
visits the storyteller in his apartment before departing on his own journey to points unknown. He
refers to the storyteller throughout as “teacher” (yaureasn), asking him to offer his wisdom. Forming
the bulk of the novel, the embedded tale told to him by the teacher is a story of hubris and ambition,
which he offers as a cautionary tale to his young acolyte. Some forty years eatrlier, the teacher relates,
he visited his own then-teacher for moral guidance, and instead was given three small glass bottles
containing a yellow, blue and red tincture, each of which, taken in the proper sequence, would

shrink him successively smaller."* He goes on to relate to the narrator his expetiences after drinking

12 «Couerarne OGHOAOINI C MATEMATHUKOMN, CMECh M3 MUKPOOPIaHH3MOB 1 OECKOHEYHO-MAABIX—BOT MOA AOTHYECKAsA

cruxumy (SK:Ss 5: 405).

13 Such a conceit may seem rather stale to modern readers—after all, a whole host of Hollywood productions have
worked over the same (ever diminishing) tetritory since—but when Krzhizhanovsky wrote the novella nearly a hundred
years ago, no one had seen Honey, I Shrunk the Kids; indeed, his depiction of the wild jungle of his own carpet still feels
strangely defamiliarized and fresh to this day to this reader.

14 This story is, in a sense, the mirror image of Krzhizhanovsky’s more famous short story “Quadraturin”, written in
1926, where a mysterious liquid in a glass bottle expands a room. But in fact, the effect is essentially the same: The
ordinary bedroom becomes a vast wilderness in which the protagonist loses himself.
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the tinctures, depicting them as a series of trials that provided him with a moral education, albeit
only belatedly.

Thus the story becomes a sort of bildungsroman in picaresque miniature, told in three main
parts, that charts a seemingly paradoxical progression: as the hero’s size diminishes, his power and
charismatic authority increases, as does his ability to use this power to immoral ends. This is vividly
illustrated in the Teacher’s youthful interactions with different groups of “natives” in his voyage
through his and his lover’s apartments: in his first adventure, he is the passive victim of the
minuscule furry-pawed /ydni [3ap1AHE, sing. 3AbIAcHB| a malevolent creature from Slavic folklore; in
the second, he wars with the even-smaller temporal bacilli [Garimassr Bpemenn|; and in the third, he
becomes the charismatic leader of the rebellion of the red blood cells that fells his rival, whose
bloodstream he has infiltrated. Perel’muter notes that each of these three adventures involves
qualitatively different sorts of journeys, calling them the “three voyages of the “New Gulliver’—in
space, in time, and in the being or essence [ cymectse] (the “inside”) of human life.”” For the
purposes of this chapter, I will focus on the author’s treatment of time in the novella, especially in
his depictions of the hero’s attempts to shape and control its flow.

The story’s preoccupation with the movement of Chronos is telegraphed from the very first lines
of the novella: “The clock face says six. Your train is at nine?” the teacher asks. “At nine thirty,
teacher,” the narrator answers.!¢ This information immediately sets up a source of subtle tension in
the story: the teacher has a limited time, only three hours, in which to relate the tale of his moral

education in full to his listener.

15 @10, ecan yroano, Tpu nyrerrectsud “‘Hosoro I'yaruBepa”— B mpocTpaHCTBE, BO BpEMEHH H B CYIIIECTBE
(“BayTpn”) yeroBedecko xusHm» (SK:Ss5 1: 634).

16 « - Ha nupepOaare mrects. Barir mmoesa B AeBATs? - B AeBATS TpHALATh, yuamrean (SK:Ss 1: 279). Note the occurrence
of multiples of threes, which is echoed in the folkloric tripartite structuting of the novella. Interestingly, we are told
explicitly that the teacher’s story begins at exactly six thirty, and that his journey into the microscopic world inside his
story also begins at exactly six thirty, setting up a sort of equivalence between the levels of the narrative.
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This listener is, of course, the novella’s narrator, but it should be noted that he is curiously flat as
a character or filtering consciousness, remaining effectively transparent to the story within. Thus the
framing device does not serve to direct our attention to the narrator or narrative act, but seems to
exist for the sole purpose of both gffsetting and setting off the teacher’s story in time. First, this
temporal offser means that the outer level of the story can reflect on the teacher’s youthful adventures
forty years previous through the lens of the present time—that is, circa 1924, the year
Krzhizhanovsky wrote the story and the year that Petrograd was renamed to Leningrad, an event
mentioned in the outer frame story and quoted at the start of this chapter. The use of the frame also
serves to temporally sez gff the story, that is, to delineate its borders in time. From the beginning, we
know the teacher’s story exists not in the “timeless time” of impersonal narration, but in the
bounded fictional time of its actual telling to the youthful listener, who must hurry to make his train
in three hours. The listener is unperturbed, however, telling the teacher that “a story about a journey
stretching only a distance of seventy feet, I think, could not take up much time.”"” The teacher
objects: “You’re sorely mistaken. Though if I can only avoid bumping into details, I might yet make
it in time. What’s the time now?”’# A half hour has passed since the beginning of the story, which
means that only three hours are left for the teacher’s embedded tale.

This focus on narrative time and time of narration seems quite careful and deliberate, and of
course echoes the way that the novella plays with the theme of shrinking in space. The teacher
deliberately draws attention to the temporal compression of his story: “Time rolled quickly onward,

and the hour hand, stuck out of its carriage, smacked against the days with the same speed that

17 «Pacckas O MyTEIIeCTBUH C MAPIIPYTOM AAUHON B CEMBACCAT (PYTOB, AYMArO, HE OTHUMET MHOTO Bpemerr» (SK:Ss 1:
281). The story’s conceit reflects Krzhizhanovsky’s intetest in the “confined expanse,” or the large in the small, a way to
find degrees of freedom inside restriction and confinement. (For more on constriction and the void, see Toporov’s essay
on ‘minus-space teprinted in SK:5s 6: 354-497).

18 « He cxamrre. XOTA, €CAM MHE TOABKO YAACTCA PA3MUHYTHCA C ACTAAAMHE, MOKET OBITh, f 1 ycrero. Koropsrit ceiaac?

(SK:Ss 1: 281).
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Munchhausen’s cutlass, in very same situation, smacked against the mile-markers. First I gave my
beloved all my free time, and when free time was not enough, I began to steal time for her from my
workdays.”? The teacher spends six months trapped inside the glass walls of the old professor’s
alcohol thermometer, where he nearly drinks himself to death from the pain of captivity, but this
span of time is summarized in a few brief minutes of narration in the retelling.?0 Permeating the
narrative is a sense of accelerating time between the time of the actual events, forty years in the past,
and the current time, characterized by the hurrying of the minute hand: “The minutes crawl by on
the clock face too quickly, my friend, for me to allow myself a painstaking blow-by-blow account of
the wanderings that commenced with the dawn of the following day,” he tells his listener.2! Just as
the narrator has been shrunk in space to smaller than the head of a pin, so too must his account be
greatly compressed in time—an entire perilous journey of many months shrunk to fit the span of
only three hours.

Ultimately, however, the teacher is unable to finish his tale in time, breaking it off abruptly in
mid-sentence on the novella’s final page even as the pace is accelerating: ““I quickened my step. And
not a half hour had passed before...””22 And here, the narrator tells us, the teacher abruptly falls
silent. The listener presses him to continue: “Teacher, I’'m listening. Not a half hour had passed, you

were saying, before...”2 But here the teacher laughs and deftly turns the listener’s attention to their

19 «Bpems OBICTPO KaTHAO BIIEPEA, B YaCOBAA CTPEAKA, BBICYHYBIIINCH U3 €O KHOHTKH, 3aA€BAAA O AHH C TOH e
OBICTPOTON, C KaKOH Irmara MroHxray3eHa cTy4daa, IIPH Tex Ke OOCTOATEABCTBAX, O BepCTOBLIE CTOAORL. CHawaAa A
OTAABAA AFODIMOI KEHIIIHE BCE AOCYTH; IIOTOM AOCYIOB HE XBATHAO - l CTAA KPACTh AAA HEe BpeMA y pabounx AHEH»

(SK:Ss1: 315).

20 For a more detailed discussion of the relationship of narration time and story time, see Gerard Genette’s discussion of
narrative speed: Gérard Genette, Narvative Disconrse Revisited (Ithaca, N.Y: Cornell University Press, 1988), 33-37.

21 «MUHYTBI CAHIIIKOM OBICTPO ITOA3YT 110 IndpepOAATY, MO APYT, YTOOBI 1 MOT IIO3BOAUTE cebe ApOOHOE I
KOITOTAMBOE, ACHD 32 AHEM, OITFICAHNE MOUX CTPAHCTBUI, HAYATBIX C 3aPEFO CACAyroITero Aum (SK:Ss 1: 287).

22§l yexopna mmar. M me riporao u rmoay4aca, kax...» (SK:Ss 1: 343).

23 « -VyuureAb, f cAyIIaro. He mIpoImAo u moAydaca, BeI roBopuTe, Kak. ..» (Ibid.
> Y p Y > puTe,
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current temporal frame instead: “Not a half hour will pass before... your train will leave the station.
And, I'm afraid, already without you aboard. Look at the clock face: five minutes past nine. It’s time.
Goodbye, my son!”* The teachet’s final journey, the one undertaken with the most powerful
potion—the red tincture, which is capable of shrinking the entire globe to the size of a child’s
inflatable ball if applied across its surface—breaks off—as so often with Krzhizhanovsky’s work—
just as it is beginning, and so the final chapter of the teacher’s story, as indeed the final outcome of

the wider Soviet experiment itself, would for the listener remain unknown.*

2.3 Drink Me: Adventures in the Land of the Small

Krzizhanovsky’s playful use of shrinking potions in little glass bottles brings to mind another
author and work that may have influenced Odyssey of the Odd: Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adpentures in
Wonderland, whose heroine may only enter Wonderland by drinking a shrinking potion from a small
glass bottle to reduce her body to the necessary size.2 Just like Alice, who encounters the King and
Queen of Hearts along with other playing cards, Krzhizhanovsky’s hero similarly encounters the
King of Hearts, a playing card, on his journey. The parable that the King of Hearts tells about his

amputated heart, as discussed in the previous chapter, would seem to be a uniquely Russian twist of

% « -He nporiaeT 1 moAyvaca, Kak... BaIll IT0e3A OTOHAeT. M, gero Aoobporo, 6e3 Bac. Baraduure Ha rindpepOAar: narp
MuHYT AccaToro. [Topa. Ipormaiire, moii comly (Ibid.)

2 The connection between the red tincture, which is capable of dramatically shrinking the globe (making the human in
control of the red tincture enormous by comparison) has clear parallels to Soviet rhetoric about spatial domination, and
seems to parody the regime’s inclinations toward vatious forms of giganticism.

26 Nabokov published his translation of Lewis Carroll’s novel in 1923, just the year before Krzhizhanovsky wrote Odyssey
of the Odd, and it’s possible that he may have read this Russian version (though his English was, by all appearances, quite
good).
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the political satire of the Carroll’s Queen of Hearts, though Krzhizhanovsky substitutes amputation
for decapitation, Russian heart for English head.?”

Reading Lewis Carroll, the anglophile Krzhizhanovsky may have felt a strong sense of kinship
with the English author, despite their wildly different backgrounds and cultures—both authors were
fascinated with chess and incorporating it into their works,2 both delighted in manipulations of
space and physical size in their works, both blended absurdity and paradox with mathematical logic,
and in the broadest sense, both authors excelled at delving into profound metaphysical questions of
meaning and existence through playfully constructed and fantastic works of fiction.?

More importantly for the present discussion, the human relationship to Chronos is addressed in
similar ways in Krzhizhanovsky’s Odyssey of the Odd and Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in
Wonderland. Alice’s story famously begins when she follows a white rabbit who rushes by, fixated on
his pocket watch and afraid of being late; the teacher’s voyage in time in Odyssey of the Odd begins
when he realizes that his lover is also fixated on her watch, and “only rarely lets this metallic, softly
ticking creature out of her sight, often seeking her appointed minutes and allotted times at the sharp
ends of this disc-shaped creature’s moving arrows.”* In order to keep tabs on his lover, the teacher
shrinks himself and passes through a small hole he has made in the face of her watch, thus
beginning the journey he calls his “wanderings in the country of the clock-face” [OAyxAaHmMit 11O

nudepbAaTHOI cTpane], a phrasing that echoes the Russian title of Carroll’s work, Adpentures of Alice

27 Interestingly, in Through the Looking Glass, the White Queen mentions that she can remember the future, which might
have served as inspiration for Krzhizhanovsky’s own ‘sequel’ of sorts to this book, Menories of the Future.

28 Catroll’s Throungh the Looking Glass is played out on the chessboatd, just as other stories of Krzhizhanovsky’s, such as
“The Lost Player”—itself a story about shrinking—are also set on the chessboard.

29 For more on Lewis Carroll’s sizable influence on Russian writers of the eatly 20® C, especially the Futurists, see
Nikolai Firtich, “Worldbackwards: Lewis Carroll, Aleksei Kruchenykh and Russian Alogism,” The Siavic and East
Eunropean Journal 48, no. 4 (2004): 593-606.

30 «...peAKO KOrAa paccTaeTcs C 3TUM BOT METAAAMYECKIM, THXO THKAFOIIIM CYIIECTBOM M 9aCTO HIIET CBOMX
YCAOBAEHHBIX MIHYT M CPOKOB § OCTPHEB IIEBEAAIINXCA CTPEAOK AUCKOOOPa3HOro cyrmectsa. ..» (SK:Ss: 1: 317)
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[or sometimes Anya| in the Country of Wonders |[I1puxaroaenns Aaucer B crpae uyaec]. Here he meets
the “aborigines of the country of the clock-face” [abopurenos nudepbAaTHOIT CTpaHbI|—tiny
beings inhabiting the clock who convey the force of time to the outside world. Seemingly akin to
elementary particles like neutrinos, these beings are, in the words of the teacher, “completely
transparent, streaming beings that quivered past and through me, like water through a filter,”?! and
he dubs them “bacilli of time,” due to their deleterious effects on the human body.

In both works, time is imagined as a living being, one that must be treated with respect to stay in
its good graces. In Alice in Wonderland, the Mad Hatter has also gotten on the wrong side of time—
which is, as the Hatter points out, not an z#but a Je, an actual living being with actual feelings—and
time has retaliated by freezing the Hatter and all of his tea party in an eternal six p.m. teatime. The
idea of frozen time is one that causes much consternation for poor Alice, who cannot understand
how the party refreshments never seem to run out. In Krzhizhanovsky’s Odjyssey of the Odd, the
teacher manages to provoke the ire of the capricious “temporal bacilli,” who take revenge upon him

by similarly freezing him out of time:

[The bacilli] decided to boycott me, and for some time I was left without any time. No
words may convey, even in the most hazy or jumbled fashion, the feeling of
distemporalization [obe3Bpemenernocry]| I then experienced—you may have read how a
young Jacobi accidentally collided mind-first smack against the eight bookish signs of
Ewigkeit |“Eternity,” anthor’s note] and experienced a certain something that pulled him into a
deep swoon and a long stupor that took hold of him once consciousness was restored. I'll
say this: I withstood the blow not of the sign, but what it signified, coming up against not
the word, but the essence.32

31 «...COBEPILIECHHO IIPO3PAYHBIE, CTPYSALIEECS CYILECTBA, KOTOPBIE IIPOACPIUBAANCH MIMO H CKBO3b MEHS, KAK BOAA
ckB0o3b puabTp» (SK:Ss: 1: 318) Interestingly, in appearance (though not in size), these temporal bacilli are almost
identical to the “temporal switch” that Max Shterer dons on his head to travel through time in Mensories of the Future: both
are glasslike and taper to a neatly invisible point at one end. Both these forms seem to echo the form of one hemisphere
of an hourglass, an object that becomes important in Odyssey of the Odd, as shall be seen later in this chapter.

32 «...pemmAu OONKOTHPOBATH MEHA, I Ha HEKOTOPOE BpeMs A ocTarcA Oe3 BpemeHnu. MHe He CBICKATh CAOB, YTOOBI XOTH
MYTHO U IIyTaHO IIEPEAATH UCITBITAHHOE MHOIO TOTAA 9YBCTBO OOE3BPEMEHEHHOCTH, - BBI, BEPOATHO, YNTAAU O TOM, KAK
oTpOK KOO, CAYIAITHO YAAPHBIIIUCH MEICABFO O BOCEMb KHEKHBIX 3HAYKOB Fwigkeit, ICIIBITAA HEUTO, IIPUBEAIIIEE €TI0 K
rAyOOKOMY OOMOPOKY I AAUTEABHOH ITPOCTPAIINI, OXBATHBIIIEH BEepHYyBIIIeecA BCIATh co3HaHue. CKaKy OAHO: MHE
IIPHUIIIAOCH BEIHECTH YAAP HE CHMBOAAQ, 4 TOTO, YTO UM O3HAYEHO, BOMTH HE B CAOBO, a B cyTh» (SK:Ss5 1: 321).
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The passage above is a further development of the idea that so fascinated Krzhizhanovsky, one
that indeed might have been inspired by Lewis Carroll’s playful scene of the Mad Hatter’s eternal six
p.m. tea party: the paradoxical notion of “timeless time,” or what the narrator of “The Catastrophe”
[Karactpoda] calls “OesBpemensne,” or a state of timelessness, here equated with Ewigkert, eternity.

Krzhizhanovsky’s use of a miniature kingdom to defamiliarize and satirize his contemporary
society owed much, of course, to Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels, which Krzhizhanovsky counted as one of
his major influences. The author’s ‘Swiftiana,” as Vadim Perel’'muter calls it, can be found
throughout his oeuvre, including such stories as “The Itty-Bitties” [“Uyrb-ayrn’’], from the
beginning of his career in 1922, about a microscopic king and his subjects; to “My Match With the
King of the Giants” [“Mos maprua ¢ koposem Beaukanos’| and “Gulliver Looks for Work”
[“I'yaamsep ummer padory"] later in around 1933, as well as working on the famous 1935 Soviet
remake, “The New Gulliver”, for which he was never credited.’* Krzhizhanovsky explicitly
references Swift at the beginning of Odyssey of the Odd, explaining the path by which one might
become “big among the small, giants among the Lilliputians™*:

We are people who feel deeply the cramped confines of our planetary living quarters
[uanaaHeTHBIX Aomaacei], and desire the bigger world here, within this world of the
small. But there’s only one path to the greater, and that is through the smaller; it is only
through diminishment we may reach expansiveness. Gulliver, who began his journeys in
Lilliputia, was obliged to end them in the land of giants.?>

This theme of the “large in the small” also sets up Krzhizhanovsky to use another of Swift’s

preferred genres, the mock-heroic or mock-epic, here to satirize charismatic domination of time and

3 SK:Ss 1:15.
34 «DOABIIIIIMU CPEAN MEHBIIINX, BEAMKAHAMI CPEAH AHAUITYTOB» (SK:Ss5 1:282).

35 MBI - AFOAH, TIOYYBCTBOBABIIINE BCIO TECHOTY JKHAIIAAHETHBIX ITAOIIAACH, 3aXOTEBIIINE 3AECh, B MAAOM MUPE, MUIP2
6oabimrero. Ho B GoAblilee ANIIb OAUH IIYTh - YePE3 MEHBIIICE; B BO3BEAHYCHBE - CKBO3b YMaAcHHE. ' yaansep,
HAYABINNH CTPAHCTBUS C AMANIIYTHH, IPUHYKACH OBIA 3aKOHYNTD UX B cTpaHe Beankarosy (Ibid.).
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space.® Instead of traveling to exotic and dangerous lands, the hero of Odyssey of the Odd journeys a
mere “seventy and one-half feet,” as he tells us across the cramped domestic space of his familiar
apartment and that of his lover, though the journey is indeed arduous due to his greatly diminished
stature.’” In this estrangement of familiar spaces, as well as the story’s satire of the hero’s journey,
the Odyssey of the Odd is likely to have been influenced by Xavier de Maistre’s [ oyage autour de ma
chambre (1794), as noted by Pere’muter in his commentary.’® The work is a parody of the adventure
story related by a man confined to his bedchamber, a space he describes as if it were an exotic land,
though notably no shrinking is involved in his journey. In the case of Krzhizhanovsky’s work, the
bedchamber is his future lover’s, and in a scene that is notable in the author’s work for its erotic
potential, he uses his tiny size to make his way into the young woman’s bed unnoticed.® To his
disgust, however, the hero finds himself caught in the bed during an energetic session of lovemaking
between the young woman and her elderly professor husband, an earth- (or at least mattress-)
shaking event that he calls “apocalyptic,” a “cataclysm” and a “catastrophe” which nearly costs him

his life.

36 For instance, Swift's “Battle of the Books”. It seems, logical enough, that the theme of miniaturization lends itself to
the mock epic, as in Fielding’s Tom Thunb.

37 In Krzhizhanovsky's notebooks, he refers to this paradox as being “far away from the nearby” [ «<Ha Aaaexom
paccrosium ot Heaaaekoro» (SK:Ss 5: 3306). This idea is developed further in Krzhizhanovsky’s Materials for the Biography
of Gorgis Katafalaki [Mamepuane: « 6uozpagpun 1 opeuca Kamaganaxu], in which the titular character sets out to walk all the
streets in London—first on one side, and then returning on the other side of the street. When someone invites him for a
drink in a pub a few steps and across the way, he sadly informs the person that the other side of the street was still
bundreds of miles and months away. This theme of the large inside the small, what I will call the “confined expanse” applies
to much of Krzhizhanovsky’s work, whether that confined expanse is in space or time (as in the narrow crack of the
present moment, which contains everything). In this repeated theme, one might sense a desire to discover freedom
inside confinement, strictures, authoritarian society (somewhat akin to what would in the later Soviet petiod be termed
“internal migration.”)

38 SK:851:635. Unremarked on here by Perel’muter is the interesting fact that Maistre wrote a great deal of work set in
Russia and indeed even lived in Russia, where he was popular for his “miniature portraits” (including one of Pushkin’s
mother), and it’s likely that Krzhizhanovsky was acquainted with his work for this reason.

39 The erotic potentials of Gulliver’s Travels have not escaped notice. In fact, a Russian author claimed in 2005 to have
discovered the “original” “unexpurgated” erotic version written by Swift, though she only provided the Russian
translation and was unable to produce the English-language “original.”
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Here we might immediately note that these are the same apocalyptic terms earlier associated in
Krzhizhanovsky’s artistic lexicon with the events of the revolution and civil war, as discussed in the
analysis of stories as “The Catastrophe” and others in the previous chapter. In fact, just as in these
eatlier revolutionary-themed works from Fairy Tales for Wunderkinder, Krzhizhanovsky includes a gap
or aporia at a critical juncture in the narration—in this case, the hero is thrown to the floor and loses
consciousness for an undetermined period. The near-fatal shaking of the bed is compared to the
force of a terrifying earthquake, similar to Krzhizhanovsky’s previous portrayals of the revolution as
“lifequake” [xu3nerpacenue|, an image that is literalized in the stories of Fairy Tales for Wunderkinder
as a destructive natural disaster and/or physical overturning (perevorod) of reality. But the tone in
Odyssey of the Odd, unlike these previous stories, is unmistakably mock-epic, a mixing of high and low,
small and large. Thus, this sordid sex act on a bouncing mattress, defamiliarized and hyperbolized
through the tiny hero’s diminished point of view, is the object of a grandiose comparison to the
great Lisbon earthquake of 1755:

Here I recalled Kant’s treatise on the Lisbon earthquake, as well as the remarkable
reflections of Arouet Voltaire on the very same topic. Gradually the syllogism led me further
afield than the inch-narrow confines of my horizon, and after sloughing off the lingering
residue of bitterness and egoism, I began to think of the recent catastrophe on the mattress
that had nearly claimed me as a victim, considering it sub specie aeternitatis [—from the vantage
of eternity [authot’s note]], as it were. I reflected on the fact that Aristotle himself said that
society is a “large person”. His point is granted; but consequently this means that I, as a
small person who found himself quite inopportunely caught between two undeniably “big
people,” had wound up in the same position that the individual, the microhuman, was fated
to occupy in relation to society—that is to say, the macrohuman. Yes, that day nearly made
an anarchist of me, my friend.*

40 «Mmue BcrroMHHEACSH TpakTaT KaHTa 0 ANCCAOOHCKOM 3eMACTPACCHHM, 2 TAKKE IIPHMEYATCABHBIC PAa3MBIIIACHHA APy
Boabrepa Ha Ty e Temy. [ToHEMHOIY CAAOTH3MBI BBIBOAUAH MEHS 32 IIPEACABI Y3KOTO, BEPIIKOBOIO TOPU3OHTA, H 1,
CMBIB C CeOA KEAYb U STONCTIYECKYIO HAKUIID, CTAA IIPEACTABAATH CEOE HEAABHIOIO KATACTPOY HA MaTpaIie, KePTBOM
KOTOPOI f 4yTh HE CACAAACH, TAK CKa3aTh sub specie acternitatis [C Touku 3penus Begnoctn (Aat.)—authot’s note]. Ere
ApHCTOTEAB CKa3aA, MCAUTHPOBAA f, YTO OOILECTBO - 3TO "GOABIIION YeAOBeK'. AOIYCTHM; HO TOTAQ, 3HAYMT, f,
ITOIABIIHI BECbMA HEKCTATU MEK ABYX AAS MCHS, MAACHBKOIO YE€AOBEYKA, HECOMHEHHO "OOABIIINX AFOACH", OYyTHACH B
TOM IIOAOKEHHH, B KOTOPOM AHYHOCTH, MHKPOYEAOBEKY, CY/KACHO IIPEOBBATH 110 OTHOIIEHHIO K OOITIECTBY, TO €CTh
MaKpOYEAOBEKy. Aa, B TOT ACHD A IyTh HE CACAAACT AHAPXICTOM, MOt Apym» (SK:Ss 1: 300-301).
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But the juxtaposition of high and low, large and small, in the above passage is not deployed
merely for comic effect. Instead, the scalar syllogism or analogy that it sets up—in logic terms, bero :
couple :: individual : society—is Krzhizhanovsky’s key to the work, the authorial “baring of the device”
[oOnaxenune mpremal. His small man is caught between different enormous bodies—in this case,
coming together for sexual congress instead of revolution and civil war—and is nearly crushed by
them, an experience which almost convinces him to become an anarchist. In other words, the author
is using this passage to flag his intentions for the novella as a whole—not merely tinkering with scale
for mock-heroic comedy, but using shifts in scale to duplicate in miniature a set of broader relations
that he subsequently satirizes. The intent is clear: we are to read this episode from Odyssey of the Odd

as a parable about the relationship of the individual to the state, the body to the body politic.

2.4 A Cure for Time: Biological Clocks and Bolshevik Bloodshed

In keeping with this emphasis on the body, the biological aspects of time—specifically, its
destructive effects on the body—are emphasized over other temporal manifestations in Odyssey of the
Odd. Time here is seen not so much a universal and unchanging structure of reality itself, as in the
old Newtonian model of time and space, but instead as a mutable force that infects the physical
world with creeping entropy and decay, often in doses that vary in size from person to person.
These doses are carried by the temporal bacilli, who swarm around their victims and cause them to
lead lives of dissolution and exhaustion:

After infiltrating the human body, the bacilli of time put their stinging barbs to work, and
the victim, thus injected with the toxin of duration, inevitably fell ill with Time. The living
people whom the swarms of Seconds fell upon, invisibly stinging them like botflies
thronging over a sweating horse, lived a herky-jerky life, shredded into seconds, slapdash and
hard-driven.#!

4 ([ IpoOpaBIIIHCh B YEAOBEKA, OAIIMAAB BPEMEHH IIYCKAAN B AEAO CBOM JKAAA: M KEPTBA, B KOTOPYEO OHI BBEAU TOKCHH
AANTEABHOCTEI, Hen30e:KHO 3a00AeBara Bpemenem. Te n3 kuBbrx, Ha KOTOPBIX omaaasn por CekyHA, HEBHAHMO
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Living life quickly means dying quickly as well. As Hegel writes, “from the perspective of finite
beings, time represents a destructive force causing the death and decay of all present existence.”2
And if time is a destructive force, then one cannot simply speed up its passage without consequence;
there must instead be a way to overcome its attendant forces of entropy and decay while still forging
ahead into the future.#s To address this problem, Krzhizhanovsky turns to a disease model for
time—a view that sees it not as an inevitable physical feature of the universe, but as an infection.
Thus the human subject to time is a “victim” [sxeprBa] who “falls ill with Time” [3aboaeBaer
Bpemenenm|, a sickness carried by these temporal microorganisms.

If the invisible destructive force of time is seen not as a natural process but as disease, then
presumably its ravages could—and indeed shouid—Dbe reversed. Luckily, medical science was
discovering new ways to ameliorate or even reverse the course of other sicknesses. In
Krzhizhanovsky’s era, great strides had been made in eradicating diseases that had once been
thought incurable. Effective plague, cholera and anthrax vaccines were developed by Louis Pasteur
at the turn of the twentieth century, rendering these scourges of the past far less threatening. By the
1920s, the so-called “germ theory of disease” had at last become accepted fact, and common
diseases like tuberculosis were poised to be largely eliminated from the general population through

vaccines like the bacilli Calmette-Guérin (BCG), developed three years before Krzhizhanovsky

HICKYCBIBAFOIIINE UX, KAK OBOABL, KDYIKAII[HE HAA IIOTHON AOIIAABIO, - JKHAH PA3ACPTAHHOH, Pa30PBAHHON HA CCKYHABL
JKH3HBIO, CYEeTAHBO U 3arHaHHO» (SK:S5 1: 319).

4 As quoted in Hanson, 28.

4 Entropy was a much-discussed topic in the late nineteenth and eatly twentieth centuties, perhaps inspired by the
popularity of the “heat death” theory of the universe’s demise. Among Krzhizhanovsky’s Russian-language speculative
writer peers, Zamyatin wrote an essay about entropy, “On Literature, Revolution and Entropy” and his characters in We
speculate on the relationship of entropy and revolution, though Zamyatin’s understanding of the concept seems to be
more speculative and less than purely scientific.
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drafted his novella. Why not, then, consider this “germ theory of time?” If diseases could be cured
through vaccination, then humankind might well overcome the ravages of time in a similar manner.*

This “techno-optimist” point of view is shared, at least initially, by the teacher in Odyssey of the
Odd, though the actual solution to the problem eludes him: “Oh yes, my friend,” he tells his listener,
“some years later, working in my own laboratory, I toiled over this project, attempting similar to
what Charcot did with his anti-plague serum: to provide afflicted humanity a vaccine against time.
The solution didn’t yield itself to me; does that mean that it won’t also yield itself to others?”+ The
answer is no, at least for Krzhizhanovsky, who appears instead to be caricaturing this idea of the
lone genius toiling in his laboratory in an attempt to overturn the laws of time and achieve
immortality. The image today seems mildly absurd at the least, but during the era in which
Krzhizhanovsky lived and wrote, such a possibility, if one was extrapolate from the breakneck pace
of social and technological change of the previous few decades, may have perhaps seemed
imminent.

This idea of defeating Chronos and eventual death (that is, achieving immortality not in spirit, but
in body, right here on earth) permeated Russian art and philosophy in the years preceding and
following the revolution. In large part this was due to the influence of the heterodox philosopher
Nikolai Fedorov, who promoted this notion of earthly immortality and resurrection of the dead to
his adherents and admirers—among them Tolstoy, Dostoevsky, Vladimir Solov’ev, Nikolai
Berdiaev, and Konstantin Tsiolkovsky, who would go on to become the father of the Soviet space

program—before his own mortality intervened in 1935. Some of these same admirers later collected

# For a more detailed treatment of the Bolshevik interest in defeating mortality, see Irene Masing-Delic, Abolishing Death:
A Salvation Myth of Russian Twentieth-Century Literature. (Stanford, Calif: Stanford University Press, 1992).

# «O Aa, MOTI APYT, y7KE€ HECKOABKO ACT CIIyCTA, PA0OTAA B CBOECH AADOPATOPUH, A IIOAOKHA MHOTO TPYAA, CTAPAACE,
11oA00HO [1lapko, H3roTOBUBIIIEMY CBOFO IIPOTHBOYYMHYEO CHIBOPOTKY, AATb CTPAKAYIIEMY YEAOBEUECCTBY IIPUBUBKY OT
Bpemenn. Mue mpoOAeMa HE AAAACH; 3HAYUT AF 3TO, YTO OHA HE AACTCA U Apyrum>» (SK:Ss 1:319-320).

bl y
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his writings into a single omnibus volume, The Philosophy of the Common Task [Prurocodus obirero
aeaa|, which was published in 1906 and reissued in 1913. The titular ‘common task’ of humanity
outlined in this work was to “reverse the natural flow of life toward death.”* In the future, humanity
would become a sort of demiurge, exercising power over natural forces like time and biological
decay through the application of science and technological progress. Not all progress was positive,
however: Fedorov, a social conservative, was profoundly skeptical of modernity, and felt that “the
nineteenth-century ideal of progress simply meant acceleration toward death.”+” Humanity needed to
break the shackles of time completely, not merely speed up its ruinous effects. This notion resonated
with a new generation of avant-garde artists and poets, including such luminaries as Vladimir
Mayakovsky and the self-proclaimed “King of Time” Velemir Khlebnikov. The latter believed that
“Time and death would be overcome. The ‘ticking timepiece of Humanity’ would run down, but
man would be liberated from the ravages of time ... Life beyond time would be life eternal.”+

In addition to influencing Russian poets and other creative artists in the first decades of the
twentieth century, Fedorov’s ideas about immortality held sway over various loose communities of
thinkers under the umbrella of “Russian cosmism.” Among them was a group calling itself the
biocosmists, a short-lived movement that was inspired by Fedorov’s ideas about overcoming death
but rejected the religious aspects of his teachings.# This group, which also published the journal
Immortality, achieved some notoriety for their outlandish behavior and zealous utopianism in the

years 1920-22, when they were one of the best-known splinters of the cosmist school.3¢ This

4 George M. Young, The Russian Cosmists: The Esoteric Futurism of Nikolai Fedorov and His Followers (Oxford, New York:
Oxford University Press, 2012), 49.

47 Ibid., 89.

48 Williams, 387.
* Young, 198.
50 Ibid., 199.
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visibility was no doubt in part due to the group’s explicitly secular orientation, which rejected
Fedorov’s religious and quasi-mystical leanings in favor of a cult of science instead.

Other cosmists found common cause with the revolution and new Bolshevik state as well, rising
through the ranks of Proletkult—an organization and movement also influenced by Fedorov’s
ideas—and taking positions within the government. The ‘God-builders’ [6orocrponrean]’ included
such illustrious revolutionaries as Maxim Gorky and the first People’s Commissar for Education
Anatolii Lunacharskii, along with the blood-transfusion pioneer, science fiction writer and Bolshevik
Aleksandr Bogdanov and Leonid Krasin,’? who negotiated the end of Britain’s blockade of Soviet
potts on behalf of the fledgling government.’3 Not incidentally, Krasin was also involved with the
effort to preserve Lenin’s body after his death in 1924, which was intimately related to the cosmists’
belief in the imminent physical resurrection of the dead through science.’* Krasin himself died in
1926 following a blood transfusion performed by fellow scientific cosmist Bogdanov, who would go
on to accidentally kill himself in the same manner two years later.

In his commentary to the “red blood cell rebellion” passage of Odyssey of the Odd, Perel’'muter
notes Krzhizhanovsky’s interest in Bogdanov’s work.5s The scientist, science-fiction writer and
revolutionary was the founder of the Soviet Union’s Institute for Blood Transfusion, where he
performed experiments designed to defeat the ravages of time. Bogdanov believed that an infusion
of young blood—in the most literal sense of the word—could turn back the clock of ageing. This

comported with Bogdanov’s notion that time could be transcended through the heroic action of a

31 For a discussion of the God-builders and their philosophical relationship to Nietzsche, see Edith W Clowes, The
Revolution of Moral Consciousness: Nietzsche in Russian Literature, 1890-1914 (DeKalb, Ill: Northern Illinois University Press,
1988), 200-203.

52 Tbid., 182.

53 John Gray, The Immortalization Commission: Science and the Strange Quest to Cheat Death (New York: Farrar, Straus and
Giroux, 2011), 160.

>4 Ibid., 166.
5 SK:Ss1: 639
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revolutionary genius. Not surprisingly, Hanson associates the romantic artist-scientist with the
charismatic school of time, writing that “If Plekhanov and the other Mensheviks appeared to
counsel a passive embrace of development within linear, abstract time, Bogdanov’s left Bolsheviks
slid into a purely charismatic, undisciplined irrationalism.”s Perel’muter points out—not without a
measure of Schadenfreude—that Bogdanov was a Bolshevik who “performed a bloodletting on the
country perished himself from blood (literally)” after his experimental blood transfusion on
himself.5”

As noted above, echoes of Krzhizhanovsky’s interest in Bogdanov’s work may be seen in Odyssey
of the Odd, where the hero is shrunk to the size of a single cell and infiltrates the bloodstream of his
rival. Once there, he tries to make his host’s body ill by inciting the simpleminded worker red blood
cells to go on strike for an eight-hour workday instead of their usual twenty-four hour circulation,
promising them a better life in the future. When the strike is unsuccessful, he uses his charismatic
rhetoric to incite these red blood cells to revolution, upon which they “man the barricades” in the
bloodstream and shut down the circulatory system completely, thus unintentionally murdering their
host body. The passage is replete with Soviet revolutionary slogans and political discourse, in case
the would-be reader had not already made the intended connection. Naum Leiderman notes the
obvious historical subtext of the “red blood cell rebellion”: “What can this be but a bitter parable of
the Russian revolution? Krzhizhanovsky considers the starting point of the historical catastrophe

that struck Russia to be those abstract ideas of extreme radicalism which acknowledge only bloody

and destructive acts as the major means for attaining the radiant heights ... Those who create such

56 Hanson, 83.

57 SK:Ss1: 639.
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revolutions drive themselves literally into a lethal dead end. In the 1920s, such a view on revolution
was very far from official ideology.””s

Bogdanov’s attempt to achieve eternal youth through blood transfusions made a deep
impression on another Fedorovian cosmist, Valerian Murav’ev, who saw these biological
experiments, along with new understandings of the physics of time, as a way to achieve real
immortality. Summarizing Murav’ev’s beliefs, George M. Young writes that “Einstein’s theory of
relativity suggests that there are multiple time frames, which Muravyov calls simply ‘multiple times,’
each associated with a known system and therefore different and relative. At the same time, recent
experiments in biological rejuvenation, specifically Bogdanov’s experiments in rejuvenation through
blood transfusion, suggested to Murav’ev that in limited circumstances and within limited
boundaries, time becomes reversible.”® Like the other cosmists mentioned above, Murav’ev went to
work on behalf of the new Soviet government, but in his spare time he worked on the treatise that
he is best known for today, which he called Mastery Over Time |OBaaserue Bpemerenm], a title that

neatly captures the tone of the era.

2.5 Annexing the Epoch: Kerzhentsev’s Time League

Like Murav’ev’s title, discourse about time in the period following the revolution emphasized
themes of domination and control, often enlisting the rhetoric of war and revolution transposed
onto this nonphysical realm. Banerjee notes that even before the revolution, journals like Nazure and

People [I1pupoaa u aroan| “declared that modern life had been reduced to a constant “War with

58 Leiderman, 525. (Translation by Caryl Emerson).
> Young, 210.
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Space and Time” (“Oopsba ¢ mpoctparctsom u Bpemenem”)”.60 Robert C. Williams writes of the
revolutionary period that “if the laws of time could be comprehended, then perhaps they could be
conquered. Man could and should rebel against time and death...”® Humans were no longer
content to be passive victims of time; instead, they would struggle and rebel against the forces of
time in the same way they had overturned oppressive political and social structures through war and
revolution.

One of the leading ideologues of time in the USSR in the mid-1920s was the revolutionary,
writer and theorist of the theatre Platon Mikhailovich Kerzhentsev (1881-1940), who had worked
with Aleksandr Bogdanov in Proletkult.2 The author of the book Struggle for Time [“Bopboa 3a
Bpema’’|, Kerzhentsev yielded enormous influence over the formation of new Soviet conceptions of
time starting in 1923, when he published an article in Pravda entitled “Time Builds Aeroplanes”

[« Bpems crpont aspomrans|. In the article, he argues for attacking and rooting out any source of
time wastage in the workplace and in society at large. Soon, newspapers across the Soviet Union
were carrying regular columns under the heading “The Struggle for Time.”s3 In the same year of the
1923, Kerzhentsev created a group of volunteer temporal commissars to monitor time management
practices in the USSR, the Time League [Aura «Bpems»|. Richard Stites puts membership of the
Time League at twenty-five thousand “fanatics of time,” forty percent of them Komsomol

members, many of whom wore wristwatches as a symbol of their group identity.¢+

% Banerjee, 63
61 Williams, 387.

62 It seems likely that Krzhizhanovsky was acquainted with Kerzhentsev, or at the very least with his work, through his
connections in Moscow’s theatrical milieu.

03 G.A. Arhangel’skij, Organizafsiia’ | remeni: Ot Lich. éffektivnosti K Razpitiin Firmy, Praktika Menedzhmenta (St. Petersburg,
Russia: Piter, 2013), 21.

64 Richard Stites, Revolutionary Dreams: Utopian Vision and Experimental Life in the Russian Revolution New York: Oxford
University Press, 1989), 157.
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In its scale and influence, Kerzhentsev’s movement rivaled that of Aleksei Gastev, another
avant-garde writer from Proletkult under Bogdanov who was similarly engaged with the problem of
time. Unlike Kerzhentsev, however, Gastev was attempting to marry Taylorist ideas about
workplace efficiency to socialist ideology—a “rational” approach that will be discussed in more
detail in the next chapter—and criticized Kerzhentsev for his unsystematic approach to time
management. In the public rift between these two men and their time-management movements, the
contours of the debates emerge between the rational time of Gastev’s socialist Taylorism and the
charismatic time of Kerzhentsev. At issue was whether the human was to become subordinate to
time, or whether the human would subordinate time to himself. Using the metaphor of the machine,
Kerzhentsev takes the charismatic view that “the goal of socialism is to institute #he domination of the
machine by labour, for the worker to be the commander of the machine.” ¢

Broadly speaking, Kerzhentsev’s charismatic approach to the effective use of time was anything
but. “Under Kerzhentsev’s leadership,” Stephen Hanson writes, “groups of Time League enthusiasts
periodically burst into the meetings of Party bureaucrats, exposing whatever wastage of time they
encountered—and generally wasting quite a bit of time themselves in the process.”’s¢ Richard Stites
points to Kerzhentsev’s background in revolutionary theater, noting his “esthetic impulse to stage
everything ... to join audience and cast in a great social ‘performance’ of his real-life play, which he
might have entitled, had he succeeded, “The Land of Time.”’s?

In his notebooks, Krzhizhanovsky conveys the martial tone of his era’s pronouncements on
time domination, seeing these pronouncements as a qualitative shift from the earlier imperial

discourse on spatial and territorial domination. The Soviet Union was a new sort of state, one with a

%5 As quoted in C. Brandist, The Dimensions of Hegemony: Langnage, Culture and Politics in Revolutionary Russia, Historical
Materialism Book Seties (Leiden, Nethetlands: Brill, 2015), 119.

66 Hanson, 125.

67 Stites, 159.
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uniquely temporal focus, one directed not outward in space but forward in time, projecting itself
into the future. As Krzhizhanovsky writes in “Unfree Lane™: “Our time is the time of time. We have
given up on seizing spaces, on the annexation of territory. Instead we have seized time for ourselves,
we have annexed the epoch.” Here, Krzhizhanovsky seems to mimic Soviet discourse that
transposes traditional terms of military campaigns—words like “seizure” and “annexation”) onto the
temporal realm.

To some extent, this shift in priorities may have been a form of psychological compensation for
the stinging loss of territory after the treaty of Brest-Litovsk and the civil war, from which the USSR
emerged a far smaller state in territory—minus the newly-independent Baltic states, Finland,
Bessarabia, Western Ukraine and Poland—than the Tsarist Empire preceding it, notwithstanding
attempts to recapture Poland and export revolution to the rest of Europe. But Krzhizhanovsky’s
emphasis here is less on the loss of territory, more about what he calls the “annexation of the
epoch”—that is, the war to conquer the present and build a beachhead into the future for the
fledgling Soviet state. Its bellicose stance toward time is neatly summed up in the words of Max
Shterer, the protagonist of Mewmwries of the Future, who describes his mission as "a matter of attacking
time, striking and overturning it."®

Indeed, a similar idea is mined for humor in Krzhizhanovsky’s novel from 1929—the same annus
mirabilis that yielded Memories of the Future—a work titled Materials for the Biography of Gorgis Katafalafks.
In Moscow, the titular Gorgis Katafalaki meets an odd foreigner travelling undercover to the land of
the Soviets who claims to be none other than Time itself. Time has made the journey “from clock-

face to the railway and on to Moscow” [c nudepbaara Ha peabcer 1 B MOCKBY] to investigate rumors

%8 «Harrre BpemA—aT10 Bpems BpeMeHH. MBI OTKa3aAMCh OT 3aXBaTa IIPOCTPAHCTB, OT aHHEKCHH TeppuTopuit. Ho mbr
3aXBaTHAH ceOe Bpems, aHHeKcupoBaaH s1toxy» (SK:Ss 6: 10). This line, from the story «HeBoabHBL 11epeyAok», echoes
one he’d recorded in his writet’s notebook.

99 «...9TOD HAIIACTD HA BPEMSA, YAAPUTH U OIPOKHHYTSH ero» (SK:Ss 2: 347).
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that the Soviets have been encroaching on his temporal prerogative. “You see,” it tells Katafalaki,
“the rumors about a country that has been interfering in my business could not have avoided
piquing my attention. At first we moved up the clocks by an hour, then by two, then three, and then
we started moving the centuries around from one place to another: from the twentieth to the
twenty-fifth, and so on and so forth. I don’t care much for people who mess up my seconds, let
alone the epochs.” In Moscow, Time’s worst fears seem confirmed when it overhears someone
discussing how to kill Time [xak yours Bpewms|, a misunderstanding that nevertheless causes it to
fear for its life. Fleeing, it happens upon a church whose bells have been silenced by the Bolshevik
authorities in their latest campaign against religion in 1929:

And then above me I saw the silent apertures of the bell-towers with their bells sagging
inside untollingly [6e360itH0]. And I drew my conclusions. To whit—the mechanisms that
ring out faith [Bepa] have been broken and stand still; soon the mechanisms of measure
[Mepa], having rung for the last time, will cease swinging their pendulums across the whole
earth at the same time; that will be the moment when I will be put just like this, back up
against the wall, and ...7!

The word he does not dare say—and perhaps the word that Krzhizhanovsky doesn’t dare write
in 1929—is “executed.” Time takes refuge in the countryside in a village of clock-makers, where it is
the object of consternation: It “expressed itself with an obvious foreign accent, asked about the
mood in neighboring villages, made notes in its notebooks and posted letters to foreign addresses.””?
The villagers draw the obvious conclusions: they denounce Time to the Soviet authorities, and the

secret police soon arrive to take it away.

70 «BEAWTE AF, CAYXH O CTPaHE, BMEIIIMBAFOIIICHCA B MOM ACAQ, HE MOI'AHM HE 3aAeTh Moero BHuMannA. CHagaAa MBI
ITEPEBEAH JACHI HA YAC, IIOTOM Ha ABa, HA TPH, IIOTOM MbI HAYAAH ITEPECTABAATH C MECTA HA MECTO BEKa: U3 ABAAIIATOIO B
ABAALIATD IIATHIN, Hy U TaK AaAce. S He ATOOAFO, KOrAa KTO-HHOYAD IIyTACT MHE CEKYHABL, He TO 9TO smoxmy (SK:Ss 2:

330).

7l «...M TOTAQ A BHAEA HaA CODOI MOAYAANBEIE ITPOPE3N KOAOKOACH C 6€300HHO 0OBHCIIIMME KOAOKOAAMIL M
AOAYMBIBAA CBOU AYMBL TaK, MEXaHHI3MBI, OT3BAHUBAFOIIINE BEPY, MCIIOPTHAUCDH H CTAAU; CKOPO M MEXAHI3MBI MEPHI,
ITPO3BEHEB B IIOCACAHUIT Pa3, OCTAHOBAT CBOM MAfgTHHKH ITO BCEI 3EMAE M CPa3y; 9TO OYACT TOTA, KOTAA MEHSA ITOCTABAT
BOT TaK, CIIMHOH K cTeHe, u..» (SK:5s5 2:331-2).

72 «...N3BACHAAOCH C ACHBIM HHOCTPAHHBIM aKIICHTOM, PACCIIPAIINBAAO O HACTPOCHIH COCCAHUX ACPEBEHB, ACAAAO
3AIIMCH B CBOMX TETPAAAX U OTIIPABAAAO ITHCHMA C 3arpaHm9HbM aapecomy (SK:Ss 2: 333).
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2.6 Bringing Time to Heel: Charismatic Domination and Temporal Subjugation

Krzhizhanovsky’s novella Odyssey of the Odd takes this Bolshevik dream of “mastery over time”
and gives it the fantastical form of an adventure tale. In keeping with Krzhizhanovsky’s penchant for
literalizing metaphors, the hero of the tale, shrunk to microscopic proportions, does battle with time
in the form of the aforementioned “temporal bacilli.” These strange beings inhabit the face of his
beloved’s wristwatch—which he has infiltrated as part of his jealous plan to keep watch over her—
and pay him little attention as they go about their business as the carriers of time. Soon, the hero
realizes that he can capture these temporal bacilli and see the contents of the moment they carry
within them: “Once, by accident, having caught one of these sprightly Seconds, I tightly squeezed it
between my palms, paying no attention to its angry ticking and tocking, and looking deep into its
madly squirming body, I suddenly spied some vague contours and colors begin to emerge within the
Second’s transparent coils ...”7” The contours and colors take the shape of his beloved, and he
realizes that he is looking into a moment that they had once shared together, a moment that had
been preserved within the body of this temporal bacilli. This vision only inflames his desire to
control time, and he sets out deliberately to catch a Second and keep it for himself: “Now it was in
my hands: after finding a thin and flexible strand of hair, I fashioned it into a noose around the
powertlessly quivering stinger of the Second and began to lead it everywhere behind me, just as

people walk housetrained pugs or lapdogs.””*

73 «KaK-TO CAy9aFHO, N3AOBHUB OAHY U3 FOPKIX CeKyHA, f, HECMOTPA Ha €€ 3A00HOE IIOKAHbE U THKAHBE, KPEIIKO CKaA €€
ME AAAOHEH, BCMATPHBAACH BHYTPb ¢¢ OCIIEHO U3BUBABIIIEIOCA TEAQ, - U BAPYT Ha ITPO3pauHbIX H3BUBax CeKyHADI
CTaAHM IIPOCTYIIATH KAKHE-TO KOHTYPHI U Kpackd...» (§K:S5s 1: 320).

74 (T'errepp OHa ObIAA B MOMX PYKAX: OTBICKAB TOHKHI 1 THOKHI BOAOCOK, A CTAHYA €0 ITETAFO BOKPYT OECCHABHO
reBeasrerocs xana CeKyHABI M CTAA BOAUTD €€ BCEOAY 3a COOOI, KaK BOAAT KOMHATHBIX MOIICOB HAH 00AOHOK» (Ibid.)
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The image is an absurd one, but it captures the absurd essence of these charismatic dreams of
pacifying time, of domesticating and controlling its flow: Time has quite literally been brought to
heel. Krzhizhanovsky writes of this dream of collaring and controlling time in his notebooks, a
sketch of an idea that would later become the second journey in Odyssey of the Odd: ““Time, corralled
into a watch [clock], on a chain like a dog (in a vest pocket).””s But these temporal bacilli have no
intention of being corralled by the story’s hero, however. “The irritation that I’d aroused in the
aborigines of this clock-face land swelled and grew with every passing day,”’s he notes. Soon,
angered by his attempts to harness the Seconds, they turn against him, declaring war on the blithe
interloper to the land of the clock-face, who relates that he was unaware of the danger: “Since I still
had only a poor grasp of the metallic ticking and tocking of the bacilli language, I was unable to
forestall the danger in time, all the more because now time itself rose up in revolt [Boccraso] against
me.”77

Like many revolts, this one begins with a general strike. The bacilli decide to boycott the
protagonist, shutting him outside of time, as already described above: “It began with the tiniest of
the durational bacilli, the sort that now inhabited my shrunken self; swayed by the pressure of the
general mood, they decided to boycott me, and for a certain time I was left without time.” 7 This of
course brings to mind the paradox that Krzhizhanovsky employs eatlier in Fazry Tales for

Waunderkinder as “timeless time”—in other words, how can one experience a feeling of timelessness

7> «Bpewm1, 3arHaHHOE B YaChl, HA IICIIH, KaK IeC (B KIAeTHOM KapmaHe)» (SK:S5s 5:362).

76 «PasApaKeHHe, BCEACHHOE MHOO B a0OPHIeHOB IUPEPOAATHON CTPAHEL, OT AHA K AHFO BO3PACTAAO U IIITPHAOCEH)

(SK:Ss 1: 321).

77 «T'ak KaK S IAOXO €IIE IIOHUMAA METAAAMYECKH IIOKAFOIINE M TUKAFOIIIE 3BYKH OAIIMAAOBOIO A3BIKA, TO M HE MOT
}/ 5
BOBpEMI IIPEAYIIPEAHTH OIIACHOCTD, TeM DOACe YTO CaMOe BpeMs BOCCTAAO TyT mpotus MeHm» (Ibid.).

78 «HagaAoch € TOro, 9TO Te caMble KPOXOTHBIE IO Pa3MepaM OALIMAABL AAUTEABHOCTEH, KAKHE CEHYAC, IIPH BCEM MOEM
YMAaACHHUH, OOUTAAU BHYTPH MCHS, ITOA AABACHIIEM OOILIErO HACTPOCHIUSA PEIIUAN OOMKOTHPOBATD MEHS, H HA
HEKOTOPOE BpeMs i OCTAACA Oe3 BpeMeHH. MHe He ChICKATh CAOB, YTOOBI XOTS MYTHO M IIyTAHO IIEPEAATH HCIIBITAHHOE
MHOIO TOTAA 9yBCTBO 0Oe3BpeMeHeHHOCTH. ..» (Ibid.).
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without being inside some sort of time? The answer, one that he will develop further in Memories of

the Future, is found in a meta-time, a time beyond ordinary Chronos that in the chapter to follow is

termed Azon. In other words, he has managed to transcend time and enter into eternity, an

experience that causes him to take leave of his senses—albeit zemporarily, of course.

2.7 The Permanent Revolution and Second-Hand Time

When he regains consciousness, the protagonist
finds that the natives of this clock-face land, in keeping
with the genre conventions of the exotic adventure tale,
have captured him and bound him to a sharpened
stake—or rather, as it turns out, the hand of the watch:
“The temporal bacilli returned to my body, but only in
order to subject me to the most torturous of torments:
torture by durations [merrka asureapnocTamu|. Having
been allowed back into time, I opened my eyes and saw
that I was bound to the sharpened point of the second
hand.”” Now, instead of being subjected to the terror
of eternity, he is tormented by the movement of time.

Quite literally, in fact, since the second hand drags his

bloodied body around and around the watch-face in a

D A K
Figure 5. Soviet poster for time-management with
caption “Save!” Here the connection between
time and money is made visually by replacing the
face of the watch with the face of a coin (artist
and date unknown).

79 «banuAABL BpDeMEHH BEPHYAUCH B MEHS, HO AHIIb 32TEM, 9TOOBI IIOABEPIHYTh MyYHTCABHEHIIICH U3 IIBITOK: IIBITKE
AAHTEABHOCTAMI. BKAFOUEHHBII OITATH BO BpeMH, f, PACKPBIB T'Aa33, YBHACA CEOA IIPUBA3AHHBIM K 30CTPEHHOMY KOHITY

cexyHAHOI crpeAkiy (SK:Ss5 1:321).
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state of “permanent revolution.”s He describes this torture by recalling a disturbing image he’d seen
during the civil war between the Whites and Reds:

During the Civil War I had the misfortune to briefly witness an Ossetian cavalryman who,
having lassoed a thin-legged colt, was dragging it behind him; the animal couldn’t keep up
with the taut rope, and its thin and weak legs tangled up and buckled, but the rope noose
pulled it along its back and belly along the stones of the road and forced it to run and fall,
fall and once again run on its mutilated and trembling legs.8!

The invocation of the barbarity of the civil war at this juncture in the narrative seems hardly
accidental. Just as with the other parables of Odyssey of the Odd—the story of the deposed King of
Hearts that precedes this journey, for instance, or the rebellion of the red blood cells that follows
it—the political subtext of the work seems almost to suggest itself. Interpreted as an allegory of
Russian and Soviet history, the journey’s progression resolves itself into clear stages. First, the hero
is tempted by looking into the crystal body of one of the temporal bacilli and seeing himself with his
beloved—a sort of beautiful idyll, in other words—which spurs him to attempt to control time in
order to bring himself closer to this idyll. But these attempts to control time only backfire, causing
him to run into an apocalyptic sort of timeless time of the perevorot, after which he returns to time
only to find himself bound even more tightly to it—instead of controlling time, the clockwork is
now controlling him, forcing him to stumble ever onward in the forced march of Chronos, dragged
along by the unflagging revolution of the second hand. (Here, Krzhizhanovsky seems to be playing
with the etymology of “peBoarorus”, or “revolution” in the form of the revolving watch hands.) In
other words, the playfully named “land of the clock-face” seems meant as none other than the

temporal empire of the Soviet Union.

80 A similar image is found in The Return of Munchausen, in which the Baron spends some decades being dragged around
the face of a clock by a clock-hand, until he is shaken free by the “lifequake” of the revolution.

81 «Bo BpeMs IPAXKAAHCKOM BOMHBI MHE AOBEAOCH KAK-TO MEABKOM BHACTD, KAK KOHHBIH OCCTHH, 3AKIHYB apKaH Ha
TOHKOHOTI'OTO KePEeOEHKa, TAIIUA €T0 32 COOOIT; KUBOTHOE HE ITOCITEBAAO 33 HATAHYBIIIHUMCA KAHATOM, TOHKIE 1 CAaOBbIC
HOTIHU €rO IYTAAUCH B ITOATHOAAUCE, HO BEPEBOYHASA IICTAS TAHYAQ €IO CIIMHON M OPFOXOM ITO KAMHSM IIIOCCE H
3aCTaBAAAA OEXKATD U ITAAATD, ITAAATH M BHOBb DEKaTh HA MCKAACUYEHHBIX U ApoKaImx Horax» (SK:5s 1:322). The image
echoes works of Dostoevsky in Nietzsche in which the cruel beating of a horse elicits moral and spiritual crises.
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The hero’s journey does not end with imprisonment and torture, however. As he makes his
revolutions around the minute, he hears a voice calling out to him: he is passing the other dial’s hour
hand, upon which a fellow sufferer has been lashed. “Ommia vulnerant, ultima necat,” the sufferer calls
out to him. The Latin inscription, the author tells us in a footnote, is found on old Zurich
timepieces: “All [the hours] wound, the last one kills.” After uttering the phrase, the fellow sufferer
is then carried away by the movement of time; the hero calculates that “before the next meeting with
the hour hand, I had to endure seven hundred and twenty full revolutions, and every revolution cost
me a good Golgotha.”s> As he stumbles around and around his circle of hell on the clock face, he is
slowly able to piece together his fellow prisoner’s story, which he is told in snippets every time their
respective watch hands reach speaking distance.

His fellow prisoner, as it turns out, is not a human being shrunk to tiny proportions like the
hero, but rather a grain of sand that has found its way inside the watch crystal. And not just any
grain of sand, but one that used to reside in an ancient hourglass. For this reason, he has a different
conception of time, and cannot bring himself to understand modern timekeeping: “And just to think
... We’ve now come to this, that time has been flattened onto a disc.”ss Instead of a constantly

rotating watch hand, the grain of sand describes the way that time reigned in the “two-bottomed

82 SK:S8s 1:322.

83 «A\O HOBOIL BCTPEHH € YACOBOI CTPEAKOH MHE IIPEACTOSAO CEMBCOT ABAALIATD IIOAHBIX KPYTOB, U KAKABLH KPYT CTOHA
Aobpoit I'oarodsy (SK:Ss 1:323). This is the first of two mentions of Calvary, clearly meant to invite the reader to
compare the hero’s trial to a sort of crucifixion. This is part of a larger mirroring of Biblical themes in the novella: the
hero (called “the Teacher” [Vumreas|) wanders in the wilderness, is lured by various temptations, throws himself from a
great height into an alcohol-filled thermometer, becomes a charismatic ruler to the red-blood cells, and eventually meets
a “serpent of steel”, the devil at the center of Hell, making the story in some sense a sort of mirror-image of Christ’s
temptations.

8¢ Dante is explicitly mentioned twice by name in the story, as Perel’muter notes in his commentary to the novella: SK:Ss
1:639.

85«1 TOAYMAaTh, - AOOPIOKIKAA OH HEAOBOABHBIMU OCBIITAFOIIUMUCSH CAOBAMH, - AO YE€TO AOKUAL: BPEMS H TO
IIPHIIAFOIIEHO K AuCKy» (SK:Ss 1:326)
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motherland” [aByaorHas poauna| of the hourglass. The prisoner’s description is worth quoting in
full:

At first I was in the upper cone. There it was noisy, boisterous and youthful. The spirit of
the future resided in us. We unrealized moments [mecBepmusiuecs muru], jostling our
sharp edges, made a joyous hushing sound as pushed by each other toward the little mouth
of the hourglass that counted off the rush of the present. Each of us wanted to squirm into
that present as quickly as we could and to jump ahead of the others into that narrow, glass-
throttled hole. The desire to make myself into the present [oracrosmuTscs| grabbed hold of
me with irresistible strength: descending along with the layers of other sand grains who also
tried to overtake me, I made use of the sharpness of my edges and comparative heft,
scratching and pushing around my rivals, and rather quickly forced my way to the pit.
Having slipped by two or three runners who tried in vain to block my path, I leaped into the
emptiness that suddenly yawned beneath me. True, at the last moment a certain terror
gripped me by my edges, but it was too late: from above pressed the masses of sand grains
hurtling after me, and the slippery glass pushed me into a new cone that opened up into
glassed-in emptiness. And flying through it, I collided painfully with the upper layer of sand
grains that lay strewn with corpse-like stillness over the bottom of this up-pointed cone. 1
tried to move; I wanted to go back, to that upper half-world that I, gripped with mania, had
run from to here, to this graveyard of spent moments [oTasmBITIxCa Muros|. But I couldn’t
make the smallest movement: The fetters that bind me now are nothing in comparison to
that immobilization and finishedness [06e3aBmKeHHOCTBIO 1T KOHYEHHOCTBIO| that then
possessed me. Lying with my edges wedged unmoving into the edges of other fallen
moments, I saw how newer and newer layers buried me deeper and deeper among the others
that had been buried alive.$

The passage above provides a striking visual metaphor for Krzhizhanovsky’s developing concept
of the passage of time; here, the world of the future and the past are separated by the vanishingly
small gap of the present moment, through which the sand grains leap. Interestingly, unlike most

metaphors for time—the most common of which are a river or flowing current—in

86 «BravaAe A HAXOAMACA B BEPXHEM KOHYyCE. T'am OBIAO IITyMHO, BeceAO 1 FoHO. B Hac suAm Ay rpaayriero. Mer,
HECBEPIIHIBIINECA MUATH, TOAKAACH IPAHAME O TPAHM, C BECEABIM IIIYPIIIAHHEM ITPOTAAKIBAANCE K Y3KOMY 9aCOBOMY
YCTBHITY, OTCYNTHIBArOIIEMY Oer HacTosmero. KaAoMy M3 HAC XOTEAOCh CKOPEH ITPOAE3Th B 3TO HACTOAIIEE K
IIPBITHYTh, B OOTOH APYTHX, B €T0 Y3KYEO, CXBAYECHHYFO CTEKAOM ABIPY. CTpeMACHIE OHACTOAIINTHCA OXBATHAO MEHSA C
HEIIPEOAOANMOIT CHAOM: OIIaAAf BMECTE C CAOAMHU APYTHX ITPOOYFOIIIX OOOTHATD MEHA IIECINHOK, f, TOAB3YACH
OTTOYECHHOCTBIO CBOUX IPAHEN M OTHOCHTEABHO TAKEABIM BECOM, IIAPAITAS M PACTAAKHBAA COIIEPHUKOB, AOBOABHO
OpIcTpO IpoTHCKaAcA K AMe. CKOAB3HYB MEK ABYX-TPEX HAITPACHO IIBITABIIIIXCA MHE IIPETPAAUTH AOPOIY OEIYHOB,
IIPBITHYA B BAPYT Pa3BEP3IIYIOCA IIOAO MHOII 1ycToTy. [IpaBAa, B ITOCACAHEE MIHOBEHHE KAKOH-TO CTPAX CXBATHUA MEHSA
32 TPAHMH, HO OBIAO YK€ ITO3AHO: CBEPXY AABHAA MAaCCa OEryIix BAOTOHKY MHE ITECYHH, 4 CKOAB3KOE CTEKAO TOAKAAO
BHYTPb HOBOH KOHYCOM PACKPBIBIIIEHCA OCTEKACHHOI ITyCTOTHL I, ITpoAeTes uepes Hee, A GOABHO YAAPHACA O BEPXHUIA
CAO ITECUHH, C TPYITHOH HEIOABIKHOCTBIO YCTHAABIIINX AHO 3AIIPOKIHYTOIO BEPIIIHON KBEpPXy KoHyca. I mpobosaa
OBIAO ITOIIIEBEANTHCA, MHE XOTEAOCH HA3aA, B TOT BEPXHII IIOAYMHP, H3 KOTOPOTO f, OAEP/KUMEIIT Oesymuem, Oexan
CIOAQ, Ha KAAAOHIIE OTAAMBIIIXCA MUTOB. HoO 5 He MOr CAGAQTH HI MAAEHIIIETO ABHKEHUA: ITyTEI, CBA3BIBAOIIIE MEHS
ceifgac, HUYTO B CPABHEHUH C TOH OOE3ABHIKCHHOCTBIO M KOHYCHHOCTBIO, KAKIE OBAAACAH MHOIO TOrAd. Aeika, ¢
IPaHAMH, HEABH/KIMO BTHCHYBIITUMUCA MEK IPAHEH APYIHX ITAAIIIIX MHTOB, 1 BHACA, KAK HOBBIE I HOBBIE HX CAOH BCE
rAyOsKe U rayOsKe Torpebasr MEeHA CPEeAH 3aKuBO MepTBbIx» (SK:Ss 1: 323-4)
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Krzhizhanovsky’s description, the structure of time is static: It is not time that flows, but it is »¢ who
flow through 7 This idea has important repercussions for Krzhizhanovsky’s understanding of the
nature of time, as will be discussed in more detail in the final chapter of this work. For the present,
it’s important to draw attention to the emotional trajectory of this allegory of the passage of time.
Krzhizhanovsky skillfully captures the feeling of living for the future, the rush to “presentify it”—
“The spirit of the future resided in us,” the grain of sand says, perhaps capturing the zeitgeist of
Russia’s avant-garde before the revolution—and then captures the dismay upon realizing that, in the
hurry to jump into that abyss, the world has rushed past, and there is no returning to that exciting
past anticipation of the future.

Or is there? Krzhizhanovsky does not allow us to forget the particulars of the hourglass’s
operation, which involves periodic overturning, or perevoroty. In this ever-turning hourglass, he may
have been alluding to Friedrich Nietzsche and his concept of “eternal recurrence,” the notion that
histories and lives repeat themselves in an infinite loop, and that one may indeed derive a sort of
comfort from this endless turning of time back and forth.*” The hourglass, having spent all the time
that it contains, is simply turned over again and time begins anew:

Suddenly an abrupt jostling turned our graveyard upside down and we, the spent moments,
tumbled out of our upturned graves and once again propelled ourselves into life. Apparently
there’d been some sort of cosmic catastrophe that had overturned existence and forced the
already-decayed and the not-yet-decaying past and future to swap places. Oh yes, that two-
bottomed world, which I have been forced to give up for this dumb black roost I'm on,
could do something that other worlds are not allowed. And if only.. .58

87 Edith Clowes has reconciled the opposing conceptions of linear and circular time in the metaphor of the Moebius
strip: each side of the strip, representing past and future, seems different, but they in fact turn into each other as one
follows the topology of the twisted paper, thus invoking the idea of eternal recurrence—with a twist. See Edith Clowes,
Russian Excperimental Fiction: Resisting Ideology After Utopia (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993), 59-60.

88 «BApYyr pe3kuii TOAYOK OIPOKHHYA BCE HAIIIE KAAOHIIIE AHOM KBEPXY, H MBI, OTAAHBIIIHECT AAUTEABHOCTH,
BBIBAAHBIIINCH U3 B3ABIOUBIIIIXCH MOTHA, CHOBA PUHYAHCH B KH3HB. OYEBHAHO, IIPONU3OIIAL KAKAA-TO KOCMUYCCKASL
KaTacTpoda, OIPOKHHYBIIIAA ObITHE U 3aCTABHBIIIAS OTTACBIIICE M HE3ATACBIIICE IIPOIIIAOE U IPSAYIIICE OOMEHATHCS
mecramu. O A2, TOT AByAOHHBIH MEP, KOTOPBIH MHE IIPHIIAOCH IIPOMEHSATH Ha BOT 3Ty TAYIIYIO YCPHYIO HACECTb, MOT TO,
Yero MHBIM MEpaM He AaHo. M ecan 6pr.» (SK:Ss 1: 324-5).
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The grain of sand does not finish his thought, which trails off suggestively in an ellipsis. The
reader must finish the thought for him: If only Jere, in this land of the clock-face, the past and the
future could change places through a perevoroz. In short, the unspoken thought seems to express a
desire for counterrevolution.

The idea of the perevorot, in both its senses—physical overturning and a coup d’etat—echoes the
frequent appearance of this image in Fairy Tales for Wunderkinder in relation to revolution, as
discussed in the previous chapter. Just as in these stories, this moment of overturning, or revolution,
is accompanied by apocalyptic imagery and an invocation of “cosmic catastrophe” (cf. “The
Catastrophe,” or «Karactpoda») to describe its disruptive effects. In the above passage from Odyssey
of the Odd, the apocalyptic imagery is straight from the Bible: The graves open up and the dead are
returned to the living: “... we, the spent moments, tumbled out of our upturned graves and once
again propelled ourselves into life.”

But the theme of perevorot also harkens back to the eatlier episode within Odyssey of the Odd
involving the two-headed King of Hearts. His playing-card figure, like the hourglass, is symmetrical
at the midline, so that it looks the same played both upside-down and right-side-up. The grain of
sand calls the hourglass his “two-bottomed motherland,” a phrasing that recalls the “two-headed
king” from earlier in the novella. Moreover, as discussed previously, the deposed two-headed king in
turn may signal a connection with imperial Russia, whose symbol was the two-headed eagle, and was
indeed a place of periodic palace coups, perevoroty. Indeed, the deposed two-headed king finds
himself also wishing for a coup that will return him to his offices: Perhaps, like the grain of sand, the
sort of perevorot in which the (Russian imperial) past would trade places with the (Soviet) future.

Hearing the tale of the “two-bottomed motherland” from the grain of sand, the hero of Odyssey
of the Odd is somewhat swayed by this image of the “eternal recurrence” (to use Nietzsche’s term).

Although he does not seem to be inspired by the idea of an hourglass universe—that is, one with
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two pasts and no future at all—he clearly has no desire to be dragged relentlessly around for one
more second by the forward march of the second-hand: ““I don’t care,” I said, ‘So what if your
universe is just a simple hourglass. I want to be where the past is able to turn itself into the future.
We'll run. We'll run to your two-bottomed motherland, that land of wanderers from one bottom to

the other. Because I am a man without a future.”’s?

2.8 A Metallic Silence: Sabotaging the Factory of Time

Having escaped their minute and hour hands on the clock, the hero and his fellow prisoner, the
grain of sand, flee from the angry temporal bacilli, who encircle them and try to bar their escape.
Their path to the outer edge blocked, the two instead run for the very center of the watch face and
its axis, where the temporal bacilli are afraid to venture. Their plan is to stop the watch by destroying
the mechanism. Or, as the grain of sand vows: “I will destroy their workshop of time.” At the very
center of the churning mechanism, they find a spiral spring that propels the clockwork, and the grain
of sand attacks it. Here, the spiral spring is personified as a “steel serpent” [cTasbHad 3mes|, whose
body is lit with a red glow from the rubies in the mechanism. The vision is a hellish one, and the
journey to the very center of the circular world, down into the heart of the mechanism, recalls

Dante’s trip through Hell in the Inferno: a journey that, it should be noted, starts from the edge of the

89 « - MHe Bce paBHO, - CKa3aA f, - ITyCTh BaIlla BCEACHHAS - AUIIb IIPOCTBIE ITIECOYHBIE Yachl. S x0uy OBITh TaM, TAe
ITPOIIIAOE YMEET IIPEBPAIIATLCA B IpAAyIee. bewxrm. Bexum B Barmy AByAOHHYIO POAUHY, B CTPAHY CTPAHCTBYFOIIIUX OT
AHa K AHY. [Totomy uTo 1 - geroBek 6es rpaayrmeron (SK:Ss 1: 325).

90 «f1 mm paspyy ux macteprro Bpemer (SK:Ss 1:327).
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circle, progresses inward, involves a Latin-speaking companion as a guide,”! and eventually ends by
exiting Hell through the very center.

During this episode at the center of the watch, the word “steel”, or “craap” in its various forms,
is repeated a total of eight times in the description of the struggle between sand grain and the steel
serpent: ““...the diameters of the turning szee/ ... carefully approach the coil of the stee/ serpent ...
over the supple breathing of szee/ ... beneath the blow of its sze/ coil ... back into the stee/ vice of its
regularly breathing spring ... in the stee/y embrace of the serpent ... the clang of gears and the
hammering of stee/ against stee/...”"2 And in fact, the word steel occurs earlier as well, when the two
enter the center of the mechanism:

At first our eyes couldn’t make anything out; then a dull scarlet luminescence helped us to
make out vague outlines and counters of steel protrusions that were noisily laboring and
knocking against each other with pealing tones. The light was filtering out from the
semiprecious jewels of the rubies® set into the steel: their transparent fluorescence led us on
by its wavering scarlet flares...%

The word “craas,” of course, would have inevitably evoked the name of Stalin in the mind of

would-be readers, particularly by the end of the 1920s, and the “scarlet flares” that illuminate this

1 The grain of sand, according to the narrator, is from Rome, which is why he speaks to the hero in Latin; Perel’muter’s
connects this to the multiple references to Dante’s Inferno in the work, pointing out the parallels with Dante’s guide
(SK:S8s1: 639).

92 (AmamMeTpsl KpYKALUCH (72al ... OCTOPOXXHO IIPUABUTATHCA K U3BUBY (/7446100 3MCH ... HAA YIIPYIUM ABIXAHHCM (/a0
. IIOA YAAp €TI0 (#/a/i51020 U3BUBA ... HA33A B (77a1bHbl¢ TUCKU MEPHO ABILIAIICH IIPY/KUHEL ... B (a1bH0M OXBATE 3MCH
... ASI3T 3yOLIOB U CTYK c72anu O cmads. ..» (SKiSs 1:327-8): emphasis added.

93 Rubies, of course, were often used as jeweled bearings in mechanical watches, though the desctiption pays particular
attention to the light they cast: The two discuss their plan for sabotage “under the flickering red rays of the ruby” and
the hero “catches [his] eyes on the ruby flares.” In the Soviet Union, however, “ruby rays” were famous for another
reason as well: The Kremlin towers were lit with enormous red stars made with real rubies. One problem with this
interpretation, however, lies in the fact that, according to Perel’'muter, Krzhizhanovsky drafted the story in 1924, before
the ruby stars were installed on the Kremlin towers. Certainly, one might imagine that the date we have for the work
(which Krzhizhanovsky himself later supplied) does not mean that the author did not in fact return to the novella and
revise it later, as he did with a significant portion of his other works. After all, this novella was never published, and the
typesctipt we have was entered into the archives in the late 1950s, some three decades after the story was first drafted.

94 «CHavaAa HAIIH IA232 HUYErO HE PASAMYAAHN; IIOTOM CMyTHOE aAO€ CBEUEHIE IIOMOIAO HAM PA3AMYUTD KAKHE-TO
OYEpTAHNA M KOHTYPBI CTAABHBIX BBICTYIIOB, IIIYMHO TPYIINXCA M CO 3BOHOM YAAPAFOIINIXCA APYT O APyra. DTO OBIA CBET,
COYAITHFICA U3 CAMOIIBETHOIO TEAA PYONHOB, BIIPABACHHBIX B CTAAB: HX IIPH3PavYHad (DAYOPECIIEHIINA BEAA HAC CBOUMHI
APOKAIIIMH aABIME OAnKamu. ..» (SK:S8s 1:320).
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demonic “steel serpent” at the center of the mechanism deepen potential political associations.
Buttressing such an interpretation is the fact that Krzhizhanovsky imagines the circular layout of
Moscow’s center as a clock (with the Kremlin at its very axis) in Materials for the Biography of Gorgis
Katafalaki, in which Time calls the city a “clock-face disc fourteen miles wide.” 5 In other words,
Krzhizhanovsky seems to have crafted a particularly Soviet Inferno, albeit one necessarily cloaked in
Aesopian language and indirection.

The grain of sand manages to defeat the steel serpent, but only when he wedges his own body
into the mechanism, crushing himself in the process. With this, the protagonist says, the “noisy and
rumbling factory of time suddenly fell silent, leaving me alone in the hush and gloom standing over
the corpse of my only friend.”¢ The grain of sand dies a hero’s death; the dream of charismatic
domination of time has finally been realized in the “metallic silence” [sxeaesro Turruasl| of the
inside of the watch.

The quiet reigns until its owner takes the watch to the repair shop, where the watchmaker—who
looms as large as God to the tiny protagonist—tinkers with his mechanism and sets it moving once

again: Time restored.

2.9 Conclusion: Revolutionary Rhetoric and Reality

Written in 1924, Odyssey of the Odd captures a transitional period in Krzhizhanovsky’s thinking

and in the Soviet Union as a whole. For the author, the novella functions as a sort of a laboratory

for his ideas at the time about time: both an object of philosophical inquiry and as a set of

95 «LImdpepOAaTHBIN AMCK B Y€TBIPHAAIATh MUABY (SK:Ss5 2:331).
p p

9 «...IIymMeBIIas ¥ rpoxoTaBIan (padprka BPEMEHH BAPYT 3aMOAYAAA, OCTABUB MEHA OAHOIO B OE33BYYHH U TbME HAA
TPYIIOM MOEro eAMHCTBEHHOro ApyTa» (SK:Ss5 1:328).
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ideological and rhetoric concepts in the Soviet Union immediately following the revolution. We can
see already emerging in this work many aspects of Krzhizhanovsky’s 1929 novel-length investigation
into the nature of time, Mewswories of the Future: the fixation on measurable clock time versus malleable
human time; the use of elaborate metaphors to render abstract concepts of time; the skepticism
toward future-tensed existence. But Krzhizhanovsky’s own metaphysics of time still remain hazy in
this novella; the author appears primarily focused on developing the political dimensions of his story
without the lengthy philosophical meditations of the later Menswries of the Future.

On this political level, we may read the work as a sort of allegory about the promise and
subsequent disappointment of the revolutionary desire to change the world. From the story of the
grain of sand in the hourglass, who rushes through his existence to make himself real only to end up
in a graveyard of dead moments, to the tale of the rebellion of the red blood cells, who end up
taking their own lives when they kill their host body, the episodes in this novella capture
revolutionary desire as it collides with reality. The journey to the land of the clock-face serves as an
apt illustration of the futility of this struggle: Those who try to defeat the clock may wind up
crucified on its second hand.

For the Soviet Union in the early to mid-1920s, the transition from revolution to actual
governance was an uncertain process, with no practical guides or similar examples to be found in
human history. In these heady years, it still seemed as if the world, and human consciousness, would
soon be reshaped in the forge of revolutionary ideals. The familiar language of struggle and violence
that had served the revolutionaries so well when directed against the tsarist rulers now had to be
redirected towards other targets than the state and government, which now lay in Bolshevik hands.
Instead, the rhetoric of struggle was directed at more abstract obstacles in the path of the Soviet
Union—chief among them being the country’s comparative backwardness and insufficient industrial

base for building communism. The only way for the country’s economic development to catch up to
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its political revolution was through a concerted effort to “revolutionize” time: both the practical use
of time and temporal conceptions in the popular consciousness.

Krzhizhanovsky challenges this particular approach of revolutionary struggle against ordinary
time and natural processes of development—what Hanson calls “charismatic domination”—
through his characteristic use of hyperbole and reification. In this story, different conceptions of
time are represented by physical objects: the hourglass, representing a cyclical, human-directed time
of events, and the wristwatch, the mechanical and abstract time reestablishing itself after the
revolution. In Odyssey of the Odd, time is equated with a clockwork machine, one that the heroic
human attempts to dominate and destroy. But if this novella is a tale of man versus machine, then
our next chapter will focus on the same struggle from a different perspective: machine versus man.
Now we will turn to a discussion of rational time, Taylorism, and how the clock subjugates the

human.
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CHAPTER THREE

Time of the Machine: Rational Time, Synchronicity and Biological Automata

3.1 Introduction: Dead Poet or Boots

“There were two of them living in the square unheated room in a clapboard house out near the
city limits. An accountant and a poet,” begins Krzhizhanovsky’s 1937 story “The Players,” set in an
unnamed city during the Russian civil war. The poet and the accountant are playing cards with each
other to pass the time, gambling a single shared pair of boots back and forth as the civil war rages on
the streets outside. 2 Their shifting fortunes in the game mirror the shifting fortunes of the
combatants outside, which the accountant tracks by moving a bead from one side of his abacus to
the other each time the city changes hands. When the poet has lost everything to the accountant—
including the future advance for his verse collection Dreams of a Freezing Man |Crer 3amep3saroriiero]
and even the as-yet unwritten dedication to the volume—he is struck by sudden inspiration.
Apparently inspired by the socialist rhetoric of collective ownership, he decides that he can

requisition the stars from the night sky, anteing up his next hand with the North Star. This too the

! «(x BBIAO ABOE B HETOITACHOI KBAAPATHON KOMHATE AOIIATOIO AOMA, ITO Y 3aCTABEL. byxraatep m moam (SK:Srs 3:212).
The contrast in these two professions immediately suggests deeper incompatibilities—the figure of the accountant in
Krzhizhanovsky’s work represents (faitly or unfairly) the apotheosis of materialism, rational thinking and cold
calculation, while writing poetry implies intuition, inspiration, and the transcendence of material being.

2 The pair of shared boots as emblematic of deprivation echoes of the plight of Plyushkin’s setfs in Gogol's Dead Souls,
who also share the same pair of boots between them.
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accountant wins from him, followed by the Big and Little Dipper and, after a whole night of
gambling, the entire Milky Way.

But just as the city outside is changing hands once again, the poet’s fortunes change, and he
embarks on a winning streak, gathering back all the stars in the heavens into his possession—indeed,
even the shared pair of boots. This means that it now falls to the lucky poet to venture out with his
boots into the streets and scavenge for firewood. While doing so, he is caught in the crossfire of the
warring factions and, while shielding the body of a passing child, he is hit by a stray bullet. When the
accountant goes looking for him, he finds him lying dead in the snow. At this discovery, the
accountant, ever the utilitarian, “yanked the boots off the corpse, pulling them onto his own cold-
pinched feet without looking back. About the universe, which remained in the possession of the
poet, he didn’t give a thought.”

This story, written at the peak of the Great Terror in 1937, seems to provide a sort of
postmortem on the revolution and its aftermath. Reflecting on the outcome of the broader struggle
between idealism and utilitarianism, Krzhizhanovsky implies that a pure poetic idealism, the
revolutionary spirit of artists and dreamers, soon fell victim to a sort of crass materialism of
accountants and “men of action”—that is, those who cared only for sturdy boots and gave no
thought to the stars in the sky.> Bolstering this reading is the story’s ironic emphasis on the
importance of good boots over dead poets, an opposition that slyly echoes the famous debate in the
late nineteenth century between the utilitarians, represented by Pisarev and Chernyshevsky, and their

detractors, who parodied the utilitarian argument about art as “Pushkin or a pair of boots.”™

3 In keeping with the author’s Kantian leanings, “stars in the sky” function in Krzhizhanovsky’s work as metonym for
the transcendental and immaterial world.

4 Eric Naiman notes that “the theme of ‘Pushkin or a pair of boots’ was a stock figure of derision used to parody the
utilitarianism of Chernyshevsky and his colleagues at the journal The Contemporary.” Eric Naiman, Nabokov, Perversely
(Ithaca, N.Y: Cornell University Press, 2010), 77. Lenin was so inspired by Chernyshevsky’s novel What is to be Done? that
he named his own political treatise after it, so that even unpublished, Krzhizhanovsky’s mockety of the Chernyshevsky
school’s utilitatianism would seem risky, particularly in 1937.
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The struggle between these two ways of thinking seems to reflect Krzhizhanovsky’s own
apparent ambivalence over the revolution. His notebooks mention a “February soul” [dpeBpasesas
ayal, a reference to the first, “bourgeois” revolution of February 1917 that established the
Provisional Government. The ideals of this fledgling democratic system were never realized,
however; by late October the Bolsheviks had seized control. And yet these two strands of
revolutionary spirit—the apocalyptic, avant-garde utopianism of the poets, and the ruthlessly
utilitarian materialism of the accountants>—continued into the mid-1920s, when the balance began
shifting decisively away from the poets. We can see the above story of Krzhizhanovsky as capturing
this struggle in the 1920s for the soul of the revolution: tracing its trajectory from the unexpected
ascendance of the poet, when all the universe is in his pocket, to the abrupt conclusion in which he
lies dead in the snow, killed by an errant bullet. And while the accountant may have recovered his
boots, the stars remain in the dead poet’s possession.

The chapter that follows will explore this shift away from the charismatic to the rational in
revolutionary thought and action in the mid-1920s. These different strains coexisted not just in the
country at large, but in the minds of the revolutionaries themselves: Marxism-Leninism was in some
ways a millenarian movement clothed in the language of science and Enlightenment reasoning, and
these divergent ways of looking at the world never fully resolved themselves.¢ This shift toward
scientific-sounding discourse also entailed a corresponding change in emphasis in Soviet temporal

rhetoric, from charismatic views of time to rational, or as Stephen Hanson terms it, a move from

> The figure of the accountant may encompass further layers of meaning: Not only do accountants tally figures, but they
also “cBoasdT cuera/cuérer,” balance the books—or the alternate meaning of “settle scotes,” pethaps the ruthless score-
settling of formetly oppressed against their oppressors.

¢ The French philosopher Raymond Aron has this to say about the connection between Marxism and religion: “Marxism
is a Christian heresy. As a modern form of millenatianism, it places the kingdom of God on Earth following the
apocalyptic revolution in which the Old World will be swallowed up” (R. Aron, The Dawn Of Universal History: Selected
Essays From A Witness To The Twentieth Century (Basic Books, 2009), 203.) For mote on the affinities of Bolshevism and
Christian eschatology and religious practice, see e.g.: Yuri Slezkine, The House of Government: A Saga of the Russian Revolution
(Princeton, Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2017).
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“time domination” to “time discipline.” If Platon Kerzhentsev and his Time League represented the
former approach of time domination, then their rival group, organized around Aleksey Gastev and
his attempts to apply Taylorist principles to socialist labor, promoted a rational approach
emphasizing discipline and scientific efficiency. As we will discuss further below, however, this latter
approach was also not without its flaws. Chief among these was its apparent lack of revolutionary
spirit and faith in the ability of the new man to exceed scientifically-determined limits. And there still
remained the problem of Taylorism being seen as an essentially exploitative tool: How was this not
simply capitalism under new management? Lastly, this rational approach tended to treat humans as
machines, but humans had a way of acting like—well, like humans: that is, individual beings who
inconveniently retained their own ideas and ways of being in the world.

In his stories and essays from the mid- to late-1920s, Krzhizhanovsky attempts to address this
creeping subordination of the human to the machine and the clock. His writing from the period
shows him to be an astute observer of Soviet modernity, capturing the political, social and
technological transformations of the period and rendering them in often hyperbolized fictional
form. His intent in doing so, it seems, remains the same as before: using estrangement as a tool to
reveal deeper networks of logic and illogic in his society as he perceived them.

This focus on modernity and rapid change (in particular, the ever-accelerating pace of life in the
metropolitan center in the 1920s) is the focus of the first two sections of the present chapter. Our
first section explores Krzhizhanovsky’s writing about Soviet modernity and urban life, with an
analysis of a passage from the 1927 story “The Bookmark” that captures this association between
the city and the fleeting present, on the one hand, and the village left behind in the past on the other.
The second section discusses three essays that Krzhizhanovsky wrote in 1925, all of which allude to
the drawbacks of modern fast-paced life in the Soviet capital. In these essays, the writer has left the

provinces (and the past) behind, but he has not quite arrived in the present, either; his train appears
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to have been delayed, so he is perpetually trying to catch
up. This liminal temporality—not wholly in the past, nor
entirely in the present—creates an odd sense of
dislocation: a feeling of being locked out of the present,
of always marching slightly out of step.

The cure for being out of step, of course, was the

lockstep of temporal conformity. The remaining chapter

sections all deal with various permutations of this sort of

imposed time discipline. In the third section of this KPE I‘Tb MOLLUB
HALWEW POOLMUHBI!
chapter, Taylorism and Aleksey Gastev’s temporal praxis
Figure 6. Soviet poster for rationalized time
management showing clock and calendar.
The clock face exhorts workers to “use
productively 480 minutes in twenty-four
increasing mechanization of the human body and mind, a  hours.” (Artist: V.B. Koretsky, 1940)

is related to an essay by Krzhizhanovsky about the

work which he unambiguously titled “Man Against the Machine.” From this overtly polemical
writing, I turn to Krzhizhanovsky’s fictional treatment of similar themes in “A Certain Person,”
written eatlier in the decade, and its relation to philosophical ideas about empty, homogenous time.
Finally, the last and longest section of the present chapter will address the theme of time discipline
through a dystopian tale-within-a-tale from Krzhizhanovsky’s 1926 novel The Letter Killers Club.
More than any of the author’s other works, this story illustrates the dismal consequences of making
humans slave to the clock, and in hindsight the work appears almost prophetic in its depiction of the
totalitarian state before the rise of Hitler and Stalin.

In each of these chapter sections, the various features of rational time in Krzhizhanovsky’s
writing will be developed in more detail. Most of these features of rational time are not specifically
his own conceptual innovations, although he sometimes gives them unexpected fictional forms in

his stories. Here, rational conceptions of time are intimately linked with the Chronos half of the
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Chronos-Kairos dichotomy discussed in the first chapter—that is, linear, abstract and mathematical
time, the Newtonian model of absolute and universal time that Kant (and later Einstein) confounds.
Because of this origin, the rational time conception inherits a mathematical disposition: that is, time
is something precise and precisely measured, an attribute that Krzhizhanovsky will equate with
various measuring devices in his prose: the abacus, the metronome, the chronometer, the chart and
timetable. Moreover, rational time is both uniform and discrete. If premodern ideas of time
centered around phenomenologically distinct and cyclical measures of time—day/night,
summer/winter—then the fundamental unit of rational time is the second, a discrete division of
time that captures the speed of modern life and is universal and uniform no matter the season or
day. Because of the uniform and discrete nature of rational time, it is fungible—that is, easily
converted between various non-temporal measures such as money or labor output and back again
into time. This association means that time is frequently associated with movement, especially
mechanical movement in space: the pendulum, the machine, the ergonomics of manual labor.” The
rationalized focus on time as movement through space elevates the importance of synchrony, or
the harmonization of simultaneous movement. As illustrated by this focus on synchrony over
diachrony, rational time is firmly grounded in the present, but it is also forward-facing, that is, it
emphasizes planning and planned activity—in other words, the subordination of the present
moment to future goals. Finally, rational time is fundamentally external to the body, not internally
experienced or manifested (as was the case in the internal/bodily time of Odyssey of the Odd in the

previous chapter). As a temporality that is external and imposed on its subjects, rational time is

7 According to Marx, “the clock was the first automatic device to be used for practical purposes, and from it the theory
of the production of regular motion evolved.” (Quoted in Jimena Canales, The Physicist & the Philosopher: Einstein, Bergson,
and the Debate That Changed Onr Understanding of Time (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2015), 260).
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generally inhospitable to humans and inimical to free will in Krzhizhanovsky’s work—an aspect of

this time that will be illustrated in the works to follow.

3.2 Speeding into the Machine Age: Urban Time and the Fleeting Present

“Every year, the second is made more slippery and elusive,” 8 Krzhizhanovsky writes in “A
Collection of Seconds,” [Koaaekmnsa cexyna| a brief but wide-ranging essay on Moscow street
photographers from 1925 that spirals outwards, in a typical Krzhizhanovskian fashion, into broader
musings on time and modernity. The title of the piece refers to still photographs, which capture
individual moments from the flow of life and fix them, like butterflies on pins in a collector’s
cabinet, for all eternity. But the “collection of seconds” also would seem to refer to the passage of
time itself, which Krzhizhanovsky describes as a series of moments, a string of nows of varying
duration—"now collapsing, now stretching like an accordion”—that flicker through our
consciousness. These presents, Krzhizhanovsky writes in the essay, speed by us with an ever-
increasing tempo. This acceleration is especially true for those who live in the urban center, whom
Krzhizhanovsky calls “beings with an exceedingly brief present.” The increasing pace of modern
life is too quick for older photographic technology to catch, so that only a new machine, the movie
camera, is equal to the task:

In the metropolis, the passersby who dash by opening and closing doors, briefcases clutched
under their arms, are people hastening after the rushing seconds. Even modern cameras
aren’t always able to catch this ‘catcher of seconds™ agitated, he goes along his way moving
in zigzags, now coming to an abrupt halt, now nearly breaking into a run. Only the cascading
race of images of the cinema reel may keep up with the acute and headlong pace of the city’s
clanking and thundering machine.!!

8 «Uto HU TOA, CEKYHAA AeAaeTCA Bee yBepTanBee i HeyAoBumee» (SK:Ss 1: 559).
% «...TO IAIOIIACH, TO PACTATHBAACH, KAk TopMoHHKa. ..» (Ibid.).
10 «...cymecTsa ¢ Ype3BBIYANHO KOPOTKIM #Hacmoauumy» (Ibid.)

1 ([ Tpuxoxue OOABIIIOTO TOPOAA, CITEIIAIIIE C TIOPTAPEAAMU ITOA AOKTEM MIMO PACKPBIBAFOIIIXCA I 3aKPBIBAFOIIIIXCA
ABEpEIi, 3TO AFOAH, OEIyIIre BAOTOHKY 32 YACIIETHIBAFOIIIIMH CEKYHAAMIE. AaKe YCOBEPIIEHCTBOBAHHOMY aIllIapary He
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In this passage, technology, temporality and the modern urban life are inextricably bound up
together. Life is artificially sped up due to the advance of technology, and only new technological
advances—the automobile, say, or the telephone, or the machine of the metropolis itself—may keep
pace with the changes it has wrought.

Indeed, in 1925, the year Krzhizhanovsky wrote his essay, Moscow was a city in the throes of
profound transformations. Following the privations of revolution and war communism, the NEP
period ushered in new life to the city, which had become the capital of the fledgling Soviet state in
1918. Demobilized soldiers, carpetbaggers, war orphans and displaced peasantry thronged the city
streets, and commerce, suppressed during the civil war, swiftly rebounded—a revival of the city that
is depicted through the eyes of Maximilian Shterer, the protagonist of Krzhizhanovsky’s 1929 novel
Memories of the Future, as occurring quite suddenly, practically overnight.!2 During these first years of
NEP, Moscow had turned, in the words of historian Timothy Colton, from “ghost town to boom
town.”3 Automobiles, rare even in major metropolitan areas before the revolution, were everywhere
in evidence in the Soviet capital by the mid- to late-1920s, and in the second half of the decade were
being manufactured domestically just outside city limits, new manifestations of the need for speed.!
Faster modes of transportation, one of the most visible forms of technological innovation in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth century, were inextricably intertwined in the popular imagination with

modernity, with the physical speed of planes, trains and automobiles standing in for a general

BCETrAQ YAACTCH U3AOBHUTD AOBIIA CEKYHA: OH HACT HEPBHO, 3UI3ATAMH, TO KPYTO OCTAHABAMBAACE, TO IIEPEXOASA IIOUTH B
6er. ToABKO CKBO3AIIHE B OOIOH APYT APYIY M300paKeHNA KHHO(MHABMBI IIOCIIEBAFOT 3a CTPEMHTEABHBIME OCTPBIM
TEMITOM AfI3TAFOINEH U TPOXOUYIIEH MariHbr TopoAa» (SK:Ss 1: 560).

12 §K:8s52: 383.

13 Timothy | Colton, Moscow: Governing the Socialist Metropolis, Russian Research Center Studies (Cambridge, Mass: Belknap
Press of Harvard University Press, 1995), 153.

4 Lewis H Siegelbaum, Cars for Comrades: The Life of the Soviet Automobile (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2008), 17.
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perception of temporal acceleration.!s In her pioneering study of the emergence of science fiction
and Russian modernity, We Modern People, Anindita Banerjee traces the connection between speed of
travel and modernity, noting that “With the advent of swift machines that were projected to serve as
urban transport in the near future, speed came to be acknowledged as an inalienable component of
modern life ...”¢ Additionally, advances in communication such as undersea telegraph cables and
radio transmitters allowed for nearly instantaneous communication between far-flung locales, and to
technological optimists and utopians, it seemed as though humans might indeed be able to transcend
the limitations of our physical boundedness in time and space.

As discussed in this dissertation’s introduction, such techno-optimism found its cultural
expression in the movement of futurism, which began in Western Europe prior to the First World
War but found fertile soil in late-T'sarist Moscow around the revolution and in the decade following.
An essential component of this new movement for the modern era was aestheticizing and valorizing
speed, a stance that was vividly articulated in futurism’s manifesto written in Italian by Filippo
Tommaso Marinetti in 1909: “We declare that the splendor of the world has been enriched by a new
beauty: the beauty of speed. A racing automobile with its bonnet adorned with great tubes like
serpents with explosive breath ... a roaring motorcar which seems to run on machine-gun fire, is
more beautiful than the Victory of Samothrace.”” Moreover, Italian futurism conceived of the new

machine age as a great battle against our time- and space-boundedness through fully embracing

15 Significantly, speed is neither an entirely spatial or temporal measure, but in fact unites the two—units of distance over
units of time—into a single quantity, which aligned with the new scientific conceptions of time in the early twentieth
century that merged space and time into a continuum.

16 Banerjee, 60.

17 Filippo Tommaso Marinetti, “Fututism Manifesto.” Futurism: An Anthology. Ed. Lawrence Rainey, Christine Poggi,
Laura Wittman. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2009), 51.
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speed. With characteristic bombast, Marinetti writes: ““Time and Space died yesterday. We are
already living in the absolute, since we have created eternal, omnipresent speed.”s

Not everyone was as bullish about the coming machine age, of course. Anxieties about the
increasing pace of life were commonplace in both Western Europe and Russia in the nineteenth
century—although Russia experienced industrialization and its railroad-building fever later than in
Europe, these changes proceeded even more frenetically to make up for lost time. Decades before
the Russian Revolution, according to Anindita Banerjee, European psychologists had already located
the roots of the “epidemic” of neurasthenia in the increasing pace of modern life—clearly, anxieties
about the psychological consequences of modernity had established themselves firmly by the turn of
the century in both Russia and the West.!

At the same time, however, the Soviet population, especially in the large metropolises, had to
contend with not just with the technological changes sweeping across the continent, but an entirely
separate Russian set of wrenching dislocations caused by the imposition of a novel social and
political order as well. The new Soviet government did nothing to mitigate these shocks; on the
contrary, it explicitly aligned itself with the disruptions of the modern age, harnessing the rhetoric of
technological change and upheaval for its own political and economic goals. Thus, the accelerating
forces of modernity collided with the cataclysm that was the Russian revolution, creating shocks and
aftershocks in its wake that amplified a general sense of disruption.

These upheavals were perhaps nowhere more suddenly visible than in Moscow, the new capital

of an empire that had entered the war as an agrarian, largely pre-industrial society, and emerged from

18 Tbid.

19 Banerjee, 60. Incidentally, these sentiments fade with the end of the age of industrialization; in 1970, at the dawn of
the so-called information age, the American futurist Alvin Toffler published Fuzure Shock, a book that argued that our
minds were being overwhelmed by the breakneck speed of social and technological change. Today, the ever-increasing
pace of life is both celebrated or lamented as a manifestation of the coming ‘singularity,” a millenarian-type prediction of
the coming dominance of artificial over human intelligence.
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it with a new political system that was embracing the prospects of modernity and modernization
with a profound zeal. Arriving in Moscow in 1922, Krzhizhanovsky writes of walking for hours each
day around the city, observing the changes as outsider and disconnected flaneur. His observations
from the NEP period, which he recorded in a several essays, including his 1925 “A Collection of
Seconds,” quoted above, show a deep interest in and anxiety about the increasing tempo of the
capital city. As with the nineteenth century psychologists like Beard,’ who saw neurasthenia as a
mental response to the new and bewildering conditions of modernity, Krzhizhanovsky felt that life
was accelerating to the point where the mind might easily be overwhelmed by an abundance of
impressions. As he writes in his notebooks, “Revolution is the speeding up of facts such that
thought cannot keep up with them.”2

The conceptual linkage of urban space with modern, Soviet time—and conversely, rural space
with a forgotten past life—occurs in a brief wise-en-abime tale in the 1927 story “The Bookmark.”
The tale concerns a village carpenter named Vas’ka Tyankov who goes to the city for work and
comes back infected with revolutionary ideals:

... every so often Vas’ka Tyankov heads to the city for earnings, cashes himself out and
heads back to the village. On the way there, a chisel, axe and planes ride with Vas’ka in a
chamfered wooden box, and on the way back, ticketless, so to speak, hidden under the
chisel, rides a bundle of leaflets and proclamations. In short, the city meetings first take up
all his free time, and then even more. Events follow events. February — July — October. The
Party comes out from the underground, seizes power. Carpenter Vas’ka, long since
transformed into Comrade Vasily, swaps his box with chisels and little padlock for a paper-
stuffed leather briefcase with a steel clasp. He’s up to his ears in work: automobiles carry
Comrade Vasily from one set of proceedings to another, all around typewriters pound and
telephones bark: “Immediately”—“Extremely Urgently”—“Without Delay”.22

20 Ibid., 65. Incidentally, schizophrenia has a higher incidence among people raised in urban settings: See, for instance,
Glyn Lewis and Anthony David, “Schizophrenia and City Life,” Lancer 340, no. 8812 (1992): 137-40.

21 «PeBoArorust:

yobIcTpenne hakToB, 33 KOTOPBIME He 11ocrieBaet MeicAby (SK:Ss 5: 371).

22 (ToABKO Ha A€PEBHE HHIIIO, 4 PYKH 3yAAT 110 paboTte, 1 Bacbka TAHKOB 3a 3apabOTKAME HET-HET Ad I B TOPOA;
orpaboTaer u - HazaA. Tyaa Bmecte ¢ Bacbkoii B AepeBAHHOM AIUKE CO CKOCOM EAYT AOAOTA, TOIIOP U PyOAHKH, 4
OTTYA3, TAK CKa3aTh, DE3OMAETHO, ITOA AOAOTA 3AIIPATABIIIICE, ITIAYKA AHCTOBOK H ITpOKAaMariyii. OAHEM CAOBOM,
TOPOACKHE BCTPEYH OTHUMAIOT CHaYaAd AOCYTH, 3a1eM 1 OoAbIrre. CoObrrus BcaeA coObrTuaM. PeBpasb - HIOAD -
OKTAOPD. [TapTHA BBIXOANT U3 ITOATIOADBA, OBAAAEBAET BAACTBIO. CTOAAp Bachka, AaBHO yixe ITpeBpaTUBIIIMICA B
ToBapuIla BacuAaus, MeHACT CBOIT UK C AOAOTAMI M ITOABECHBIM 3aMOYKOM Ha PACIIEPTHIH OyMaraMi KOMKAHBIE
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Tyankov seems to have forgotten his village past for the rush of the present. But one day, running to
a car waiting for him, he comes across a fragrant wood-shaving, and quickly, without thinking, sticks
it in his briefcase and

...[jumps into] the automobile, [hurries] through the official meetings, from entrance halls to
entrance hall. Report, special opinion. Another report. Someone: [names| a number [in
regard to] a number. And Tyankov wants [to do] numbers by numbers, automatically
unlatches the briefcase and [runs| fingers along the edges of files, but here—once again—the
small spiral, like a soft tress, of the little wood shaving. The tenacious little shaving is already
round his index finger like a wedding ring, and not just his wrist, his whole arm, shoulder,
body, gathers itself and strains, calls out to that old work which years had imprinted into his
blood and muscles and which had been violently torn from his body. In short: the villager
Vas’ka once again asserts his right to existence; he had been silent years and years, could
have been silent more, except for that little wood shaving—and...?

Here the story breaks off abruptly, and it is not clear whether Comrade Vasily will yield to Carpenter
Vasily or not.

In the above passages, Krzhizhanovsky does not just describe the speeding up of time from the
village to the city, from before the revolution to after it: He actually performs this acceleration in the
text. History speeds past like the months tearing themselves off calendars in old films: “Events
follow events. February — July — October. The Party comes out from the underground, seizes
power.” The list of months is shorthand for the events of the revolution: February is the
“bourgeois” revolution, July is the armed demonstrations of the “July Days”, and October is the

Bolshevik Revolution. Vas’ka trades his tool box for a briefcase,* a metonym for his transformation

ITOPTEAD C CTAABHBIM 3aITIEAKOM. PaOOTHI BEIIIIE MAKYIIIKI: aBTOMOOHAM BO3AT TOBapuIla BacuAua 3 3aceAaHud B
3aCEAAHIHE, BOKPYT CTy9aT MAIIUHKA U TABKarOT TeAedonsr: 'Crrerno’ — 'Cpouno' — 'Besoraarateapro’ (SK:Ss: 2: 581).

23«1 aBTOMODUAD - CKBO3b 3aCEAAHUSA, OT IIOABE3AOB K IIOABE3AY. AokAaa, ocoboe muenue. Erme Aokaaa. Kro-ro -
nndpy  mudpe. M Tankos xoder o mudpam muadpam, IPUBEYHO OTCTETHYA ITOPTQEADb H AABIIAMHI 10 0OpEe3y
AEA, HO TyT - OIIATH - KPOXOTHAA, MATKIM AOKOHOM H3BHTAfA CTPYKEUKA. ¥YIKE BKPYT YKA3aATEABHOTO OOPYIAABHBIM
KOABIIOM IIEIIKAA CTPY/KEUKA, Y/Ke HE KHCTb, BCA PYKa, ITACIO, TEAO, CTATUBAACH M HAIIPArafACh, 30BET Ty CTAPYIO, TOAAME
BOTHAHHYIO B KPOBB M MYCKYABI, HACHABHO Pa3AydIEHHYIO € TeAOM paboty. Kopoue: aepeserckuii Bacpka BHOBD
IIPEABABAACT IIPABA HA OBITHE; OH MOAYAA TOABI I TOABI, MOT OBI MOAYATD H €ITIE, HO KPOXOTHAA CTPyKedka - u..» (SK:Ss:

2:581-2).

24 In his fiction, Krzhizhanovsky uses the briefcase [moprdpeas] as a symbol of Soviet bureaucracy; the briefcase is often
portrayed as propelling the person, who has lost individual will and only follows it around as its servant. See, for
example, «Hyrb-ayTm», «bokoBas BeTka»—in which the briefcase holder is named “Quantin” [Ksarrus|, to accentuate
the connection with rational numbers—along with «Asrobuorpacus Tpyma» and «I'prHaALIaTas KATETOPUS PACCYAKAN».
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from carpenter to comrade. Instead of hand-tools and fragrant wood, he’s surrounded by machines:
the automobile, the typewriter, the telephone that barks at him to speed up his work. The text
seemingly unconsciously takes on the linguistic conventions of another modern invention, the
telegraph, leaving off verbs, communicating in staccato facts: “Someone: [names| a number [in
regard to] a number. And Tyankov wants [to do] numbers by numbers.” And, of course, the
foregrounding of numbers and figures to this new Soviet bureaucracy is essential, implying as it does
a rational, scientific basis for its decisions about the future. But although the carpenter has been
seduced by these numbers and this new and faster life, his physical being still yearns for the slowness
of the village, for the past, for the smell of wood-shavings on the workbench. His consciousness
may have been transformed, but his body still aches for his previous self. Put in the language of
time, the constant piling-up of new moments does not erase or displace those that came before, but
instead, like archaeological strata, merely covers them over. This means the past still exists, and still
periodically makes itself known in human consciousness and through its material artifacts. Our
present moment, as Henri Bergson suggests, encompasses more than its brief duration would
suggest, carrying within itself a record of its memory and history.? Thus does the past remain

present.

3.3 Out of Step: Fractured Temporality and Uneven Development

If the present carries both the memories of the past and the potentials of the future, the Soviet

metropolis of the 1920s in particular abounded with situations and settings in which the new and the

There’s also this passage from Memories of the Future describing the routine of a Soviet bureaucrat: “From morning until
late at night his briefcase steered him from meeting to meeting, from folder to folder, from this numbered file to that;
come evening the briefcase bulged while the briefcase carrier felt flattened...” (Memories, 181).

%5 Leonard Lawlor, The Challenge of Bergsonism: Phenomenology, Ontology, Ethics New York, London: Continuum, 2003), 55.
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old, the outdated and futuristic, jostled shoulder-to-shoulder. This mix of temporalities created a
portrait of what Trotsky, in a different context, dubbed “uneven and combined development”—in
other words, Soviet modernity was a patchwork of temporal contexts, some more modern than
others. Krzhizhanovsky was particularly attuned to these often paradoxical juxtapositions of pre-
and post-revolutionary life, and devoted two essays to the phenomenon, one on new and old
Moscow store shingles, “Moscow Shop Signs” [Mockosckue BoBeckH|, the other on street names,
“2000 (Regarding the Question of Street Renaming)” [2000 (K Bompocy o mepernMeHOBaHIH YAHII)|
These essays, along with “A Collection of Seconds,” the essay on Moscow street photography and
modernity quoted above, were among Krzhizhanovsky’s rare published works; all three were
published in the same year of 1925.26 Each of these essays deals, either explicitly or implicitly, with
the inexorable forward progression of time, Chronos, and represent a kind of attempt to catch and fix
a still portrait—to halt this continual progression of time, if just for one small representative slice of
time—of a city in the throes of an enormous transformation.

In “Moscow Shop Signs,” Krzhizhanovsky uses the city’s various store shingles as a way to muse
on the strangeness of his present moment, a moment in time that encompasses different layers of
the past and present, palimpsest-like, within itself. His essay is a virtual tour of Moscow through the
words and images depicted on its storefronts and hanging signs, characterizing them by when they
were painted: before the revolution, or during the destitute years of civil war, or most recently
during NEP. Instead of a geography-based tour that ranges through space, however,
Krzhizhanovsky is more interested in ranging through e, showing how the very same urban space
can conceal different layers of both past and present. This uneven temporality is a result of the

breakneck pace of change in this new world: “The Revolution has intensified Moscow’s tempo too

26 §K:851: 679-82.
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greatly for the words and images on the signboard surfaces to keep up with everything that is
happening in this enormous horizontal space of a city...”?” Not only have the signs themselves been
transformed as a result of the Revolution (dropping the old orthography, for instance, to conform
with the reformed alphabet introduced by the Soviets), but the pace of technological change has
itself necessitated novel and abbreviated ways to grab the eyes of passersby: “With each passing year,
the movement that carries people by these sighboard symbols continually increases its tempos. Eyes
that once passed by on a slow-moving horse-drawn cab now speed by in automobiles or on trams.”2
In this essay, Krzhizhanovsky avoids overt criticism of these changes, but concludes his piece with a
call to “make a snapshot” of the old signs as a valuable record of the past before they disappear
completely.?? Here, instead of focusing on Soviet modernity as a force for creation and production,
he emphasizes the destructive nature of its emphasis on speed, using a metaphor he borrows from
Einstein’s famous equivalence of matter and energy: “Einstein teaches us that a mass may be
imparted a speed that increases at the expense of this same mass until it has been completely
destroyed. The acceleration imparted to everyday life by the Revolution has destroyed this same
everyday life.”3 Thus, in Krzhizhanovsky’s metaphor, the Bolsheviks’ quest to speed the country
into the modern age is one that would seem to devour everyday existence and perhaps ultimately

destroy it.

27 «PeBOAFOIIHIA CAHIIIKOM YIACTHAA TeMII MOCKBBI, 9TOOBI CAOBA I M300PAKEHHA HA BEIBECOYHBIX ITAOCKOCTAX MOTAN
YTHATBCA 32 TEM, ITO IIPOMCXOAUT Ha OIPOMHOM rOPH30OHTAABHOI IIAOIIAAY TOPOAQ ...» (SK:Ss 1: 568).

28 «OT TOAQ K TOAY ABH/KEHITE, HECYINIEE AFOACH MIMO BBIBECOYHBIX 3HAKOB, BCe DOAee B OOAEE YCKOPAET CBOU TEMITHL.
I'Aa3a, IpOBO3MMBIE ITPEIKAEC MUMO HUX Ha MEAAHTEABHOM “H3BO3IIE”, CEHYaC OBICTPO MUYATCA B ABTOMOOMAAX U

TpamBaax» (SK:Ss 1: 576).

2 «EcAm ceffuac He 3aIEAKHYTh B Kamepe poTOrpadpUYecKrx alrrapaToB ITOCTEIIEHHO OTTECHAEMYIO K OKPAIHAM,
H3YE3aFOIIYIO ITOA CAOAMH HOBOH, CBEXKEH KPACKH, BO MHOIOM IICHHYIO H IIPHMEYATEABHYIO CTAPYEO MOCKOBCKYIO
BBIBECKY C €€ CBOCOOPA3HBIM OTMUPAFOIINM CTHAEM,—TO CKOPO OyAeT mosauo» (SK:Ss 1: 585).

30 «ITo yaenuro DIHIITEHA, MACCE MOMKET OBITh IIPUAAHA CKOPOCTD, BO3PACTAIOIIAA 34 CIET CAMOM MACCHEI AO IIOAHOTO
VHUYTOKEHIA TAKOBOH. Y CKOPEHHE, IIPHAAHHOE PEBOAFOITHEH OBITY, VHIYTOKHAO caMbii Obrmy (SK:Ss 1: 569).
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In 1925, Krzhizhanovsky published another essay, “2000 (Regarding the Question of Street
Renaming),” using one aspect of Moscow life to metonymically capture the city’s rapid and uneven
transformation. As in his essay on Moscow shop signs, he draws the readet’s attention to the
paradoxical juxtapositions of the old and new that show a city living in two epochs simultaneously.
Adopting the point of view of a foreign tourist—the use of ostranenie, or defamiliarization, is an
omnipresent device in Krzhizhanovsky’s work—he points out the irony of various street name
pairings that are contiguous in space but temporally incoherent: “The foreign traveler wishing to
study Moscow through the names of its streets, lanes and squares, would soon become convinced
that the streets and squares of Moscow speak in two different languages, [...] an old-testament
language and new, the language of Ivan I and Lenin.”*! For example, this hypothetical tourist,
“without venturing even a hundred steps from Revolution Square, could end up bounded in the
rectangle known since time immemorial as ‘Moses Square’.”2 As in “Moscow Shop Signs,”
Krzhizhanovsky explores the urban landscape as a strange amalgam of signifiers of past, present and
future all rolled together into a multilayered present moment. Reality appears frayed, almost
schizophrenic in its hodgepodge presentation of conflicting information and symbols. In “Postmark:
Moscow,” an epistolary story Krzhizhanovsky also wrote in 1925, the narrator describes his attempts

to find the common denominator of this city of contrasts:

When first I walk by the faded yellow building with its stamped symbols TsKRKP (b) [the
Central Committee of the Russian Communist Party (Bolshevik)|, and then a half-hour later
pass by the crooked bell-tower of the Church of the Nine Martyrs on the Cabbage Stalk, the
one over near Humpback Bridge, I can’t help but make a despairing attempt to find the
common denominator of that and this. I walk past the bookstore windows with their daily
changing book covers: Moscow. Past the beggars who block the way with their outstretched

31 ([ Iy TerrecTBEHHUK-Iy/KECTPAHELL, KOTOPBII IOKeAaA OBl H3yunTh MOCKBY B HA3BAHHUAX YAHII, IIEPEYAKOB U
ITAOITIAACH, BCKOPE OBI YOEAHACH, ITO YAHIIBI M ITAOITIAAM MOCKBEI TOBOPAT HA ABYX PA3HBIX A3BIKAX |[...| A3BIK BETXHUH 1
HOBbIH, o1 Kaawrsr u or Aenunay (§K:S5s 1: 550).

32 «...He OTOWAA U COTHH IIIArOB OT “IAOIMaAHN PeBoArortuu’”’, OH ouyTHACA OB BHYTPH KBasparta “MorceeBcKoi
IIAOIIAAH, UBAPEBAC Tak HazBaHHOID (Ibid.).
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palms: Moscow. Past the fresh typographic paint stamped on the white stacks of papers with
the sharp black word “Pravda”: Moscow.?

In other words, the only thing that can unite this riot of impressions and warring temporalities is
the name of the city itself, Moscon—a sign that encompasses all the contradictions the city contains.

By seizing on these signs and using them as metonyms for larger processes of flux and change in
society, Krzhizhanovsky is returning to an abiding interest of his fictional work: the life of the word,
of the name, and the complex interrelationship between signifier and signified. Signs have real
powert, he continually asserts in and through his writing. (Indeed, the only book published during his
lifetime was his monograph on the naming of literary works, The Poetics of Titles [[1ooTrxa
saraasuii].>¥) Signifiers do not slavishly exist to signify; they also shape the wotld/work and our
perceptions of it. In this sense, Krzhizhanovsky sensed the importance of new street names to the
Soviet authorities: to name is to claim, to give something a new existence and to erase its previous
incarnation.

Toponyms, in particular, were rich symbolic sites for the new regime. In Odyssey of the Odd,
discussed in the previous chapter, Krzhizhanovsky plays on the renaming of Petersburg to similarly
invoke the figure of the foreign traveler, but this time one who has travelled through time and not
space. The novel’s main character introduces his tale by telling the narrator, “my longest and most
arduous journey transported me in space a mere seventy feet,” and continues:

And it seems to me that one can trade countries for other countries even without any
recourse to these feet I’d counted off on my fingers: These last four years, my friend, I have
been no more mobile than a corpse, as you know. My window frame has not moved an inch

33 «Koraa f IpOX0Ky CHaYaAd MIMO DAEKAO-KEATOTO AOMa € OTTHCHYBIImMucA Ha Hem 3Hakamu LIK PKIT (6), a
ITOAYYACOM IIO3AHEE MEMO KPHBOM KOAOKOABHU mepkr Aessiti Myuenukos Ha Kodepbpkkax, uro y 'opbaroro mocra,
A HE MOTI'Y HE CACAATD OTIASHHOMN ITOIIBITKH HANTH OOINNIT 3HAMEHATEAD TOMY U 9TOMY. [1]araro MEMO KHIKHBIX BHTPIH
C MEHAFOIIUMUCH, YTO HI ACHb, 00AOKKamI: MockBa. MEMO HHIINX, 3aTOPOAHUBIIIHX ITyTh IIPOTAHYTHIMH AGAOHAMI:
Mocksa. Mumo cBesxeil THIIOrpaCKON KPACKH, OTTHCHYBIIICHCH ITOBEPX OCABIX KUII YeTKUM YepHBIM CAOBOM "[IpaBaa™
Mocxksa» (SK:Ss1: 512-3).

34 SK:854:708.

3 «...caMoOe AAUTEABHOE U CAMOE TPYAHOE MOE IYTEIIIECTBIE IIEPEABHHYAO MEHA B IIPOCTPAHCTBE BCETO AHIIID
cempaecAT yToby (SK:Ss1: 281).
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in any direction. But that country, people and goings-on that I have been observing not
without curiosity is no longer the same country; and as you are well aware, there was no need
for me to bother myself with tickets and visas in order to be transformed into a foreigner
and journey from St. Petersburg to Leningrad.3

Here, the novel’s storyteller invokes an image of two separate cities, St. Petersburg and
Leningrad, that are separated not by space but by time. The native of one city turns out to be a
foreign traveler in another, a neat metaphor that serves to bring home the sense of temporal
dislocation in more familiar spatial terms.’” Of course, the traveler has stayed in one place: It is time
that has moved around him. This feeling of asynchrony with the present moment is explained
ironically in this same novella by way of the mechanism of the aforementioned “temporal bacilli,”
some of which bind to the brain and block the way for newer bacilli:

But sometimes it happened that the temporal bacilli, having carried out their mission, did
not make way for the new swarms that were flying to replace them, instead continuing to
latch on parasitically to the brains and thoughts of their host, irritating the sites of old bites
with their empty stinger. These unfortunate people had a hard time of it during the days of
our recent revolution: they had no ... mmm, immunity of time.?

This sense of temporal dislocation—a sense of being one step behind the world around them—
engenders a feeling of profound alienation from the present in Krzhizhanovsky’s characters. The
time is not theirs, even if the place still remains physically the same, as a character in
Krzhizhanovsky’s lost-then-found story 1930 “Red Snow” tells another:

Surely you’ve noticed how over the past few years a certain nonexistence has crept into our
life. Little by little, stealthily. We are still embedded into this old space of ours like stumps in
a felled forest. But our lives were long ago stacked into woodpiles, and not for us, but for

36 (M1 MHe KazKETCA, 9TO MOKHO MEHATH CTPAHBI HA CTPAHBI, HE IIPUOETrad Aa’Ke K STUM Ha IAABIIAX OTCIMTAHHBIM (DyTaM:
ITOCACAHHE HCTHIPE TOAQ, MOI APYT, fl, KAK BBl 3HACTE, HE MHOIHM ITOABIKHEE TPyIra. Mosi OKOHHAS paMa He CABHHYAACH
HUKyAa HE Ha AFoFM. Ho Ta crpana, Aroaeit 1 AeAa KOTOPOH A He 6e3 AFOOOITBITCTBA HADAFOAQFO, Y/KE HE Ta CTPAHA; U
MHE HE HYKHO OBIAO, KAK BBI 3TO XOPOIIIO 3HACTE, XAOIIOTATh O ODMACTAX U BU3aX AASl TOTO, YTOOBI IIPEBPATUTHCA B
gyxecTpaniia u nepeexars u3 Caukr-ITerepOypra B Aernmrpas» (Ibid.).

37 A similar spatializing of time occurs in the now-famous quote from the first line of LP Hartley’s 1953 book The Go-
Between: “The past is a foreign country: they do things differently there.” L. P Hartley, The Go-Between (London: H.
Hamilton, 1953), 1.

38 «Ho cAy9aA0ch HHOTAQ, 9TO OAIIHAABL BDEMEHH, BEIIIOAHUB CBOC HA3HAYCHIE, HE YCTYIIAAM MECTA HOBBIM POSM,
IIPHACTEBIIIIM MM Ha CMCHY, U IIPOAOAKAAH ITAPASHUTHPOBATH HA MO3IEC I MBICAAX YCAOBEKA, PACTPABASSA IIyCTHIM KAAOM
CBOHM CTapbl€ YKYCEL. DTUM HECYACTHBIM ITAOXO IIPHIIAOCH B AHH HEAABHEH PEBOAFOIIMM: B HUX HE OBIAO... M-M...
nvmyH#ITeTa Bpemerm (SK:Ss 1: 319).
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others. This watch with its pulsing hands on my wrist is still mine, but the time is no longer
mine—it’s someone else’s altogether, and won’t allow either me or you into a single of its
seconds.®

Thus, instead of being a foreigner in a strange land, these characters are foreigners in a strange
time, where everything is both the same and profoundly different, transformed by the ever-increasing
pace of change. For someone unused to this pace, just the idea of catching up to the present
moment seems daunting. Krzhizhanovsky’s fictional alter-ego in “Postmark: Moscow,” a person
who, like Krzhizhanovsky, is a recent transplant to the capital, jokes that his train was late in arriving
to the station two years earlier, and now he must forever rush to try to catch up: “Every morning at
9°/4 1 button myself into an overcoat and set off in pursuit of Moscow. Yes indeed: Two yeats ago
my train, which I remember arrived thirteen hours behind schedule, brought me only to Bryansk
Station: To the crux of Moscow [a0 cmbicaa Mockser| from out there is quite a haul.”+

This sense of being out of synchrony with the present is one that permeates much of
Krzhizhanovsky’s writing.# A story from 1937, “Goose,” captures the plight of a writer who is
continually out of synch with his present moment:

Once upon a time there lived a poor poet. Fortune did not smile upon him. It was enough
for him to write an ode to some dignitary, and before the ink of his ode was even dry, the

3 «PasBe THI HE 3aMEYAAR, UTO Y/KE HECKOABKO AE€T, KaK B HAIIY )KI3Hb BKPAAOCHh HECYIIECTBOBAHHE. FICITOABOAB,
TUIIKOM. MBI eImié BIIpaBACHBI B CBOE CTApOE IIPOCTPAHCTBO, KAK ITHH Ha MecTe cpydAeHHOro Aeca. Ho sxusmu marmm
AABHO ViK€ CAOKEHBI B IITTA0EASA, F HE AASl HAC, 2 AAS APYTHX. BOT 5TH 9aCHI C Iy ABCHPYIOINEH CTPEAKOH HA MOEM
3aIIACTBE eI MOH, HO BPEMA yiKe He MOE, OHO Uy/KO€ U HE IyCTHT HH MEHA, HH TeOA HU B EAHHYIO U3 CBOHMX CEKYHA»

(SK:Ss 5: 150-1).

40 «Kaxxaoe y1po B 93/4 1, 3acTertyB cebs B IIAABTO, OTPABASIOCH BAOTOHKY 32 MOCKBOIL. Aa-Aa: ABa TOAZ TOMY Ha3aA
ITOE3A, TIOMHIO, 3aII03AABIIHNIT Ha 13 9acoB, AOBE3 MEHA TOABKO AO BpsHcKoro Bokzasa: A0 cMbIcAa MOCKBEI OTCFOAQ
ere 60ApION KoHeny (SK:Ss 1: 511-2) [author's emphasis].

4 See, for instance, the figure of Josef Stynsky in Memwories of the Future, who is, like the author himself, a writer fallen
upon hard times. Unlike Krzhizhanovsky, Josef Stynsky is initially quite successful at accommodating changing political
expediency in his art: “One day there was a demand for light, next day shadow had gone up in value, and Stynsky, having
shifted his theme by a halftone, would transpose it from major to minor. ... But for two years now his pen, caught fast
on that annoying if not for, had found itself outside first-rank shop-window literature, unfit for the plump journal and the
person per-page fee.” The “if not for” refers to Stynsky’s misfortune of being thrown off his precise temporal synchrony
by an editor, who holds onto his essay—comparing the hammer of the Soviet emblem and the hammer of the
auctioneer—a bit longer than usual: “by the time the piece appeared, it was out of step and at odds with the times, and
after that Stynsky simply couldn’t get his thythm back” (Memzories, 189-190).
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dignitary had fallen into disgrace. 2 He worked so long, and with such diligence, on some
lyric about the arrival of spring, that spring had already blossomed and gone to seed,
summer had come and gone and snow lay on the ground. The covers of all the literary
journals slammed shut for the belated masterpiece.*

It requires no great stretch of the imagination to surmise that Krzhizhanovsky, in writing these
lines, may have been thinking about his own difficulties in publishing his own work. After all, his
writing had been roundly rejected not because of its literary failings, but rather because it was
considered passé, out of step with the new spirit of the age. Such was the opinion of Maxim Gorky,
whose all-important patronage for Krzhizhanovsky’s work was sought by a mutual friend in 1932.
Upon reading Krzhizhanovsky’s fiction, Gorky responded that

I cannot evaluate the ironic works of citizen Krzhizhanovsky in terms of their philosophical
value, but it seems to me that they are rather interesting and likely would have enjoyed some
success back in the decade of the eighties of the nineteenth century. In those years,
daydreaming [mpasasHombIcAne] was in fashion among intellectuals, and friendly debates
around the samovar regarding the authenticity or inauthenticity of our understanding of the
wortld served as a rather popular form of entertainment. ... [But] in our days, itis as if a new
epistemology is being created, one founded on deeds, not contemplation; on facts, not

wortds. Therefore I think that these works of citizen Krzhizhanovsky will hardly find a
publisher.#

Of course, Gorky’s appraisal that the works would “hardly find a publisher” was a self-fulfilling
prophecy, as he likely knew it would be. Krzhizhanovsky could not have been very happy at this
facile dismissal of his work. But he seems to have done nothing to change the content of his writing

to better suit this new age of “deeds, not contemplation,” apparently having decided that he would

42 This may possibly be a veiled and ironic reference to the purges and the Moscow show trials of 1937, the year this
story was written.

# «Kua-6p1a 6eAHBT 1109T. EMy He Bedao. CTOMAO eMy HAIIICATD OAY BEABMOJKE — M HE YCIIEBAAH CTPOKH €I0 OABI
ITPOCOXHYTb, KaK BEABMOJKA ITOITaAaA B oraAy. Haa OAHOIT 1mecHelt 0 IprxoAe BECHBI OH TPYAHACH TAK AOATO, C TAKHM
TIIIAHUEM, YTO BECHA YCIIEAA OTIIBECTH, ACTO IIPOIIIAO MUMO U BBIIAA CHET. I TeperAérer Bcex aAbMaHAXOB 3aXAOITHYAHCDH
AAS 3a1103AaA0T0 IIeAeBpay (SK:Ss 3: 205).

# «... HE MOIY PaCCMATPUBATD MPOHUYECKUE COYMHEHNUA IP. Kp/KIKaHOBCKOTO CO CTOPOHBI UX (DHAOCOCKOH
LIEHHOCTH, HO MHE KA/KETCA, ITO OHHM AOCTATOMHO MHTEPECHDI U, BEPOATHO, IMEAM OBl XOpormi ycrrex B 80-x roaax
X1X croaerns. B te roABI IPasAHOMBICAHE CPEA HHTEAAEKTYAAOB OBIAO B MOAE, H APYKECKHE CIIOPBI BOKPYT CaMOBapa
Ha TEMBI AOCTOBEPHOCTH HAN HEAOCTOBEPHOCTH HAIINX 3HAHHUI O MHPE CAY/KHAH BECbMA AFOOHMBIM PA3BACUCHUEM ...
B marmm Arn kak OyATO OBI CO3AAETCA HOBAA THOCEOAOINA, OCHOBAHHAA HA ACAHHH, 4 HE HA CO3EPIIAHIM, HA (DAKTAX, 4
He Ha caoBax. [Tostomy 1 Aymaro, uro counHenus rp. KpixmxanoBckoro eaBa A HalAyT usaateas» (SK:Ss 1: 25-6).
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continue to try writing timeless—even if untimely—fiction. As he dryly observes in his notebooks:

“I’'m not on speaking terms with today, but I am beloved by eternity.”+

3.4 Machine Against Man: On Taylorism and Bayonets

If the largely spontaneous events of the revolution and the impulsive and often irrational pace of
reforms in the early 1920s had created pockets of new Soviet modernity, then by the middle of the
decade, Soviet authorities became interested in more systematic and broad-based approaches to
modernization that were grounded in rationalizing methods. For these, they turned to the work of
the American engineer and prophet of scientific management Frederick Taylor. Aided by the
stopwatch and the technique of “chronophotography,” Taylor and his disciples analyzed labor and
movement over time, even up to gradations as small as thousands of a second, in order to eliminate
wasted movement and increase worker productivity.# Instead of time—Kuazros—Dbeing seen as event-
based, pliable and subject to the force of human will, this scientific approach to time emphasized the
abstract, invariable nature of Chronos, to which the human subject must itself adapt.

In the Soviet Union, this approach toward maximizing worker efficiency was met with some
ambivalence; Lenin himself called it a “scientific system of sweating” workers, in which capitalist
bosses “within the same nine or ten working hours as before [...] squeeze out of the worker three
times more labour, mercilessly drain him of all his strength, and are three times faster in sucking out

every drop of the wage slave’s nervous and physical energy.”” But at the same time, this method

45 «C CETOAHSIIHUM AHCM 5 HE B A3AAX, HO MeHs AFoOnT BeaHocTs» (SK:Ss 5: 404). See also Krzhizhanovsky's assertion
that he is “on familiar terms with eternity” [«c BeurocTbIO Ha “T6r”’| (SK:55 1: 7).

46 Banerjee, 64.

47 Vladimir Il'ich Lenin and Russia) Institut Marksizma-Leninizma (Moscow, Collected Works (London: Lawrence &
Wishart, 1960), 18: 594.
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proved effective at raising productivity, and so Lenin advocated “combining Soviet power and the
Soviet organization of administration with the up-to-date achievements of capitalism.”# In other
words, the only thing that mattered was who controlled the means of production: the people (or
rather, party bosses), or the exploiting capitalist class.

The chief proponent of the widespread adoption of Taylorism in the Soviet Union, Aleksei
Gastev, sought to rationalize the workplace in order to create efficiencies not only in the actions of
individual workers, but to create synergies of efficiency among workers and between socialist
enterprises as well. In other words, the human labor was to be treated like machine labor, but so too
was the entire economy a vast interconnected machine, much like the cogs and flywheels of a
mechanical clock. This metaphor of interconnected machinery is laid out in Valentin Kataev’s 1932
socialist production novel Tzme, Forward! [Bpems, Brrepéal]

...an increase of the productivity of one machine automatically entails the increase of the
productivity of the others indirectly connected to it. And since all machines in the Soviet
Union are connected with each other to a greater or lesser degree, and together represent a
complex interlocking system, the raising of tempos of any given point in this system
inevitably carries with it the unavoidable—however minute—raising of tempos of the entire
system as a whole, thus, to a certain extent, bringing the time of socialism closer.

Thus we can see one of the values of socialist Taylorism is not simply in its efficiency—thereby
shortening the amount of time needed to achieve communism—but also in its potential for synchrony.
This was a latent strain in Taylorism that appealed specifically to its socialist adopters, who perhaps
saw a machine-like beauty in harmonized labor activity across the factory floor—indeed, across the
entire country, which could be turned into something like a vast orchestra, where each player would
be following the same exact score and where no one would be out of step. In short, the human was

to be more like the machine: efficient, powerful, untiring and synchronized.

4 As quoted in Julia Vaingurt, Wonderlands of the Avant-Garde: Technology and the Arts in Russia of the 19205, Northwestern
University Press Studies in Russian Literature and Theory; Studies in Russian Literature and Theory (Evanston, 111:
Northwestern University Press, 2013), 159.

4 Valentin Kataev, Time, Forward!, 1st Midland book ed (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1976), 166.



156

Seeing this valorization of machine labor and machine synchrony in the Soviet Union, artists
responded with works that blurred the line between the human and the machine. In 1921, even
before the end of the civil war, the writer Yevgeny Zamyatin already perceived the potential
direction this subjugation of humans to rationalized time might take in the future. In his dystopian
novel We [Me1], all human activity, including leisure and sex, is performed according to scientific
timetables. Zamyatin’s novel had the dubious distinction of being the first work banned by
Goskomizdat® (if Krzhizhanovsky ever read it, he does not make any reference to it5!). At the same
time, similar (though perhaps less far-reaching) projects were already underway to rationalize leisure
time in addition to work time. In the mid-1920s, the Soviet economist Stanislav Strumilin kept
careful records of workers’ time off in “a comprehensive set of ‘time-budget analyses’ of the daily
life activity of Soviet workers, peasants and professionals, registering down to the minute the
amount of time, on the average, spent by the Soviet population in ‘productive’ and ‘nonproductive’
activity.”s2

Other artists responded more positively to the blurring of the line between man and machine,
among them theater director Vsevolod Meyerhold, who was inspired in part by Taylorism to
develop his theory of biomechanics. In 1922, Meyerhold staged The Death of Tarelfin, in which a
constructivist set became a sort of machine for the actors, who in turn moved in ways reminiscent
of machinery. Richard Stites notes that Meyerhold explicitly references the work of Gastev and the

Time League (of which he was a member) in his search for scientific and precise movement that

50 Patrick Eichholz, “Double-Edged Satire in Zamyatin’s We,” Extrapolation 56, no. 3 (2015), 267.
51 See Perel’muter’s commentary: SK:Ss 2: 613

52 Hanson, 128.



157

would create a “high-velocity man” who could stage four-hour productions in one hour, maximizing
efficiency of movement.5

Such an approach was anathema to Krzhizhanovsky, both on the stage and in life itself. In his
1924 essay “Man Against the Machine” [UeaoBek nporus marrussi|, published in the theatrical
bulletin of the Moscow Chamber Theater, 7 Days of the MKT, Krzhizhanovsky makes a thinly-veiled
reference to Meyerhold and his theatrical school, connecting it to the mechanized warfare of the
First World War:

Just as the war’s monstrous engineering had one sole objective—to kill man—so too does
the scenic engineering which has now taken the theatre by storm have a single objective: to
kill the actor. His body has been encased in contraptions, his voice drowned out by the
clamor of a moving set; the actor has gotten lost in this complex latticework, disoriented
among the flat surfaces and rigging like a soldier deafened by shelling in a tangle of barbed
wire and communication trenches.

The battle of machine against man proceeds with intermittent success: the machine has
gradually begun to retreat into the wings from certain stages. The actor has begun coming into
play again, timidly for now, like a refugee who has been driven off by the machines
occupying the stage. And there’s hope that soon the human will no longer play “servant” to
stage equipment, but that this stage equipment will be used merely to serve the human.>*

But Krzhizhanovsky’s essay is not simply to attack an aesthetic movement that celebrates the
machine. For him, the theatrical school of Meyerhold and others is but a symptom of a larger
process of mechanization of the living being and its subordination to the machine. He traces this
broader development once again to a different sort of theater: the theater of war. It was in the
trenches of the First World War, Krzhizhanovsky suggests in “Man Against the Machine,” that

European humanistic values were superseded by the cult of the machine:

This past war was waged not by people against other people (this is a fiction), but instead by
machine against man: the machine has triumphed. Humanism has crumbled; the artillery

53 Stites, 161.

54 «KaK y IyAOBHIITHON MEKEHEPUH BOMHBI OBIAA OAHA IIEAD: YOUTD YEAOBEKA, —TAK U ¥ CIICHUIECKON HHKEHEPHU,
3aXBATHBIIIEH TEATP, OAHA I[EAD: YOHTD aKTepa. T€AO ero BAEAAHO B KOHCTPYKIIHFO, TOAOC 3aTAVIIIEH IIIyMaMU
ABITAKYIIIETOCA MOHTAKA; aKTEP 3a0AYAUACA B CAOKHBIX IIACTCHHUAX, MEXK ITAOCKOCTEH B TPOCOB, KAK OTAYIIICHHBIN
KAHOHAAOI COAAAT B IIYTAHOH ITPOBOAOKE M «XOAAX COOOIIEHUED. DOIT MAIIMHEI IIPOTHB YeAOBEKA ITPOTEKAET C
IIEPEMEHHBIM YCIIEXOM: OT MHBIX PAMIT MAIIIMHA HAYHHACT IIOHEMHOLY OTIIOA3aThb. AKTEp IIOKa POOKO, Kak OEKEHelT,
ITPOrHAHHBINA MAIIIMTHAME, OKKYIIHPOBABIIIIME CIICHY, HAYUHACT 6036panamsia 6 uzpy. Y1 Bepures: CKOpo He U4eAOBEK OYAET
WITPUCAYTOID» Y CHEHIYECKIX OPYAHMIL, a CIIEHUYIECKIE OPYAUA OYAYT AHIIb 0OCAyKHBaTE yeroBekay (SK:Ss4: 661).
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guns, muzzles raised skyward, announced their victory. According to the tenets of European
philosophy, the human, who should be a person’s object and a/, has instead been
transformed into its zarget.’>

In warfare, the machine no longer serves the human, Krzhizhanovsky argues, but rather serves
to destroy the human: “By flattening himself out into a bullet-riddled cardboard target,¢ man made
himself into an irksome obstruction to be cleared away, a task requiring the increase of a military-
industrial complex already bloated beyond measure. The fear: The copper supply would run out.
The possibility that the supply of human might run out somehow didn’t cross anyone’s mind.””
During war, the worth of a human life reaches its nadir, while the value of the machine climbs to
new heights. In “Man Against the Machine,” Krzhizhanovsky writes that “Every military officer was
well aware that to lose a man was a trifle, but losing a machine gun (a machine) was a disgrace. Not
that anyone ever asked after the officer’s men, only inquiring about them: How many bayonets?”’s
This arid and depersonalizing language, what Krzhizhanovsky calls “the machine tongue” crept into
human discourse during wartime and then lodged itself there permanently. This machine tongue is
laconic, refers to objects instead of people—or metonymically to people by the objects they carry

(e.g., the bayonet)—and deals primarily in hard facts and cold figures.

55 (MEHYBIIYIO BOWHY BEAH HE AFOAW ITPOTHB AFOACH (9TO MHIMOCTD), 2 MAIITNHA ITPOTHB YEAOBEKA: ITOOEAMAA MAIIIHHA.
I'ymanmsM pyxHYA; 2 IYIIKH, 33APaB KBEPXY KEPAQ, TOPKECTBOBAAU. YeAOBEK, KOTOPHIH, IT0 MAKCUMAM €BPOIEHCKOIT
durocodun, AAT GEAOBEKA AOAKEH OBITD #6610, N3 TIEAU TIpeBpatuAca B Muuensy (SK:Ss 4: 660).

56 This reversal, in which the human is now the target, is refashioned by the author in fictional form in his 1927 story
“The Tatgets Attack” [Murenu macrymarot]|. As the title implies, the story is a phantasmagorical tale in which the flat
outlines of humans that soldiers use for marksmanship training suddenly become animate and begin marching on the
humans, who panic and run. The military command is forced to intervene, sending out columns of soldiers to surround
the targets. Here they are mown down by bullets—not the bullets of the targets, who, after all, carry no weapontry, but
by their fellow soldiers, whose bullets fly through the thin outlines and find their living targets on the other side of their
encirclement.

57 «I1 e AOBEK, CITAFOIIUBIIIHEICA B ACPTAFOIIYIOCH TIOA ITYAAMH KAPTOHHYIO MHUIIIEHD, IIPEBPATHACT B AOCAAAUBOC
IIPENATCTBUE, AASl AUKBHAAIIUH KOTOPOTO IIPUXOAUAOCH PACIIHPATD H TAK HEITOMEPHO pasbyxiree (pabpraHOE-BOCHHOE
I1pon3BOACTBO. BoAance: He xBatuT MeAn. O TOM, UTO MOKET HE XBATUTH YEAOBEKA, KAK-TO I He AyMaAochy (SK:Ss 4:

660-1).

58 «/Aro0OI IIPAIOPIIHK 3HAA: IIOTEPATH YEAOBEKA—IIyCTAKH, IIOTEPSTH IIYACMET (MAIIIEHY)
ITPAITOPITIIKOB HUKTO M HE CIIPAIIIBAA, 2 OCBEAOMAAANCH: CKOABKO #m161k062» (SK:Ss 4: 660).

11030p. A0 ITPO AFOAEH ¥



159

The above observation about soldiers and bayonets Krzhizhanovsky seems to have borrowed
from his own unpublished story, “A Certain Person” [«Hexron|, written in 1921 and included in
Fairy Tales for Wunderkinder. The narrator, describing soldiers mustering in the trenches and massing
for an assault, describes the transformation of people into bayonets, and these bayonets then being

further abstracted into pencil marks on a page:

People came into the trenches, and someone said to them in a precise but quiet voice,
“Count ‘em off in numeric order”, “Count ‘em off first and sec-ond.” Someone quietly
wrote in precise handwriting: “1000 — 2000 — 100,000 bayonets™; it was easy to count these
rows of sharpened steel units spiking the air like spines: there, underneath the bayonets,
something shifted and stirred, crossed itself and moaned—but the bayonets shone identically
black with their identical points. Incidentally, it was as easy to thread crunching bodies on
[the bayonets]| as it was to thread abacus beads [“bones”: kocramku| onto abacus spindles.*

Here, the image of the abacus, so emblematic of the rational utilitarianism that Krzhizhanovsky
attacks in “Man Against the Machine” brings to mind the accountant in “The Players,” with whom
we began our discussion in this chapter. Indeed, the accountant of that story owns an abacus, which
he uses to keep track of the changing fortunes of the war outside his window. But in this story, the
man who is tallying up the bayonets is only an accountant iz a manner of speaking, he is the “Certain
Person” of the story’s title, a Mephistopheles-like figure who keeps his own sort of balance sheets.
His calculating mindset neatly encapsulates both this language and time of the machine. As such, the

story merits a more detailed analysis in the pages that follow.

3.5 Uniform Time, Time in Uniform

59 ([ IpHXOAHAH B OKOIIBI AFOAH, I KTO-TO TOBOPHUA UM 9€TKO, HO THXO: "0 ITOpAAKy HOMepOB pacd...aiics’ - "Ha mep-
BBIH-BTOPOH pacd...aiice”. Kto-1o Trxo mucaa detknm mogepkonm: "1000 - 2000-100 000 rrsixos"; 66140 yAOGHO
CYHTATD 9TH TOPYMS TOPYAILUE B BOSAYXE PSIABL CTAABHEIX 320CTPEHHEIX CAUHHUIL: TaM, ITOA IIITEIKAMHE, YTO-TO
KOIIOIINAOCH, KPECTHAOCH B OXAA0,- HO IITHIKH OAMHAKOBO YEPHEAU OAMHAKOBBIMU OcTpusmu. Kceratn, Ha HuX Tak
YAOOHO, KaK Ha CTEPKHU CICTOB HAHH3BIBATD - KOCTAIIKAMHE - XpycTarmue TeAay (SK:Ss 1: 216).
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As it turns out, the “Certain Person” of this

XOJ” uCT Byu story’s title is not really a person at all, at least
YMEAO!

not at first. He begins the story as a figment of

the imagination of a young student studying for
a mathematics exam. To prepare for the exam,
the student is bent over a book of practice
problem sets with a red cover, going through a
series of word problems that all involve a
“certain person,” [HekTo], who the student
imagines as an odd man with a sharpened goatee
and blue-tinted glasses. In these problem sets,
the “Certain Person” is an industrious employer

: : O : who hires workers to perform various tasks—
Figure 7. Soviet poster for rationalized labor. The title reads

“Conduct Affairs Skillfully!” (Govorkov, 1966). o .
digging a certain number of yards of trench;

filling a certain size swimming pool with water and then draining it—all done in varying amounts of
time. Here, the intimate connection between labor, money and time that characterized capitalist time
management (i.e., Taylorism) is made evident. When the sleep-deprived student, worrying these
word problems while sitting on a park bench, is unable to arrive at an answer that does not involve

an impossible two-thirds of a worker,® the “Certain Person” suddenly appears beside him in the

%0 The figure of fractional person is one that occurs in various works by Krzhizhanovsky: for instance, the 0.6 of a
petson in “Autobiogtaphy of a Cotpse”, ot the person whose existence /non-existence quotient is calculated to three
decimal places in “Phantom.” In Krzhizhanovsky’s ontology, the state of being/nonbeing is not a binary relationship but
a continuum; people fade into shadows or shades of themselves, or emerge like ghosts from nonbeing for a time. The
idea is one that Krzhizhanovsky seemed to apply to himself—that is, a person who is both ostensibly alive and entirely
invisible. This question of fractional existence and its relation to quantum mechanics will be discussed in more depth in
Chapter Four.
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park to solve the problem: ““Well, look here,” [the Certain Person]| said, requisitioning my pencil.
And the gray numerals obediently and nimbly began scrambling under his grip. ‘Done.”¢!

At this moment, a destitute beggar-woman with two small children approaches their park bench
to ask for money for food, and the Certain Person proffers some coins to her, but only if she can
solve the thorny math problem of how to divide them equitably among her children. The beggar is
unable to do this, and silently retreats with her hungry children. “You think I begrudge them this
pocket change?”’s2 the Certain Person asks. “Let them have it, I’'m no numbers-pincher, but there
must be order. There has to be calculation. It has to match the answer in the book. All this “give for
the sake of Christ” business, well, I just can’t, you see..."

The mention of Christ may be an affront to the Certain Person for a different reason, however:
in the story, his figure appears associated with the demonic. Most obviously, the Certain Person
takes refuge in the exercise book in Exercise #6606, the “number of the beast” in Revelation. His
arrangement with the student in return for his help reveals shades of a Faustian bargain: “‘But you
should know, young man,’ the gentleman in the gray suit continued in a measured voice, adjusting
his glasses, ‘Seeing that I hire my workers...” The words were rapped out measuredly and calmly.
“You catch my meaning?””’¢4 Indeed, the moniker of “Certain Person” [“Hexro”] sounds distinctly
like the evasive Russian folk language used to refer to the devil without actually summoning him.
Perhaps unsurprisingly, the use of “Certain Person” to refer to demonic figures appears in Russian

literature prior to Krzhizhanovsky. For example, a demonic “Certain Person” appears in the work of

1 «- Hy, BOT, - cKa3aA OH, OBAAAEBafg MOHM KapaHAAIIoM. 1 cepeie udpel ITOKOPHO M FOPKO 3a0EraAH ITOA €rO
mazxumoM. — l'otoBox (SK:Ss 1: 211).

2 « ... BBI AyMaeTe, MHE 7KaAb Meadrrek?y (SK:Ss 1: 212).

63 ([ Tyctp Oepyt, mHe udpP He KAAKO, HO HY:keH HopAAok. Cuet myxeH. I aroo6s "o otBety". A Tak, "Xpucra pasn"
Y YT, > y HY. 5
HE MOLY e f, moiiMure BoL..» (Ibid.).

64 «- Hapo Bam 3HATH, MOAOAOH YEAOBEK,- IIPOAOAKAA MEPHBIM TOAOCOM TOCIIOAMH B CEPOH I1ape, IOIPABUB OYKH,- 9TO
pas s HaHUMAro pabo4nx... CAOBA CTy9aAH MEPHO U CIIOKOHHO. - Hy, uro, momsan?» (Ibid.)
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Veniamin Kaverin, Krzhizhanovsky's contemporary and writer of the fantastic,®> along with
Dostoevsky’s devil from Ivan’s dream in The Brothers Karamazov (“Someone [Hexto] suddenly turned
out to be sitting there, though God knows how he got in;’¢ [““T'am BAPYT OKa3aACH CHAAILIM HEKTO,
Bor smaer kax Boreammii:”’]) who, it should be noted, also has a graying and sharply-pointed goatee.
Another likely inspiration for Krzhizhanovsky’s gray-suited demon was the character of “The
Certain Person in Gray” [Hekro B cepom| from Leonid Andreev’s play “Life of a Man” [“/Kusup
Yenoseka”],” a figure representing destiny or the Prince of Darkness and who also served as
inspiration for Bulgakov’s character of Woland from The Master and Margarita.s

The student, who is more of a dreamer than a quantitative thinker, flunks his exam. But he
continues to run into the Certain Person with his gray pencil-point goatee in the years that follow.
When the student is drafted in the war, the Certain Person can be seen at the front, arriving to take
stock of the “bayonets” in the trenches and ordering them to mount a frontal assault with no
concern for casualties. Later, during the Bolshevik revolution, the Certain Person disappears for a
time, “probably hiding under the cover of the problem-set book; in the underground; sheltering
himself either in [exercise] #1001, or #6060, afraid that they would search him, confiscate all the
numbers.”® But a few years after the revolution, he appears again, this time apparently having
propelled himself up the ranks as a Bolshevik apparatchik. At this time, the protagonist finds himself

waiting along with many others in the receiving room of this Certain Person, “whose gray penciled

65> Panchenko, Esse O 107 Oleshe i Ego Sovremennikakh (Neformat, 2018), 487.

% Fyodor Dostoyevsky, Richard Pevear, and Larissa Volokhonsky, The Brothers Karamazov: A Novel in Four Parts With
Epilogue, Vintage Classics (New York: Vintage Books, 1991), 635. Note how the Russian emphasizes the #exmo in the
sentence more than the bland English pronoun of “someone,” making the two participles—whose sibilants almost
rhyme in their hissing serpent-like sound—agree with the pronoun as they would with a noun.

67 In fact, Pere’muter notes the apparent connection with Andreev’s play in his commentary on the story, in which he
similatly notes the significance of the number 666: SK:5s 1: 626.

%8 B.V. Sokolov, Mikbail Bulgakov, Zagadki Tvorchestva (Moscow: Vagrius, 2008), 400.

0 «I'ae "Hekro"? HasepHoe, ITOA IIepeIAeTOM 3aAa9HIKA; B TOAIOABH; HOYyeT TO B No. 1001, To 8 No. 666; 6omrcs:
HAHAYT, OOBIIIYT, OTHUMYT Bee tdpen» (SK:Ss 1: 217).
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signature would decide my fate like the simple study problem No. --...”70 But the Certain Person
refuses to acknowledge him or grant him an audience: “Behind the door panel a measured and
precise voice rapped out: “You’ve been crossed off the list, comrade; I can’t do a thing... Next!”7 72

These improving fortunes of the demonic Certain Person—culminating with a quick ascent in
the new Soviet nomenklatura after a brief period during the revolutionary years hiding underground as
a former capitalist exploiter—serve to illustrate the increasing importance of disciplined calculation
after the irrational catharsis of the revolution. Just as in “The Players,” the story of the poet and the
accountant with which we began this chapter, Krzhizhanovsky sets up a conflict between two value
systems which frequently clashed in the early Soviet period. In this story, the protagonist is a
daydreaming student who is all passion but has no talent for figures, while the Certain Person is his
dispassionate and demonic antipode. Their trajectories on the bezng-nonbeing axis intersect at the
revolution, each headed in the opposite direction: The student begins the story as fully human and
later finds his existence flattened to a piece of paper and then altogether “crossed off the list” into
nonbeing, while the Certain Person begins on paper as an abstraction (just as communism was itself,
in a manner of speaking, an abstraction that forced its way into being), but ends up as a Soviet

bureaucrat in the flesh, with his own office and list of names to cross out.

70 «...OT CEepOro KApaHAALIHOIO POCYEPKA KOTOPOIO 3aBUCEAO PELIHTD MOKO CYABOY, KaK IIPOCTECHBKYIO
purotoBHIIKHHY 3aAa4y No. ..» (Ibid.) Note again the similatities between this figure, who is able to determine a
person’s fate with a stroke of his pencil, with Andreyev’s “Certain Person in Gray” [Hexro B cepom] who is an arbiter of
human fates or destinies.

71 «3a AOCKOIT ABEPH MEPHBIH U IETKUI TOAOC YCKAHMA: 'Ber BEIYCPKHYTHI H3 CIIHCKA, TOBAPHIIL; HUYETO HE MOIY...
Caeayrommit'» (Ibid.) The words to desctibe the Certain Person's voice are the same as found in the previously quoted
passage about the bayonets: measured [mepusiii| implies wmepa, measure, quantity, while precise [aérkuii] seems to be
associated in Krzhizhanovsky’s work with beads on a string, rosary [derTxu]—an abacus of sorts for counting prayers and
the title of one of Krzhizhanovsky’s stories from this same collection.

72 The phrase “crossed out” recalls Krzhizhanovsky’s specific use of the word in his writing to describe “former people”:
see “The Bookmark,” “Seams” and Krzhizhanovsky’s own notebooks, in which he writes “I am a crossed-out man.” [
— zauepkuyTHH 9eroBek| (SK:Ss 5: 342). Note as well the similarities between this Soviet bureaucrat and the editor in
“The Bookmatk,” both of whom ate associated with the pencil, in one case the pencil-like beard, and in the other,
pencil-like eyes: “the man behind the editor’s desk inspected me with his sharp graphite pupils and, tapping his pencil,
said, ‘And you? Are you one of the crossed-out or one of the crossers-out?”” (SK:Ss 2: 591).



164

The story’s temporal discourse changes in tandem with this shift, from a phenomenological and
subjective time in the beginning to an increasingly rational and atomized description of time toward
the story’s end. Thus the story begins with temporal descriptions that are characterized by elasticity
and colored with emotional qualities. For the student, bent over his book studying, “the long winter
evenings stretch out.”” The passage of time between the first and second meeting with the Certain
Person is only approximate, an estimate: “T'en or so years went by. Night. Stuffing my hands into
the pockets of my student pea-coat, I walked along the deserted streets, listening to the sound of my
own footsteps and my own thoughts. Suddenly, right in my ear: ‘A-ha, how long’s it been now, how
many years [CKOABKO A€T, CKOABKO 3uM...]”7* The student answers this rhetorical question about time
with an approximate amount: “it’s been about four years since I looked in on you under that red
book binding, but ... I remember.””s But the Certain Person knows precisely the amount of time
that has elapsed since their last meeting: “Ten years, two months and fourteen days ago I had the
pleasure of conversing with you and was even then extremely intrigued in the amathematicality
[amaTtemaTmaaOCTEIO), if you’'ll allow me to express it thus, of your highly eccentric thinking.”7¢

As they converse, the Certain Person needles the student over the unsound mathematics of his
love affairs. He points out to the student that “...you’ve loved, what is it, your first one and only, your
second one and only, your third one and only ... Which one is it now?””” To this, the student replies that

“the heart, Mister Certain Person [rocoans "Hekro"], isn’t an abacus bead threaded on a spindle.

73 (Tanyrea anoarne sumune Beuepay (SK:Ss 1: 210).

74 «Oromao Aet AecaTs. Houb., CyHYB pyku B KAPMaHBI CTYACHYECKOH TYKYPKH, f IIIEA ITYCTHIHHBIMA YAUIIAMIA,
BCAYILHBASCH B CBOH IIIATH U B CBOU MBICAH. BAPYT y camMoro yxa: - A-a, CKOABKO A€T, CKOABKO 3uM..» (SK:Ss 1: 213).

75 « ... TOAA FIETHIPE KAK HE 3arAAABIBAA K BAM, ITOA KPACHBIA KOACHKOP, HO... HoMHIO» (SK:Ss 1: 214).

76 «AecATH ACT, ABA MECAITA H YETBIPHAAIIATD AHEH TOMY HA3aA A IMEA YAOBOABCTBHE yiKe OECEAOBATH C BAMH U OBIA
UPE3BBYANHO 3ANHTEPECOBAH YIKE TOTAA aMameManiutiocme0, CCAU PA3PEIITE TAK CKA3aTh, BAILIETO
BBICOKOAFOOOIBITHOTO MBIAeHuD (SK:Ss 1: 214).

77 «...AIODHTE, TaM... IIEPBYIO "€AMHCTBEHHYIO", BTOPYIO "eANHCTBEHHYIO", TpeThio "eanHCTBeHHYIO ... KoTOpas
cerigacey (SK:Ss1: 214).
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I'll love if I desire, and won’t if I don’t. I don’t use the beats of my heart to keep running tallies.””
The mention of the abacus bead prompts the Certain Person to lament his life, his loneliness and his
role in his abstracted world,” which he describes as being as predetermined as the movement of a
bead on a spindle:

...you see, if the stars have orbits from which they cannot diverge even in the slightest, and

if the abacus bead—which you so very cleverly have deigned to equate to the heart—is itself

stuck on the iron of its spindle, then the very same ... You are biting your tongue, you think

it’s easy for me: millennium on top of millennium, century on top of century, year upon

year—and in each of them, just think of it, is 525,600 minutes—no, 31,536,000 seconds, and

all of them are identical, you understand, identical and empty. One [oaur| among the

billions of emptinesses. Numbers — numbers — numbers: and each of them masquerading as

an inch, a meter, a milestone, a verst, space, endlessness; a worker, a son, a brother, a human;

depth, height, width. Alone [oanH], always alone [Bceraa oann| among the myriad of

emptinesses!8
In this passage, Krzhizhanovsky plays with the idea of the number one, the singular, against and
among the many, at the same time as invoking the other meaning of one [oaur|—alone. In the
passage, the meaning of the word seems to shift from the numeric—“One among the billions of
emptinesses”—to the existential: ““A/one [oann]|, always alone [oanr] among the myriad of

emptinesses!” But despite this plaintive ¢7/ de coenr, the Certain Person cannot be anyone other than

himself: an abstraction masquerading as a living being.5!

78 «...cepale, TocItoAuH "Hekto", He cueTHAas KOCTSIIKA, BACTAsA HA CTEPIKEHD. XO9y - AFODAIO, XO4y - HET. Y AApOM
cepama cuera He Beay» (Ibid.)

7 As pointed out by Julian Connolly, this passage resembles the complaint of the devil in Ivan’s dream in The Brothers
Karamazov, who also claims to be misunderstood and laments his fate as an abstraction who simply longs to be real.
Moreover, Ivan claims that he dreamed up this devil as a student, just as the student in this story seems to have dreamed
up the Certain Person. Given the similarities, it seems Krzhizhanovsky is almost certainly entering into an intertextual
dialogue with Dostoevsky, along with a whole tradition of Russian writing against “European” rationality.

80 «Ho cAOKHAOCH TaK: BHAHTE, €CAU Y 3BE3A - OPOHTEL, C KOTOPBIX MM - HH-HH, ECAH CUETHAA KOCTAIIKA, KOTOPYEO BEI
YUPE3BBYANHO OCTPOYMHO H3BOAUAN IPHUPABHATH CEPAILLY, I Ta BACTA HA KEAE30 CTEP/KHA, TO W... Be MOAUmTE, BBHI
AyMaeTe, MHE ACTKO: TEICAYCACTHE K THICAYCACTHIO, BEK K BEKY, TOA K TOAY,- H B K&XKAOM, BBl TOABKO ITOAyMaiite, 525 600
muHyT, HeT - 31 536 000 cexyHA, ¥ BCE OHM OAMHAKOBBI, IIOHUMACETE, OAMHAKOBEI M ITyCTBL OAHMH — M€K MHAANAPAOB
IycTOT. UncAa - 9HCAA - IHCAQ: H KAKAOE IIPHTBOPHAOCH AFOMMOM, METPOM, BEXOH, BEPCTOH, IIPOCTPAHCTBOM,
GecIIpeAe ABHOCTBIO; PAOOTHIKOM; CBIHOM, OPATOM, Y€ AOBEKOM; I'AYODBIO, BHICBIO U IIPLFO. OANH, BCETAA OAMH CPEAH
mupraabl mycrorh (SK:Ss 1: 215).

81 In The Brothers Karamazov, the devil calls himself “x in an indeterminate equation.” (Brothers Karamazov, 642).
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This shift toward abstract time over the course of the story means that the “empty” time in
which history (and the story) progresses is not simply leaped over, but instead is quantified as it
passes like individual grains of sand. The story notes that 31,536,000 seconds passed by, and then
another 31,536,000. The flames of wars began to blaze.”’s2 During the student's time in the trenches,
he describes "how keenly it was felt then, that in every day there are 86,000 seconds, each terrifying
long, and each making an attempt on your life with its zero.”s3 But he survives: “And more millions
of seconds. Revolution.”s* The unexpected use of the second as a measure of time for such long
intervals serves to underscore the scientific precision of this rationalized time. Furthermore, it
illustrates the deeper shifts away from ancient to modern modes of timekeeping: from the imprecise
and cyclical measures of years and seasons to the linear and precise subdivisions of time in seconds
required to capture the pace of modern life.

The Certain Person’s use of the desctiptors “empty” [mycroii] and “identical/homogeneous”
[oanHaxoBerii] to describe abstract and rational time in the above passage is no mere linguistic
happenstance. Instead, the word choice would seem to reflect the authot’s own interest in the work
of French philosopher Henri Bergson, who used similar language to characterize this (mistaken, in
his view) conception of time. Bergson’s ideas about time were seen “as an antidote to a
mathematical and static understanding of time of the universe, whose rigidity was widely despised,
associated as it was with empty rationalism and the violent excesses of the French Revolution.”®
This attitude would also seem to extend to abstract and rationalized conceptions of time in

socialism, as in, for instance, Engels’ description of “pure time, unaffected by any foreign

82 «Orommanm 31 536 000 u errre 31 536 000 cexyHA. 3ameiaaam 3apea Borm» (SK:Ss 1: 2106).

83 « ...KaK AICHO IyBCTBOBAAOCDH TOTAQ, UTO B KKAOM AHE 86 000 cexyHA, CTPAIIIHO AAMHHEBIX, M YTO KAKAAA 3AMAXHYAACH
Ha TBOXO x13Hb HyAem» (Ibid.).

84 (1 erme muAamonsl cekyHA. PeBoarorusay (SK:Ss 1: 217).

85 Canales, 30.
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admixtures, that is, real time, time as such.”s Likewise, Bergson disagreed with Kant, whose “error
has been to consider time as homogeneous,”s” and whose idea of “pure time” and “pure space”—
that is, as a sort of universal matrix in which events may occur—is depicted in Krzhizhanovsky’s
story “The Catastrophe,” discussed in Chapter One in its association with the Bolshevik Revolution.
According to Bergson, this “homogeneous empty time” does not describe the actual nature of
time itself, but is simply an abstraction of time that borrows from conceptions of space. Time is
never experienced—indeed, cannot be experienced—as either empty or homogeneous; it is only by
taking heterogeneous temporal durations and mentally laying them out (spatially) end-to-end that we
can conceive of an empty, homogeneous temporal matrix in which they appear to be situated.® But
this is not so much a reflection as an apperception of time’s metaphysics. This question of Bergsonian
durations versus Newtonian (and Einsteinian) spatialized time will be discussed in greater detail in

the next chapter.

3.6 Lockstep into the Future

Krzhizhanovsky’s most complete critique of rational time is found in a dystopian tale told by
one of the characters in his 1926 novel The Letter Killers Club. The novel, which Krzhizhanovsky
scholar Jacob Emery describes as “a kind of high modernist Decameron in which a fraternity of
storytellers who have foresworn the written word take turns sharing potential plots,”’ combines a

series of nested stories in various genres and forms, including a play, a medieval carnivalesque

86 Quoted in Hanson, 57.

87 Quoted in Canales, 135.

88 Timothy Mitchell, Questions of Modernity, Contradictions of Modernity (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press,
2000), 14.

8 Jacob Emery, “Sigizmund Krzhizhanovsky’s Poetics of Passivity,” Russian Review 76, no. 1 (2017): 95.
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(im)morality tale, a fairy tale of three brothers and an allegory about crossing the River Styx. While
the frame story apparently takes place in the Soviet Union of the 1920s, none of the nested stories
comment directly on the time period, though all of them—as is often the case with
Krzhizhanovsky’s stories—may offer submerged but rich allegorical readings in relation to
Krzhizhanovsky’s own time and situation. Of these embedded tales, the most obviously political is
the dystopian science-fiction story told by the member of the secret society known only by his code
name, Dyazh [Asmx].

Dyazh’s story begins in an unnamed country at an unspecified time in the near future, “neatrly as
early as mid-twentieth century, if not earlier.”” The setting is a modern metropolis, a space
characterized in the work by its chaos and cacophony of sound. Immediately we are introduced to
the story’s theme of movement, and the interruption of movement, with the image of a person who,
visited by sudden inspiration, halts amidst the Brownian motion of the city street: “a man who was
at that very moment crossing the rumbling [rpoxouymyro] street suddenly paused his step.”! This
abrupt cessation of motion causes others to stop as well: “An automobile, almost slamming into the
pondering pedestrian, came to an abrupt halt.”2 The “pondering pedestrian” does not even notice
that he has almost been killed by the machine. His eyes have been drawn to a street vendor selling
lace bodices hung up on a line; the morning is windy, and the bodices inflate and move exactly as if
they were filled with actual bodies. This vision suddenly inspires the dreamer to imagine human

beings animated by some ethereal wind*—a wind of radio waves that might emanate from a central

90 «...9yTh A €Ille HE B CPEANHE ABAAIIATOrO CTOAETHA HAN U TOro paubiey (SK:S5s2: 62).
91 «...9IEAOBEK, TIEPEXOAUBIIIHIIT KK Pa3 B 9TO BPeMA I€Pe3 TPOXOUYIIYIO YAHILY, BAPYT 3aAepkan mar ...» (SK:5s5 2: 62).
92 «(ABTOMOOHAB, TIOYTH HAACTEB Ha CO3EPIIATEABHOTO IICIIIEXOA], KPYTO cTan» (SK:Ss 2: 62).

93 Jacob Emery notes the connection between this ethereal wind and inspiration, sdokbnovenie, here alienated from the
individual and made involuntary and centralized: “[ijn Krzhizhanovsky’s parody of the Soviet experiment, this demiuzgic
power of the idea becomes a mechanical “wind,” which serves a society of rationally organized workers, their bodies
directed by wireless signals emanating from a central authority, as the animating or inspiting breath of god” (Emery,

108).
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tower, directing the movements of human bodies in concert. But why stop there? The internal force
of will, the contents of the human mind, could also be externalized in the same way: “The psyche
must be socialized; if a gust of wind can tear the hat from my head and send it careening away, then
why not blow out all the psychic contents hiding inside people’s heads out from their craniums with
a controlled stream of ether?"* These hypothetical people, whose minds have been externalized to
central control, the thinker calls "exons” [sxcomsi].®

As for the thinker himself, he is known only as Anonymous; he is “an idealist; a dreamer; his
wide-ranging but uneven erudition could not bring his ideas through to fruition.”¢ But like Karl
Marx, his ideology later lays the groundwork for the creation of a world dictatorship based on
socializing and supplanting the free will of citizens:

It is only through depriving these discrete and uncoordinated nervous systems of their
signals and handing them over to a unified, central innervator, Anonymous taught, that
reality can be organized according to plan, once and for all doing away with our primitive
senses of self [kycrapamaaromumu "1"]. By replacing the impulses of will with the impulses
of a single so-called “ethical machine,” constructed according to the latest achievements in
morality and technology, it is possible to achieve a state in which everyone gives their all, in

other words a complete ex.%”
The political subtext of this “collectivization of wills” would have been quite clear in
Krzhizhanovsky’s time. As Perel’muter writes in his commentary, “It was precisely this idea [of

“socializing the psyche”] that lay at the heart of the new regime’s intense interest in psychology.”

94 «HeobXOAMMO COIMAAM3HPOBATE IICHXUKH; €CAU YAAPOM BO3AYXA MOKHO COPBATH IIAAIY C TOAOBBI Ml MYATD €€
BIIEPEAH MEHA, TO OTYErO HE COPBATh, HE BHIAYTDH H3-ITOA Y€PEITa yIPaBAAEMBIM ITOTOKOM 3(DHpa BCE STH IPAIYIIHECH
ITO TOAOBAM IICHXITYECKHE COAEP/KAHIA, OTUETO, YePT I100epH, He BRIBEPHYTH BCe Harrm in B ex?» (SK:S55 2: 63).

95 The word is cleatly meant to invoke axons [Russian: akcommi], the part of nerve cells that carry impulses from brain to
muscle.
9 «...MAGAAUCT, MEITATEAD; €O HECKOABKO ITECTPAA U Pa3bpOCaHHaA SPYAUTINA HE MOTAA PEaAu30BaTh HAer» (SK:Ss 2:

63).

97 «/\HIIb OTHSB HHHEPBALINIIO ¥ PA3PO3HECHHBIX, BPa3APOOb ACHCTBYIOIIIX HEPBHBIX CHCTEM H OTAAB €€ CAIHOMY,
LICHTPAABHOMY HHHEPBATOPY, - YIHA AHOHIM, - MOKHO IIAAHOBO OPIaHH30BATH ACHCTBHTCABHOCTD, PA3 HABCECIAA
ITOKOHYHB C KyCTApHIYAIOIIUMH "1 . 3AMEHIB TOAYKH BOAD TOAYKAMH OAHOH TAaK Ha3bIBACMON 9THYCCKOM MAIIIHHEL,
IIOCTPOCHHOM COrAACHO IIOCACAHHM AOCTEDKCHIISIM MOPAAU M TEXHIUKIH, MOYKHO AOOHTBCS TOTO, 9TODBL BCE OTAAAH BCE,

TO €CTb ITOAHOrO ex» (SK:Ss 2: 64).

98 «ImeHHO 3Ta “HAef” A€KaAa B OCHOBE OCTPOTO HHTEpeca “HOBOM BAacTH K rcuxoArorum» (SK: Ss 2: 623).
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Elsewhere, Krzhizhanovsky uses this same image of the wind blowing off the hat to describe the
Bolshevik revolution, writing sardonically in his notebooks that “the whirlwind of the revolution
blew off my hat: let’s just consider that to be genuflection.”” The story literalizes the metaphor of
collective will; instead of being bound together metaphorically by ideology and common purpose,
the population is to be forcibly and literally integrated into a vast involuntary nervous system in

which individual wills may be synchronized like the parts of a machine through radio waves.

Anonymous’s plans remain just this,
however, until they find the person who can
bring them to fruition: an engineer named
Tutus. This engineer has already begun work
on a project to control muscle movements via
external signals (much like the experiments in
the previous centuries with galvanism that had
inspired Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, among
others.) But Tutus is interested not in
animating the dead, but rather the living. The
living, however, somewhat inconveniently
retain their own individual will: “the problem

was that the physiological innervation

continued to emanate from the netve centers,

Figure 8. Soviet poster from 1925 with the caption “RADIO: from ) ) ) ) o
the wills of millions we will create a single [or “united”] will.” thus lnterferlng, as it were, with the artificial

9 «BUXPb PEBOAIOIIHN CINNO C MEHSA IITAAIY: OYACM CINTATH 3TO 3a ITOKAOH» (SK:Ss 5: 360).
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innervation received from the machine.”'® Thus the engineer is missing one piece of the puzzle: that
is, how to block people's brains from overriding the commands of his machine. Fortunately for the
engineer, a scientist named Netetti has already developed a solution: a certain strain of microscopic
brain parasites called vibrophages [Bubpodaru] that colonize the nerve fibers connecting brain to
body.

In Netetti’s invention—which is to say, Krzhizhanovsky’s own—we can discern the author’s
continuing interest in the outsized influence of the microscopic world on the macroscopic, and his
fascination in particular with the bacteriological realm. These vibrophages have much in common
with the temporal bacilli of Odyssey of the Odd, particularly in how they infiltrate the brain and
consciousness. Unlike the temporal bacilli, they are not carriers of the force of time, though they are,
in fact, subject to a different temporality than humans, what Netetti calls a “compact time.”

... These bacteria “over the course of twenty-four hours produced approximately as many
generations as had been in the course of human history from the beginning of the common era;
possessing a more compact time, as Nettetti put it, the experimenter could ... achieve results ...that
would otherwise require millennia."10! This compressed timespan allows Netetti to breed this
particular strain of bacteria, which feed on nerve impulses and prevent them from propagating down
to the muscles of the body.

The engineer Tutus immediately sees the promise of combining their technologies: Netetti’s to
block the brain’s own signals to the nerves; Tutus’s to innervate those same nerves with centralized

signals from a broadcasting tower. He sketches out a utopian dream of a worldwide revolution to

100 «...A€AO B TOM, 94TO (PU3HOAOTHYECKAA, HAYIIAA 13 HEPBHBIX IEHTPOB HHHEPBAIINA IIPOAOAKAAA ACHCTBOBATD,
OTKAOHSAA, KaK OB HHTEPEPUPYA, UCKYCCTBEHHYIO MHHEPBAIIHIO, ITOAYIaeMyto 13 Marmuaep (SK:Ss 2: 64).

101 ... B TEYEHME CYTOK AABAAU IIPUOAUIUTEABHO CTOABKO K€ IIOKOACHUIT, CKOABKO MIPOBAsA HCTOPHA YUCAUAL 32
YEAOBEYECTBOM Ha IIPOTAKEHIN BCEH HAINIEH 3PBI; TAKHM 00pa3soM, oOAaAad boaee, Kak Berpakascad Hererrn,
KOMPaKmelM BPEMEHEM, SKCIIEPUMEHTATOP MOT ... AOOUTBCA B MUPE OAKTEPHI TEX PE3YABTATOB, KAKHE ITPH OIIBITAX,
CKAKEM, C IIPUPYUEHHBIMHA KUBOTHBIMHE ITOTpeOOBaAn OB ThICAUeAeTHID (SK:S5 2: 68).
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the biologist: "... we will build all of human reality anew, from top to bottom—do you see? ... if we
combine your everything with my everything, they will together overturn [ompoxunyTs| everything. 102
Here, just as in Fazry Tales for Wunderkinder, the idea of revolutionary change is associated with
overturning. Indeed, the engineer’s words may perhaps contain a subtle jab at the idea of revolution
as implemented by the Bolsheviks; the hubristic notion of rebuilding all of human reality begins not
at the bottom, but rather from the z0p down [cBepxy Aoru3y|. In other words, this overturning
resembles more a coup [mepeBopot| than a genuine revolution of the masses—a depiction that may
have been a more accurate description of the October Revolution, but quite the opposite of the
official version.

The scientist and engineer pitch their utopian project to a government beset by a financial crisis,
taking care to “base [their argument] in precise numbers and charts”1% to enumerate the various
“uncommon benefits, both of the financial and moral variety”1* of their plan. The government
undertakes a pilot project of the technology, using the mentally ill as involuntary test subjects. This
has the added advantage of dealing with the ever-increasing ranks of the insane among society as a
result of the stresses of modernity, or the “rise of psychological pressures and the deforming of
everyday life,”1%5 which have led to “enormous upsurges in numbers of the most anti-social
psychoses.”1%¢ The argument to experiment on the mentally ill—which here prefigures Nazism’s own
experiments by a decade—is made on entirely utilitarian grounds: the government is forced “to care

for millions of pairs of hands that cannot labor due to illness, pulling still more hundreds of

102 . ..H MBI IIOCTPONM BCEO YE€AOBEYBFO ACHCTBITEABHOCTD 3aHOBO, CBEPXY AOHH3Y, - ITOHUMAETE? ... ECAH COCAMHITD
BaIlle BCe C MOUM BCE - OHH OIPOKHHYT Bee» (SK:Ss 2: 71).

103 «...ymmupasce B Tounenme nudpsr 1 cxems (SK:Ss 2: 72).
104 ... HEODOBIKHOBEHHBIE BBITOABI - Kak (PIHAHCOBEIE, TaK U MOpaAbHEIe» (SK:Ss 2: 72).
105 ... pOCTOM HCHXIYECKIX HATPY30K U KpuBu3HaMu Oprray (SK:Ss 2: 72).

106 «, .. rUTAHTCKUMI IIPBIKKAMI BBEPX B 00AACTH HAMOOACE AHTHCOIMAABHBIX IICHX030B» (SK:S5 2: 72).
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thousands of workers out of the productive workforce, all while squandering a growing sum of
money on new asylums, on salaries of their personnel and so forth.”7 While under this new plan,
not only will the mentally ill no longer need care, they will themselves provide “an immediate and
enormous number of new workers into the workforce.”1% The result is a stepping stone into the
glorious future. A few niggling doubts remain, however. At the unveiling of the first broadcasting
tower, the country’s leader gets on stage and “brandishing his arm toward the emptiness, began
speaking tiresomely and at length about some bright era; pounding the words out of himself like
dust from an old and much-trodden rug, the premier squinted his myopic eyes into the fenced-off
emptiness—and suddenly, counter to the thrust of his words, he thought: “And what if there really
isn’t anything there at all?”’10 But it is not the future itself that is not meant to be, but rather the
leader: the machine eventually turns him into an ex-leader.

This dream of motion coordinated across time, the heart of rational “time discipline”
approaches, manifests itself in this story in the clockwork movements of the exons. They walk
jerkily, robotically, all in thrall to an invisible clock measuring out the seconds of abstract and linear
time. Only their eyes, the “windows of the soul,”110 betray their hotror: they "moved somehow
joltingly and yet metronomically [meTporOMIaecku|—precisely rapping out two steps per second;
their elbows were pressed unmoving into their bodies, heads seated low between the shoulders, and

from underneath their brows, as if they’d been screwed in tight, stared similarly unmoving, round

107 «...AAl XOAQ 32 OTOPBAHHBIMI DOAE3HBIO MUAAMOHAMHU PAaOOYNX PYK OTPBIBATH CINE COTHH THICAY PAOOTHHKOB,
PACXOAYA ITPH 9TOM C Ka’KABIM FOAOM PACTYIIYEO CYMMY Ha ITOCTPOWKY HOBBIX H30AATOPOB, COAEP/KAHIE ITEPCOHAAA U T.

A» (SK:S8s2: 72-3).
108 «... cpa3y OrpOMHOE KOAHYECTBO HOBOM pabodeii cuaby (SKiSs 2: 73).

109 «...TBIYA PYKOIT B IIyCTOTY, 3aTOBOPUA O KAKOH-TO CBETAOH 3pe, HAACAAHO U AAMHHO; BBIKOAAYUBAA U3 CEOA CAOBA,
KaK ITBIAB H3 CTAPOTO U 3aTOIITAHHOIO KOBPA, IIPEMBEP IYPHACA OAH3OPYKUMI TAA3AME B OTOPOKEHHYFO ITYCTOTY - U
BAPYT KaK-TO IIOIIEPEK CAOB IIOAYMaA: 'A 9TO, €CAH €T0 U B caMOM Acae Het?» (SK:Ss 2: 73-4).

110 As previously discussed, the eye is an all-important image in Krzhizhanovsky’s artistic world, and functions as the
crack or portal where the outside world and the world of the mind meet. See also the story “In the Pupil” [B spauxe].
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pupils.”''t Gone were the old chaotic and inefficient movements of the past; now their movements
are rationalized through space. Their muscles “performed the same machine-like actions as all the
others.”12 The rationalization of their movements in time divulges the shift away from natural,
flowing movement—the time of continuity, of Bergsonian duration—in favor of granular time,
regimented and regularized into discrete intervals: “they moved with the same jolting step, two beats
per second, with their elbows pressed to their sides.”'> Krzhizhanovsky thus excavates down to the
very center of Taylorist principles of time management—that is to say, turning the human into a
machine—and uses hyperbole to extrapolate from these principles to reveal their potential
consequences.

These consequences do not go unnoticed in society. In the story, the press engages in a certain
amount of handwringing, with one brave soul even writing an open letter to the paper to proclaim
that “Humans are beings of freedom. Even the insane have a right to their insanity. It’s dangerous to
give up the functions of the will to a machine: we still don’t know what that will of the machine will
want.”’11+ A vitriolic response to the letter, apparently penned anonymously by Tutus himself, swiftly
follows:

The editorial pointed out the untimeliness of these hysterical outbursts about pupils in
someone’s eyes when the fate of the entire social organism is at stake; tirades about “free
will”, according to the editorial, came several centuries out of date and seem even faintly
comical in this era of science-based and corroborated determinism; when it came to the
insane, whose exercise of free will was dangerous for society, it was of paramount
importance not to give them freedom of will (which would have to be manufactured, since
nothing of the sort existed in nature), but rather freedom frozz will directed against society.

1 «,..IITAK KaK-TO TOAYKOOOPA3HO M BMECTE C TEM METPOHOMITYECKH - TOYHO OTCTYKHUBAA 11O ABA IIIara Ha CEKYHAY; HX
AOKTH OBIAM HEIIOABHKHO BKATHI B TEAO, FOAOBA TOYHO HATAYXO BKOAOYCHA MEK IIACY, U U3 TIOAO ADOB HEIIOABHI/KHBIE
K€, CAOBHO BBHHYEHHBIE KPyrAble 3padkm» (SK:Ss 2: 74).

112 ... IIPOAEABIBAAA MAIIIMHHYFO, EAHHYIO AAfl BCEX HUX, AeATeAbHOCTE (SK:Ss 2: 74).

113 «...IITAM TeM 7K€ TOAYKOOOPA3HBIM - ITO ABA YAAPA HAa CEKYHAY - IITATOM, C AOKTAMMI, IIPHTUCHYTHIME K TeAy» (SK:Ss 2:

75).

114 (JeaoBek - cyrecTBo cBOOOAHOE. Aarke CyMaCIIIEAIIIHE UMEFOT ITPaBO Ha CcBoe cymacimectpre. OImacHo repeAaBath
YHKITHH BOAM MAITIIHE: MBI HE 3HAEM CITIE, YEr0 9Ta MAIIMHHAA BOAA 3axoue (SK:Ss 2: 70).
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The government has every intention of continuing down this path unflinchingly and
unflaggingly, connecting more and more humans to the machine.!'s

What is worthy of note in this poison-pen letter is how the author avails himself of the rhetoric
of time, attacking the humanist from the privileged vantage of modernity over the “untimeliness”
[HecBoeBpemenHocTs| Of his views. In other words, these views are not merely wrong, they are
outdated, indeed “several centuries out of date and even faintly comical in this era of science-based
and corroborated determinism.” This temporal rhetoric blends effortlessly into empirico-rational
discourse, and relies on the metaphor of the body politic as physical body (as in Odyssey of the Odd) in
order to define terms of the argument that are advantageous to itself.!’6 After all, if the nation is a
single “social organism,” then by definition it should also be centrally controlled by a centralized
nervous system, a singular will, a single brain.!?

The humanist letter-writer embraces Tutus’s epithet of old-fashioned, however, creating a
movement called the Society for the Good Old Brain [O61mectBo craporo Aoo0poro mosra]. This
Society stages a mass protest, but the demonstration is quashed with troops and, “as if to prove the

self-defense capabilities of the system, detachments of armed machine-innervated ‘ex-people’ began

115 «B mepeAOBHIIE YKa3BIBAAOCH HA HECBOCBPEMEHHOCTD HCTEPUYCCKUX BEIKDHKOB II0 IIOBOAY KAKUX-TO 3PavKOB, KOTAQ
ACAO HACT O CITACCHHUH BCETO COLUAABHOIO OPTaHH3Ma; THPAABI O 'CBOOOAHOI BOAE" ITEpEAOBHUIIA OOBABAAAL
32II03AABILIIME Ha HECKOABKO BEKOB I A@KE UyTh CMEIIHBIMI B 3ITOXY HAYYHO-OOOCHOBAHHOIO H IIPOBEPEHHOIO
ACTEPMHHHU3MA; HACYIIIHO BA}KHO, IIOCKOABKY PEYb HACT OO OITACHBIX AAS OOIIECTBA BOASX AYIIEBHOOOABHBIX, AATh UM
He CBODOAY BOAH (KOTOPYIO IPHUIIIAOCH OBI TOKE HCKYCCTBEHHO H3TOTOBAATD - 33 HCUMCHUEM TAKOBOH B IIPHPOAE), 4
cBOOOAY OT BOAH, HAIIPABACHHOH aHTHCOLUAABHO. [10 5TOMY IIyTH IPaBHTEABCTBO HAMEPEHO HATH HEYKAOHHO H
HEYCTAHHO, ACAAs HOBEIC M HOBBIC YCAOBEUECKIE BKAIOUEHUA B 9KC» (SK:Ss 2: 76-7).

116 The use of the body as metaphor for a nation has been a hallmark of much twentieth-century xenophobic discourse,
with the foreign Other often cast in the role of germs; its success may lie with the ability of this rhetoric to activate deep
subconscious aversion to infection and uncleanliness. See, for instance, Howard Markel and Alexandra Minna Stern,
“The Foreignness of Germs: The Persistent Association of Immigrants and Disease in American Society,” The Milbank
Qunarterly 80, no. 4 (2002): 757-88.

117 This notion that a collective consciousness was attempting to displace individual consciousness in the mind is found
in Krzhizhanovsky’s “lost” story “Red Snow,” in which a character responds to another’s complaint about being evicted
from his apartment: “from your apartment? I’ve been evicted from own head...” [«u3 kBaprupsr...[?]| Mens BoT u3
COOCTBEHHOM MOEH roAoBeI BeiceAnamy] (SK:S5s 5: 150).
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marching through the streets, methodically rapping out their two steps per second.”"!8 This marks an
inflection point in the development of the dictatorship: no longer is the state interested in directing
its Taylorist machine toward economic ends; it has now turned it to political repression. But this
repression comes in an unexpected form. Instead of arresting the leader of the protest, the
government simply infects him with its virus and plugs him into their innervating system: “In his
soul, [the letter-writer] still hated and cursed the exes, but his muscles were now detached from his
psyche and dished out a precise and impassioned stream of propaganda calling for a construction
campaign for these new ethical machines.”!? For those who were not yet convinced, the authorities
display a statement written in his handwriting with his signature affixed.

Although Krzhizhanovsky wrote The Letter Killers Club in 1926, this dystopian tale seems to
anticipate the perversity of Stalin’s show trials as they would be staged in Moscow more than a
decade later. It was not enough to arrest someone; the real prize was forcing them to recant their
views publicly, thus sowing confusion in the minds of their followers, crushing the arrestees’ spirits
and depriving them of any moral authority. The means of obtaining these confessions were
different, of course, than in Krzhizhanovsky’s tale, but ultimately no less coercive.

Few people in society are paying attention, however. The whole population has been engulfed in
a construction mania: “The city of the exes grew and grew ... everyone was swept up in an
enthusiasm for building.”120 Flush with success, the country's leaders begin exporting the parasitic

vibrophage onto the world market disguised in anodyne packaging of foodstuffs. Soon this allows

118 «...xax OBI B AOKA32T€ABCTBO CITOCOOHOCTH 9KCA K CAMOBAIIITE, IO YAHIIAM 3AIIATAAN, MCTOAITYECKI OTCTYKHBASL
CBOU ABA IITaTa B CEKYHAY, OTPAABI HHHEPBHPYEMBIX MAIIITHOHN BOOPYKECHHBIX 'skc-aropeity (SK:Ss 2: 77).

119 «B Ayrre TymMMHHC BCe TaK e HEHABHAEA I IIPOKAMHAA KCEI, HO MYCKYABI €I0, OTOPBAHHBIE OT ITCHXHKI,
ITPOACABIBAAH YCTKYIO U IIAAMEHHYEO arHTAIIUEO, IIPOBOAA KAMITAHHIO 110 ITOCTPONKE HOBBIX STHYECKUX Marmiy (SK:Ss
2

2: 78). Note the use of the word “gerkuit”’, hallmark of the machine and the abacus, used in the eatlier story of “A
Certain Person” and appearing throughout this story as well.

120 «I"opOAOK 3KCOB POC U POC... YBACIECHHE CTPOHKON 3aXBaTHAO Beex» (SK:S5 2: 78).
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them to engineer various revolutions throughout the world—events stage-managed by the dictator
Zes and his machines:

A few gusts of ether could manufacture several revolutions; Zes called them “revolutions

from the machine.” These were carried out in an exceedingly simple manner: tugging people

by their muscles like marionette strings, the ex, broadcasting within its defined radius,

amassed them in the central spaces of the capitals, where these puppets surrounded

government institutions and palaces and then chanted in unison some simple rallying cry

consisting of two or three words. People who hadn’t been plugged into the innervator had

only one choice: to run, fleeing from the ethereal tentacles of the machine. But soon a super-

powered ex was constructed and went into service that could reach muscles even across
oceans.!2!

The political subtext could scarcely be made more obvious; Krzhizhanovsky is painting the
socialist dream of world revolution not as a genuinely popular movement, but as something
exported by a small coterie manipulating their automaton-like followers abroad into overthrowing
foreign governments. This campaign—in the story, that is, if not in real life—is quite effective, and
soon the entire world becomes united under the looming shadow of the broadcasting tower: “When
the ethereal broom stopped sweeping, all the territories had been united into a single world state,
which was given a name that combined both the name of the machine and its reagent: Exinia. After
that, the dictator Zes announced the transition to peacetime construction projects.”!22

Not surprisingly, these “peacetime construction projects” are orchestrated in a highly-centralized
manner, following a plan executed by none other than the dictator Zes himself:

Zes knew precisely the sum total of muscle power, or labor supply, that he could at any
moment direct toward carrying out one task or another, apportioning or reapportioning this
force in any way he wished. In short order, the cities of Exinia were embellished with
enormous structures towering Cyclops-like; true, all this was built according to a single plan,

121 «B HEeCKOABKO ITOPEIBOB 3prpa OBIAO CACAAHO HECKOABKO PEBOAFOIINIT; 3€C HAa3bIBAA UX "pCBOA}OLII/IHMI/I u3
MAIIIHBL'. A€AAAOCH 9TO YPE3BBIYANHO IIPOCTO: ACPIas AFOACH 32 MYCKYABL, KAK 34 BEPEBOYKH Y ABHIKYIIIEXCSH KYKOA,
9KC, ACHCTBYFOIIUII ITO OIIPEACACHHOMY PAAHYCY, HAKAIIAUBAA FIX B CTOAMYHBIX IEHTPAX, OKPYKAA KYKAAMI
FOCYAAPCTBEHHBIE YIPEKACHIA H ABOPIIBI, 3aCTABAAA TOAIIBI APTHKYAHPOBATD - BCEX, KAK OAUH YEAOBEK, - KAKOH-HIOYAD
HECAOJKHBIH, B ABA-TPH CAOB4, AO3YHT. AFOASM, H30CTHYBIIIUM BKAIOYCHHS B HHHEPBATOP, OCTABAAOCH OEIKATH - IIOAAACE
OT 3(PUPHBIX IIyIaAell MarmmHel. Ho Bckope OBIA 3aKOHYEH M IyINEH B XOA CBEPXCHABHBIN 3KC, AOCTABABIIIIIL AO
MYCKYAOB 11 depe3 okeansn (SK:Ss 2: 84-5).

122 «Koraa spupHasg METAZ KOHYIHAA MECTH - BCE TEPPUTOPUN OBIAM COEAUHEHBI B OAHO MHIPOBOE TOCYAAPCTBO,
KOTOPOMY OBIAO AAHO UM, COYETAFOINEE HA3BAHIE MAIITHMHBI M peakTnBa: Dxkcuund. [Tocae storo auxraTop 3ec 0ObABHA
0 IIEPEXOAC Ha MEPHOE CTPOHTEABCTBO» (SK:Ss 2: 85).
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which took its orientation from the lines of the ethereal waves: everywhere all the streets as
straight as a bowling lanes running from residential blocks to the factories and back,
followed these meridians and lines of longitude.!?3

Here the spirit of scientific time management is not only directed at the worker drones—or, in the
depersonalized discourse of the machine tongue, the “labor supply”—but in relation to the wise
leader as well, who has calculated precisely the “sum total of muscle powet" to move from one task
to another through the keyboard of the innervator, the quintessence of the planned economy.

These tasks encompass not only political repressions and massive construction projects, but
permeate into the personal lives (such as they might be) of the exon automata, including the most
intimate relations of sex and procreation. As in Zamyatin’s We, lovemaking is considered only from
its utilitarian function, and thus is temporally rationalized like any other nation-building task: “In
order to organize lovemaking according to plan, another ex was needed, the Mating ex, which
periodically used short but powerful blasts of ethereal energy to throw men upon women, coupling
and uncoupling them according to a calculation that would provide the largest number of
conceptions for the least amount of time.”2* Love, like literature, has no place in Exinia, as it serves
no useful function. And indeed, history itself becomes empty and meaningless, an endless march of
¢chronos, precisely metered out, which no longer contains any meaningful human events:

The time arrived of months and years counted out on meters, of reality in exact doses and in
exact proportions; history, which had been calculated almost with almost astronomic
precision beforehand, turned into a sort of exact science as conducted by two classes, the
inits, who ruled, and the exons, who were ruled over. It seemed that the Pax Exiniae could
be broken by nothing, but still...125

123 «3ec ¢ TOYHOCTBIO 3HAA Ty CYMMY MYCKYABHOI CHABIL, 3aI1aC TPYAA, KOTOPBII MOKHO OBIAO B AFOOOI MOMEHT OPOCHTD
Ha BBIIOAHEHHE TOrO HAH MHOTO 3aAAHHA, PACIIPEACAUTD U IIEPEPACIIPEACAHTD KaK YTOAHO. Bekope ropoaa DxcuHmm
VKPACHAHCH IPAHAHO3HBIMHE, IIIKAOITMIECKOH MOITIH COOPYKEHUAMM, ITPABAA, 3ACTPOIKA BEAACDH 10 EAHHOMY IIAAHY,
OPHEHTUPYIOIIEMY IT0 AUHHAM 3(PUPHBIX BOAH: ITPAMBIC, KAK AOPO/KKH KET€ABOAHOB, YAHIIEI - OT *KHUABIX KOPIIYCOB K
Gabpukam 1 OOPATHO - ACTAM BCE M BCIOAY 1O ITAPAAACAAM K MEPUAHAHAM M AHHHAM AOATOT» (SK:S5s5 2: 80).

124 (I TaamoBadg OpraHu3arya AFOOBI ITOTPEOOBAAA COOPYKEHIA EIIe OAHOrO, Tak Ha3biBaeMoro CAy9HOTO, 9KCa,
KOTOPBIH, ACHCTBYA IIEPUOAMYECKH, KOPOTKUMH, HO CHABHBIMU yAapaMu 3upa OpOCaA MY/KIMH HA KEHIIIH, CAYIAA 1
Pa3AyYaA C TAKAM PACIETOM, YTOOBI HAMMEHBIIIAS 3ATPATA BDEMEHI AaBaAd HAOOAbBINEE 9ncA0 3adatuidy (SK:Ss 2: 86-

7).

125 «HacTyrmmAn MECAIBI 1 TOABI OTCUHTHIBAEMO Ha CICTIMKAX, TOYHO AO3SHPYEMOI U PACIPEACATEMOH
AEHCTBHTEABHOCTH; UCTOPHA, 3apaHee, TOYTH ACTPOHOMIYECKH BEIYHCACHHAA, IIPEBPATHAACH B CBOETO POAA
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At this point, the dystopian system reaches its zenith, after which point its carefully planned
order begins to unravel. In the Soviet-inflected discourse of Exinia, “The first ‘deviations from the
plan’, as were entered into the minutes of the proceedings of the Supreme Council [BepxoBroro
Cosera| had the appearance of accidental exceptions in the world of exons.”2 These deviations
from the plan involve a rash of fatal accidents—deaths that under a system of free will would
probably be termed suicides. “So, for example, some people—apparently improperly innervated—
began crossing bridges not along their length, but across their widths.””” Suicide, of course, is
perhaps the least rational of all human acts, and the country’s leaders are at a loss to explain the
phenomenon. As a result, “a substantial amount of muscle supply from decommissioned individual
units had to be written off; the amortization of exes was becoming a rather high coefficient,”12 the
narrator tells us in the "machine tongue" of scientific time management.

To investigate the strange phenomenon, the dictator summons his personal secretary, Shagg

23 <C

[[LIarr, which evokes the Russian “rrar” “step”], an idealistic youth who writes poetry (and as a
member of the ruling class, has been made immune to broadcasts of the exes) as well as two of Zes’s
former friends, now exons. To this latter pair, Zes administers the antidote to the vibrophages in

order to “return them to their previous, unmachinized [meomarmuuaennyro| life.”’122 As soon as their
s y

bodies are free of centralized control, one of them falls upon the dictator in an attempt to strangle

€CTECTBO3HAHIE, OCYIIECTBAACMOE IIPU IIOMOIIU ABYX KAACCOB: HHHUTOB, KOTOPBIC YIIPABAAAH, H S9KCOHOB, KOTOPBIMH
npasuAn. Kasarocs, aro Pax Exiniae ! Hraem me MosxeT ObITh HapyIeH, HO TeMm He MeHee..» (SK:Ss 2: 87-8).

126 ([ TepBore "BrImaAeHns U3 mAaHa'") Kak 3AIPOTOKOAMPOBAAH HX Ha 3aceAaHnn Bepxoproro CoBera, IMEAH BHAUMOCTD
CAYYAHBIX MCKAFOYEHHH B MUpPE BKAFOUEeHHBIX» (SK:Ss 2: 88).

127 (T'ax, HAIIpHIMEp, BMECTO TOTO, ITOOBI IIPOXOANTDH MOCTEI BAOAD, HEKOTOPBIE - OYEBUAHO, HETOYHO
MHHEPBUPOBAHHBIC - SKCOHBI CTAAI IIEPEXOAUTD UX rroreper» (SK:Ss 2: 88).

128 «...C MYCKYABHOTO 3aITaCa IIPHUIIIAOCE CIIUCATH H3PAAHOE KOAUYECTBO BBIOBIBIIINX OCOOEH; aMOPTH3AIIUA SKCOB
ITOAYYAAd HECKOABKO BBICOKHH Koapdurimerm (SK:Ss 2: 88).

129 % | .BepHyTb NX IPEKHIOFO HEOMAITHHEHHYO »x*n3Hp (SK:5s5 2: 95).
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him, while the other lies on the floor softly keening, apparently having lost his mind. After subduing
them both, the dictator points out to Shagg the impossibility of the desire, however high-minded, of
ever going back to a system of free will: ““The machines keep them in a state of submission, but once
you free them, they will all throw themselves upon us and crush us along with our culture. And
then—FExinia will be done for.”130

This line, written in the mid-1920s before the full-fledged appearance of the totalitarian state,
nevertheless captures one of its central dilemmas. Totalitarianism may creep insidiously into society
in order to take control over it, but it rarely departs in the same manner. Almost invariably, these
systems of control tend not to taper off, but rather to undergo catastrophic collapse. The problem,
as Krzhizhanovsky has formulated above, lies in the fact that the more a government controls its
people, the more it st control them. For the would-be poet, the revelation is an upsetting one. He
leaves the audience with the dictator in a sort of fugue state:

Exiting onto the street, Shagg automatically turned along the street and walked without
knowing where he was headed. It was the hour in which the series of exons were returning
from work; falling into their ranks of slowly and methodically marching people with their
two footfalls per second, our poet didn’t even notice how quickly he matched his step to the
defined and precise thythm of the line, even finding pleasure in that light and soulless
emptiness that arose inside him as a result of his contact with the dead jolting of the
machines; after what had happened in Zes’s office, he wanted the possibility of not thinking
any longer, to win some time from thought, and so, as if joining into some sort of game, he
purposefully pulled his elbows into his body just like everyone else around him, and fixing
his eyes into the round back of the exon’s head who was marching ahead of him, and
thought: “I need to be like him, do everything like him, it'll be easier.” The head, swaying
rhythmically, turned to the left at the intersection. As did Shagg. The head moved along the
long straightaway of the avenue toward the steel hump of a bridge. As did Shagg. They
marched along the echoing arch between two stone parallels of railing. And suddenly the
head, bouncing like a pool ball off the side bumpers, hit the railing on the right, then
deflected in a straight line to the railing on the left. As did Shagg. The head, now rounder
and turning crimson, hung on the side and then dropped into the pocket: splash. As did
Shagg: splash.13!

130 «MaTIITIHBI AP/KaT UX B IIOBHHOBEHIH, HO CTOHT HX OCBOOOAHUTE, M BCE OHH OPOCATCA HA HAC I PACTOITIYT - U HAC, I
Hary KyAbTypy. Toraa - Dxkcuaun kouerpy (SK:Ss 2: 93-4).
y Ky Y

D1 «Beriiag ma yaniry, Ilarr aBroMaTiaeckn MOBEPHYA BAOAD YAHIIBI U IIIEA, CAM HE AyMaf KyAd. DTO OBIA ¥aC, KOTAA
CEepHH BO3BPAIIAATICE C PAOOTHI; IIOIAB B IIIEPEHTH, MEAACHHO H METOAMYIECKH - ABA YAAPA B CEKYHAY - IIIATAFOIIIX
AFOAEH, HAIII TI03T M HE 3aMETHA, KAK BCKOPE IIOAYHHHIACA YETKOMY U TOYHOMY PHTMY IIIEPEHT, EMY AQXKe HPABUAACDH Ta
Aerkas Oe3AyIIHAA IyCTOTa, KAKYEO IIPHBHOCHAO B HETO COIIPUKOCHOBEHHE C MEPTBBIMH TOAYKAME MAIIIHH; IIOCAE
ITPONCIIIEAITIErO B KabuHeTe 3eca eMy XOTEAOCh BOZMOKHO AOABIIIE HE AYMaTh, BEIUTPATH BPEMA Y MBICAI, I OH
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Just as in the story of the poet and the accountant in “The Players,” the rationalized and utilitarian
world is inhospitable to the creativity, intuition and inspiration that the poet programmatically
represents in Krzhizhanovsky’s writing. These qualities must be given up, since they may only bring
unhappiness. But Shagg’s story illustrates the danger of conformity for the writer in a totalitarian
society as well. His relinquishing of his own will in order to follow the crowd and lessen his own
psychological distress, ends as a sort of bitter joke: he jumps off a bridge only because the person
ahead of him does. In other words, the writer who attempts to conform to society to reduce the
burden of difference may find that this conformity may lead not to peaceful obliviousness but to the
oblivion of death.

The underlying cause of the suicide epidemic, as the dictator soon discovers, is that the minds of
the exons have begun to develop a certain immunity to the vibrophages, excreting their own natural
antidote to centralized control. The immunity spreads, and soon that “harmony, that previous
precisely calculated harmony, was lost.”32 Exons start besieging the gated inner city of the elites, and
the leaders are forced to take measures to ensure their own personal survival—that is, they turn off
their broadcasting towers and take to their heels. Fleeing the capital, they escape into the forests and
wilderness, where—just as in Zamyatin’s I/e—they find pockets of primitive peoples who have
escaped the rule of the machine. They join them in their hunter-gatherer life, and

... the wheel of history, having described a full circle, once again began to turn its heavy
spokes. But if only the person who had nearly been crushed under the entirely ordinary
wheel of an entirely ordinary automobile—the same person, you remember, from the first
day of my story, the one concealed under the name “Anonymous”—if only he had in fact

HAPOYHO, KAK OBl BKAFOYAACH B KAKYFO-TO UTPY, IIPUTUCHYA AOKTH K TEAY, KAK U T€, 9TO BOKPYT, 1, YCTABUBIIIICH TAA3AMI
B KPYTABLH 32TBIAOK BIIEPCAH HAYILIETO 9KCOHA, ITOAYMaA: 'Haao, kak OH, BCE, Kak OH, - Tak Aerde''. 3aTBIAOK, MEPHO
Ka4adAch, IIOBEPHYA OT nepekpectka BaeBo. M I1larr. 3aTeIAOK 11O IIpAMOMY Pa3bEry IIpOCIIeKTa ABUTAACA K CTAABHOMY
rop6y mocra. M Iarr. I11au 10 TyAKOMY B3rOpOMIO MEK KAMEHHBIX ITAPAAACACH TIepuA. BAPYT 3aTBIAOK - KaK 11ap,
32KA3AHHBIA OT AByX OOPTOB, TKHYACH O IIEPUAA CIIPABA, IIOTOM - ITOA YTAOM OTPAKEHHUS - 110 IPAMOH Ha ITEPHAA CACBA.
W Ilarr. 3aTBIAOK, KPYTAACH M aAef, CBUC € OOPTAa M HBIPHYA B AY3y - BHu3: BertAeck. M [arr: Beriaeck» (SK:Ss 2: 94).

132 «...rapMOHIH, IIPEKHEH TOYHO HCIHCACHHON TApPMOHNN He IoAygasoch» (SK:Ss 2: 95).



182

been crushed under the wheel and been flattened by it along with his idea, then there’s no
way to know whether everything would have turned in a different direction. Although...133

In this way, cyclical time returns to the story, ultimately triumphing over rational and linear time.
History turns out not to be the teleological narrative of continual progress toward the future.
Instead, time is turned back on itself, and humanity reverts to premodern and cyclical notions of
time in its hunter-gatherer existence. Was this revolution of the wheel preordained, or was it the
particular result of the failure of Anonymous’s hubris? The narrator, Dyazh, does not complete his
thought, though his final “although” [Xor4...] casts doubt on this latter explanation. Even if
Anonymous had been crushed by the wheel of the automobile, in other words, the wheel of history
would still have turned full circle; this is simply what wheels do. Linear time may drive the
movements of the stars in the heavens, but human history seems to be subject to other, more
cyclical forces, which serve to disrupt narratives of continual and steady progress.

In Dyazh’s story, Krzhizhanovsky seems to have discerned not only the rise of the Soviet
totalitarian state, but he also has managed to prophecy its ultimate collapse as well. He shows in
miniature how a coercive system that treats its subjects as parts of a vast interconnected machine,
with no concern for the force of individual human desire, cannot survive. This story about the
mechanization of human life is not simply about rational time, of course—the questions it raises
about the life of the mind and the question of free will are broader—but the particular form of
coercion used by the state of Exinia is directly related to early Soviet rhetoric around temporal
discipline and control, showing once again how integral new conceptions of time were in structuring

Soviet ideology and discourse.

133 «... KOAECO MCTOPHUH, OIHCAB IIOAHBIN KPYT, CHOBA 3aBOPOYAAO CBOMMHE THKKUMH ciiniiamu. Ho ecan 6 gerosek,
CKpBITHIH ITOA nMeHeM "AHOHMMA", 9yTh HE ITOIABIIHUIT - B TOT, IIOMHHTE, IIEPBBIH PACCKA3aHHBII MHOIO ACHB - IIOA
OOBIKHOBEHHEIIIIIEE KOAECO OOBIKHOBEHHEHIIIETO aBTOMOOHAA, BCE-TAKH ITOIIAA OBI ITOA HETO 1 OBIA PACIIAFOINEH BMECTE
C HACEH, TO KaK 3HATh - MOKET OBITh, BCE 3aBPAIIAAOCH ObI B APYIYIO CTOPOHY. XoT4...» (SK:S5s2: 97).
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3.7 Conclusion: Recovering the Human

The works discussed above outline a fairly comprehensive view of the author’s thoughts in
regard to the possibility and desirability of regimenting human activity according to rationalized
timekeeping. Above all else, Krzhizhanovsky associates this type of temporal discipline with the
machine and the mechanization of everyday life, which he counterposes to the human and human
time. The works discussed in this chapter chart the rise and fall of this machine time, starting from
its roots in utilitarian thought (sturdy boots over dead poets, as discussed in the chapter
introduction) and the technological advances of early-twentieth century modernity. These have given
rise to new relationships to time, especially temporalities that emphasize abstract and granular
subdivisions of time—the second, and the fraction of a second, as seen above—over the older units
of time emphasizing natural cycles like the days or seasons. But Krzhizhanovsky’s characters,
perhaps like the author himself, have a difficult time integrating themselves into this synchronized,
universal time, which leaves them as temporal outcasts. The first half of the chapter is concerned
with this phenomenon of being out of step, while the second half is devoted to the opposite: the
compulsory adoption of rationalized, monolithic time, which finds its fictional apotheosis in the
dystopian tale of the exes in Letter Killers Club.

In the broadest sense, Krzhizhanovsky’s critique of rational time is only a part of his neo-
Kantian critique of reason more generally. Although this would seem to put him in philosophical
alighment with earlier Russian literary schools such as the symbolists before the revolution, or the
absurdist post-revolutionary Oberiuty group after the revolution, he does not seem interested in
exploring either mysticism (in the case of the former) or games of illogic (as the latter). He seems
very much invested in the ability of the mind to grasp and know the world, just not simply through

the materialist and rationalizing lens of his contemporary socialist ideology. This seems doubly true
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for questions of morality or ethics, which for the author cannot be resolved through the mechanical
application of utilitarian calculations. When Krzhizhanovsky’s characters call the exes of Dyazh’s
dystopian world “ethical machines,” there is little doubt that the author writes this with tongue
planted firmly in cheek; for Krzhizhanovsky, an ethical machine would surely be a contradiction in
terms. The stories discussed in this chapter all seek to symbolically overturn the increasing
domination of the machine over man, and restore the human—human time, human love, human
morality, humanist thought—to the increasingly inhuman age in which time had left the author

stranded.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Future Imperfect: Charismatic-Rational Time and the Nature of Tomorrow in Memorties of

the Future

4.1 Introduction: Does the Future Already Exist?

On the evening of April 6, 1922, the intellectual elites of Paris crowded into a hall at the
Société Francaise de philosophie to witness an unusual event. Later billed as a watershed moment in
twentieth-century intellectual history,! that evening’s program featured a debate between two
titans—one a French philosopher who had dominated European thought for much of the new
century, and the other an unassuming German physicist whose Nobel Prize lay still ahead of him.
Today the philosopher’s name is less familiar than the upstart scientist who challenged him, but at
that time the opposite was still true, and if there were any one moment that cemented their diverging
trajectories, it may have been this evening in early April, 1922.2 The philosopher’s name was Henri
Bergson, a metaphysician whose writing on the nature of time helped shape the thought of such
thinkers as William James, Edmund Husserl, Martin Heidegger, and Gilles Deleuze, among others.
The physicist likely needs little introduction: His name was Albert Einstein.

The throngs that had gathered in the hall at the Société Francaise de philosophie were eager to

hear the physicist speak about his special and general theories of relativity (the first theory was

I Canales, 3.

2 Ibid., 6.
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published in 1905; the latter came eleven years later in 1916), especially since the theories were still
poorly understood even in the scientific community. Henri Bergson began his speech by expressing
unfeigned admiration for the physicist; for Bergson, Einstein’s theory of time was not fundamentally
dissimilar to his own, which also denied the universal and absolute status of objective time as
asserted by thinkers from Aristotle to Sir Isaac Newton. In fact, contrary to various subsequent
representations of the debate, Bergson was not at all hostile to Einstein’s theory as a physical and
mathematical explanation of time—that is, “the time that clocks divide into equal parts”>—but
instead only objected to its universalizing scope, which he saw as “a metaphysics grafted upon
science.” In other words, he believed that Einstein’s theory dealt perfectly well with what he called
“lower-case-t time,” or clock time, but that it was left to philosophers to grapple with the nature of
“Time with a capital T.””s Einstein’s realm was physics, while Bergson staked out metaphysics for
himself.

Speaking only for a brief minute, Einstein rebutted this division, denying the philosopher any
realm of time at all. “I/ #’y a donc pas un temps des philosophes,” he famously said: “The time of the
philosophers does not exist.” There was only the physical time that clocks measure; anything else
had no objective reality and was merely a matter for psychologists. This included the intuitive and
universally human experience of the zensedness of time, or its division into past, present and future. As
Einstein was to say many years later at the funeral of his friend Michele Besso, “People like us, who
believe in physics, know that the distinction between past, present and future is only a stubbornly

persistent illusion.”s

3 Bergson, qtd. in Canales, 42.
4 Ibid.

> Ibid., 24.

¢ Albert Einstein, quoted in Lee Smolin, Time Reborn: From the Crisis in Physies to the Future of the Universe (Boston:
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2013), 88.
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For Bergson, Finstein’s dismissal of the objective reality of time’s passage was one of the
physicist’s most objectionable claims about time. Einstein’s integration of time into the three spatial
dimensions, a concept developed further by Hermann Minkowski in the space-time continuum
named for him, stripped time of its special tensed properties. If time and space were combined into
a whole, time then must necessarily exist in the same way that space does, not sucessively but
simultaneonsly, even though we may perceive only the portions of it that lie closest at hand. The
intrepid explorer who sets a course for over the horizon rightly does not believe he is creating distant
lands, merely discovering them where they have always existed. And just as we do not doubt the
existence of places that lie beyond the horizon, so too should we not doubt the existence of the so-
called past, present and future, all embedded in a four-dimensional Minkowski space, a manifold
where no one moment can be ontologically privileged over any other. That is the lesson of
Einstein’s relativity.

But the fundamental disagreement underlying this debate about the nature of time did not
originate on that evening in Paris. As we have seen in previous chapters, the basic contours of this
debate stretch back millennia. The debate between Einstein and Bergson was essentially the same,
pace Heidegger, that pitted the Heraclitian understanding of time as change and flux against
Parmenides’s unchanging vision of eternity.” In fact, these mutually contradictory views later formed
the basis for McTaggart’s rejection of the objective reality of time in the first decade of the twentieth
century, as discussed in Chapter Two. And while McTaggart’s denial of time has not found much
traction among contemporary philosophers, his division of temporal conceptions into two different
types—what he calls A-series time and B-series time—has retained its usefulness as a descriptor. A-

series time, if we recall, accords objective status to the ever-changing qualities of pastness, presence

7 Canales, 147.
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and futurity of events, while B-series time holds that only the invariant qualities of earlier than ot later
than can be real.8 The philosophy of time has other ways of distinguishing these conceptions of time
as well. Those who believe that only the present moment is objectively real in an ontological sense
are called presentists; those who believe that all times are equally real are known as efernalists. In turn,
we might link these different stances to the types of time discussed previously: Kazros seems to
correspond more closely to time as it is experienced, with its notion of heterogeneous, human-
centered time, while Chronos has more affinity with the rational view of time that decenters human
experience of its passage in favor of the uniform, homogeneous time of the clock. Coming full
circle, we might note the general similarities between these conceptions of time and Bergon’s
emphasis of becoming over being, what he termed the élan vital, on the one hand, and Einstein’s
insistence that physics had no language for becoming, only being.

True, Bergson had initially seen Einstein as a potential ally, someone who dismissed, just as he
did, the universal homogeneous time of Newton, replacing this with a multitude of temporal frames
instead. But the effects of fragmenting the “now’ had far-reaching consequences that soon became
apparent. Just as there is no absolute point in space from all which all spatial relations—up and
down, left and right—can be objectively determined, then there was no one present moment either;
one person’s “now’” was likely to be someone else’s past or even future, rendering these categories
meaningless in any objective sense. But by erasing the boundaries between yesterday and tomorrow,
the differing ontological significances of these categories are also destroyed: If before yesterday was

fixed but tomorrow was free, still indeterminate and contingent, now both seemed fixed. This idea

8 Thus, the “arrow of time”—as attested, for instance, by the tendency for entropy, a measurable quantity, to increase—
appears to be real, though not the existence of privileged positions along this ditection. There is still much debate over
this question, and some physicists now see time as an “emergent” phenomenon, while others deny the reality of time
entirely; see Julian B Barbour, The End of Time: The Next Revolution in Physics (Oxford, New York: Oxford University
Press, 2000).
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of time is known as the “block universe”: time is “given all at once,” as Shterer says, and we have
only to move through it to discover what already exists.” The future then becomes not an
ontological problem but an epistemological question, as discussed previously in Chapter Two. For
Henri Bergson, who averred that “[t]he future in reality is open, unpredictable and indeterminate,”
such a view of the universe led to a logical determinism that he refused to accept.

If we now return to Krzhizhanovsky’s fiction, we see that this unresolved question of the
ontological status of the future seems to have similarly nagged at the writer. Based on his references
to both Einstein and Bergson, Krzhizhanovsky seems to have more than a passing familiarity with
the different theories of time espoused by the two rivals. As mentioned in the previous chapter,
Krzhizhanovsky wrote about Einstein’s theory four years earlier in his published essay “Moscow
Street Signs,” and attended a course on Einstein’s theory in Moscow in this period. The author’s
1929 novel Memories of the Future (to which we now turn in this chapter) borrows terminology from
the still-new general theory of relativity, and explicitly refers to Minkowski space-time. At the same
time, however, the novel’s time-discourse is also influenced by Bergson’s opposing philosophy,
especially the invocation of the Bergsonian duration, /a durée, or as it was translated into Russian,
dlitel'nost’ [aamreapHOCTB|: Max Shterer, the time-travelling protagonist of the novel, is referred to as
a “future master of durations” [OyAyruit mactep aanreapnocrer|.!! Karen Rosenflanz convincingly
charts Bergson’s broad influence on Krzhizhanovsky, noting that “[I]ike his Russian formalist

contemporaries, Krzhizhanovsky was enamored of Bergson’s approach to time, and incorporated

° And if we continue to repeat the same trajectoties, or “world lines” in Minkowski space-time, then we arrive at the idea
that Nietzsche suggested in Thus Spoke Zarathustra: ““Must not whatever can run its course of all things, have already run
along that lane? Must not whatever canz happen of all things have already happened, resulted, and gone by?” F. Nietzsche,
Thus Spake Zarathustra, Dover Thrift Editions (New York: Dover Publications, 2012), 108.

10 Quoted in Canales, 45.

11 Karen Rosenflanz notes the paradoxical nature of this appellation, conflating as it does the organic Bergsonian
duration with Soviet discourse on mastering time (Rosenflanz, 548).
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ideas and terminology clearly influenced by this Bergsonian paradigm into his stories.”2 This all-
important connection between Bergson and Krzhizhanovsky is explored in great depth and detail by
Rosenflanz in her article “Overturned Verticles and Extinguished Suns: Facets of Krzhizhanovsky’s
Fourth Dimension,” published in the special edition of SEE] devoted to the author. The article,
which discusses spatial and temporal conceptions of the fourth dimension in relation to both
Einstein and Bergson, provides a crucial foundation for the arguments to follow in this study. It is
important to note that Rosenflanz’s comprehensive discussion of Bergsonian philosophy in
Krzhizhanovsky’s work is not limited to Meznories of the Future, but also sees his influence in such
works as “The Rosary” [Uerku| and Odyssey of the Odd. In regard to the latter, Rosenflanz writes that
the novella “imagines a battle between the physical manifestation of the concept of Bergsonian
time—becoming that is engraved with experience—versus segmented time.” The goal for the
present study is to extend Rosenflanz’s argument about the fourth dimension in Krzhizhanovsky’s
work, and show how Memories of the Future charts a pivot from an Einsteinian conception of time to a
Bergsonian view by the end of the novel—in other words, recapitulating the debate over the nature
of time in that crowded lecture hall of the Société Francaise de philosophie a few years earlier,
ultimately resolving it in Bergson’s favor.

Memories of the Future’s narrative arc tracks the protagonist, the scientist and genius Maximillian
Shterer, as he endeavors to build a time machine and leap ahead into the future. This idée fixe of
cheating the normal forward progression of time starts as Shterer’s childhood obsession: “The child,
and later the youth, strove to see down the road that stretched ahead without taking a single step

along it.”13 Here we can see how spatial metaphors predominate in Shterer’s conception of time

12 Ibid. 538.

13 Memories, 137. Russian: «PebeHOK, 3aTeM OTPOK, Kak OBI CTPEMUACA BIAAAETHCA B IIPOTAHYBILIAINCA BITEPEAN IIyTh, HE
AeAas IO HeMy Hi eAuHOro Iaray (SK:Ss 2: 342).
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from the very beginning. This static or eternalist position should come as no surprise, of course.
After all, the very idea of traveling to the future necessitates a spatialized conception of time, one in
which all times exist simultaneously in eternity, and not consecutively as durations. To think
otherwise would mean that his time machine would be impossible; otherwise how could one travel
to some place (or rather, some #e) that does not exist?* As Shterer asserts, “time is given to us a//
at once, whereas we peck at it one grain at a time, in split seconds.”!s

In his quest to overcome this ordinary “pecking” of time, Shterer imagines a sort of
transcendent time, the endless and timeless time of all times, the circular figure of eternity, through
which he can move at will, just as he moves freely through space: “People move about in space.
From any point to any point. They ought also to move through time: from any point to any point.”6
This transcendent and unmoving time, like the underlying space-time continuum of Einstein, is
neither the time of human lives and events of Ka/ros, nor is it the rational and ever-progressing clock
time of Chronos. Instead, we can denote this sort of time using another Greek mythological figure,
Aton, the deity connected with circular, eternal time in the universe, “time in the absolute sense.”’?
Starting from Plato, philosophers saw .Aéon as “the conception of ideal eternity, in contrast with
Chronos, empirical time,” and that “the idea of Aion, eternal time, is now clearly distinguished from

the subdivisions of Chronos into past, present and future, of which indeed the nonexistence is

14 The question of whether presentism is incompatible with time travel is more complex than it might seem at first
glance, and some scholars have argued that it is in fact compatible. See Simon Keller and Michael Nelson, “Presentists
Should Believe in Time Travel,” in Philosophy of Time, ed. L. Nathan Oaklander Critical Concepts in Philosophy, v. 1
(New York: Routledge, 2008) For alternate opinions, see “Traveling in A- and B-Time” in the same volume.

15 Ibid., 150. Russian: «Bpemst AQHO ¢ha3y U BCE, HO MBI KAFOEM €TO, TAaK CKa3aTh, 110 3¢PHY, B pasAepre cekyHA» (SK:Ss 2:

358).

16 Tbid., 141. Russian: «AroAu mepeABurarorcs B mpoctpasctse. OT AIOOBIX TOYEK K AFOObIM. Haao, 94100bI 1 CKBO3B
BpeMA: OT AFOOOH TOUKH K Ar000M» (SK:Ss 2: 346).

17 Levi, Doro. "Aion." Hesperia: The Journal of the American School of Classical Studies at Athens 13, no. 4 (1944): 269-314.
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pointed out.”8 This third conception of time, along with our previous images of time as Chronos and
Kairos, will inform the discussion of Memories of the Future in the pages that follow.

As a starting point for this discussion, it should be pointed out that while Krzhizhanovsky’s
novel is deeply concerned with the philosophy of time, as indicated above, he is as much interested
in how different temporal conceptions affect spheres of human thought and action outside of
philosophy—for instance, how ideas about time shape ideology, politics, and the moral and personal
realms of experience. In other words, time is dealt with in both the rarified discourse of science and
metaphysics and through the more embodied level of story, with all its attendant concerns with
character, plot (a series of causally-connected events in narrated time) and the specific social and
political context in which the character finds himself. Accordingly, the present chapter will address
problems of time and the future not in isolation and through disparate fields of discourse—
philosophy, ideology, morality, etc.—but in a more holistic manner in order to show the
interconnectedness of thought and action in Krzhizhanovsky’s fiction generally and Memzories of the
Future in particular.

Nevertheless, insofar as the complex intermingling of these different types of discourse in the
novel permits, this chapter will parse out various strands of Mezories of the Future for discussion in
separate sections. These sections in turn are grouped into larger interpretive questions. Thus, the
first two sections address the question of context: The first section explores the novel’s literary
contexts—its precursors, influences, and the literary-cultural ecosystem of the late 1920s—while the
chapter’s second section deals with the political and ideological contexts of the same period,
especially in regard to what Hanson terms “charismatic-rational” time and the First Five-Year Plan.

The next two sections deal with narrative manifestations and fictional phenomenology of time:

18 Tbid.
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how is time made visible in the novel, how is it experienced, what metaphors are used to describe it?
These sections will deal with aspects of narrative time (in Genettian terms, speed, order, and various
anachronicities of the novel’s syuzhet!’), and the various indirect and metaphorical ways in which the
apparent movement of time is represented in material terms through comparisons to film projectors,
high-speed trains, and other mechanical devices. After that, we will turn to the novel’s theoretical
dimension, analyzing Shterer’s philosophy of time and the future. Finally, the last three sections
deal with the moral and personal dimensions of time—the squandering of time and opportunity,
the search for lost time, and the resulting moral education for the protagonist, who is transformed
by a brief glimpse of the future into a writer and a seer. But like Cassandra, Shterer’s oracular vision
of the future is painful; he may sense its contours, but it is now too late for him to change anything
about it. This is the great irony at the heart of the novel. Shterer has spent all his time searching for
time, and in the process he has lost the most important part of it: the eventful time of the present,
the crucible in which the future takes shape. Thus Shterer’s story is that of a man who struggles
against Chronos to propel himself into Azon, the timeless time of eternity, but ends up by losing
Kairos, meaningful time, the #me when, a tragedy that resonates with profound moral, personal, and

political significance.

4.2 Futures Past: Literary and Cultural Influences

Memories of the Future, written in 1929, was not Krzhizhanovsky’s first attempt at the theme of

time travel. Two years eatlier, the author began a novella he titled Discomfort [Heyrot], which begins

on the front during the First World War. The protagonist, a lieutenant in the Russian imperial

19 Gérard Genette, Narrative Disconrse: An Essay in Method (Ithaca, N.Y: Cornell University Press, 1980), 33-85.
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military named Zygmin,2 is returning from the front at night on a train?! when he is suddenly
transported together with his troops to somewhere else entirely. The terrain in which he finds
himself matches his maps perfectly, but there are no familiar human landmarks, which makes him
wonder if he’s been transported not through space but time. The hypothesis is confirmed when he
stumbles upon the pivotal battle on the River Kalka between the Mongol Empire and the
principalities of medieval Rus’ in the year 1223, a clash that ended in disaster for the Russians. The
lieutenant decides to intercede with his regiment on behalf of the beleaguered Russian forces, and
when they turn their artillery pieces on the Mongols, the course of history is redirected.2

As a novel, Discomfort was to remain unfinished; Krzhizhanovsky expressed frustration with the
plot in a letter to Anna Bovshek, and when the first chapter came back with a rejection from the
periodical Krasnaia Nov’, he rewrote the first chapter of the work into a short story that he called
“Through Tracing Paper” [CkBo3sp kaabky] 2 In this story, the logical and plot issues that he
perhaps struggled with in the novel—for instance, how to deal with the ramifications of altering this
key moment in the past as they spiral outward to the present—were nullified by making the whole

thing appear to be merely a dream in the lieutenant’s mind (this shorter version of the story was

20 Perel’'muter notes that this is a variation of the Polish spelling of Krizhizhanovsky’s first name (SK:5s 2: 556).

21 Note that the train is associated with temporal travel here, as it will be later in Memories of the Future and indeed in
Soviet political posters, which often show the country as a locomotive speeding into the future through spatialized time
(see, for instance, the illustration reproduced later in this chapter).

22 For a somewhat similar time-travel conceit, see Mikhail Bulgakov’s Ivan 1 asilievich [V 1sar Bacuabesud], his play about
an ordinary person traveling back to the time of Ivan the Terrible, a work that was written in mid-1930s and later turned
into the beloved Soviet film [van VVasilievich Changes Profession [ Ban BacuapeBuda MensieT mpodeccHro].

23 This is a typical Krzhizhanovskian play on words. The famous site of the battle depicted is the river Kalka [Kaaxka], but
the Russian title uses a similar word “kal’ka”, [kaabka|, which in Russian is either a translation loanword (calque, itself a
calque in Russian) or—more appropriately here with the preposition “through”—*“tracing paper,” or perhaps “map
overlay.” Thus the title implies both a military offensive pushing through the river barrier, and also the palimpsestic
tracing paper or map ovetlay, which captures the simultaneous nature of the same place overlaid with a different time.

24 SK:852: 556.
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fated to remain unpublished as well).2s Even with this swerve away from the ontological problems of
time travel, many of Krzhizhanovsky’s ideas on the subject are present in embryonic form in the
story. For instance, the juxtaposition of spatial travel (especially by train) and temporal travel, and
the way that the same exact same place in space is seen across time such that history seems to
collapse on itself (or is overlaid in the tracing paper of the title.) Thus, in this story, a battle on the
banks of the River Kalka during the First World War is transformed into a battle occurring centuries
earlier, and the past and present commingle, turning the linear march of time into a circle.

For these time-travel narratives and particularly for Memories of the Future, Krzhizhanovsky was
employing the now-familiar topoi of a genre that was first established in 1895 with the publication
of the ur-text of time travel, HG Wells’s The Time Machine.” It was this work that laid the conceptual
groundwork for all time-travel narratives to come. As James Gleick notes, before Wells’s novel, the
idea of a spatialized time through which a person might “travel”—itself a word repurposed from the
language of space—was a foreign one in the popular imagination, and some critics reacted with
consternation and bafflement at this mixing of different linguistic domains.?” The hero of Wells’s tale
(referred to only as “the traveler”) gamely explains the notion of time as the fourth dimension to his
listeners in the novel, who function as a sort of proxy for his contemporary reader, to whom these
concepts would have still been unfamiliar:

...any real body must have extension in four directions: it must have Length, Breadth,
Thickness, and—Duration. But through a natural infirmity of the flesh, which I will explain
to you in a moment, we incline to overlook this fact. There are really four dimensions, three
which we call the three planes of Space, and a fourth, Time. There is, however, a tendency to
draw an unreal distinction between the former three dimensions and the latter, because it

25 The following year of 1928, Krzhizhanovsky returns again to the subject of time travel in his novel The Return of
Munchansen—in this case, time travel from the past into the present when the Baron Munchausen materializes in post-
revolutionary Russia.

26 \Well’s Time Machine was not the first story to make use of time travel, nor was it even the first modern story. Others,
such as A Connecticut Y ankee in King Arthur’s Court, by Mark Twain, or Chatles Dickens’s A Christmas Carol, involved
transpositions in time. But in these tales, the travel through time happened via magical means and was not grounded in
scientific (or pseudoscientific) descriptions, and the time travel process was not central to the plot.

27 James Gleick, Time Travel: A History, First edition (New York: Pantheon Books, 2016), 49.
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happens that our consciousness moves intermittently in one direction along the latter from
the beginning to the end of our lives.2

After Wells’s famous explanation of time—which predated Einstein and Minkowski’s space-time
continuum by more than a decade—all subsequent writers in the genre relied upon this convention
of making time and space equivalent, and by 1929, when Krzhizhanovsky sat down to write his
novel, this convention would have likely have become already invisible: no longer a metaphor
requiring a mental leap, but an established scientific fact.

But Krzhizhanovsky’s novel does not accept Wells’s explanation of the workings of the
traveler’s time machine without question. Shterer reacts jealously to the discovery of Wells’s book,
which is gifted to him by his classmate, Ikhya: “Shterer did not feel gratitude—Aflipping quickly
through the pages, his hands expressed, if anything, rage. Someone, some fabricator of fictions, had
dared to invade his own Shtererian brain, an idea that could be taken from his brain only with his
brain.”2

But soon Shterer feels vindicated. Wells’s time machine is nothing like /s, which relies not on
the simple transfer of the machinery of physical conveyance into the temporal realm—Shterer notes
in disdain Wells’s contraption’s “wires, even that absurd bicycle seat”—but instead relies on
changing how the mind perceives time. Thus, the “neuromagnet” [mefipomarsut] in his machine
reroutes temporal perceptions to the spatial centers of his brain, allowing him the ability to navigate
through time as /f it were space.

Whatever the nature of Shterer’s disagreement with Wells, Krzhizhanovsky acknowledges his

debt to the earlier writer through various allusions to Wells that would likely have been familiar to

28 H.G. Wells, The Time Machine: An Invention, Modern Library (New York: Modern Library, 2002), 4.

29 Memories, 141. Russian: «llltepep He 4yBCTBOBAA ODAATOAAPHOCTH - PYKH €r0, OBICTPO 3aKOITABIIHEC B CTPAHMIIAX,
CKOpee, BEIpaKAAU THEB. KTO-TO, KAKOH-TO COYHHNTEAD POMAHOB ITOCMEA BTOPTHYTBCS B €I0, HCKOHHO IIITEPEPOBCKYIO,
MBICAB, KOTOPYEO M3 MO3Ta, MOKHO B3fITh AHIID BMecTe ¢ Mo3rom» (SK:Ss 2: 346-7).

30 Ibid., 142. Russian: «kaxme-TO IIPOBOAA, A@XKE HEACIIOE BEAOCHUIICAHOE cearo» (SK:Ss 2: 347).
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readers in the 1920s. (For instance, his description of the artificially sped-up sun, rocketing across
the sky in a blaze of light in the brief moment from sunup to sundown, draws directly from a similar
image in The Time Machine’") Krzhizhanovsky appears to have been fascinated by Wells’s novels, and
indicates in a letter to Anna Bovshek in July of 1922 that he was working on a screenplay adaptation
of one of the author’s novels®? and also translated Wells’s The World Set Free into Russian.*® He also
later planned to edit a collection of “scientific belletristic works” [mHayanas Geasnerpucruxkal that
would include Wells.>* Neither of these projects came to fruition, despite Wells’s enormous
popularity in Russia. The British authot’s popularity reached a peak in the 1920s, when there was a
veritable craze of “Wellsiana” in the Soviet Union, particularly for the author’s science fiction
novels, which were retranslated and republished.’ “Wells’s keen interest in the future was one of the
reasons for his popularity in a country which stood on the eve of a radically new stage in its
development,” as the scholars Adelaida Lyubimova and Boris Proskurnin note.?

Krzhizhanovsky was not the only writer in the 1920s to avail himself to the topoi of the time-
travel narrative as established by HG Wells. In the very same year of 1929 while Krzhizhanovsky
was writing his unpublished Mewzories of the Future, the famed poet Vladimir Mayakovsky wrote and
staged not one but o different plays about traveling to the distant future, “The Bedbug” [Kaom]
and “The Bathhouse” [Bans]|, works that bear a strong resemblance to Krzhizhanovsky’s. The first

play, “The Bedbug,” involves time travel only in a manner of speaking: the protagonist’s passage

31 For instance, from The Time Machine: .. .the jetking sun became a streak of fire, a brilliant arch, in space; the moon a
fainter fluctuating band” (Wells, 18).

32 §K:85 6: 29; also Perel’muter’s commentary in SK:S5s 6: 549.

33 SK:851: 632,
34 SK:855:397.

35 Adelaida Lyubimova and Boris Proskurnin, “H. G. Wells in Russian Literary Criticism, 1890s— 1940s” in The Reception
of H. G. Wells in Europe, ed. Patrick Patrinder, John S Partington (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2013), 64.

36 Ibid.
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through time is in fact ordinary, but his consciousness is in a state of suspended animation and so he
does not experience the interim travel-time to the future, having been accidentally encased and
frozen in a block of ice. He awakens to the seemingly utopian world of the future, free of vice and

exploitation, but soon has difficulties in adapting to this perfect world.
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Figure 9. A 1929 photograph of Meyerhold’s production of Mayakovsky’s “The Bathhouse,” showing the inventot’s time machine.

The second play, “The Bathhouse,” is more of a canonical time-travel story in the spirit of HG
Wells, and as in the earlier novel—indeed, like Krzhizhanovsky’s Memories of the Future—the plot
centers on a lone genius inventor who creates a time machine to travel into the future. As in
Krzhizhanovsky’s novel, all manner of obstacles are thrown in the inventor’s way, including perhaps
most significantly the machinery of government bureaucracy. By the end of the play, however, the
inventor triumphs, transporting himself and his enlightened supporters into the gleaming future of
the year 2030 and leaving behind the venal Soviet apparatchiks in their flawed present. Although less

sophisticated than Krzhizhanovsky’s work in both concept and execution, Mayakovsky’s play is
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quite forceful in its satire of Soviet bureaucracy, a quality that did not endear it to the authorities.
The official reaction to the play was swift and merciless, and the play’s disastrous reception may
have contributed to Mayakovsky’s depression and subsequent suicide the following year.>”

Some of the similarities between this play and Krzhizhanovsky’s novel may be attributed to a
generic family resemblance arising from the common ancestor of HG Wells’s Tznze Machine, which
also featured a similar protagonist. But other aspects of the work seem to imply a more direct
connection. Take, for instance, the first scene in Mayakovsky’s play, where the inventor, Chudakov,
explains his grand vision of temporal domination to a visitor to his laboratory:

Stop clicking your tongue like an abacus counting up the petty political gains of the present
day! My idea is much grander. Henceforth the Volga River of Time, in which, by our birth,
we were cast like so many logs for floating—cast, I say, to flounder and float downstream—
that river will be subject to our control! I shall compel time to stop—or else to rush off in
any desired direction and at any desired speed. ... The fireworks fantasies of HG Wells, the
futuristic brain of Einstein, and the bestial hibernating habits of bears and yogis—all these
are compressed, squeezed together, and combined into my machine!?

Shteret’s gives a similarly enraptured explanation to his schoolmate, Ikhya, on the workings of
his time machine, which functions by spatializing temporal perceptions. He too uses the image of
floating in the river of time:

And in that instant when it jumps into the glint, so to speak, and becomes three-
dimensional, present, past and future may be made to change places like dominoes, a game
requiring at least two dimensions. The third dimension is for safety’s sake. After all, for the
canoe [geAHa] that has lost its paddle, there’s only one solution—to float downriver with the
current, from past to future. Until the skiff is wrecked on the rocks or swept away by a wave.
What I’'m giving people is a plain paddle, an oar with which to restrain the racing seconds.
It’s as simple as that. Use it and you, or anyone, will be able to row against the days, or ahead
of them, or even across time...to the shore.#

37 Victor Erlich, Modernism and Revolution: Russian Literature in Transition (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press,
1994), 263.

38 Vladimir Mayakovsky, Guy Daniels and Robert Payne, Mayakovsky: Plays. (Evanston: Northwestern University Press,
1995), 199-200.

3 It should be noted that this is an exceedingly common metaphor, one that has infiltrated our language even when it is
not explicitly present—as seen, for example, in the use of the word “flow” to describe time’s progression.

40 Memories, 143. Russian: «/1 B Mur, KOrAa OH, TaK CKa3aTb, BIPBITHYB B OAUK, OTPEXMEPUTCA, HACTOAIIIEE, IIPOIIIAOE I
OyAyIIIee MOKHO OYAET 3aCTABHTDH KAK YTOAHO MEHATHCA MECTAMM, KaK KOCTAIIIKHM AOMIHO, UIPa B KOTOPOE TpedyeT
MHHIMYM ABYX Mep. Tpersa Mmepa - AAf OecripourpoirHocTr. Beab AAA deAHa, TOTEPABIIIErO BECAA, OAUH TOABKO IIyTh -
ITO TE€YEHHIO BHI3, U3 IIPOIIIAOTO B OYAyIIiee, i TOABKO. IToka He pa3zobbeT O KAMHI MAM HE 3aXAECTHET BOAHOIL. To,
YTO A AAFO FM, AFOASIM, 3TO IIPOCTOE BECAO, AOITACTD, IIEPErOPAKUBAFOIIAA Oer CeKyHA. ToAbKO 1 Beero. AeHicTBYA M - U
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In both cases, the romantic-revolutionary vision of time domination is clear, though in
Krzhizhanovsky’s novel, this utopian dream is rendered—at least in light of the future which awaits
the inventor in the novel—in an ironic form, while for Mayakovsky the tone is not so much ironic
as it is ecstatic. Given the similarity of these works, it seems possible, even likely, that
Krzhizhanovsky may have been parodying Mayakovsky’s satire#'—that is to say, satirizing the
romantic revolutionary’s desire to escape the flawed present into a more perfect future. Though
perhaps satire is not quite the right term: After all, Shterer is more of a tragic than comic figure, a
man who does everything to bring about the future, but realizes too late it is not the tomorrow that
he has envisioned. In this way, Memories of the Future may be read both as a response to Mayakovsky’s
play and perhaps to the author himself, who seems to have been growing visibly disillusioned with
the future he’d helped inspire.

The fact that 1929 was the year that saw the production of these time-travel narratives (both
Mayakovsky’s plays and Krzhizhanovsky’s novel) is hardly a coincidence. The previous year had
marked the start of Stalin’s all-out mobilization to modernize the country in the first Five-Year Plan,
and the country was swept up in the drive for ever-accelerating production. As one of the characters
in Mayakovsky’s play remarks, “Our shop has just gone over to continuous production, and it will

be very important and interesting to see whether we fulfill the Five-Year plan in four years.” In

TBI, U BCAKUI - BBI MOKETE TPECTH U IIPOTUB AHEM, M B OOIOH MM, 1, HAKOHEIL, IIOIIEPEK BpeMeHM... K Oepery» (SK:Ss 2:
) > s Xy > Iv}

349).

# Tt is unclear who wrote his work first. Mayakovsky wrote his play in the fall of 1929, while Perel’muter asserts that
Krzhizhanovsky worked on Memories of the Futnre “by all appearances ... for most of 1929” (§K:S5s 2: 664), so it seems as
though Krzhizhanovsky at least began writing his work first. But if these similarities are not mere coincidence, it seems
more likely that Krzhizhanovsky was responding to Mayakovsky, rather than the other way around, given the public
nature of the latter’s work; Mayakovsky first read aloud his play to friends on September 22, 1929 (“Osnovnye daty
zhizni i tvorchestva Vladimira Mayakovskogo,” accessed February 25, 2018. http://v-mayakovsky.com/dates.html).
There is no record of Krzhizhanovsky reading the work aloud, and no attempts were made to publish the novel (SK:S5s 2
664).

42 The Bathhouse, 245.
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addition, the play’s “phosphorescent woman,” a visitor from the year 2030 who escorts the
progressive group of heroes into the future, also references the plan, telling the group that they were
well-adapted to speeding through time in the time machine, since “The five-year plan has
accustomed you people to the thythm and speed. The transition will be hardly noticeable.”*

It’s difficult to overestimate how much the design and implementation of the First Five-Year
Plan had come to dominate official discourse in 1929, when Mezmories of the Future was written. Suffice
to say that this was the same year that the then-dominant Russian Association of Proletarian Writers
(RAPP) announced that the First Five-Year Plan was to be the on/y suitable subject matters for all
works of fiction.* All of society was being mobilized toward the goal of modernization, and writers
were no exception. All of Soviet literary culture, in accordance with the demands of party leaders,
had turned its eyes toward the future. Conversely, reflections on the past were suspect, and indeed
“one publishing house even refused to print a novel because the time of action was three years
behindhand.”* Mayakovsky’s plays reflect this focus, even if their critique of the present day proved
too sharp-edged for the authorities. Mezories of the Future answered this call too, albeit in a contrary
spirit; unlike Mayakovsky’s play, Krzhizhanovsky’s novel undermines the very idea that time can or
should be rushed, as we shall see in more detail in the following sections of this chapter.

In answering the call to write about Stalin’s modernization drive, Soviet writers laid the
groundwork for a literary genre that would come into full flower in the canonical works of Socialist
Realism in the 1930s. This genre was the production novel [mponsBoAcTBeHHBIH pomaH], a work that

valorized industrial labor in Soviet factories. The prototype for the novel was Fyodor Gladkov’s

4 1bid., 255.
# Laurence Senelick and Sergei Ostrovsky, The Soviet Theater: A Documentary History New Haven: Yale University Press,
2014), 293.

4 Harriet Botland, Soviet Literary Theory and Practice During the First Five-Year Plan, 1928-32 (New York: King’s Crown
Press, 1950), 120.



202

Cement [Llement]|, published in 1925, which established many of the conventions of the form. The
protagonist of the production novel is typically a selfless hero, often an engineer, who works
obsessively to institute modernized forms of industrial activity in a factory despite various obstacles,
both natural and man-made, laid in his path. The prize for this struggle, in the words of Gladkov,
author of Cement, was “the boundless future

Although Cement was published as early as 1925, the genre took off with the start of the first
Five-Year Plan; as one critic notes, “By 1928, production had assumed the status of cultural
commodity, making for good reading, good art, as well as good political sense.”” By 1932,
conventions of the production novel were firmly entrenched with the official adoption of Socialist
Realism as the only acceptable form of literature. As Gorky defined it, the form was to enshrine the
worker’s “deeds, creativity ... with a view to his victory over the forces of nature.” For a novel like
Valentin Kataev’s Time, Forward! (whose title was taken from Mayakovsky’s play “The Bathhouse”),
the force of nature to be defeated was the regular and incremental advance of the present moment,
which stood in the way of ever-increasing pace of industrial output. The novel follows brigades of
shock-workers [yaapruku| who vie against each other—and against the apparent limits of their
physical capabilities—for the title of largest number of batches of concrete mixed over the course of
a single day. This race against time to fulfill some task became not only an adopted convention of
the production novel, but underpinned the entire labor movement of shock-workers, or
Stakhanovites, as they were later called, and became an absolutely indispensable part of the

rhetorical strategies and practice of Soviet labor.

46 Ibid., 70

47 Karen A. McCauley, “Production Literature and the Industrial Imagination,” The Slavic and East Enropean Journal 42, no.
3 (1998): 444—66.
48 Régine Robin, Socialist Realism: An Impossible Aesthetic (Stanford, Calif: Stanford University Press, 1992), 51.
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This plot element of the race against time can be found in the pages of Memwories of the Future. In
Krzhizhanovsky’s novel, the stock figure of the single-minded engineer in the production novel is
occupied by Shterer, who rushes to complete his time machine before he is conscripted into the
army:

If he worked nineteen hours a day, then in two to two and a half weeks the time machine
would be finished; checks of its operation, spare parts, and double-braking system would
have to be done without. Better to crash into the future, having ejected oneself into
unknown centuries, than to surrender one’s device, than to allow oneself to be crushed by a
page from a tear-off calendar, than to have one’s idea crossed out by the flight of a random
bullet, eternity by today’s date.

Now began an odd sort of game a zempo between man and time during a fitful and
sleepless week: time made its moves with events, man with the development of his machine.
For the man it was clear: if time outpaced him, the time machine would be lost; if he outran
time, time would lose its own self.4

Thus Krzhizhanovsky appears to be using the race-against-time convention of the production
novel in his own novel. Except that his race against time is agaznst time itself, a fact which only seems
to underscore the futility of his mission, as if he were waging war on the very air he breathes.
Nevertheless, as writes in his notebooks: "Today I am twenty-two. I delay and demur and, at the
same time, time is gaining time in the fight for the theme of time ... Time always wins because it goes
by. Either it will take my life before I take its meaning, or...”s0 Here his thoughts break off. A faint
echo of this passage can be find in the words of Stalin, who writes that “The tempo must not be

reduced! ... To slacken the tempo would mean falling behind. ... We are fifty or one hundred years

49 Memories, 159. Russian: «E.can paborars 110 19 gacoB B cyTku, depes ABe - ABE C IIOAOBHHON HEACAN MAIIIMHA BPEMEHH
OYAET 3aKOHYCHA; OT IIPOBEPKH XOAA, 3AIIACHBIX 9aCTEH, CHCTEMBI ABOMHOIO TOPMOKCHUS IIPUACTCH OTKA3aThCs. Aydrrie
pasduTeca o OyAyIriee, BHIOPOCHBIIIICEH B OE3BECTHEIE BEKA, UEM CAATH CBOI 3aMBICEA, ITO3BOAUTD PA3AABUTH CEOA
AMICTKOM OTPBIBHOTO KAACHAAPS, IEPEUCPKHYTh HACIO AETOM CAYYaRHOMN IIYAH, BEYHOCTD - AATOH CETOAHSIIIHETO AHSL.
D10 OBIAA CBOCOOPA3HAS IAPTHSA 2 TEMIIO, KOTOPYIO YCAOBEK U BPEMs BEAU B TCYCHHE OCCCOHHON H CYAOPOKHON
HEACAI: BPEMS XOAUAO COOBITHAME, YCAOBEK - POCTOM CBOCH MartiHbl. AAs 9eAOBEKA OBIAO SCHO: €CAH OIICPEAHT
BpeMA — MAIIIMHA BPEMEHH ITPONUTPAHA; €CAH OIIEPEAHT OH - BpemMsA IIponrphiBacT ceos camoer (SK:Ss 2: 367-8).

50 Ibid, 141. Russian: «CeroaHs MHE HCIIOAHHAOCH ABAALIATH ABA. S| MEAAIO M MEAHTHPYIO, 4 TEM BPEMEHEM BPEMs B
GoppbOE 32 TEMY BPEMEHH BBIUTPEIBACT TEMIT ... Bpemsa mobexAaeT BCEraa Tem, I1o IIpPOXOAHT. VIAM OHO OTHHMET ¥ MEHSA
JKI3HD, ITPEKAE UEM A OTHIIMY Y HETO CMBICA, HAM... » (SK:5s 2: 352).
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behind the advanced countries. We must make good this distance in ten years. Either we do it, or
they crush us.”!

The Herculean (or, if one prefers, Sisyphean) nature of this task underscores the rhetoric of
struggle and heroism, while simultaneously sharpening the satire of the Soviet experiment on the
level of political allegory. In these passages the heroic rhetoric of first Five-Year Plan seems
deliberately heightened for the purposes of satirizing the emerging conventions of the production
novel. For Shterer, there is no time to build any safety features into his machine; there is only one
revolutionary approach to the struggle against nature: full steam ahead. In its uncompromising race
to the future, this relationship to time seems to fit with the charismatic time domination paradigm
discussed earlier, but with one critical difference: This time domination does not rely on
revolutionary fervor alone, but instead on a synthesis of charismatic and rational relationships to

time. It is to this integrated approach that we now turn in our next section.

4.3 Five in Four: Rational-Charismatic Time and Marxist-Leninist Teleology

Although both the rational and charismatic approaches to time had their supporters and
detractors during the 1920s in the Soviet Union, the fortunes of these approaches tended to wax and
wane with the fortunes of the larger ideological groupings they were associated with. At first, the
charismatic approach was ascendant together with the leftist revolutionary romantics, a group that
included cultural icons like Mayakovsky. This group was then supplanted by the “right opposition,”
with their rational, capitalist-inspired view of time during the latter half of the decade, although they

too were soon eliminated by Stalin by the start of the first Five-Year Plan. In their temporal

51 As quoted in Hanson, 152-3.
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ideology, each of these groups could plausibly lay claim to Lenin’s legacy, since Lenin himself
espoused both positions at various times.5? It was left to Stalin to work out these contradictions.
“Overcoming the dichotomy between Lenin’s advocacy of draconian labor discipline and his call for
enthusiastic time transcendence in economic activity, Stalin hit on an ingenious synthesis of the
two,”s* Hanson writes, noting that Stalin’s particular strength was in overcoming the weakness of
each approach. For charismatic time, the problem lay in its doubtful efficacy, while rationalized
timekeeping was deemed too incremental and insufficiently revolutionary.™

In Stalin’s synthesis, the overall approach of charismatic time domination was adopted, but the
tools used were those of rationalized and planned labor. In practice, this meant instituting a culture
of rationalized temporal norms #hat were then to be heroically overfulfilled. “In the years of the First Five
Year Plan, Stalin presided over the creation of a fundamentally novel type of socioeconomic order,
one based on the institutionalization of a system of “planned heroism.”” Hanson charts this
progression through the 1920s as a process of moving from “time domination” to “time discipline”
and finally to the synthesis of the two in “time transcendence” of the first Five-Year Plan—a way of
defeating time from within.

This rational-charismatic conception of time comports well with Shterer’s project in Mewzories of
the Future. He too decides to transcend time, and much like the protagonist of Odyssey of the Odd, he
plots how to capture and dominate it, “dreaming of a trap that would catch time.””s¢ But unlike the
protagonist of the previous novella, he does not simply attempt a brazen attack on time, armed only

with revolutionary enthusiasm; he uses science and reason, filling his notebook with detailed

52 Ibid., 152.
53 Ibid.

>4 Ibid.
55 Ibid., 149.

56 Memories, 141. Russian: «rpe3mA O KallkaHe, B KOTOPBII OyAeT n3AOBAEHO Bpemay (SK:Ss 2: 340).
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mathematical formulas and designing a machine to help him in the struggle against time. Thus we
can see that although Shterer’s mission of overturning time is charismatic in nature, the tools that he
uses belong more propetly to a rational approach.

In keeping with his utilitarian mindset, among these “tools” that Shterer uses are his fellow
humans. For him, other people appear mostly as abstractions, classed according to whether they will
help or hinder him in the realization of his dream. Accordingly, he has little real human contact over
the course of the novel. A classmate at boarding school named Ikhya attempts to befriend Shterer,
who mostly rebuffs him, but Ikhya soon dies, and “this attempt at friendship was Shterer’s last.”s”
Years later, the inventor tutors a boy who reminds him of Ikhya, and conducts an affair with the
boy’s mother—but only because he believes that she will be willing to supply him with the needed
funds to build his time machine. The woman, whom Shterer refers to not by name but by her place
of residence (“the lady from across [the Moscow] River” [3amockBoperikas aamal), is represented by
proxy in the text with the image of the mouth of her purse—a form of synecdoche that
simultaneously conveys both the financial and sexual dimensions of their transaction.

This clumsy seduction soon ends, however, with Shteret’s conscription into the army at the
beginning of the First World War. Fearing that a bullet might get between himself and his idea, he

quickly "gave himself up to the Germans for safekeeping,"*

and is placed in a prisoner-of-war camp.
There, surrounded by his compatriots, he works with the camp management to improve their
electrified barriers to prevent his fellow prisoners from escaping—though only because he is

interested in the science behind the new technology. While at the camp, “[i]n all those many months,

Shterer never did learn to tell apart the men occupying the bunks to his right, to his left, and in front

57 Ibid, 144. Russian: «B AaapHedIem IOIBITOK K Apy:kOe 32 Lltepepom e ancanrtesy (SK:Ss 2: 350).

58 Ibid, 161. Russian: «caats ceOs Ha xpanenue Hemmamy» (SK:Ss 2: 370). Wittingly or not, Krzhizhanovsky’s words bring
to mind Lenin’s relationship with the Germans, who delivered him back to Russia in a train much like Shterer, and who
also felt that his beautiful idea must be protected at all costs.
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of him; this seemed to him as needless as the ability to tell apart the boards from which the bunks
were made: he might have learned with practice, but what was the point?”’® Shterer’s problems with
facial discrimination® are reiterated later in the novella when he bilks a group of investors made up
of “former people,” who give him their heirloom valuables in order to use his time machine to travel
back in time “to at least 1861,”¢! the year when serfs were emancipated. As one of these investors
speaks, “Shterer raised his gaze to the dark oval throwing out these words...”¢2 Another of these
men is simply called “faded piping,” [OA€karil karT| in reference to his wardrobe. The group’s
leader tries to hurry him, telling him that one of the investors is in danger of arrest: "Things are not
well with Ivan Elpidiforovich. They’re looking for him. He’s got to get out of the present,”3 but
Shterer is unmoved: “Instantly forgetting his guest’s face and words, Shterer went calmly on with his
work.”¢ For Shterer, there is only the overriding force of his dream: "He must finish building his
machine. No matter what."s

And finish it he does. Instead of transporting his hapless investors to the past, he uses his
machine to claim a “test ride” for himself into the future. This future is nothing like what he expects

bl

however. As he relates later in his description of the trip:

5 Ibid, 161. Russian: «8 TegeHue Aoarux mecsres LIItepep Tak u He HAYIUACH Pa3AHYATD APYT OT APyIra AFOACH,
3aHMMABIIINX HAPBI CIIPaBa, CAEBA M IIEPEA HIM; 3TO KA3aAOCh EMY CTOAD 7K€ HEHYKHBIM, KAK -YMCHIE PA3AMYATH AOCKH,
13 KOTOPBIX CKOAOYEHBI HAPBL: IIPH YIIPAKHEHIU MOXKHO OB, HO HH K demy» (SK:Ss 2: 370).

0 Here, Shteret’s continued inability to distinguish faces seems almost like a case of prosopagnosia, or perhaps
something like autism (especially in his reduction of faces to constituent forms/shapes), but pethaps a mote likely
reading is that Krzhizhanovsky is emphasizing Shterer’s extreme solipsism, his lack of interest in anything but his dream.
Also, the face, /#tso, catries great significance in Russia (including religious, as in icons), and is deeply connected,
linguistically and semantically, with personhood (eg., /o (as person), lichno, linchnost’), thus Krzhizhanovsky may be using
this facial blindness to underscore how Shterer is depriving those around him of their personhood.

61 Ibid, 175. Russian: «yx He Oamxe vem A0 1861-ro» (SK:Ss 2: 380).
2 1bid, 175. Russian: «[Lltepep ITOAHAA B3rASIA Ha TEMHBIH OBaA, BBIOpachBaroIuii caosay (SK:S5s 2: 385).

63 Ibid, 178. Russian: «C Isau Eammaudoposudem HeOaaromoay4duo. iyt OcraBathesi B HACTOSAIIEM €My AOABIIIE
nuka (SK:S5s 2: 389).

64 Ibid, 178. Russian: «ror4ac e 3a0BIB B AHIO, I CAOBA FOCTS, CIIOKOMHO IIPOAOANKAA paboTy» (SK:Ss 2: 389).

%5 Ibid, 156. Russian: «Mamrury HaA0 AOCTPOHTH. Bo uT0 651 TO HE cTanoy (SK:Ss 2: 364).
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Now that I had left the present far behind, I began to sense the incompleteness, the flatness

and impalpability of this anticipated time through whose millisecond pores, in pursuit of the

future, I was now making my way higher and higher. My artificially grown future, like a plant
forced upward ahead of the natural cycle, was painfully thin, withered and wan.”6¢

In these words we are witness to Shterer’s first discovery that not all times are created equal—contra
Minkowski et al.—and that the future is in fact covered with a “grayness, by the colorless residue of
the unreal [Haaér HepeaabrorO|,"?” quite unlike the present. This, as he later discovers, seems to be
the result of the fact that the future has not yet fully come into being. In traveling to the future, Shterer
has, in a sense, created it, forcing it to grow ahead of itself “like a plant forced upward ahead of the
natural cycle.”

Besides the obvious metaphysical dimensions of this argument about the nonbeing of the
future—a topic that we will return to in later sections of this chapter—there is also a clear political
aspect to this image of a plant forced to grow ahead of its time. The simile captures the essence of
the first Five-Year Plan, which endeavored to speed up everything (including, incidentally, the
growth of crops « /z Lysenko) irrespective of any and all natural limits.

Intriguingly, in Krzhizhanovsky’s notebooks, a jotted note links the image of plant growth to the
acceleration of the first Five-Year Plan and its attempt to compress five years’ worth of work into
only four calendar years: “The Five-Year Plan in Four, the future in three, in two years—and the
shaped hedges (of the world): the culture of tempos,” he writes.®s Stephen Hanson notes a similar

logic behind the acceleration, writing that “To fulfill a pyatiletka [five-year plan] in four years thus

66 Tbid, 202. Russian: «0CTaBUB AAACKO IIO32AH HACTOSIIEE, 51 HAYAA OILYINATH HEIIOAHOTY, OIAOILIECHHOCTD U
HEAOOIIYTHMOCTD IIPEABOCXHIIIEHHOIO BPEMEHH, CKBO3b CEKYHAHBIEC ITOPBI KOTOPOTO, BAOTOHKY 32 OYAYIIINM,
IIpoOHpaAcH A Bce BeIIe U Beiie. Moe OyAyInee, HCKyCCTBEHHO B3PAINEHHOE, KAK PACTEHIE, AO IIPHPOAHOIO CPOKa
BBITHAHHOE BBEPX, OBIAO DOAE3HEHHO TOHKIM; HUKABIM 11 OecrBeTHeM» (SK:Ss 2: 4106).

7 Memories, 202. «kaxaf-To CEpOCTb, OecIBeTAIINIT HaAeT HepeasbHoroy (SK:Ss 2: 417).

8 ([ IaTmAeTKa B YeTBIPE, OYAYIIIASA B TPH, B ABA TOAQ - 1 POPMOBBIE pacTeHnA (MUpa): KyAbTypa Temroby (SK:5s 5: 379).
The meaning of this note appears ambiguous, perhaps reflecting some private meaning or shorthand known only to the
writer, but it seems to be associating the Five-Year Plan with the plants that are shaped and trimmed [dopmoBere
pacrenus| by humans, an image that suggests a sort of a confined and artificial growth or development.
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meant not only to achieve a high growth rate but actually to compress five years’ time into four... If
five years could be compressed into four, then, in principle, four years could be compressed into
three, three into one, and so on.”® If Krzhizhanovsky is comparing this acceleration of the future to
the forced growth of plant before its natural time,” as it seems from the above passage, then the
conclusion is clear enough: The breakneck campaign to create the future ahead of its time will force
it to be before it has fully become, leaving it stripped of life and vitality.

This is, of course, a striking repudiation of Marxism-Leninism and the utopian socialist position
more generally. These ideologies are based on a teleological view of history in which the future,
shaped by inexorable social forces, is already seen as determined and just as real—in Soviet rhetoric,
even ore real in a certain sense—than the dismal present. This utopian teleology has roots in
nineteenth-century determinism, which attempted to derive social and historical laws on par with
natural laws to show the inevitability of future developments. In science, Newton showed that any
natural process could, in theory, be calculated either forward or backward, allowing someone with
sufficient information to determine the state of universe at any moment in its time, either in the past
or future. This Newtonian language of forces and bodies was subsequently adopted into the social
realm to explain human behavior—a stance that was particularly influential on the European left,
which sought to replace old religiously-derived laws with new and supposedly scientific principles.

Friedrich Engels was particularly swayed by this sort of determinism, a position that was likely
influenced by the theological determinism of his strict religious upbringing.” This in turn may have

colored Marxist-Leninist teleology, which believed in the reality and inevitability of the communist

% Hanson refers to Engels’ upbringing as being in the Calvinist tradition (Hanson, 152), but Edith Clowes notes instead
that Engels was a Pretist in the Lutheran tradition (Clowes, personal correspondence).

70 This may also refer to the Soviet attempt to bring about the communist future before the natural interim stage of
capitalism, which, as Marx himself wrote, was a requisite step to communism.

71 Hanson, 58.
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future with all the fervor of religious faith. Thus, in a strange sense, conservative theological
determinism was aligned with Marxism-Leninism—which was in turned oddly aligned with some of
the most up-to-date scientific theories postulated the closed nature of the future in the block
universe model. In each of these sets of beliefs, the future was essentially already there, and one
need only reach it.

Krzhizhanovsky notes the power of this belief and how it erases the distinction between past
and future. In his story “Autobiography of a Corpse,” the corpse of the title (who leaves these notes
to be found after his death, thereby achieving an odd sort of time travel in the form of his
textualized self) points out that “the precisely-calculated future is perceived of as a sort of already-
accomplished fact [ocyrectBaérrOCTB], in Other words, essentially like the past.”’”2 In his notebooks,
Krzhizhanovsky is more explicit in connecting this form of deterministic thought to socialism,
writing that "I am witness to the future being transformed into the past ... Socialism plans the
future, diagrams it out as if it has already passed."?

But for Krzhizhanovsky, socialism did not just replace the indeterminacy of the future with the
determinacy of the past; these qualities were now flipped, so that flux and uncertainty characterized
not the future, but relationships to the past instead.™ This aspect of Soviet reality is captured in the
ironic description in Memwries of the Future of job applicants in the 1920s being required to fill out
questionnaires about their past:

Then again, their memories weren’t up to much: in their wrangles with questionnaires, they
were constantly having to pigeonhole their lives—no simple task—from 1905 to 1914, from
1914 to 1917, from 1917 to —, and again from and to; they were always having to quickly
forget one past and learn another, while memorizing the present according to the latest
editions of the papers.

72 ... TOYHO PACYHCAECHHOE OYAYITIEE MBICAHTCA KAK HEKAS OCYIIIECTBACHHOCTD, TO €CTD ITOYTH Kak IIporraoe» (SK:Ss 2:

511).

73«1 mabaroaaro, kak OGyAyree peBparnaerTca B IporrAoe ... ConmaAnsm IIAaHUPYET, PACUEPIHBACT OYAYITIEE, KAK
mporrearireey (SK:Ss 5: 383).

74 This is captured in the old Soviet joke: "The future is certain, it's the past that is unpredictable."
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Meanwhile, here in their midst was he, preparing to launch a machine whose first thrust
would overturn all pigeonholes before and after; the past and the future would become two
sidewalks of the same street along with people could stroll on either side—future or past—
as they liked.”

The dates listed above—1905, 1914, 1917—~refer to the cataclysmic events in Russia in the first
decades of the twentieth century, the 1905 revolution, the start of the First World War and the
revolution/coup of 1917. This seties of historic events stresses Kairos-inflected time, one that is
segmented into meaningful periods of before and affer, a distinction that is overturned by Shteret’s
machine to spatialize time and turn these events from consecutive to simultaneous, from A-series

time to a traversable B-series, from past and future to the wide-open vistas of eternity.

4.4 Narrating Time

But if there is any “master of durations” of Memuories of the Future, then it seems it is perhaps the
author of the novel himself, who stages Shterer’s story through a series of temporal leaps, zig-zags,
and fictional durations of both the compressed and expanded variety, lurching from the
protagonist’s childhood in the late nineteenth century right up to 19577¢—a year that still lay nearly
three decades in the future when Krzhizhanovsky wrote his novel—before falling back to 1928.
Indeed, the role of writer and time traveler is conflated at the novel’s end, when Shterer sets his
memories of the future to the page and his progress in writing down time is compared to his

progress traveling through it.”” Thus, the novel’s structural elements are in harmony with its thematic

7> Memories, 177. Russian: «Bripouem, mamMaTam OBIAO I HE AO TOTO: OHH, IIPEITUPAACH C AHKETAMI, PACKAAABIBAAH ITO
kopobam - o1 1905-ro o 1914-i, ¢ 1914-ro mo 1917-#, ¢ 1917-ro o, 1 OIATH OT M IO - BCIO, AETKO AN CKA3aTh, KU3HD;
B IIAMSATH HACIIEX 3a0BIBAAH, IICPEYUHBAAK CBOE IIPOIIAOE U 3ATBEP/KIBAAMN IO CBEKUM HOMEPAM raseT HacTosIee. A
MEIKAY TEM 3ACCh JKE PIAOM IIOATOTOBASIACS CTAPT MALLIHMHE, C IIEPBBIM TAKTOM XOAA KOTOPOH BCe KOpoDa AO U IIOCAE
OIIPOKHABIBAAKCH, 2 ITPOLIICALIICE U OYAYILEE IPEBPAIIAANCH AUIID B ABA TPOTYapa OAHOH YAHUIIBL, IPOXOASIIIUM IIO
KOTOPOI IIPEAOCTABAACTCA HATH H ITO OYAYITIEH U IIO IPOIIEALIIEI CTOPOHE - KOMY Kak yaoOHee» (SK:Ss 2: 388).

76 Perel’muter notes in his commentary to the novel that 1957 marks forty years from 1917, a petiod Perel’muter sees
alluding to Christ’s forty days of wandering in the wilderness (SK:5s 2: 665).

77 SK:S8s 2: 422. Also, Shterer calls his machine a “timecutter” [Bpemspes], comparing it to a book knife. «Ho mon
AAHTEABHOCTH OBIAH AHCTAMH CAMHOM KHHIT: MOM BpeMApe3 ObIA MHOTO CAOKHEE Pa3PEe3aAbHOIO HOXA,
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concerns: shedding the shackles of time and moving freely through it without regard for chronology.
Starting in this section, we now shift away from the novel’s conzext to its fext, with a view here to
establishing the various ways the novel enacts or performs its temporality. How does the text
construct chronology, and how does it make time visible through words?

An obvious place to begin is the concept of the chronotope, developed in 1937 by Mikhail
Bakhtin to describe how a text structures time and space, or “the intrinsic connectedness of
temporal and spatial relationships that are artistically expressed in literature.””8 Critics have already
delineated the features of a “time-travel chronotope,” one which inherits a blurring of the spatial
and temporal realms from the original time-travel chronotope of HG Wells’s The Time Machine.”
Accordingly, “The time-travel chronotope represents history as a frozen “space-time continuum,” in
which the future is as determined and immutable as the past.”®0 This feature, as previously discussed,
forms the contested center of Krzhizhanovsky’s novel. But there are other features of this work’s
chronotope that appear both distinctive and in harmony with the time-travel narrative; for instance,
the novel’s treatment of space is almost cursory, with none of the rich descriptions of place found in
other works by the author; rather, it is #we that is treated in a comprehensive manner in the rich
descriptions and evocations of novel’s different periods—periods that break along historical

moments, as in the above quote, “from 1905 to 1914, from 1914 to 1917, from 1917 to —.”8!

BCKPBIBAFOITIETO HEIPOYNTAHHBIE AUCTEL,- OH MOT BEPHYTh MCHA K HEITOHATHBIM CTPAHUIIAM U ACYb 3aKAGAKON MEXK
AFOOBIX ABYX, TIOKA fl OYAY ITEPEIHTHIBATH Ad IIEPECIUTHIBATH PEKOHCTPYHpOBaHHOE rporraoey (SK:Ss 2: 418).

78 Bakhtin, 84.

79 Elana Gomel, “Shapes of the Past and the Future: Darwin and the Narratology of Time Travel,” Narrative 17, no. 3
(2009): 334.

80 Ibid.

81 This final date of the pair starting with 1917 is rendered with an em-dash, much like the birth and death dates of
someone still living. In this case, it is the Soviet Union that is still alive, but like anything else, it too will have an end—or
at least that seems to be the implication. (Leaving this blank in the text is characteristic of Krzhizhanovsky’s style, which
uses ellipses, blanks and dashes to indicate a sort of self-censorship of material too sensitive to write out in full.)
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Another feature of this chronotope is the contrast between the abrupt and far-reaching temporal
leaps and escapes from the story’s main timeframe (in the form of prolepses, or “flash-forwards”
and analepses, or “flashbacks”) with a sense of extreme confinement, even claustrophobia, that
predominates in its treatment of space, from the cramped outbuilding where Shterer first builds his
machine, to the tiny room in a communal apartment where he later lives, and the barbed-wire
enclosed space of the German POW camp. About this latter confinement, the narrator notes that
“le]ven the star-shaped barbs down the parallels of wire, inside which he liked to take himself and
his idea for walks, irritated him no more than the real stars overhead, swaddling earth in concentric
orbits. Shteret’s approach to space and its contents tended to be that of a nonspecialist, indifferent and
inconsistent, confusing the capacious with the cramped...”s

In addition to the concept of the chronotope, Russian formalism provides another important
tool for discussing the temporal structure of narratives: the distinction it draws between the
narrative’s fabula and syuzghet. A work’s fabula is the order of the story’s events as they “actually”
happen, while the syughet is the order of these same events as they appear in the story’s plot, which
might utilize various anachronicities in order to heighten tension, provide backstory, and so on. But
it becomes immediately clear that this distinction must be further problematized in time-travel
narratives like Memories of the Future, since there can be no consensual single timeline for the story’s
fabula. 1s it the order of events as experienced by the time-traveler (irrespective of how they are
actually presented in the plot)? Or is it the order of events as experienced by the story’s non-time-
traveling characters, who experience the ordinary flow of time? For this reason, as a time-travel

narrative, Krzhizhanovsky’s Memuories of the Future has not two sorts of narrative time, but #)ree: the

82 Memories, 161. Russian: ¢Aaxe 3Be3ATIATHIC IITUIIBI BAOAD ITAPAAACAEH IIPOBOAOKH, BHYTPH KOTOPOI AFOOHA
IIPOryAUBaTh ceOA U cBOro nmAcko Llltepep, pasapaxasn ero He DOAee, YeM HACTOAIIUE 3BE3ABI TAM, HA KOHIICHTPAX
opbuT, coMKHYBIIIXCA BKPyr 3emMan. Boobrrie k mpoctpaHcTBy 1 ero coaepxxanuam [ tepep orHocnaca kak
HECITEI[HAANCT, PABHOAYIITHO M COMBYHBO, IIyTafd IIPOCTOPHOE C TeCHBIM. ..» (SK:Ss 2: 370).
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ordinary fabula, the time-travel fabula, and the syughet. To complicate matters further, the novel makes
use of a device that Gerard Genette calls “double narrative,” such as the lengthy passage where
Shterer relates his time-travel experience in lecture-form to a group of Moscow intellectuals after his
“crash landing” in 1928.8¢ Here the embedded story has its own temporal frame, stretching from
around 1922 to 1957, wholly situated within the temporal frame of Shterer’s own storytelling in the
year of 1928, making the passage seem to exist in two “nows” simultaneously.

This embedded relationship is reduplicated on the novel’s larger level in its narrative situation. This
narrative situation includes when the story is being told: is it told retrospectively, for instance, or
simultaneously with the events of the narrative? In the case of Memories of the Future, the narrative
situation adds another layer of time, since the novel’s narrator (who is distinct from Shterer) is telling
the story at some point in the future of the plot’s main temporal frame. This sort of storytelling time
is known as subsequent narration,®> and the novel draws the reader’s attention repeatedly to its
retrospective stance, which allows it to jump effortlessly between different times in its past through
associative threads, unrestrained by strict chronology.

This seeming simultaneity of the narrative’s events may be related here to .Azon, the conception
of time discussed earlier as an non-consecutive, non-chronological time that allows access to any
point within its eternal circle. Thus, on a structural level, the novel’s chronotope enacts the idea that
it explores on a thematic level: the dream of transcendent time. This feature is set out in the novel’s
first pages, when the narrator, in the midst of a discussion about Shterer’s childhood, alludes to

events in the story that would take place thirty years later when the inventor builds his time machine.

83 Genette, 56.

84 This appears to be in conscious imitation of Wells’ Téme Machine, in which the narrative is delivered in the form of a
lecture on his journey to a group of intellectuals.

85 Genette, 217.
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The retrospective (or subsequent) stance of the narrator is underscored by foreshadowing and
what Genette calls “advance notice,”¢ or allusions to events lying far in the story’s future. The use
of this device gives the narrative an almost portentous tone, a continual coloring of the story present
by the story’s future. In other words, the narrator’s knowledge of what is to come—Shterer’s success
at building his time machine and transcending ordinary time—hovers over the storytelling,
inscribing it with signs and omens of Shterer’s future and his fate. In this sense, Krzhizhanovsky’s
science-fictional novel resembles, oddly enough, an ancient form of traditional religious narrative,
the hagiographic saints’ lives [xurusa cBarTsix|. Shterer is, of course, no saint. But he is marked from
early childhood by difference in the novel, much like the saints of orthodox hagiography: He has no
friends, his teachers and classmates find him perplexing and strange, and even his own father cannot
understand his dedication to his singular vision. By rendering Shterer’s story as a lifelong quest for
transcending ordinary time, and building the narrative through a string of illustrative episodes that
show his progress towards his goal, the narrator of Memories of the Future is engaging in a sort of
narrative teleology, where contingency and accident are banished and everything in the story is
already viewed through the lens of its conclusion.

One does not have to go back to medieval Rus’ to search for examples of this type of writing,
however. During the 1920s, official hagiography illuminated the lives of various icons of the
revolutionary movement, and struggling writers—including, it seems, Krzhizhanovsky himself—
cobbled together a living through ghostwriting these ideologically-motivated pamphlets. In Memzwories
of the Future, the fictional biographer of Shterer, Josef Stynsky, is such a writer, someone whose
writing was out of step with the time and who “was eventually reduced to living on ‘Great Men’—a

cheap series of pamphlets that could dispense with any genius in ten or twenty pages.”s” The

8 Ibid., 74.

87 Memories, 190. Russian: «rpuriiaocs muratses "BeAnkumu AroapMn” - Tak HA3BIBAAACH ACILIEBAS CEPHSA AHCTOBOK,
PACIIPABASIBILIAXCA C AFOOBIM TCHUEM ACCHTKOM-APyruM crpanuiy (SK:Ss 2: 402). Krzhizhanovsky uses quotes from
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teleological approach to biography in these “Lives of Great People” (shared, of course, with
orthodox hagiography) seems to color the biographer Stynsky’s treatment of Shterer’s life, which
alludes to his later fate throughout the narrative. For instance, childish doodling made by Shterer in
one of his father’s books serves as a sort of prophecy of the boy’s future greatness in conquering
time:

Next to the saying “Time marches on,” was the scrawled remark: “But I'll make it dance in a
circle.” Shterer pere never did learn what “it” in fact referred, but Max Shterer’s biographer,
Joseph Stynsky, calls this jotting “the first threat” and notes the image of a circle, which the
inventor later used—as opposed to the straight line that typically symbolizes time—in
realizing his plan.s

As we can see from the above passage, the novel’s narration implicitly models itself on
biography, reconstructing Shterer’s life through scholarly supposition and the marshalling of
evidence gleaned from fragmentary diaries, papers and the biography of Shterer written by the
similarly fictional Josef Stynsky, who is distinct from the novel’s narrator. 8 On the one hand, this
allows the fictional text to imitate biographical nonfiction, and thus perhaps gain a certain measure
of verisimilitude; on the other hand, the fake biography becomes a way for Krzhizhanovsky to play
with his fragmentary style, his avant la letter postmodernist reveling in pastiche and artifice. The
heteroglossia of Mesmories of the Future—a tapestry of made-up sources, excerpts from Shterer’s diary,
the record of his lecture about his time travel to the future, etc.—cannot lay claim to omniscience,

and the record of Shterer’s life is full of gaps and suppositions, particularly regarding its own

Stynsky’s “Great Men” seties to mock how Soviet scholarship and literature had to refer to Marxist tenets, even when
the connection was tenuous at best: “ This was the era when commercial capital ...” or ‘Capital, which felt confined on
the continent of Europe...” or ‘Socrates, the son of a midwife, belong to the petit-bourgeois intelligentsia of Ancient
Athens” (Memories, 190-1). Incidentally, “Great Men” was an actual series of pamphlets published in the eatly Soviet era.

88 Ibid., 138. Russian: «...psaoM ¢ ToroBopkoii "Bpems Ha AyAKy He HACT" TPYAHBIME ACTCKHMH KaPaKyAAMH ObIAO: "A 51
3aCTABAIO €ro Iasicathb o kpyry'. Illtepep-orer Tak u He IIOHAA, IIPO KaKOro "ero", COOCTBEHHO, A PEdb, HO
6rorpad Maxca [ltepepa Mocud CreHckuii Ha3BIBACT 3Ty 3aIIHCh 'TIEPBOH yrpo3oi" n oTMedaeT 0Opa3 Kpyra,
KOTOPBIM U BIIOCACACTBHI, B OTAHYHE OT CHMBOAHSHPYIOINEH OOBIYHO BPEMs IIPAMOIA, IIOAB30BAACSH H300OPETATEAD IIPU
OCYIIECTBACHUH CBOErO mAaHay (SK:Ss 2: 342-3).

89 While not made invisible, the narrator remains unnamed, and the actual citrcumstances—for instance, the time and
place—of the natration are never defined, and the narrator hides behind the scholarly ‘we’ and ‘our’—a figure that
assembles the story and comments on it, but never steps out from behind the curtain him- or herself.
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chronology. As the narrator notes, “These quotes culled from Shterer’s few surviving notebooks are
impossible to date. Shterer, who sought to overthrow the power of dates [opokuHyTs BAaCTD AQT],
never noted years. One can only hazard the guess that all these scraps of ideas, which happened
onto paper by chance, relate to 1912-1913.77%

The narrator’s difficulties in establishing a chronology to these “scraps” mirrors a larger question
of chronology in the narrative, one hinted at by its mention of dates: How is the reader to fit this
story into larger historical narrative of the period, the arc of events like the 1905 revolt, the First
World War, the February and October Revolutions, the civil war period, NEP, etc.? In other words,
behind the syughet and the two fabula of the narrative, another sort of fabula infiltrates our reading of
the story: the sequence of actual events in historical time in the world outside of the text.
Reconstructing the relationship between this real historical time and story time poses a challenge
(much as the narrator is stumped by the difficulties in reassembling Shterer’s life), but by relating the
story’s chronology with the real-world events mentioned in its pages, we can see how Mezmories of the
Future is more than a history of a fictional Maximillian Shterer and his fictional time machine—it
also functions as a sort of history of Russia over the same period, allowing us to see it take shape
over time.

If Memories of the Future provides a history of Russia through Shterer’s life, however, it is an odd
sort of history. Shterer is resolutely uninterested in human events in time, and so these events are
captured seemingly haphazardly in his story, seen only in the briefest of glimpses of the world
beyond the inventor’s window. These brief glimpses of history-in-the-making, however, seem

paradoxically to underscore their importance in the story. Somehow, these historical events seem to

% Ibid., 152. Russian: «Bce 9Tr [urTaThl, BEIXBAYCHHBIC U3 HEMHOTHX YIIeAeBIIHX TeTpaacit [ltepepa, HeBO3MOXKHO
AATHPOBATE. ABTOP, CTPEMHBIILIHNCS OIPOKUHYTH BAACTh AAT, €CTECTBEHHO, HE IIOMEYAA YHCEA U TOAOB. MOXKHO AHIIIB €
HEKOTOPOI IIPHOAU3ZNTEABHOCTBIO AOTAABIBATBCA, UTO BCE ITH OOPBIBKU MBICAEH, CAYIANHO 3aTASHYBIINX Ha Oymary,

oraocares k 1912 - 1913 roaam» (SK:5s 2: 359-60).
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loom larger off the pages than on them, and Shterer’s attempts to ignore them only draw our
attention to their importance. His obliviousness to history provides a strange defamiliarizing lens to
the great events that consumed the country:

Immersed in his work, Shterer, because of the one thing coming slowly into existence, did
not see other things; he lived past the facts accumulating around his three windows. The
word “war,” lost at first in the fine print, had gradually enlarged its type to fill all the
headlines in all the papers. The word caught Shterer’s eye for a second or two only because
of its resemblance to another word: “warp” (as in time warp).”!

But despite his best efforts, he cannot completely disregard worldly time, which continually
threatens to derail his project. The revolution of 1905 means that Shterer cannot return to his home
outside Kiev, while the beginning of the First World War means conscription and imprisonment in a
German POW camp, where he misses the Bolshevik Revolution. But this event still manages to
leave its mark on him; he gets himself repatriated to Russia—now the Soviet Union—in order to
collect an inheritance so that he might build his time machine, but discovers that this inheritance is
expropriated by the new Soviet government when it nationalizes the banking system, leaving him
with nothing at all (an event that happens to mirror Krzhizhanovsky’s own would-be inheritance
from an uncle.”?)

Upon returning to Moscow, now the new capital of the USSR, Shterer cannot help but see the
drastic changes in the streets after the revolution. There’s an oppressive atmosphere in the air: “The
streets were dim and dirty, with only here and there red patches of flags. Above the backs hunching
along the sidewalks, tall letters towered on posters and slogans.” These slogans are “shorter and

capped with exclamation marks,” with seemingly nonsensical formulations such as “LONG LIVE

91 Ibid., 157. Russian: «[loraomenusiii paboroii, LIltepep m3-3a CBOCH CAHHCTBEHHON BEIIH, MCAACHHO
BBCILICCTBAABILICHCA B OBITHE, HE BHACA HHBIX BEILCH, )KHA MHMO (DAKTOB, CKAIIAHBABIIIMXCS BOKPYT €IO TPEX OKOH.
CaoBo "BolHa", CHAYAAQ 32TEPSHHOE B ra3€THOM II€TUTE, IIOCTCIICHHO YKPYIIHAA IIPH(TEL, BEICTABHAOCH H3 BCEX
3arOAOBKOB BCex raset. CAOBO 9TO IIPUBAEKAO Ha 2-3 ceKyHABI B3rAsA Ll Tepepa Animb moToMy, 9T0 Ha9aABHON OYKBOM
I 9ICAOM HX HAITOMHHAO Apyroe: 'Bpemsh (SK:Ss 2: 360).

92 §K:852: 669.
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THE DEATH OF CAPITALISM!” [AA SAPABCTBVET I'MBEAD KAITTUTAAN3MA!] The
bellicose revolutionary spirit takes Shterer by surprise, and he sees the changes more cleatly for
having sat out the interim period far away in Germany:

In the vestibule Shterer again looked around. A grimy marble staircase. A guard with passes
threaded on his bayonet. A group of exhausted and unshaven men on the landing with Colts
pressed on their hips. A machine gun staring out of the entrance at the street... Gritting his
teeth, Shterer retraced his steps down all those same submissive streets. ..%

Here, Shterer is retracing his exact steps from before the revolution, but this time everything has
changed in these “same submissive streets.” Here Krzhizhanovsky employs a device that he uses
frequently in the novel to make the passage of time more visible: the place remains exactly the same,
but it is rendered unfamiliar with the passage of time. In a sense, Krzhizhanovsky has isolated the
effects of time from space by showing the same place in different eras.

Such a device can be seen later on in the novel as well, when these “submissive streets” are again
depicted, this time during the relative affluence of the NEP period in the mid-1920s. As in the above
quote, Shterer again looks around himself with the eyes of a stranger:

Shterer raised his eyes and, for the first time in years, looked intently and cautiously around
him. A milliner and a watchmaker had divided the tinplate sign above a mended shop
window. At a crossroad, in a rusty cauldron under caracoling smoke, a new sidewalk was
boiling ... It seemed as though, from under the scabs, now here, now there, the city’s new
epidermis was beginning to emerge.’*

Fully absorbed in his work, Shterer is continually like a person who has just emerged into

sunlight, dazed and blinking; he experiences history not as a steady, continuous stream of daily

93 Memories, 170-71. Russian: «B Becrubroae Iltepep erme pas oragaeAcs BOKPyr. 3aTOIITAHHBIA TPA3BEO MPAMOPHBII
mapiir. acoBoli ¢ ITPOITyCKaMu, HAHU3AHHBIMI Ha IITHIK, TPYIIITA HEOPUTHIX M YCTAABIX AFOACH C KOABTAMH, BKATHIMH B
6eApo, Ha mAoIIaAKe. [Tyaemer, BHITASABIBAIOIIHIL CO CTYIICHEK IIOABE3AA Ha ALy ... [IlTepep 1meA, cTHCHYB 3yOHL,
BAOAB BCE TEX 7K€ IIOKOPHBIX, 3a0MTHIX MUAAFOHAMH ODOAOB 1 TTOAOIIB yAuID (SK:Ss 2: 380-81).

%4 1bid., 173. Russian: «[1Itepep, BCKHHYB 3padKku, BHUMATEABHO 1 HACTOPOKEHHO, BEPOSATHO, BIIEPBBIC 32 9TH TOABL,
OTASIAGACS IO CTOPOHAM. Haa 3aIlITOmaHnHbBIM CTEKAOM IIAAIIHIK M YACOBIIHK IIOACAHAH KPACHOH YepPTOH KECTh
BBIBECKI. Y IIEPEKPECTKA B PKABOM KOTAE IIOA IITOIIOPSAIITUMC ABIMKOM BAPHUACA HOBEIH TpOTyap. ... Kasaarocs, Oyaro
H3-II0A CTPYIIBEB TO 3AECH, TO TaM, IPOCTYIIAMH - OOHOBAEHHAA 3rTHAepMa TopoAa» (SK:Ss 2: 383).
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events, but through sudden leaps and lurches.’ In this sense, his experience of time has much akin
to the movement of the time machine he endeavors to build—that is, he skips through time without
experiencing the interims between. In this sense, Shterer continually travels to the future in the
manner of some pre-Wellsian time-travel narratives to the future: The journey occurs in ordinary
time, but this time is not experienced, either because the time-traveler has fallen asleep (as in “Rip
Van Winkle”) or has been frozen in a block of ice (as in Mayakovsky’s 1929 play “The Bedbug”).
But instead of being encased in ice, Shterer sits out the revolution in a German camp, or instead he
misses the change from war communism to NEP because he is holed up in his makeshift laboratory.
This allows the narrative to represent that shifting qualities of these eras through someone who is
transported (in a manner of speaking) from the past.

In staging the transformations of the era without changing places, Krzhizhanovsky throws the
effects of these changes in relief. “Time, as it were, thickens, takes on flesh, becomes artistically
visible,” as Bakhtin writes of narratives more generally.?s As mentioned above, the novel’s
chronotope restricts space, and this has the effect of isolating and enunciating the effects of time.
For instance, the narrative may repeat similar scenes—what has been called a “situation rhyme” in
the works of Dostoevsky”—and keep them in the same place. Such a situation rhyme occurs when
Shterer visits a government office in Moscow in order to interest the new Soviet regime in funding
his invention. He first visits this office upon returning to Moscow after the revolution, whereupon

he witnesses an atmosphere of chaos and charismatic revolutionary spirit. After taking this scene in,

%5 This seems to be a continuation of the “creator out of step with his time” theme in Krzhizhanovsky’s work, related
especially to the writer who is judged to have fallen behind in time, such as Josef Stynsky in Memories of the Future, or the
poet in “The Goose.” The long hours of self-isolation necessary for creative work results in this sense of estrangement
from one’s own contemporaty time, and this appears to be the case with Shterer as well.

9 Bakhtin, 84.

97 .M. Meijet, Situation Rhyme in a Novel of Dostoevsky, Dutch Contributions to the Fourth International Congtess of
Slavicists (The Hague: Mouton & Company, 1958).
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Shterer attempts to sell his plan to the new Soviet officials by using a martial language calculated to

appeal to their revolutionary ethos:

In his hands, Shterer held a sheet folded in four. The man behind the desk grabbed a two-
eared instrument as though he meant to defend himself with it.

“Make it short.”

Shterer began. “I am offering you a raid on the future. Ahead of time. My most exact
formulas—"

“Um-hmm. Hello! Sorting? Get me comrade Zadyapa.”

“Depending on the results of my reconnaissance in time, you may either occupy the
approaches to the future or re—"

“Zadyapa, that you? Listen, here’s the deal. On the double— Who the hell’s cutting us off?
Hellos

Here, the “two-eared instrument” is the new technology of the telephone, which the revolutionary is
using to exhort the person on the other end to greater speed (“on the double”) through debased and
staccato language, though the effectiveness of the exchange is undermined by the faulty telephone.
In any event, the crude Bolshevik “man of action” is not interested in hearing about Shterer’s
invention.

As we can see, the above scene captures the charismatic time of the early 1920s discussed in
previous chapters. But Shterer’s return to the same office in the mid-1920s captures quite a different
atmosphere: ““...now, a noiseless lift overtook the steps, while the desks had been rearranged in a
neat trilinear U and weighted down with mounds of folders. Through a door, typewriters chirred like
crickets in the grass. To sign the registry, there was a long line.” Here, the machinery works
smoothly and quietly (the noiseless lift and the chirring typewriters). Neatness and regular angles

predominate in the space, and systems, like the line to sign into the registry, have now replaced the

98 Memories, 170. Russian: «B pyxax y [IItepepa Opraa Oymara, caoxennas Buetsepo. Ho gearoBek 3a ctoArom cxBaTHA B
PYKY ABYYXYEO TPYOKY, Kak ecAnr 6 cobmupanca ero saruimarsca: - [Toxkopode. [ltepep mauaa: - S mpeasararo peria B
Oyaymee. B obron arsam. Mou roureiimme GpopmyasL.. - Tak-tak. Aaro. Copruposounoe? Tosapura 3aasry. - B
32BUCHMOCTH OT PE3yABTATOB PA3BEAKH BO BPEMEHU BEI MOJKETE HAH 3AHATH IIOACTYIIBL K OYAYILIEMY, HAH OT... - 32AfII4,
1oI? CAyXall, BOT Kakoe AcA0. Hemeaast... koi-uepr tam pazbeansser? Aarob (SK:Ss 2: 380).

9 1bid., 173. Russian: «Ho Tereps, B 0OOroH CTyIEHSM, IIOA3 HECABIIIHBIN AHQT, 2 CTOABL OBIAH PACCTABACHBI
AKKYPATHBIM TPEXAUHCHHBIM "IIOKOEeM' 1 IPUAABACHBI KUIIAMU IIAIIOK. F13-32 ABEpH CTPEKOTAAH, TOYHO KY3HECYNKH U3
TPAaBbI, MAIIUHKH. K TOACTOW perncTparioHHoON KHure TAHyAACh ouepeab» (SK:Ss 2: 383).
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earlier haphazard atmosphere. The mounds of folders [mamxu| are a Krzhizhanovskian shorthand
for rationalized Soviet bureaucracy. In short, these two visits to the same office serve to illustrate
shifts in Soviet governance from charismatic to rational approaches, thus giving shape and color to
the movement of history.

Another way that time “takes on flesh” in the text is through the narrative’s skillful use of
summary. In Genette’s nomenclature, suzmary is a form of narrative speed, one in which fzbula-time
is condensed into much less time on the page. Rather than skip over intervening time in silence
(what Genette calls e//zpsis) our attention is drawn instead to its passage: “Days piled up into weeks,
weeks into months,”1% the narrator of Memwories of the Future tells us in order to mark the passage of
time. Or, instead of describing this passage in direct terms, Krzhizhanovsky’s summaries might
instead focus on the physical manifestations of time’s passing. For example, when Shterer is
transformed from boy into young man in the eyes of his father, who only sees him on vacations:
“With each new visit the son would be taller and thinner; his sleeves and trousers could scarcely
keep up with him; even his hair, once fair and shoulder-length, now stood up on end no matter how
often it was cut.”! The same time-lapse technique is applied in the novel not just to Shterer’s own
biography, but the development of the Soviet Union as a whole. For instance, this masterful
example of leaps through the years from war communism to NEP in a single sweeping paragraph:

The daily turning of the tide [of days], the sun-shot ebb and flow quietly added something
each time and took something away. The bank of burial mounds by the Kremlin wall grew
gradually longer. Five-domed churches behind high gates vanished with the ebb of tides, and
cobbles grew over the ground where they had stood. Trucks stopped guzzling alcohol and
exhaling drunken fumes. Above the canted roofs radio sound began to weave its wire web;
round-mouthed loudspeakers drew thousands of greedy ears. Motor buses, overstraining
their springs, bounced from pit to pothole. Behind the old Peter Palace there stretched—Ilike
a stone ellipse—a gigantic stadium for forty thousand eyes. Forty Martyr’s Lane was
renamed Dynamo Street. On Novoblagoslovennaya Street the stacks of Moscow’s first

100 Thid., 163. Russian: «AHI CKaIIAMBAAUCH B HEACAH, HEACAU B Mecsarb (SK:Ss 2: 372).

101 Tbid., 138. Russian: «C kasKABIM IIPHE3AOM CHIH ACAAACH AAUHHEE U XYACE; PYKaBa U OPIOKHU €A€ ITOCIICBAAU 34 CIO
POCTOM; A@7Ke BOAOCHI, IIPEKAC CBETABIMU IIPAAAMU OITAAABIIINE K IIAE€YAM, TEIIEPD, CKOABKO HX HU CTPUTAH,
TOITOPITAIITAMCSA €KOM BEITATHBAAUCDH KBepxy» (SK:Ss 2: 343).
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vodka distillery began smoking. Meanwhile, the theatergoer’s nose would occasionally detect,

amid the smell of sweat and cheap eau-de-cologne, a whiff of imported Chypre...102
In this paragraph, we can see quite clearly how time is made flesh through the word: It seems to pass
before us in an artificially quickened pace in the form of sweeping changes in the landscape. These
changes serve to mark larger shifts in the era from war communism to NEP: Churches are
demolished, their spots paved over, while the row graves in the walls of the Kremlin for
revolutionary leaders grows longer almost before our eyes. New technology sprouts up throughout
the city—motored buses, for instance, and radios and loudspeakers to broadcast Soviet propaganda.
Alcohol has gone from being a truck fuel to being a drink once again, and the new “affluence” of
NEDP is illustrated through theater smells, with sweat mixing with a whiff of foreign-made perfume.
This view of time is consummately Heraclitean, linked as it with flux and constant change. Time in
this passage is not the regular march of identical temporal increments— “Days piled up into weeks,
weeks into months”—but is intimately connected with change.

At the same time, Mesmories of the Future offers some striking examples of time passing without
any change at all. From the point of view of narrative time, these passages are related to another sort
of speed from Genette’s classification, pause, when time in the story does not move forward even as
the narration continues. This commonly occurs, for instance, when the action of a scene is
interrupted for a description, or to provide background information on a character. In other words,

the device is generally a narrative convenience rather than a statement about the nature of time in

102 Tbid., 183. Russian: «[ IprAHBBI 1 OTAHBEL AHEH, COAHEYHBIC HAXABIHU H CXABIHU, HE3AMETHO C KXKABIM Pa30M HEYTO
IIPHHOCHAM U HeuTo yHOCHAN. [1leperra B3ropouii y KpeMAeBCKOMH CTEHBI MEAAEHHO AAMHHUAACK. I IATHroAoBsIE
BPATACTBIC XPAMBI IIPOBAAUBAANCEH B OTAUBEL, M ITOYBA HAA HUMH 3aPacTaAa OyABUKIHAME. | py30BHKH IT€pecTasy MuTh
CITHPT 1 ABIIIATD IbAHBIM IIeperapom. Haa ckatamm KpoOBEAb PaAHIO3BYK CTAaA ITAGCTH CBOFO IIPOBOAOYHYIO IAYTHHY;
KPYTAOPOTBIE PyLIopa COOHPAAU BOKPYT CeOsl THICHYH KAAHBIX VIIHBIX PAKOBUH. ABTOOYCHBIE KOPOOa, HAACAKUBAS
[PEeCCOpEI, 3aKaAYAATICEH U3 YXaOOB B yxabel. 3a crapeim [ 1eTpoBCKIM ABOPIIOM BEITAHYACA KAMEHHBIM 3AAHIICOM
ruragrckuii craanon Ha 40 000 raas. Ilepeyaok Copoka Mydennkos nepenmenoBasn B AuHaMoBckyro yAuiry. Ha
HoBoGAarocAOBEHHOH 3aABIMIA TPYOAMU TIEPBBII BOAOUHEIH 3aBOA. Hoc rmocetnTeas mpeMbep CpeAr 3aIraxoB OTa |
PYOAEBOrO OACKOAOHA HET-HET Ad HATBIKAACS Ha AyHOBeHHE 3arpaHudHoro 'Llumpa’y (SK:Ss 2: 394).
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the story. Not so in Krzhizhanovsky’s time-travel narrative, which highlights Genette’s narrative
pauses as arising from actual pauses in story time—for instance, when Shterer’s time machine
malfunctions and time suddenly freezes, as he relates to his audience:

The reel of seconds threading through my machine had jammed at a certain instant, a certain
fraction of a second—it wouldn’t go forward, it wouldn’t go back. Somewhere below the
horizon, the sun’s orbit had intersected with eternity. Ugh, ‘eternity,” what a horrible word
for those who have seen it not in books, butin ... The air was cindery gray, the way it
sometimes is before dawn. The lines of a roof and the crooked outcrop of a street were
etched in immobility, as in a steel engraving.!%

Here time does not freeze completely, at least for Shterer himself, who is able to register this
“timeless time” in his consciousness. Thus, stuck in this moment in the indeterminate future, Shterer
has time to see out his window a red flag, suspended and frozen in air, and below it, “beside a
curbstone, a dog’s hind leg was cocked—eternity’s spasm had suspended it.”1%* The juxtaposition of
the red flag and urinating dog is a suggestive one. More suggestive still is that Shterer’s “reel of
seconds” appears to jam on the particular date of November 7%, the anniversary of the Bolshevik
Revolution. Evidence for this dating of the episode is provided by an accidental witness to Shterer’s
“intersection with eternity,” a Soviet bureaucrat who rents the inventor’s room after his
disappearance into Ason. This bureaucrat hears “glassy, mechanical sounds piercing the air,”5 which
seems to be the sound of Shterer’s time machine suddenly running aground in ordinary Chronos. This

sound “was discovered by the new tenant the night of November 7.7 This association of timeless

103 Tbid., 199. Russian: «/\eHra CeKyHA, IIPOACPTHBAIOIIAACS CKBO3b MOKO MAIIIHY, 3aCTOLIOPHAACH HA KAKOM-TO MHIE,
KaKOM-TO APOOHOM AOAH CEKYHABI - M HH B OYAyIIiee, HU B IIPOIIIAOE. T'am, TAC-TO ITOA FOPH30HTOM OpOHTA COAHIIA
IIEPECEKAACH C BEYHOCTHIO. bpp, Iperoranoe cA0BO "BEYHOCTB', AASl TOTO, KTO €€ BHACA HE B KHHTAX, 4 B... BO3AYX ObIA
ITEIIEABHO-CEP, KAK OBIBAET IIEPEA PaccBeTOM. KOHTYpBI KpBIIIH, KOCAA IPOCTYIIb YAUIIBI OBIAM BPE3aHBI B OE3ABIDKDE,
KaK B rpaBrOpHYyI0o AOCKy» (SK:Ss 2: 413).

104 Tbid., 200. Russian: «...y TyMOBI 3aAHSs HOTA I1CA, IPUIIOAHATAS KBEPXY - CIIA3M BEYHOCTH OCTAHOBUA ee» (SK:Ss 2:

414).

105 Tbid., 181. Russian: «...MeXaHIYeCKHE MEPHBIE, KOAFOIIUE BO3AYX CTEKAHCTHIC 3ByKI» (SK:Ss 2: 392).

106 Thid., 181. Russian: «...0bIA OOHAPYIKEH HOBBIM IIOCTOSABLIEM B HOUb € 7 Ha 8 HOaOpm» (SK:Ss 2: 392).
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time and the 1917 coup, just as discussed above in Chapter One, fits into the author’s metaphysics
of revolution, where the event is associated with a rupture in the flow of time.

The novel contains other noteworthy deformations of time in addition to pause. Borrowing
again from Genette, we can see how Krzhizhanovsky uses e/jpsis in constructing his time-travel
syuzhet. Ellipsis is essentially the opposite of a narrative pause—instead of time freezing while the
narration continues, the narration instead skips over the passage of story time, leaving a gap in the
narration that corresponds to this skipped-over time. According to Genette, these gaps can be either
literal, such as in the form of a white space or simply no narration at all, or they can be found in
some form in the text, a distinction that relates to Genette’s distinction of explicit ellipses and
implicit ones.!” For instance, the narrator notes a two-year gap in the chronology of Shterer’s life in
which nothing is known, a period of time that coincides with the civil war period after the
revolution:

In later years Shterer did not like to recall his seven-hundred-day march through the Hungry

Steppe, as he dubbed this period. His biographer passes over it in silence, not counting

several conjectures as to how Shterer again managed to avoid the grave. He seems to have

worked for a time as a watchman at a warehouse on the edge of Moscow, conscientiously

guarding an emptiness kept under lock and key.!%®

Here, Krzhizhanovsky has made content and form match, using vivid semantic choices to draw

attention to the structural gap in the narrative. The biographer “passes over it in silence,” noting
only that Shterer stood watch over the emptiness [oxpanss #yemomy| of an unused warehouse (as did

Krzhizhanovsky himself during the civil war). And this warehouse is kept under lock and key, just as

this period of empty time is closed off to the narrative. Using Genette’s terminology, the narrator’s

107 Genette, 107-8

108 Memories, 171. Russian: «Brrocaeactsuu Lltepep me ArobmA BcrromuaaTs HepexoA gepes Bece 700 anert ['onoamoId
CTeITH, KaK OH HA3BIBAA 9TOT IIEPUOA. buorpad ymasdnsaer 0 HeM, €CAH HE CUUTATh HECKOABKUX AOTAAOK O TOM, KAKHM
obpasom IlItepepy erre pas yaAaAOCH OOONTH KAAADHIIIEHCKYFO AMy. KaxeTcs, HEKOTOpOE BpeM OH CAYKHA CTOPOKEM
Ha OAHOM H3 OKPAHHHBIX CKAAAOB MOCKBBI, AOODPOCOBECTHO OXPAHAA IYCTOTY, 3AIIEPTYIO BUCAIUMU 3aMKamm» (SK:Ss 2:

381).
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ellipsis is explicit, definite and significant—i.e., the gap elides some important information, instead of
one that simply skips over unimportant details—and the text seems to function to draw attention to
this gap. Indeed, if the gap or crack is an important part of Krzhizhanovsky’s poetics, as critics have
asserted,'” then this gap in time is the hollow void at the center of Shterer’s story. When the time-
traveller reaches his withered and wan future, he turns his machine around and attempts to return—
not to the present from which he set out on his journey, but to this missing time of the civil war. As
he relates later in the story: “Behind me was a blank, a chain of three or four years gone completely
out of my head. One can’t get used to life if behind one is not-life, a gap in existence.”"’

The question of lost time will be taken up in a separate section below. But first we should relate

these different types of narrative time to temporal metaphors in the novel, in particular the images

of the film reel and the train wheel.

4.5 Real Time, Reel Time, Rail Time

In imagining the moments freezing into stillness as Shterer becomes stuck in time,
Krzhizhanovsky relies on an implicit metaphor to make this image more familiar. As Shterer relates,
“The reel of seconds threading through my machine had jammed at a certain instant, a certain
fraction of a second—it wouldn’t go forward, it wouldn’t go back.”"1t This reel of seconds threaded
through the machine is meant of course to bring to mind the film projector, a machine that also

frequently broke down, especially in its technological infancy, whereupon it would show a still frame

109 See V.N. Toporov in SK:Ss 6: 386.
110 Memories, 203. Russian: «3a CITHOIN y MEHSA OBIA IIPOIYCK, CIIEI U3 TPEX-YETHIPEX TOAOB, HAYNCTO BEIKAFOUEHHBIX U3

Moero cosHaauA. HeApss BXKUBATHCA B KH3Hb, €CAU TIO3AAH HEXXU3HD, Ipo0eA B Obrrammy (SK:Ss 2: 417).

11 Tbid., 199. Russian: «/\eHra CeKyHA, IIPOACPTHBAIOIIAACSH CKBO3b MOIO MAIIIHY, 3aCTOLIOPHAACH HA KAKOM-TO MHIE,
KaKOM-TO APOOHON AOAH CEKYHABI - M HH B OyAyInee, Hu B rporaoe» (SKiSs 2: 417).
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almost as if time itself had jammed. Indeed, it seems no great leap to imagine a time machine as
something akin to a film projector, a technological marvel that could display captured moments as if
they were still occurring before the eyes. Or perhaps it might be more appropriate to reverse the
terms: The film projector really was a sort of time machine. Like Shterer’s machine, the film
projector settings could be changed to control speed, from freezing a single moment to reversing
time, jumping ahead or speeding up its course. Unlike most other machines of this era, the projector
was a mechanism that did no “real” work, but existed only to turn still images into the illusion of
movement and change—to create, in other words, the #/usion of time.

Krzhizhanovsky was no stranger to the cinema. He was involved as a writer in several film
projects in the 1920s, and some of his prose works, like The Return of Munchausen, were written first as
film scripts and only later rewritten as novels and stories.!'2 Film was taking the Soviet Union by
storm in the 1920s, and Krzhizhanovsky, as a member of the Moscow theatrical and artistic avant-
garde, was at the epicenter of this storm. The language of film permeates Mewzories of the Future. The
Russian word for the spool or strip of film stock, .zenma, or “ribbon,” is used in the above quote to
describe the “reel of seconds” [aenTa cexyra| and once again when Shterer speeds up time as he
progresses into the future: “I increased my speed—the gray ree/ of days chafed against my eyes; I
closed them and, gritting my teeth, tore blindly on with levers thrown forward.”3 In other words,
time is the reel, and the time machine is the projector, while the image on the screen—the current
frame that flickers in and out of the light in less than a tenth of a second—is the present moment,
which travels from the unspooling future to the ever-accumulating past of the take-up reel. It was
perhaps this image that Krzhizhanovsky had in his mind when he wrote of Shteret’s conception of

time, which does not so much rotate as a circle as it seems to spool from one circle to another: “Yes,

12 §K:S8s 2: 628.

13 Memories, 202-3. Russian: «fI maaaaa ckopocT - cepad ACHTA AHEH TEPAACh O MOU TAA33; A 3AKPBIA UX H, CTHCHYB
3yOBI, BCACIIYFO MYAACA HA BHIOPOIIIEHHBIX BIIepeA poraarax» (SK:Ss 2: 417).
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my wheel [0604] goes not around an axle, but from axle to axle. This is the specific nature of
transtemporal journeys.”! What better metaphor for time moving “from axle to axle”—an image
that combines both the circular form of time in the spool and the linear form of time in the film—
might be found than the movie projector?

Here, the image of film projector has the advantage of being instantly graspable; it gives a
physical form to this perplexing problem of the passage of time, one that readers would have been
familiar with. In fact, it seems entirely likely that it was precisely the development of motion-picture
technology that made the idea of time travel possible; HG Wells was reportedly inspired by the
kinetoscope!'s, which was publicly demonstrated two years before the publication of The Time
Machine. The manipulations of cinematic time by the device made it perhaps that much easier to
imagine similar manipulations of time itself. In the same decade that saw the beginning of time travel
narratives as a genre, film audiences were regaled with the sight of “a bud unfolding and a fly
buzzing its wings in the same interval of time,”"'¢ demonstrating the malleability of time and
relativity of duration in this new medium.

Thus, while time could be slowed down (the fly buzzing its wings) or even stopped with film, it
could also be sped up to show, as in the above quote, a bud unfolding. This form of temporal
compression in film echoes Genette’s idea of summary in narration, which relies on the difference
between two times, the duration of action and the duration of presentation. In film, this difference is
obtained between real time and reel time; when the latter is less than the former, we have sequences

now familiar through time-lapse photography, such as the opening tree bud. It is precisely these

114 Tbid., 151. Russian: «Aa, Moit 060A He BKPyT OCH, a € OCH Ha OCb. B 3TOM cBOCOOpasHe TPaHCTEMIOPAABHBIX
myrerectsuid»y (SK:5s 2: 359). Besides the obvious similarities with the movie reel, this passage also gestures towatrds one
of Betrgson’s metaphors for the movement of time, which he likens to tape moving from one spool to another, with the
spool of the future gradually diminishing as the spool of the past grows as it turns (Henti Bergson, The Creative Mind,
trans. Mabelle L. Andison (New York: Citadel Press, 2012), 164-5.)

115 Gleick, 25.

116 Banerjee, 73.
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sorts of images that both HG Wells and Krzhizhovsky use to describe their time travelers speeding
through time. In The Time Machine, the traveler relates how he “saw the sun hopping swiftly across
the sky, leaping it every minute, and every minute marking a day. .... Presently, as I went on, still
gaining velocity, the palpitation of night and day merged into one continuous greyness...”"!” while
Krzhizhanovsky’s traveler relates how as he increases his speed, the “the gray reel of days chafed
against my eyes.”!18 Wells’s traveler notes how “the jerking sun became a streak of fire, a brilliant
arch, in space,”? while Krzhizhanovsky notices a similar phenomenon:

...the sun...shot up like a yellow rocket from behind the huddled roofs then down a
sparkling arc aflame with scarlet bursts of sunset, disappearing behind the firewall. Before its
reflection on my night-cloaked retina could dissolve, it was again whizzing up from behind
those same roofs like a yellow rocket to its zenith, striking its phosphorescent yellow head
against the darkness so as to flare, again and again, with new days brief as the burning of a
match.120

At lower speeds, human movement is also compared to a rocket in HG Wells:
“I drew a breath, set my teeth, gripped the starting lever with both hands, and went off with a thud.
The laboratory got hazy and went dark. Mrs. Watchett came in and walked, apparently without
seeing me, towards the garden door. I suppose it took her a minute or so to traverse the place, but
to me she seemed to shoot across the room like a rocket.”2! In Krzhizhanovsky, this time-lapse
view of human activity—in this case, the movements of the Soviet bureaucrat who occupies the
inventor’s room after his disappearance—takes on a sort of Chaplinesque madcap quality:

Although the door to my room was a plain, ordinary, single-panel door, it now gave the
impression of a swinging door at a chaotic, slot-sized entrance. At any rate, there was a
person, or persons, or no, a man with a briefcase under his elbow who simply could not
extricate himself from the door’s batting panels—he would tumble out and then, as though

17 Wells, 41.

118 Memories, 202. Russian: «cepad AeHTa AHEH TepAach 0 Mou raasay (SK:Ss2: 417).

19 Wells, 41.

120 Memories, 198. Russian: «OHO B3AE€TAAO KEATON PAKETOH M3-32 COUBIIIIXCA B Ky9y KPBIII U IO CBEPKAFOITIEH BBITHON
I1aAAA0, OACCHYB aABIM B3PBIBOM 3aKaTa, 32 OpaHAMaysp. M mpexae gem 0TOAECK €ro Ha CeT4aTKe, OXBAYCHHON HOYBIO,
yCIIeBaA PACTBOPUTHCS, OHO CHOBA M3-3a TEX 7K€ KPBILI TOH XKE JKEATON COAHIIEBOI PAKETOH B3BHBAAOCEH B 3CHUT, YTOOBI

CHOBA U CHOBA, YnpKasg POCHOPHO-KEATON FOAOBON O THMY, BCIIBIXHBATH HOBBIMH 1 HOBBIMH, KPATKHAMI, KAK TOPEHIE
crreraku, AHAMmy (SK:Ss 2: 412).

121 Wells, 39.
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he’d forgotten something, dash back inside, tear all his clothes off and dive under the covers
only to remember something else, jump into his clothes, and vanish out the door only to
come racing in again. And all this against competing flashes of sun and electric light.12?

With its crazed energy, the description borders on farce, reminiscent, perhaps, of the silent film
comedies, which due to technological limitations were filmed at lower speeds than they were
projected, making movements jerky and faster-than-life. This farcical tone carries over to the actions
depicted in this passage, as the Soviet bureaucrat’s life is compressed into a meaningless sequence of
comings and goings from work. In this sense, the narrative illustrates both the general acceleration
of life and the general emptiness of its events. For the bureaucrat, a representative of Soviet
rationality, the day can be compressed in such a manner precisely because it appears to consist of the
essentially empty and homogeneous time of rationalized routine.

But this sort of compressed time through time-lapse sequences was never more than a novelty in
film, unlike its utility as summary in prose, where the narrated nature of the story makes the device
feel more natural. In film, the easiest way to reduce real time into reel time was not through
compression but through cuts, akin to the narrative technique of ellipsis. The technique of cutting in
film had existed before the 1920s, of course, but Soviet filmmakers, most notably Eisenstein,
developed these film montage techniques into art. The use of dramatic cuts which worked through
juxtaposition was a particular specialty of Eisenstein; it was through these selective cuts and
juxtapositions that viewers’ experiences could be controlled for greater effect. In Memwories of the
Future, the narrator relates this cinematic technique of cuts to the question of memory and time. As
the passage attempts to show, changing the temporal nature of an action through cuts can have

profound effects on its deeper meaning and essence:

122 Memories, 199. Russian: «XoT ABepb MOEH KOMHATBI OBIAA OOBIKHOBEHHOH I'AYXOM I OAHOCTBOPYATON ABEPBIO, HO
ceifyac OHA IPOU3BOAHAA BIICYATACHIE BPAILAFOIICHCS ABEPU CYTOAOYHOTO IIIEACBOTO IIOABE3AR, 11O KpaiHEeH Mepe,
YCAOBCK, HAH AFOAU, HAH HET, YCAOBEK C IIOPTEAEM ITOA AOKTEM, HUKAK HE MOT BBIIYTATBCA U3 €€ ABHIKYILICHCSA CTBOPBI
- OH IIPOBAAHBAACH HAPYKY U TOTUAC e, OYATO 3a0BIB 4TO-TO, BO3BPAILAACS BHYTPb, CPbIBAA C CEOf BCe, HBIPAA IIOA
OAESIAO U, CHOBA BCIIOMHUB, BIIPBITHBAA B OACKAY H ICUE3aA 3d ABEPBIO, YTOOBI TOTYAC 7K€ IOABHTHCA BHOBB. M Bce aTO
ITOA BCITBIXMBAFOIIIMIME BIIEPEOOI COAHIIEM 1 SACKTPHIECKON HuThIOo» (SK:Ss 2: 413).
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...an outside observer might have acquainted himself with the theory of Zime’s cuts as set
forth in the batting eyes of the lady from across the river. As applied to love, the theory went
like this: memory “unrolling its long scroll,” may, like a reel of film, be edited. One may cut
bits out of both time and the reel and dispense with the longueurs. Thus if one were able to
make cuts between a woman’s first meeting with her first lover and her first meeting with
her second, her third, and so on, that is, if one were to leave what was purest, most sincere,
and deeply embedded in memory, the film reel onto which we transposed this series of
spliced-together first meetings would show us the woman—with the speed of a roulette ball
skipping from number to number—whirling from embrace to embrace and aging before our
eyes. To a lawyer, of course, this would recall the article in the Criminal Code dealing with
mass violence. Try editing out the supertluous out of anything at all, leaving only what is
essential, and you’ll see that it won’t be to your ...123

Here the narrator breaks off into a characteristic ellipsis, which is itself an interruption or cut
that only serves ironically to underscore the point—namely, that one cannot simply excise things
from time. It is in the spaces in between, the interim time between events, that something essential takes
shape. (This idea, of course, reflects rather negatively on time travel and on Shterer’s invention,
which he calls his “time cutter” [Bpemsapes].)

The technique of cinematic cuts and its relation to the ellipsis of narrative time is made explicit
later in the novel, when Shterer begins to tell his assembled audience about his time in the future,
but soon is stopped from doing so by his host, the writer Josef Stynsky, who interrupts his tale at a
critical moment by shouting the word “cut!” Stynsky wants to leave out parts of the narrative so that
the story might be sold profitably to a publisher. (As he tells Shterer on the way to see an editor,

“We’re going out to sell those cuts.”'2¥) But something essential has been lost from Shterer’s

narrative, and we never get to hear what the future was actually like, since no publisher will touch his

123 Tbid., 153-4. Russian: «...CTOpOHHII HAOAIOAATEAb MOT OBl O3HAKOMUTBCS C TCOPUEH O KyIIFOPaX BPEMEHI,
M3AAraeMOH IIPAMO B XAOIAFOIIIUE TAA32 3aMOCKBOPELIKOH AaMbL. [IpUMEHNTEABHO K AFOOBU TEOPHs 9Ta CTPOHAACH TAK:
I1aMATh, " PasBepPTHIBAIOINAA CBOI AAHMHHBIA CBUTOK', I KHHOACHTA, PA3MATHIBACMAS C KATYIIKH, MOLYT OBITH
ITOABEPIHYTHl MOHTAKY. V] M3 ACHTBI, B 13 BPEMEHI MOKHO BBIPE3aTh KYCKH, yOPaTh AAMHHOTEL TaK, €CAH MEKAY
IIEPBBIM CBUAAHHEM YKCHIIIHBI C €€ IIEPBBIM M IICPBBIM CBHAAHIEM C €€ BTOPBIM, TPETBUM, HY H TAK AAACE, CACAATD
KYIIFOPBI, TO €CTh OCTABUTh HANDOAEE YHCTOE U UCKPEHHEE, TAYOOKO 3AIIAAAFOIICE B IIAMSTH, TO KHHOACHTA, HA KOTOPYIO
MBI [IEPEHECEM PAA IIPHMKHYTBIX APYT K APYIY IIEPBBIX CBHAAHIE, IIOKAKET HAM YKCHILIIHY - C OBICTPOTOMH IIaprKa
PYACTKH, IIEPEIPBITHBAIOIIEIO C HOMEPA HA HOMEP,- IEPEKAIOYAIOIYIOCH H3 OOBATHA B OOBATHE U CTAPEIOIICH Ha
HAIIUX IA233X; FOPHUCTY 9TO, KOHEYHO, HAITOMHHAO OBI Ty CTATBIO Y TOAOBHOTO 32KOHA, KOTOPas TPAKTYET O MACCOBOM
macuann. [Torpobyiite yOpaTs AUIIIHEE - U3 Yero OBl TO HU OBIAO OCTABUTH AHIIb CAMOE HY/KHOE, U BBl YBUAUTE, UTO
oHo BaM He..» (SK:Ss 2: 361-2).

124 Tbid., 206. Russian: «aem mpoaasats kymropen (SK:Ss 2: 421).
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memoir of the future as it has been written. As Shterer protests to Stynsky when his lecture is cut
short, “If this ... is to be with cuts, then there isn’t much to tell.”2s These gaps in time and narrative
are crucial to Memories of the Future, which is quite pieced together through montage of different
sources, and contains a void or cut at its heart in the two-year stretch of “not-life, a gap in existence”
that Shterer attempts to return to in his machine.

Krzhizhanovsky was not alone in his worry that reel time left out something essential from real
time. This concern was shared by Henri Bergson. The comparison of time and film, Bergson felt,
was one that contemporary physicists (Einstein, in particular) invited by positing that the movement
of time was a psychological phenomenon, not a physical one.'2 The same could be said of film:
essentially, the illusion of time passing was created in the mind of the viewer, which strung together
a series of stills and perceived movement between them where there was none in actuality.
Moreover, film and the block-universe paradigm shared a belief that, in the words of Shterer, “time
is given to us a// at once, whereas we peck at it one grain at a time, in split seconds,”?” in the same
way that the film reel exists all at once, though we see each frame flicker by for the briefest of
moments. As Canales notes, “The philosopher protested that if one flattened Einstein’s universe and
arranged one instant after another, the result would end up looking ‘like a screen upon which the
cinematography of the universe would be run off.””128

Worse, the idea of time as film, in Bergson’s view, accepted the old fallacy of time and motion in

Zeno’s paradox as something that can be segmented into stillness, which went against Bergson’s

125 Ibid., 202. (original ellipsis preserved). Russian: «Ecam... ¢ kymropamu, To octarocs HeMHOTO» (SK:Ss 2: 416).

126 Henri Bergson and Herbert Dingle, Duration and Sinmitaneity, The Library of Liberal Arts (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill,
1965), 141.

127 Ibid., 150. Russian: «BpeMst AQHO ¢pa3y U Bce, HO MBI KAFOEM €TO, TaK CKa3aTh, 110 3€PHY, B pasAepre cekyHA» (SK:5s 2:

358).
128 Canales, 283. See also Bergson, 141.



233

own idea of time as composed of durations characterized by change and indivisible motion.'? The
illusion of movement created by film was just that, illusory; it took the actual movement of the
projector’s turning spools to create it, meaning that the passage of time could not be explained
without somewhere resorting to real physical movement of the sort that static views of the universe
denied.13

Further, as Canales notes, “Bergson’s critique of the cinematographic method was based on the
conviction that something essential escaped from the small gaps, or frame lines, bordering
successive film stills”13! In other words, not only did film present a series of still images and call it
movement, it also elided all the other moments 2 between each frame. Not surprisingly, this question
of gaps in time seems to have interested Krzhizhanovsky too. In “The Collector of Cracks,”
Krzhizhanovsky’s story devoted to the topic of “ethics of the gap” [reannas stukal, as described by
Lévenix, the “collector of cracks”, who discusses the problem of the temporal gaps between
successive frames of a film: “Wedged in between instants—when the film, having withdrawn one
image from the retina, is advancing as to produce another—is a split second where everything has
been taken from the eye and nothing new given it. In that split second the eye is before emptiness,
but it sees it: Something unseen seems seen” [BuA¢HIE MHHTCS eMy BuAcHEEM. ]2 In the same way,
the human eye perceives the flash of an automobile’s spark plug as constant, though it lasts only a
fraction of a second:

The spatk-like flash from an electric machine lasts only 1/50,000% of a second. But it
remains in the eye for one-seventh of a second. Thus seven fleeting flashes separated by
pauses of almost one-seventh of a second, will be perceived by the eye as a continuous,
second-long flash. Yet the actual flashes take up only 7/50,000ths of a second. In other
wotds, for 49,993/50,000ths of the length of the expetiment there is darkness petceived as

129 Bergson, 49.
130 Canales, 295-6.
131 Thid., 284.

132_Autobiography, 95-6. Russian: «Mex MrHOBEHUAMI, KOTAA ACHTA, CHAB C PETHHBI OAHO M300paKeHIE, IIPOAEPrUBaeTCH,
C TEM YTOOBI AATh APYTO€, BKAHHECH MHT, KOTAQ Y TAA32 BCE juwe OTHSATO M HUYETO ¢zy/¢ He AAHO: B 9TOT MUT IA23 IIEPEA
IIYCTOTOMH, HO OH 6udur e€: BUAGHHE MHUTCA eMy BUAcHUEM» (SK:Ss 1: 473): emphasis added.
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light. Do you understand? Now extend that second to a minute, the minute to an hour, the
hour to a year, to a century, turn that flash into the sun, and it turns out that the sun may be
taken out of orbit for 99/100ths of a day and we, who live under that sun won’t notice—you
understand—we won’t even notice, and, cast into darkness, will rejoice in an illusory sun and
an illusory day.13?

Similarly, in Mesmories of the Future, Shterer uses the idea of the non-zero duration of the present (a
Bergsonian concept here attributed to “American scientific findings,” likely in reference to William
James) to explain how human consciousness can miss perceiving changes which occur faster than
the duration of the psychological “now.”

...but were the clockmaker to construct a 1/60-second dial, whose hand would have to
make sixty successive movements in 1/60 of a second, we would apprehend those 60
movements as oze since the time allotted us for their apprehension would not exceed in
duration that of our present. If—having adjusted the hand’s speed to our apperceiving
apparatus so that it went around the circle, divided into fractions, in one instant—we were to
focus on one particular fraction marked with, say, red paint, our consciousness would merge
the moment of the hand’s departure and that of its return into one present; the hand would
have time, so to speak, to dash off, run around the circle, lingering at dozens of other
fractions, and return, without ever having been “missed.” Inside every instant there is
undoubtedly a complexity, what I would call an untimely time. One can cross time the way
one crosses the street—one can dart in among the streaming seconds the way one darts in
among the rushing automobiles, without ever being run over.!3*

Although Krzhizhanovsky does not directly invoke the cinema’s illusion of time and motion

through successive instants here, there is a clear connection between how film works and the

135 _Autobiography of a Corpse, 95. Russian: «FIckpoBas BCITBIIIIKA 9AEKTPIYECKON MAIIIMHEI AAUTCA BCETO OAHY
IIATHACCATUTBICAIHYIO CeKyHABL Ho yAeprkuBaeTcs B TAa3y B TEIEHHE OAHON CEABMOH CEKYHABL Takum 0O6pasom, ceMb
KPATKHX MEABKOB HCKP, OTACACHHBIX APYT OT APyra IIay3aMIU IIOYTH B CEABMYIO AOAFO CEKYHABL, OYAYT BOCIIPUHSATEL
IA330M KaK HEIIPEPBIBHOE, CEKYHAY AAfIIeecd ropenne nckpel. Ho Beab moaamamHOE-TO €€ TopeHune, B AAHHOM CAyd9ae,
OTHSIAO AHUIIb CEMb IATUACCATUTBICAIHEIX CeKYHAEL T0 ects 49993 /50000 aamreAbHOCTH OIEITA — OBIAZ THMA,
BOCHpHUHATAA Kak cBeT. [lomsan? PactsiHuTe Termeps: CEKyHAY B MHHYTY, MHHYTY B 9aC, 9aC B TOA, B BEK, B3PACTHTE HCKPY
B COAHIIE, — M OKKETCA: MOKHO YOPATh COAHIIE C OPOHUTHI HA ACBAHOCTO ACBATH COTBIX AHA H MBI, JKUBYIIIHE ITOA
COAHIIEM, HE 3aAMETHM 3TOrO, IIOHUMACTE, /¢ 3aMe/UM 1, OPOIIIEHHBIE B TEMY, OYAEM PAaAOBATHCA MHIMOMY COAHITY H
MHEMOMY AHFO» (SK:S5 1: 472).

134 Memories, 151. Russian: «...HO ecAn 6 9aCOBOM MACTEp 3aXOTEA IIyCTUTDh OCTPUE CTPEABI ITO KPyTy, TpeOyroremy 60
aBmxeHnit B 1/60 cexyrapt, Mt 6 Bocrrpunsiau 60 ABIIKCHUIIT KAK OAHO, TAK KaK BPeMs, OTIIYILCHHOE HAM Ha
BOCIPHUSATHE 9TUX ITOCACAOBATEABHBIX ABIKCHEHIH, HE IIPEBBIIIIACT IT0 AAUTEABHOCTH HAIIIETO HACTOAILIETO, KOTOPOE HE
AOIIYCKAET B ceOsl HUKAKOTO IIOCACAOBaHMsA. EcAu, IpUrHaB OBICTPOTY ABEDKCHHS CTPEAKH K HAIIICMY
ANIEPLUIIPYIOIIEMY AIIIAPATY TAK, YTOOBI OCTPHE OOETAAO KPYT, PASACACHHBIH HA ACACHHS B TCUCHUE OAHOTO MHI,
BOCIPUHIMAEMOIO HAMI HEACAHMO, ECAH COCPEAOTOUNTh BHUMAHIE HA KAKOM-HUOYAD OAHOM, CKaKEM, OTMEYCHHOM
KPaCHOI KPaCKO, ACACHIH, TO CO3HAHUE COABET MOMEHT YXOAA OCTPHA C MOMECHTOM BO3BPATA K AAHHOMH YepPTE B OAHO
HACTOSAIIIEE, CTPEAKA YCIIEET, TAK CKA3aTh, OTAYINUTHCH, OOCKATD KPYT, 3aACPKHBAACH HA ACCATKAX APYTUX ACACHUI H
BEPHYTHCA, He OyAydn HE B 9eM "3amedeHHON". HecOMHEHHO, BHYTPH Ka7KAOTO MUTA €CTh HEKAsi CAOKHOCTD, HEKOE, 5
OBI TIO3BOAHA CeDE CKa3aTh, HECBOCBPEMEHHOE BPEMsl; MOKHO IIEPEHTH BPEMs, KaK IIEPEXOAAT YAULLY,~ MOXKHO
ITPOCKOYHTD MEXK IIOTOKA CEKYHA, KAK IIPOCKAKHBAFOT ME MYAIIIXCA KOAEC, HE ITOIIaB HIT II0A OAHY» (SK:Ss 2: 358-9).
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description of how small fractions of time escape human perception. This “complexity ... an
untimely time” contained in each second is compared to the gaps between cars on a busy street. It is
precisely these spaces between that makes the street traversable, and so it through these gaps (or as
Shterer calls them, pores [mopsr]'#) that Shterer moves through time “through whose millisecond
pores, in pursuit of the future, I was now making my way higher and higher.”136

The presentation of time as a city street is elsewhere in the novel rendered in similar terms as a
road. Shterer’s discovery is that this street or road exists not in one dimension as a line, but in two
dimensions, as a ribbon of a certain width, just like the film reel. Being able to move orthogonally to
the direction of this road is crucial to his movement through time: “On a single-track road one
cannot pass without swerving to one side. So long as we conceived of time as a straight line, points
along it blocked the way of other points. The discovery of #me’s diameter has allowed me to build a
second track. Now points will have to make way when I want to pass them.”3” This crucial discovery
appears to have come to him while he was out walking and was nearly hit by a speeding train:
“...blocking [his] path, along parallels of steel, a spiral of smoke came thundering up followed by
round racing wheels. Shterer stopped, gasping for break; his face burned with furious joy: he had
caught the last symbol in the last formula—finallyl—under his frontal bone.”13

The idea of the multidimensionality of time suggests itself, it seems, by his narrow escape from

the train, which is confined to a single dimension by the linear tracks on which it travels, while

135 Here Krzhizhanovsky is playing on the homonym «ropa», which means both “pore” and “time/moment when” (e.g.,
in the Kairos-meaning of “it’s time [“mopa” + verb] to do something”).
136 Tbid., 202. Russian: «...CKBO3b CEKyHAHBIC ITOPBI KOTOPOTO, BAOTOHKY 32 OYAYIIIEM, IIPOOHPAACH 5 BCE BBIIIIE U BBIIIIC)

(SK:S8s 2: 4106).

137 Memories, 151. Russian: «Ha 0AHOKOAHHOIT AOpOre HeAB3A ODOTHATDH, HE ChexaB B cTopoHy. [Toka Bpemsa
IIPEACTABASAOCH HAM AMHEHHBIM, TOYKH II€PErOPaKUBaA AOPOTy ToukaM. OTKpPEITHE nonepeyrika speMery AACT MHE
BO3MOKHOCTD IIPOAOKITD 6720p)10 K0.1¢/0. 'TOUKAM IIPUAETCA IIOCTOPOHHTECA, KOTAQ A IIOHAY M B obrom» (SK:Ss 2: 358).

138 Memories, 155. Russian: «...HO B 9TO Bpem, Ilepepe3as MM IIyTb, ITO ITAPAAACAAM CTAAH - TPOXOUYIIAA CIIPAAD ABIMA C
OerymmMe 32 Heil Kpyramu Koaec. LItepep OCTAHOBHACH, THKEAO ABIIIIA; AHIIO €TI0 TOPEAO THEBHOH PaAOCTBIO:
ITOCACAHUIT 3HAK IIOCAEAHEH (DOPMYABI OBIA H3AOBAEH - O, HAaKOHEI-TO! - TIOA A0DHYIO KoCTB» (SK:Ss 2: 362-3).
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Shterer himself can cross the tracks or step aside to allow it to pass. Interestingly, the description of
the train as it thunders by does not name it outright (there is no mention of “train”, “locomotive” or
“cars”) but instead presents it in defamiliarized manner that is fragmented and composed of abstract
geometric shapes—the parallels of steel, the spiral of smoke and the circles of wheels—emphasizing
not its function but its geomzetry. Like the film projector, the train’s motion combines both the line
and the circle (with a Hegelian spiral of smoke, a hybrid of the two forms), which allows it to
represent both the linear and circular qualities of time that Shterer struggles to reconcile. As the
child-Shterer vows, “I will make [time] dance in a circle,” a promise of rotation that is freighted with
revolutionary significance.

The fact that this key conceptual aspect of Shterer’s time travel is linked to the image of a
speeding train is perhaps not surprising. As we have seen in Krzhizhanovsky’s eatlier time-travel
narratives (“Discomfort” and its shorter version, “Through the Tracing Paper”), the train is already
connected in the author’s work with this idea of traveling through time. In Mezwories of the Future,
Shterer sees his consumptive schoolmate rapidly aging and imagines the passage of time and entropy
as two trains moving at different speeds: “Max Shterer, who paid Ichya more attention than did the
others, did not mock him, but neither did he feel compassion, he simply observed him and
pondered the processes of deterioration now gaining on that of regeneration; here was a problem
about difference in speeds, like the arithmetic problem about the freight train overtaken by the
express.”% In fact, the idea that time might move at different rates for different observers is related

to Einstein’s relativity, which was frequently explained with examples of two different trains moving

139 Memories, 140. Russian: «Maxkc [IITepep, garie Apyrux OCTaHaBAHBABIIHII CBOE BHUMaHIE Ha Vxe, He TAyMUACA, HO 1
HE COCTPaAaA, OH IIPOCTO HAOAFOAAA B AYMAA O IIPOIIECCE PACIIaAd, OOTOHSIOIIEM IIPOLIECC BOCCTAHOBACHHUS; 3TO OBIAQ
32Aa9a HA Pa3HOCTh CKOPOCTEH, AHAAOTHYHAS APH(PMETHICCKOH 3aAa9€ O KYPBEPCKOM IIOE3AC, HATOHSAIOIIIEM

ToBapHBI (SK:Ss5 2: 345).
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at different speeds, an image that both Einstein and Bergson used to discuss the speeding up or
slowing down of time.!4

In addition, the high-speed train was a potent symbol of modernity and the machine age, and
Soviet propaganda made frequent use of its image. As Banerjee notes, “the futuristic express train
epitomized the Bolshevik dream of technological hypermodernization.”'# Thus the locomotive was
a fitting image for the revolution, a fire-breathing iron behemoth that conquered both space and
time. Marx himself famously called revolutions the locomotives of history,*> and this connection
was picked up by numerous writers and artists in the Soviet Union, including Pil’niak!4 and
Platonov, particularly in the novel Chevengur. Krzhizhanovsky himself gives the idea a tragicomic
treatment in The Return of Munchausen when the Baron sees that Soviet locomotives run by burning
not coal but books, and wonders “how long the supplies of Russian literature would last”14—an
absurd scene that nevertheless captures both the destruction of writers and their works in the Soviet
Union and more generally the early Soviet animosity toward the past. In Menzories of the Future,
Shterer uses the metaphor of the railway line to represent history and the train as the Soviet Union
speeding along it. After returning from the future, he meets with a potential publisher for his
memoir, who hints that his book might be more palatable if it were to “amend certain things and
omit others,” to which Shterer answers, “You’re suggesting that I mix up my signal flags and signal

instead that the line is clear.”145 This, of course, he refuses to do.!4

140 Canales, 70.

141 Banerjee, 40.

142 R. Marchionatti, Kar/ Marx:, Karl Marx, v. 4 (Routledge, 1998), 149.

143 See Williams, 394.

144 Munchausen, 49. Russian: «HaAOATO AW XBATHT 3aI1aCOB PycCKOi Antepatypbp (SK:Ss 2: 180).

145 Memories, 210. Russian: «... IIOAIIPaBUTD, OIYCTUTD . ..»; «BbI IpeAAaraeTe MHE HEPEITyTaTh (DAKKH I
CHTHAAU3HPOBATH: IyTh cBOOOACH» (SK:Ss 2: 420).

146 Shteret’s refusal to modify his writing to make it more convenient for the authorities underscores the similarities
between character and author, who also refused to “signal instead that line is clear.”
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Figure 10. Stalin-era poster with the heading “This train goes from the
station of Socialism to the Station of Communism ... Time-tested
engineer of the locomotive of the revolution Comrade Stalin.” The text
in the middle of the poster relates the “Timetable of the Bolshevik
Train” listing important dates from the founding of Lenin’s newspaper
in 1900, through the 1905 and 1917 revolutions. Perhaps wisely, the
final destination of “Communism Station” has been left without a date
or time of arrival (P. Sokolov-Skalia, 1939).
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Although condemned by Bergson as a
false conception of time,!#” the spatialized
view serendipitously aligned both the latest
scientific theories and Soviet ideology. In
both cases, time was equivalent to space,
making the future as real as the present.
Shteret’s calculations for his machine reveal
his attempt to make time and space change
places. As he explains during his lecture after
his return from the future:

Science, which used to separate time
from space, has now joined them
together in a single space-time. My
mission, in essence, was to proceed
along the hyphen still separating time
from space, to cross the bridge thrown
over the abyss from one millennium to
the next. If Riemann and Minkowski
looked for a so-called world point at the
intersection of four coordinates—x + y
+ z + t—then I have aimed to
recoordinate those coordinates as
follows: x + t + y + z.148

And if time could be seen as just another

space-like dimension, then this meant that

one could traverse it in similar ways as one would traverse space, for instance, in a modern

147 Canales, 76.

148 Memories, 195. Russian: «Hayka, Hexoraa pe3sko OTAEAABIIIAA BPEMSA OT IPOCTPAHCTBA, B HACTOAIIEE BPEMA COCAUHACT
nx B HeKoe eanHoe Space-Time51. Bes Mo 3aaavua cBOAHAACH, B CYIIIHOCTH, K TOMY, YTOOBI IIPOHTH 110 AedprCy,
otAeafroremy erre Time ot Space, 110 aTOMy MOCTY, OPOIIIEHHOMY HaA OE3AHOI M3 THICAYEACTHII B ThICAYeACTHA. EcAn
B cBOUX paboTax Puman-MUHKOBCKHI OTBICKHBACT TAK HA3BIBACMYIO MUPOBYIO TOYKY B CKPCILICHIH YETBIPEX
KOOPAHHAT: X Ty + z + t, TO i CTPEMAIOCH Kak OBI K ITEPEKOOPANHUPOBAHIIO KOOPAHHAT, CKAKEM, Tak: X + t +y + 2»

(SK:S5 2: 408).
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conveyance like a train. Even better: a high-speed train, which would allow its passengers to reach
the promised land of the future even sooner. The metaphor of time as space, once lodged and made
invisible in the mind and in language, becomes a powerful one for the utopian imagination. After all,
“Utopia” was essentially a spatial concept—the Greek zgpos means “place”—before it was an
exclusively temporal concept applied to the future. And if time was like space, that meant that the

deterministic future was, in some sense, just around the corner.

4.6 In Search of Lost Time

But as Shterer discovers when he finally manages to use his machine to reach the future, this
future is nothing like what he expected, as discussed above. The changes are not the expected
ones—the sort of social, political and even biological transformations in the future that Wells’s Tz
Machine, and neatly every time-travel narrative since, has used its science-fictional lens to explore.
Instead, as noted above, the future seems somehow less real than the present, as Shterer relates to
his audience upon his return to 1928:

“Now that I had left the present far behind, I began to sense the incompleteness, the flatness
and the impalpability [meaooryrumocts| of this anticipated time through whose millisecond
portes, in pursuit of the future, I was now making my way higher and higher. My artificially
grown future, like a plant forced upward ahead of the natural cycle, was painfully thin,
withered, and wan. Everything, absolutely everything—the red flag, for instance, that I think
I mentioned eatlier was gradually turning from red to—"

“To?”

“To” Two or three stools edged soundlessly closer.

“No, not that,” Shterer brushed the question aside, “the flag hadn’t faded [He oTaaBaa cBoeii
kpackd|, but like everything else it was being gradually becindered [moanemnauBarbcs]
together with the seconds by a grayness, by the colotless residue of the unreal...”1%

149 Memories, 202. Russian: «T'OABKO Terepb, OCTaBUB AAAEKO ITO3aAM HACTOAIIEE, A HAYAA OINYIIATH HEITOAHOTY,
OIIAOIIEHHOCTD M HEAOOIIYTHMOCTD IIPEABOCXHINIEHHOIO BPEMEHH, CKBO3b CEKYHAHBIEC ITOPBI KOTOPOTO, BAOTOHKY 32
OyAyIIIM, ITpobupancs A Bee Boie u Boime. Moe GyAyriee, HCKYCCTBEHHO B3PAIIIEHHOE, KaK PACTEHHE, AO IIPHPOAHOIO
CpOKa BBEITHAHHOE BBEPX, OBIAO OOAC3HEHHO TOHKHM; HUKABIM U OecrBeTHBIM. Beé, permmreAbHO BCE... Hy, HaIpumep,
KPACHBIN PAAT, O KOTOPOM f ViKe, KAXKETCA, YITOMIHAA, IIOCTEIIEHHO ITPEBPAIIAACA U3 KPACHOTO B... - B? - B? - ABa-Tpn
Tabypera Oe33ByIHO IIOAOABHHYANCH OAmKe. - Her He T0,- ormaxmyacs [Itepep,- on He OTAaBaA CBOEI KPAacKd, HO B
Hee, KaK U BO BCE, ITOCTEITEHHO BMECTE C CEKYHAAMH CTAAA IIOAIICTIAMBATHCA KAKAA-TO CEPOCTH, OECIIBETAIIIE HAAET
nepearbaoron (SK:S5s 2: 416-7).
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Here it seems that the audience eagerly anticipates future tidings of regime change, seizing on this
powerful metonymic image of the flag and its change in color. But Shterer must disappoint them:
the color of the flag changes not due to a shift in this future Moscow’s political status, but rather its
ontological status. It simply does not exist 7 fo#0 as does the Moscow of the present.!s® The
experience of the future seems to cause Shterer to reconsider his conception of time and the future.
“Time,” he says, “is not a chain of seconds driven from cog to cog by a weight; time, I would say, is
a wind of seconds buffeting things as it whirls them away, one after another, into nothingness.”*! In
this metaphor of time as a wind—something that emphasizes both its changeable nature and
ephemeral quality—Shterer seems to shift away from an Einsteinian idea of time as space to a
concept that is quintessentially Bergsonian, as Karen Rosenflanz notes.!s

This concept of time also more closely aligns with Krzhizhanovsky’s own metaphysics, as
outlined in the introduction to this dissertation. Specifically, by differentiating between past, present
and future according to their degrees of existence, Krzhizhanovsky links time to his larger system of
ontology based on the scale he develops in his 1923 essay “Philosopheme on the Theatre”
[Prrocodema o Tearpe], consisting of nested levels of reality:

Bytie

Byt

By
0

150 This difference in reality is made manifest in the Russian word for the present, #acmosuee, which catries the meaning
both of the temporal category (“the present”) and an adjective meaning “real”, “actual”, “authentic.” This is
conceptually different from the English equivalent, which charactetizes our “now” by the binaty of presence-absence; in
other words, unlike the Russian, English makes no judgement about whether different times exist, only whether they are
close at hand (i.e., not absent.) At root, presence implies a spatial relation, meaning that English may indeed lend itself
more easily on a linguistic level to conceptions of different times being equally real even if they are not close at hand
(present)—ijust as with distant places. Incidentally, the Russian conflation of “the real” and “the present” is found in
Odyssey of the Odd's desctiption of the grains of sand in the hourglass desiring to “onacrosrmutscs”, a Krzhizhanovskian
neologism that may be translated either as “realify themselves” or “presentify themselves”.

151 Ibid., 195. Russian: «Bpems - 910 He I1eIbE CEKYHA, IIPOBOAAKHUBACMBIX € 3yOIIa Ha 3y0OeIl THKECTHIO YaCOBOH IUpH;
BpeMA - 3TO, A OBI CKa3aA, BETEP CEKYHA, OBFOIIIMIA 110 BEIIIAM W YHOCAIIH, B3AYBAFOIIUIT FX, OAHY 33 APYTOM, B HITITO»

(SK:Ss5 2: 408).

152 “QOyverturned Verticals”, 549.
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in which “bytie” is transcendental reality, “byt” is everday reality, and “by” is subjunctive reality, the
world of “as if”’, and zero is the gap or absence contained in all levels. It seems clear that Shterer is
attempting to escape his by# everyday time of his present, and rise into a sort of transcendent time-
of-times (or time-outside-of-time), or .Azn, which we may link here to byze. By squeezing through
the gaps in everyday time into this metatemporal (or hypertemporal) byzze, he is able to navigate
himself to the future, which is still undetermined. In other words, the future is aligned with 4y, what
Krzhizhanovsky, in his story “Postmark: Moscow” calls “pure subjunctivity [cocaarareabHOCTB], the
union of free phantasms.”»* And if the wind of seconds blows from this future through the present
to the past and “into nothingness,” as Shterer describes it, then the past constitutes a sort of zero, a
nonexistence that lies at the heart of existence.

In Shterer’s imagination, the hollowness of the future appears to be a direct result of a certain
hollowness in the past, the gap or absence in time. As he says, “Behind me was a blank, a chain of
three or four years gone completely out of my head. One can’t get used to life if behind one is not-
life, a gap in existence.”" But this ontological argument has a political dimension as well. The
hollow moment of the past responsible for the unreality of the future, according to Shterer, can be
traced to the revolution and civil war years, what he calls his “seven-hundred-day march through the
Hungry Steppe,”55 when he stood “guarding the emptiness” [oxpausas mycroty| of a warehouse as
the rest of the country was convulsed with violence. He characterizes these years in the same
apocalyptic terms outlined in Chapter One, with the same temporal gaps and voids discussed
previously: “Those destitute years stained with blood and rage when crops and forests perished

while a forest of flags rose in revolt—they appeared to me as a hungry steppe, I walked through

153 ... 9HCTad COCAATATEABHOCTD, COUYETAHHOCTH CBODOAHEIX (harnTazmoby (SK:Ss4: 52).

154 Memories, 203. Russian: «3a CITHOIN y MEHSA OBIA IIPOIYCK, CIIEI U3 TPEX-YETHIPEX TOAOB, HAYNCTO BEIKAFOUEHHBIX U3
Moero cosHauuA. HeApss BKUBATHCA B KH3Hb, €CAU TIO3AAH HEXXU3HD, IIpoOeA B Obrruem (SK:Ss 2: 417).

155 Tbid., 171. Russian: «cembcor Aneit I'oaoanoit cremm» (SK:Ss 2: 381).
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them as through a wasteland [ckBo3b mycTOTY], NOt realizing that...that in a certain present there is
more of the future than in the future itself.”'% In other words, the present byf contains within itself
its own future possibility, 4y (just as one word contains the other). Thus his search for the future
should have instead focused on his present, when he might still shape that future. He has shifted
from an eternalist perspective on time, when past, present and future are all equally real and equally
determined, to a presentist position, which emphasizes the indeterminacy of the future and the
importance of fully inhabiting the present moment. This Shterer has not done; he has squandered
Kairos, meaningful human time, the pivotal moment of action and change, in an attempt to achieve
Ason.

Seeking to correct his mistake, the inventor turns his machine around to 1918 in search of lost
time.!s” But if the future is still in a partial state of existence, then the past seems now to have
become a zero, a state of nonexistence. This perhaps explains why he never reaches 1918, crash-
landing instead into the year 1928.

The collision occurs as he attempts to move through Adon back into regular Chronos. Echoing
Bergson’s division of capital-T metaphysical Time and lower-case-t time of physicists and clocks,
Shterer explains that a person can move “from the big T to the little t and back again.”158 But

ordinary clock time continues to advance, complicating Shterer’s calculations: “measuring t inside t

156 Ibid., 203 (ellipsis in original). Russian: «Dtu HuIme, KPOBBIO U THEBOM IIPOTPABACHHBIEC TOAQ, KOTAA THOAH IIOCEBBI U
A€Ca, HO BOCCTABAA ACC 3HAMCH, - OHH MHUAUCH MHE TOAOAHOH CTEIIBIO, 5l IIPOXOAHA CKBO3b HUX, KK CKBO3b IIyCTOTY,
HE 3HAf, 9TO... 9TO B HHOM HACTOSIIIEM OOABIIIE OYAyIIETO, YeM B caMoM OyAyrmem» (SK:Ss 2: 418).

157 This is a central idea of the novel, one that is telegraphed from the first page. The first sentence of the novel begins:
“Four-year-old Max’s favorite tale was the one of Tick and Tock.” The story is about two young boys, Tick and Tock,
who are walked around the clock face by their clock father. But growing up, the boys are unhappy with this
circumscribed space and dissatisfied with their present («T'ux u Tak: Bce um He TO, Bce UM He Tak»). They run away,
disappearing off the face of the clock, and now the old clock wanders in circles, calling their names. In this small parable
that begins the novel, Shterer’s dissatisfaction with his circumstances and his escape from time are conveyed in
miniature, as is his later search for lost time in the fathet’s plaintive calling after his lost Tick and Tock (Mensories, 133).

158 Memories, 152. Russian: «oxuO 1mpoirtn u3 6oasiroro T B masoe u obparao» (SK:Ss 2: 359).
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isn’t easy.”’? Turning his machine to the past, traveling against the “wind of seconds,” Shterer
collides with Chronos: “But coming at me was time itself, the real, astronomic, conventional time
toward which the hands of our clocks all point, as the arrows of compasses point toward the pole.
Our speeds banged into each other, we knocked heads, my time machine and time itself; the bright
brilliance in a thousand suns blinded my eyes...”'* In other words, several years have elapsed in
normal time since Shterer set off in his time machine, and the present moment is now in his
formerly future year of 1928.

Or 7s this the present? Looking around himself in this Soviet Union of 1928, Shterer begins to
wonder if he hasn’t quite made it back into the present after all (that is, into the nacmosuee, a word
meaning both “the present” and “the real.”) This Moscow still seems ahead of itself, subtly colored
by the “colorless residue of the unreal,” as he says about the far future. As he tells his audience in
1928,

...my meeting with real ime may never have occurred (my machine could have been
destroyed by a less serious obstacle), and that I am among ghosts, forgive me, engendered by
ghostly durations ... we may suppose that my machine never managed to reach reality, that it
crashed into the shadow cast ahead by t time and... My sense of the people surrounding me
is that they are people without a now, people whose present has been left behind, people
with projected wills,!s! with words resembling the ticking of clocks wound long before, with
lives as faint as the impression under the tenth sheet of carbon.”’162

159 Ibid., 205. Russian: «oTcYeT t BHyTpPH t BeIlb He CAHIIKOM Acrkasy (SK:5s 2: 419).

160 Tbid., 204. Russian: «Ho HaBcTpedy MHe IIAO CaMO BpeMs, TO BOT PEAABHOE, ACTPOHOMUYECKOE U ODILErPAKAAHCKOE,
K KOTOPOMY, KaK CTPEAKH KOMITACOB K ITOAFOCY, IIPOTAHYTHI CTPEAKH HAIIMX 9acoB. Harrmm ckopocti yAaprancs ApyT o
APYTa, MBI CIIIMOANCH AOAMII, MAIITHHA BPEMEHH 1 CAMOE BpeMs, APKIIT OAECK B THICATY COAHIT 3ACACITHA MHE IAA32»

(SK:Ss 2: 418).

161 The idea of “projected wills” [mpoextuposanneie Boau| evokes multiple associations; first, the verb “npoexruposars”
suggests projecting a future outcome in a planned economy, as in the first Five-Year Plan. Second, it suggests something
projected as in thrown forward (here, in time); thirdly, “projected wills” implies the metaphor of the film projector, and
the air of unreality of the projected image as opposed to its flesh-and-blood equivalent.

162 Memories, 205 (ellipsis in original). Russian: «aro, MOeT OBITB, f B HE YCIIEA, UTO, BO3MOKHO, BCTPEYH C PEAABHBIM
BPEMECHEM H HE IPOU3O0IIAO (MOS KOHCTPYKIIHSA MOTAA Pa3OUTBCA M O MEHEE CEPhE3HOE IIPEIATCTBHE) U UTO 1,
M3BHHITE MCHS, CPEAH IIPU3PAKOB, IIOPOKACHHBIX IPH3PAYHBIMUI AAUTCABHOCTAMH. ... MBI MOKEM IIPCAIIOAOKHTD, UTO
MAIITIHA HE YCIIEAd AOCTHIHYTH PEAABHOCTH, OHA PACIIINOAACH O BEICTABUBIIYIOCA BIIEPEA TCHD t-BPEMEHH ...
HaOAFOACHHS HAA OKPY/KAIOIIIHMH TEIIePb MEHS AFOABMH AQIOT OLIYILICHIE, 9TO 3TO AFOAU O€3 TEIepb, C HACTOALINM,
OCTABIIIUMCS TAC-TO ITIO3aAHU HX, C IIPOCKTUPOBAHHBIMU BOASIMIE, CAOBAMH, IIOXOKIMI Ha THKAHBE YaCOB, 3aBCACHHBIX
3aAOATO AO, C KU3HAMHI CMYTHBIMH, KAK OTTHCK H3-TIOA AECATOTO Ancta kormpkm» (SK:Ss 2: 420).
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This striking passage reads as a clear indictment of future-tensed Soviet existence during the first
Five-Year Plan: the country has dislodged itself from the present in order to reach the communist
future. This fits well with Krzhizhanovsky’s beliefs about the Soviet experiment expressed in his
notebooks. “New state institutions,” he writes, “have done away with the past and demand
renunciation of the present—all for the sake of the future, toward which all efforts are focused...
All of us in Russia are people without a yesterday and without a today: The revolution has killed
yesterday and turned its back on today.”'®’

But in addition to these clear political implications of these Soviet “people without a now,
people whose present has been left behind,” the passage echoes with scientific and metaphysical
significance as well. If we return to the great debate between Einstein and Bergson with which we
began this chapter, we can see how their argument about time travel is reflected in this passage. To
briefly summarize this disagreement over time travel: Einstein and other physicists were, by the
1920s, beginning to realize the consequences of relativity, particularly in regard to its association of
acceleration and time dilation. The question of the reality of this time dilation was discussed through
the famous time-traveling twin thought experiment, in which a twin accelerates to relativistic speeds
through space on a rocket-ship before returning to his earthbound twin, who is now elderly. Whose
time is “real”’? Einstein and his fellow physicists argued that both times were equally real. Bergson
disagreed. The time-traveling twin was living in “imaginary” or “virtual” time, unlike his brother;
Bergson referred to this future-dwelling time traveler as a “phantasm,”'64 a phrase that fits the above
description of the grayed Soviet reality and captures Krzhizhanovsky’s depiction of by as “pure

subjunctivity, the union of free phantasms.”

163 «BEIBAFOT TOCYAAPCTBEHHBIE HOBOOOPA30OBAHIA, HABCEIAA ITOKOHYMBIIIHE C BYEPA U IIPU3BIBAFOIIIIE OTPEILCH OT
CETOAHA—PAAHU TPAAYIIIETO, K KOTOPOMY HAIIPABACHBI BCE YCHAHSA, BCA BOAA TOCYAAPCTBEHHOTO HOBOOOPA30BaHUA ... |
MBI BCE, BKAFOUCHHEIE B Poccuro, Aroan Oe3 Buepa i 6e3 CErOAHA: PEBOAIOINSA YONAA BUepa M OTBEPHYAACH OT CETOAH»
(SK:Ss 1: 34).

164 Canales, 165; Bergson, 141.
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The flip-side of this only partial reality of the future, however, lay in its freedom and
indeterminacy. As discussed in Chapter One, Krzhizhanovsky first addressed this question of the
open-endedness of the future in the story “Story of a Prophet,” in which a fortune-telling ass brays
to passers-by that it will either rain or snow, refusing to specify which because “anything can
happen!” [Besiko Osmaer|. And in fact, both do happen at once, an outcome linked in our discussion
with noncompossible worlds, or worlds that violate one of philosophy’s oldest dictums, the “law of
the excluded middle”: either something zs or it Zs%’%, but it cannot be both at once. But as we can see,
Krzhizhanovsky’s fiction is full of descriptions of partial existence. In “Autobiography of a Corpse,”
the narrator describes the “0.6 of person” inhabiting each square kilometer of Russia’s northern
wastes, literalizing the abstraction as “a stooped, thread-paper body bent low to the bare, ice-
covered ground: 0.6 person.”s5 Or in the story “Phantom,” where a reanimated corpse offers to
“calculate the coefficient of your reality” [mcuncants koo urmenT Bareii peaaprocrH| to three
decimal places, part of what he calls his philosophy of “phantomism” [darToMusmy|. A similar
“phantomism” is found in Menzories of the Future, when Shterer speculates on “why that future [ro
Oyay| which is now past [B koropom s Op1A], looked so dead to me and shrouded.” The answer, he
asserts, lies in the fact that he “had merely obtained the difference between my existence and
nonexistence” [pasHOCTb Mex ‘OyAy” u ‘He OyAy’].166

This violation of the law of the excluded middle does not fit with standard Newtonian or even
Einstein’s physics. But it does appear to suggest a different sort of physics, one that had not yet
emerged fully in 1929 when Mewmwories of the Future was written: quantum physics. Shterer’s “difference

between existence and nonexistence’ seems to anticipate the famous “Shroédinger’s cat” thought

15_Autobiography, 10. Russian: «cyTyAoe, CKYAHOE TEAOM M HU3KO CKAOHEHHOE HAA HUIIEH 0OMep3Aoi semaeii -- 0,6
ugeroBeka» (SK:5s 2: 518).

166 Memories, 209. Russian: «rogemy 10 OyAY, B KOTOPOM fl OBIA, BHAGAOCH MHE TaK MEPTBO H OYATO CKBO3b IIEACHY ... f
IIOAYYHA AHIIb PA3HOCTh MEK ‘Oyay” U ‘He Oyay» (SK:Ss 2: 424). (Krzhizhanovsky himself dies in the year 1950.)
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experiment, first suggested in 1935 by the physicist whose name it bears. This thought experiment
imagines a cat suspended in a superposition of existence and nonexistence—both alive and dead at
once from a vial of poison that is either activated or not activated by the quantum decay of a
particle—an outcome that does not collapse into a state of determinacy until such time as it is
measured.'e” In other words, existence is not a binary condition, but one that follows probabilistic
laws. The critical breakthrough for this theory—and the aspect of quantum physics that Einstein
had such a difficult time reconciling with his deterministic universe—was that these probabilities
were not merely epistemological, i.e., based on lack of knowledge, but the actual ontological states of
things until they are forced to “choose” their path. This moment is called the collapse of the wave
function, meaning that, according to the most common, “Copenhagen” interpretation,'*s outcomes
can truly be indeterminate before they are measured. In this sense, quantum mechanics may be seen
as reinjecting the role of possibility and contingency in the block universe model of space-time.

Can we call Krzhizhanovsky the first writer of the new era of quantum physics? His works seem
to advocate for a different view of reality than the reigning scientific paradigms of his time. No other
writer springs to mind who has so thoroughly imagined states of partial being, superpositions of
mutually-exclusive states of existence of the sort later asserted by quantum mechanics. No other
writer seems to have written a time travel story in which the future is imagined as anything less than

real. These achievements belong to Krzhizhanovsky’s imagination alone.

4.7 Conclusion: Apropos of Soft Snow

167 Sean M Carroll, From Eternity to Here: The Quest for the Ultimate Theory of Time (New York: Dutton, 2010), 240.
168 Ibid., 239.
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Memories of the Future ends in the year of 1928 on a grimly tragic note. The manuscript of
Shteret’s own Memwories of the Future—in a wink that anticipates postmodern metafiction, this is the
name given the book inside the book—is rejected by publishers when he refuses to change it to fit
their ideological concerns. But much like Krzhizhanovsky’s own writing, Shterer’s memoirs begin
circulating in samizdat form after their official rejection:

But texts are capable of diffusion; certain paragraphs and pages of Memories seeped through
the cardboard folder and, multiplying and modifying, began to whirl from hand to hand and
mind to mind. The pages hid in coat pockets and stole into briefcases, squeezing between
official records and reports; they unfolded their folded-in-four bodies so as to slide into
circles of lamplight; their lettered residue settled in the convolutions of brains, turned up in
private discussions between public lectures, became twisted into jokes and
circumlocutions.!s?

Word of Shteret’s predictions of the future appear to reach the highest echelons of power; under
the cover of darkness he is visited by a chauffeured automobile that discharges a man whose “face,
reflected hundreds of times in posters placarded on kiosks, was instantly recognizable.”'” The
doorman of the apartment building where Shterer is staying, in the cramped space underneath the
stairs in the entry hall, panics upon sight of the man and rushes to open the door, but the visitor
sweeps by with a “calm, forcible stride’" and goes inside. The doorman, “trying to disentangle his
feelings of pride and fear [crpax],”2 takes up position by the door, “in the attitude of a guard

standing by a banner. Anyone who came running down the stairs or shoving in at the front door was

169 Memories, 210-11. Russian: «Ho TexcTer 00A2AaFOT CITOCOOHOCTBIO K AUQPDY3HUH; OTACABHEIE A03aIIbI M CTPAHFIIE!
"BocromuHaHHA" KaK-TO IPOCOYNANCH CKBO3b KAPTOHHYIO IIAIIKY U, MHOKACh U BAPBUPYICH, HAYAAU MECAACHHOE
KPYKCHIE U3 PYK B PYKH, B3 YMOB B yMbL. AUCTKI 3TH IPATAAUCH IO ODOKOBBIM KapMaHAM, 3a0HPAAKCH BHYTPb
opTdeAei, IPOTUCKUBASLCH MEHK CAYKEOHBIX OTYETOB U IIPOTOKOAOB; PA3THOAAH CBOE BYECTBEPO CAOKECHHOE TEAO,
9TOOBI BABUHYTHCSH B KPYT a0a:KypOB; OYKBCHHBIH HAACT AMCTKOB OCCAdA B U3BHBAX MO3T4, BKPAIIAHMBAACS OTPBIBAMU
CAOB B KYAYVapHBIE OECEABI MEK ABYX O(PUITHAABHBIX AOKAGAOB, ICKPUBAAACA B aHEKAOT 1 mepudppasy» (SK:Ss 2: 420). In
the “folded-in-four” manuscript pages sliding into “circles of lamplight,” Krzhizhanovsky continues his geometrical
juxtaposition of the line and circle. The figures of square, triangle, line and circle are used throughout the text in ways
that seem systematic and deliberate (much like the use of geometry in Bely’s Pefersburg), though an analysis of
Krzhizhanovsky’s use of geometry does not, alas, fit in these pages.

170 Tbid., 212. Russian: «/Auniia ero, OTpakeHHOr0 COTHHU pa3 OYMaKHBIMH AUCTAMH, ITAACTAFOILIIMICS IO KHOCKAM,
HeAB3A ObIAO He y3HaTh» (SK:Ss 2: 427).

171 Tbid. Russian: «crroko#usri yupyruii mam (SK:Ss 2: 427).

172 Tbid. Russian: «cTapasch paciyTaTs U3 TOPAOCTH U CTPaxa CIyTaHHbIE dyBCTBa» (SK:Ss5 2: 428).
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stopped by a preemptory whisper: “Shh-h! Tiptoe! If you can’t be quiet, go around the back”—and
then the soft (soft as a rustling) name.””> Hearing this famous name, the doorman’s fright is
mirrored in the building residents’ reactions.

What exactly is this “soft as a rustling” name? Judging by the uniform reactions of fear and awe,
it seems likely that Krzhizhanovsky expected his reader to be able to fill in this blank with the
obvious candidate: Josef Stalin. The doorman tries to listen in on the conversation between the
“visitor on high”™ and the time-traveling seer, but hears only murmurs of indistinct conversation:
first the visitor speaks, and then Shterer, and then “there was a long pause...the silence grew longer
like a tapering thread. The visitor’s voice, slightly hoarse and even lower, finally burst forth on a
questioning note. There was no reply.”’”> The man throws open the door and exits toward his
chauffeured car, and the doorman notes that “his shoulders seemed slightly more stooped, his tread
heavier and slower.”

Whatever the nature of Shteret’s conversation with the man whose name is so powerful it must
be whispered, it seems clear that Shterer has refused to do what has been asked of him. It is a refusal
that turns out to be fatal. Before the end of the night, Shterer has disappeared, and his makeshift
living quarters, the “under-stairs closet, right up to the ceiling, was stacked with sticks of stovewood:
pressed snugly together, their flat ends protruding from the throat of the cage like a tight damp

gag.”’176 There can be no misreading this image: Shterer has been silenced. Even the very fact of his

173 Ibid. Russian: «...B I103€ 9aCOBOTO, CTOAIIETO Y 3HAMEHH. Bcex cOeraBIIIX 110 ACCTHHUIIEC HAHM BTAAKIBABIIUXCS B
ABEPB CHAPY/KH OCTAHABAHUBAA IIOBEAUTEABHBIH IerroT: "TII-II... Ha HOCKaX, He MOAOTHTH HOTaMH, 4 TO 00OIIAH O ¢
YEepHOIO",- U 32 9TUM CACAOBAAO THXOE, KaK Iypruanue, uMm (SK:S5s 2: 428).

174 The word that Krzhizhanovsky uses is “Bsicokuii rocts,” which Turnbull translates as “tall visitor,” but it seems more

C3 )

likely given the context that here “Bbicokuit” carries the meaning of “high-ranking” instead.

175 Ibid. Russian: «...HacTyIIHAQ AAUTEABHAS 11ay34 ... HO MOAYaHME AAMHHHAOCH yTOHSFOIIEHCS HUTHEO. ['0A0C
ITOCETUTEAS, XPUIIAOBATHIH 1 CHIKEHHBIN €I Pas, pPBAHYACA HA BOIIPOIArOIIyroca HOTy. OTBeTa He ITOCACAOBAAO»

(SK:Ss 2: 428).

176 Ibid., 213. Russian: «Bcs HoAAECTHIYHAS KAMOPKA OT HU3Y AOBEPXY ObIAa 3a0MTA IIOACHBAMU APOB; UX ITAOCKHE
PACITHABI, TECHO BIKATBIE APYT B APYT'a, TYTHM BAKHBIM KAAIIOM TOPYAAH U3 PACIIAACHHOIO ropaa ABepein» (SK:Ss 2:

429).
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disappearance is being erased: “the one post-midnight wheel track, sinking down into the drifts, was
carefully covered over by flatteringly soft, soft snow.”"”” But still,

The disappearance of Maximillian Shterer did not go unremarked. The whispers became
whirrs. Silence itself was afraid of keeping silence too loudly. Then again, neither Stynsky,
nor the reticent-in-twenty-six-languages linguist, nor the publisher, who had promptly
removed the manuscript of Memories of the Future from the Central Publishing archives, was
surprised: the manuscript had predicted precisely this outcome—in the nearest term.!78
Thus, Shterer’s Mensories of the Future prophecies its own fate, and this fate becomes
metonymically linked to the fate of the enclosing Memories of the Future by Sigizmund
Krzhizhanovsky, who inscribes his novel, as seen above, with the implied anticipation of its
dismissal and silent demise. Of course, no great powers of oracular vision were perhaps needed to
see that this novel, with its clear political subtext, was fated to remain in the desk drawer.
Nonetheless, Krzhizhanovsky’s novel is remarkable in its foresight of the nature of Stalinism as
a rationalized system of oppression, which had only just began to take form in the years 1928-29.
The end of the novel, with the car arriving to take Shterer away, and the snow covering up its tracks,
seems quite prophetic of the Stalinist purges, which would reach their peak only a decade after
Krzhizhanovsky conceived his novel.
In the image of the sole set of wheel-ruts [eanHcTBeHHAS ... KOAed] in the snow, one is reminded
of Shterer’s earlier goal to do away with the single-track [oAHOKOA€THHAS AOpOra] movement of time,
to create a second set of tracks to move more freely. Now, however, there is no second set. The

future, which once seemed open, is now closed, and only one set of wheel-ruts can be seen in the

snow, leading to wherever Shterer has been taken: interrogation, forced labor, starvation, execution.

177 Ibid. Russian: «/1 eAHHCTBEHHYFO ITOCACIIOAYHOUHYIO KOACO, 3AIIAAAIOIIYIO B CYIPOOHL, 3a00TAHBO 32TAHYAO
ABCTHBO-MATKOM, MATKOH CHExbIO» (SK:Ss 2: 429).

178 Ibid., 214. Russian: «Icuesnoberne Maxkcumuanana [1ltepepa se 65100 oanmounbM. LllemoTsr mpespaTuAncs B
meaectsl. CaMoe MOAYaHHE OOAAOCH CAHIIKOM IPOMKO MOA4aTh. Brpouem, au CTBIHCKAI, HI ABAALIATHIIICCTHAZBIKIAN
MOAYAABHHIK AUHIBHUCT, HI H3AATEAB, 3A0AATOBPEMEHHO BBICCAUBIIIHI pyKoIHch "Bocromuaanus o Gyaymem” u3
apxuBoB LlerTponsaara, He YAUBAAAUCH: IMEHHO 3TO - Ha OAIKANIIIHE CPOKH — U IIPEACKa3bBaAa pykormchy (SK:Ss 2:

429-30).
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Even the past, recorded in these post-midnight set of tracks, is now being erased, as the white
surface of the street, like a book that has lost all its letters,'” is made unblemished and whole again

by the snow falling silently over the sleeping city.

179 Krzhizhanovsky uses just this image in “Paper Loses Patience” [bymara tepster teprenue], a story in which printed
letters go on strike for being made to represent falsehoods, and words disappear from books and newspapers
everywhere, leaving blank white pages. (§K:5s 3: 148-158)
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Conclusion: Truth in 1.ies

Perhaps no aspects of our mental life are as fundamental as our minds’ constructions of space
and time. For Kant, these categories of space and time were even more basic than thought itself,
being a priori structuring of reality that precedes and permits our thinking. But the mind, in turn,
reflects back on the reality in which it dwells, conceptualizing these basic properties of the world
around it in ways that might differ from era to era and from culture to culture. So instead of
addressing the problem of how time and space structure our thoughts, we might just as profitably
discuss the ways in which thought, shaped by individual experience and larger cultural and historical
influences, structures our fundamental perceptions of space and time.

Of these two categories, space seems to have attracted far more interest over the last decade or
so of literary criticism than time.! The relative lack of contemporary scholarship on how literature
inscribes temporal attitudes and beliefs in society—especially in comparison with the recent flood of
work on space and place in literature—would seem to be the result of a confluence of several
factors. Firstly, time by its nature is perhaps less immediately visible to us than the three dimensions
of space describing our physical world, although it is no less foundational to our perceptions of

reality. Secondly, there is a basic conceptual instability in our understanding of time itself—for

!'"There is a rich tradition of literary criticism that explores how modernist literary works structure and deform time in
narrative form—indeed, such fictional representations of time was an overriding concern for such modernists as Joyce,
Woolf, Proust and others. The present study is concerned not so much with natrative time—a topic touched on only
briefly in chapter four, where I use Genette’s taxonomies of narrative deformation of time—but this remains a topic that
is very much relevant for future research on Krzhizhanovsky. Here I restrict myself to time as a set of philosophical,
scientific and political concepts that Krzhizhanovsky addresses, leaving for the most part unaddressed the vatious ways
in which time is instantiated in his narratives. That work will have to remain for future study, as will the broader links
between Krzhizhanovsky’s temporal investigations and European literary modernism, for which time was a central
concetn.
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instance, as discussed above, whether time should be understood as analogous to space (that is, in
terms of simultaneous, not sequential, relationships), or instead whether it requires the non-spatial
concept of tense to describe it properly. Despite the attention of some of the greatest minds in the
Western philosophical tradition, from Plato to Heidegger, there still seems to be a lack of consensus
on such a basic question as what time /—if it even “is” at all—and these basic disagreements over
the nature of time may serve to keep this particular scholarship still anchored in the harbor. Thirdly,
literary scholarship has been preoccupied over the last several decades with structures of power,
often the political power of the nation-state or empire, and this type of hegemony is perhaps more
readily conceived in geographic or territorial terms than in temporal ones.

In the case of the Soviet Union, territorial reach is an important part of its construction of
national selfhood and myth. But viewing the Soviet Union solely as a tertitorial /spatial construct
would deprive the country of some of what made it unique. As Krzhizhanovsky writes, the Soviet
Union as a political and ideological entity was built around ideas about time, particularly in the way it
derived its authority not from past deeds but from future promise. Returning to the passage from
“Postmark: Moscow” that begins this study: “We have seized time for ourselves, we have annexed
the epoch.”? Such a claim should be taken seriously: not as literal fact, but as a sign of the
importance of the study of how cultural and ideology shapes underlying understandings of time,
especially in the context of the Soviet Union in the 1920s, the world’s first “temporal empire.”

In these foregoing chapters, I have attempted to delineate some of these metaphors and
concepts of time in the early Soviet context and show how they are invoked and artistically

deformed in Krzhizhanovsky’s work. Using three names from Greek mythology to denote time,

Kairos, Chronos, Aion, this analysis attempts to define concepts of time in terms of difference, where

2 «...MBI 3aXBATHAH ceOe Bpems, aHHeKCHpoBaAn artoxy» (SK:Ss 6:10).
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each of these terms captures some essential quality of time: in Kazrvs, its meaningful content; in
Chronos, its structure; in Azon, its transcendent or eternal nature. In addition to these different
concepts of time, I have also sought to identify different relationships or attitudes toward time
found both in early Soviet discourse and in Krzhizhanovsky’s writing. Borrowing from the
typologies of Stephen Hanson and Frank Kermode, I have discussed four different stances toward
time in these contexts: the apocalyptic, charismatic, rational and charismatic-rational. Each of these stances
toward time has in turn been related to a major work by Krzhizhanovsky (along with myriad shorter
works) and the time of its creation. In order, these are the apocalyptic time of the short story
collection Fairy Tales for Wunderkinder, which was written mainly during the civil war period and
shortly after, up to 1923, followed by a discussion of charismatic time in the 1924 novella Odyssey of
the Odd. After this I turn to rational time in Dyazh’s dystopian tale from the 1926 novel The Letter
Killers Club, and then finally to the charismatic-rational time of Krzhizhanovsky’s science fiction
novel from 1929, Menories of the Future.

These works afford a diachronic view of Krzhizhanovsky’s developing ideas about time, from
the somewhat cursory treatment of time in early stories like “God is Dead” and “A Page in History”
to the elaborate play of metaphors and the latest ideas from philosophy and science found in
Memories of the Future. In addition, I argue that these works capture important shifts in broader social
and cultural representations of time in their time. These shifts track broader ideological currents in
the 1920s, starting from the apocalyptic discourse around the revolution and civil war (the subject of
Chapter One and Fairy Tales for Wunderkinder), followed by the charismatic, time-dominating stance
of the revolutionary romantics in the early 1920s (Chapter Two and Odyssey of the Odd), followed by a
retreat into rational calculation during the peak of the NEP years (Chapter Three and Dyazh’s tale
trom The Letter Killers Club) and finally the reconciliation of these conceptions of time in Stalin’s Five

Year Plan and its system of norms and heroic labor (discussed in Chapter Four in the context of
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Memories of the Future). These works by Krzhizhanovsky both reflect and reflect on these shifting
attitudes over the first full decade of the Soviet regime as it attempted to define and implement new
ways of viewing time and futurity.

But while Krzhizhanovsky’s work provides a window into the development of early Soviet time
discourse, they are more than mere historical curiosities or cultural relics of the era. In fact, these
works would probably not have found a wider audience today if they presented solely historical or
scholarly interest. Krzhizhanovsky’s prose, with its complex syntactic features, incisive aphorisms,
neologisms and densely-woven intertextual and intellectual allusions, is simultaneously challenging
and rewarding, and his innovative use of language places him on par with other, more famous
European modernists of his era.

At the same time, Krzhizhanovsky’s musings on this era still seem to resonate today, so that
their relevance seems to have diminished only somewhat in the almost century since they were
written. True, the Soviet Union has now been replaced by Russia, a politically conservative state
which derives its moral authority not so much from the future as from the past (in particular the
Soviet victory over Nazi Germany). But in various cultural, social and technological aspects of
development, the country has been transformed in ways that echo the scale of disruptions
Krzhizhanovsky depicted neatly a century eatlier. The author, who shortly after arriving in Moscow
wrote about “the acute and headlong pace of the city’s clanking and thundering machine,”” would
not even recognize the Moscow of today, with its multiple ring roads and traffic jams that routinely
rank among some of the worst in the world. And the author’s warnings about how the ever-

accelerating pace of life in the 1920s has made people “beings with an exceedingly brief present,”™

3 KT'OABKO CKBO3AIIHE B OOIOH APYT APYTY H300paKEHHA KITHOPHUABMBI ITOCIIEBAFOT 32 CTPEMUTEABHBIMU OCTPBIM
TEMITOM AfI3TAFOINEH U TPOXOUYIIEH MariHbr TopoAa» (SK:Ss 1: 560).

4 «...cymecTBa C YPE3BBIYARHO KOpoTKUM Hacmoamum» (SK:Ss 1: 559).
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with “lives as faint as the impression under the tenth sheet of carbon’ seems almost prophetic in
our distracted and harried age of instant gratification and social-media ephemera.

Krzhizhanovsky’s fiction seems prescient in other ways as well. His short story “Yellow Coal,”
for example, predicts an environmental apocalypse from global warming due to the unchecked use
of fossil fuels: “Even the snowy coverings of glaciers, melted by the never-ending summer, could
not serve as a dependable reserve of hydroelectric energy; the bottoms of the dwindling rivers began
to show through, and soon the turbine generators would have to cease functioning. The earth was
running a fever.”s Moreover, the story foresees the social and political consequences of this climate
change, noting that a solution could be found if all nations worked together for a solution, but
instead they squabble over the shrinking reserves of energy. The story was written in 1939—decades
before scientists formulated theories about global warming and its attendant social upheavals—and
was one of Krzhizhanovsky’s last works of fiction. As such, it offers precious little by way of hope
for humanity.

Or take, for instance, The Return of Munchansen, which imagines an era in which truth no longer
holds meaning. The time-traveling Baron von Munchausen's talent for fabrication and falsehood
makes him indispensable to the European diplomatic corps, which accepts him into their ranks as
member. The Baron, however, has bigger plans for himself. He takes the continent by storm with a
series of public appearances, skillfully using the newspapers to bolster his outrageous statements
about the corruption of both right- and left-leaning political parties, and spreading slanderous lies
about foreigners—in his case, largely about the Russians. The public eagerly accepts these lies,

because Munchausen plays directly to their prejudices and fears about the new Soviet state. And the

> «C KU3HAMU CMYTHBIMH, KAK OTTHCK H3-ITOA ACCATOrO Ancta Korupkim (SK:Ss 2: 420).
6 «Aae CHEKHBIE TIOKPOBBI ACAHHUKOB, PACTOIIASIEMBIE HEYXOAAIITUM A€TOM, HE MOTAH CAY/KHUTh HAAC/KHBIM PE3EPBOM
BOAHOI SHEPIUHU; AHO BBIIAINBAAOCH N3 MEACIOIIUX PEK, I BCKOPE TYPOOreHEPATOPEI AOAKHBI OBIAM CTATH. 3EMAFO

temireparypuioy (SK:Ss 3: 65).
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newspapers obligingly print his interviews and statements without scrutiny, since he turns out to be
good for their bottom line. The Baron has understood a simple fact about the media ecosystem:
Everyone loves scandal, and the more outrageous the lie, the more attention it garners. And the
more that Munchausen can confuse people's understanding of the truth, the easier it is to manipulate
them. As Munchausen notes, "Horses and voters ... if you do not put blinkers on them, they will
throw you into the nearest ditch. I have always admired Tenier's technique of allowing black to
become white and white to grade into black, through gray ... let the Johns, Gunthers and Pierres go
goggling into the fog: "What is that? The moon or a streetlamp?"?

In his wildly mendacious and media-loving Munchausen, Krzhizhanovsky has hit on some
essential truths of our post-truth era. Long before our recent anxiety over fake news,
Krzhizhanovsky’s Munchausen showed photographs of ruined houses he claimed were in Moscow,
but were in fact photos of a historical earthquake in far-away Martinique. In fact, Munchausen
delivers his lectures on Russia without ever setting foot in the country—far better that way, he says,
so as not to have one's mind clouded by any shred of fact. Despite this, however, the Baron soon
discovers that his outrageous stories about Russia have actually been surpassed by reality. His
Russian fans write him to tell him that, if anything, his accounts of the disorder and chaos in the
socialist economy are tame compared the actual situation in the country. In a sense, the Baron has
unintentionally given the lie to the Soviet Union's own lies. Or, as the Munchausian motto states:
mendace veritas—"truth in lies."s

This motto might as well be Krzhizhanovsky’s own. His fictions seem calculated to arrive at the

truth by detouring into fantasy. In this sense, the goal of his work is not strictly mimetic, no more

77 Munchaunsen, 15. Russian: «/Aommaau u n30HpaTeAH ... €CAU HE HAACTD Ha HUX HATAA3HHKOB, HEIIPEMEHHO BBIBAAST BAC
B KaHABY, U 5 BCCIAA ObIA IIOKAOHHUKOM T€HHPCOBOH TEXHUKH, AAIOIICH BO3MOMKHOCTD YCPHOMY CTaTh OCABIM, 4
6eAOMY IIOPOAHHTBCS C YEPHBIM: Yepes3 cepoe. HelTpaapHbIe TOHA B )KHBOIIMCH, HEHTPAAUTET B IIOAHTHKE, U IIYCTh
cebe Asxonnr, MuxeAn u 7KaHbI ITygar raasa B TyMaH: ITO TaM - AyHa HAH oHapbry (SK:Ss 2: 148).

8 Ibid., 28.
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than a caricaturist seeks to capture a photographic likeness of his or her subject. Instead, like the
caricaturist, Krzhizhanovsky relies on hyperbole and distortion in order to capture an essence that
somehow seems ore true, in its enunciation of distinctive features, than the exact likeness. No
reader of the dystopian tale of Exinia in The Letter Killers Club could mistake it for “realist” science
fiction, but that does not mean that this tale of centralized control over minds via the airwaves does
not convey some powerful truth about how the Soviet Union, and the totalitarian state more
generally, would later use broadcasting media as a pernicious form of mind-control over the
population—a development Krzhizhanovsky seems to have anticipated just two years into the
country’s first rudimentary radio broadcasts.

In fact, the poetics of Krzhizhanovsky’s mendace veritas may fit a larger pattern of writing under
authoritarian regimes. Fantastical fiction produced under these circumstances—such as Jorge Luis
Borges and Gabriel Garcia Marquez in South America, perhaps Franz Kafka in the Austro-
Hungarian Empire—might seem at first glance to be a retreat from the real world into the world of
fantasy and make-believe. Such a retreat can be seen as a form of escapism, as a refusal to address
the problems of real world, or as a refuge for writers who are simply not allowed to write the truth,
or fear reprisals for doing so. Alternately, one might see the fantastic as a mode that allows for veiled
criticism of the political regime through allegory and Aesopian language, features that allow it to
escape the notice of the censors and find readers in print. It seems that both these possibilities could
be true for different writers at different times. But there exists a third possible reason for the odd
symbiosis of the literature of the fantastic and the authoritarian state—that is, that the imagination
can be a site of resistance, not even so much in its content as in its mere exercise. An important
feature of totalitarian systems lies in how they seck to assert control not only over the actions of
their citizens, but over their thoughts and beliefs as well. This includes, of course, making their

regimes seem like the natural result of historical predestination. “History does not tolerate the
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subjunctive mood,”” Josef Stalin asserted to the German writer Emil Ludvig in 1931, thus rejecting
any consideration of the role of contingency or “what-ifs” in the Bolshevik coup and his own rise to
power. This is the nature of totalitarian regimes, to cast themselves as inevitable, to occupy not only
the present but all possible pasts and futures.

By engaging in alternative and fantastical stories and scenarios, however, the fiction writer may
resist this deterministic teleology—what in a different context Gary Saul Morson terms “semiotic
totalitarianism.”'0 It may do this, as Morson argues in Narvative and Freedom, through what he calls
“side-shadowing,” the author’s implicit suggestion in the text that other choices were available to
characters than those actually taken in the story, and that this particular story is only one in a web of
possible (even if unrealized) alternate timelines, which emphasizes the roles of agency and freedom.!!
In this sense, Morson’s description of the potentials of literature fits well with Krzhizhanovsky’s
fictional exploration of possible worlds and futures in his literature of the fantastic, or what he calls
elsewhere the world of “subjunctivity,” soslagate/'nost’, the realm of the would-be and the as-if. By
imagining otherwise, one might become ozher-wise: more aware of the contingent nature of our present
reality and the world of freedom and possibility in our subjunctivities.

What if we were to take Krzhizhanovsky’s idea of subjunctivity and apply to his life and writing?
How might things have turned out differently for him and for Russian literature, if things had indeed
turned out differently? Such questions belong more properly to the realm of fiction than academic
writing, of course. But just because there are no answers to these questions does not mean that they

are not worth asking. They perhaps the only way left us to recover a bit of lost history, to fill in

% «...HCTOpPHUSA HE TEPIUT cocAaraTeAbHOro HakaoueHum (D.A. Gutnov, Lektsii Po Istorii Otechestva: Chast’ Tret'ia
(Moscow: Fakul’tet zhurnalistiki MGU, 2018), 6. Accessed online at <http://docplayet.tu/70595229-D-a-gutnov-lekcii-
po-istorii-otechestva-chast-tretya-istoriya-rossii-xvii-v-moskva-2018.html>).

10 Gary Saul Motson, Hidden in Plain View: Narrative and Creative Potentials in “War and Peace” (Stanford, Calif: Stanford
University Press, 1987), 188.

11 Gary Saul Morson, Narrative and Freedom: The Shadows of Time New Haven: Yale University Press, 1994), 129.
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some blank territory on the map—to show, at the very least, the presence of the absence. How does
one study a counterfactual? In 1936, Krzhizhanovsky began a scholatly project to document the
unfinished and unwritten works of literature conceived by great writers through the ages, which he
called “A History of Unwritten Literature” [Mcropus Henanmcanuoi autepatyper]. In the essay, he
speculates on the feasibility of writing about unwritten literature: “to what extent,” he writes, “is it
possible to actualize a study of the un-actualized?” [ocyiiecTBIMO H3yU€HHE HEOCYIIIECTBACHHOIO].!?
The answer was apparently negative; like so much else by the author, Krzhizhanovsky’s “History of
Unwritten Literature” was itself to remain unfinished.

And yet what we do have is far from being inconsequential: thousands of pages of densely
philosophical but playful works of literature from a writer who was unheralded in his day, but who is
now finally finding a readership almost exactly a hundred years after he began his work of turning
ideas into words on the page. Like Shterer’s time machine, these pages have disappeared and then
suddenly reemerged out of the past to our present. And just like Shterer’s time machine, these pages
allow us to return to the past and contemplate its lessons. As Shterer says of his machine: “my
timecutter was far more sophisticated than a knife for cutting pages, for unsealing unread leaves—it
could return me to pages I hadn’t understood and lie like a bookmark between any two while 1
reread and reconsidered the reconstructed past.”” In this same way, the author of these words has

succeeded in building another sort of time machine—one that bids us to step inside and enter into

the timeless time of the written word. ¢

12 §K:85 5: 271.

13 Memories, 203. Russian: «vMo¥ BpeMApe3 OBIA MHOTO CAOKHEE PA3PE3AABHOTO HOKA, BCKPBIBAOINETO HEIIPOYNTAHHEIE
AMCTBL,- OH MOT BEPHYTb MCHS K HEIIOHATHBIM CTPAHHIIAM H ACYb 3aKAAAKOI MEK AFOOBIX ABYX, ITOKa 51 OYAY
IIEPEUNTHIBAT AA TIEPECINTHIBATH PEKOHCTPYHpOBaHHOE Iporaoey (SK:Ss 2: 418).
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