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			Zamiatin, Revolution and Utopia

		

		
			The life of the Russian writer Evgeny I. Zamiatin (1884-1937) spanned a very tumultuous period in human affairs. Turmoil was particularly marked on the European continent. Radical developments of all kinds undermined the ways in which Europeans had traditionally understood themselves and their place in the world. Discoveries in science and technology toppled long-standing beliefs about the workings of the natural universe, while bold experimentation in the arts challenged accepted notions about beauty. In the political realm, the Great War (World War I, 1914-1918) transformed the old order.

			Several empires collapsed as a direct result of the Great War. For the Russian Empire, the end came suddenly with the abdication of Tsar Nicholas II in February 1917. The ensuing political struggle within Russia lasted until October, when the Bolsheviks—led by V. I. Lenin—forcibly seized power, and shortly thereafter established a one-party “Soviet” dictatorship in the name of the workers. An internecine civil war followed over the legitimacy of the new regime, which was the first in history to be based on the principles of socialism as outlined in the work of the nineteenth century German philosopher and economist Karl Marx. The bloody conflict that was the Russian Civil War ended some three years later with the triumph of the Soviet state.

			The details that Zamiatin provided in several autobiographical accounts suggest the extent to which his personal experiences and impressions influenced his writings during this time, most particularly his best known work, the novel We.

			Zamiatin was born in the provincial Russian town of Lebedyan, his father an Orthodox priest who taught religion at the local school, his mother a talented musician. He once recalled with characteristic humor that he “grew up under a piano,” and started reading from an early age; though he had few friends, he counted the writer Nikolai Gogol as one of them.1

			Academic talent joined with wanderlust to provide an escape from the heart of Russia via an opportunity to study ship-building at the Polytechnic Institute in St. Petersburg, a commitment that also required learning the practical skills of navigation on summer excursions through the Black Sea and as far away as Egypt.

			It was in Petersburg that Zamiatin joined the Bolsheviks, who, along with other radical elements, eagerly exploited growing social unrest during the unpopular Russo-Japanese War (1904-05). In the midst of that (ultimately disastrous) foreign conflict, a heavy-handed regime response to peaceful domestic protest against economic conditions soon gave way to violence in the streets. But the so-called Russian Revolution of 1905 quickly fizzled. Many radicals were arrested, Zamiatin among them. After spending several months in a solitary cell, he avoided exile back to the provinces only by playing hide and seek with the authorities. Nevertheless, he was somehow able to finish his studies (1908), become a lecturer, and work as a naval engineer, all the while writing articles for technical journals.

			But Zamiatin also began to sense a calling to write more creatively, launching his career “seriously” several years later with the satirical “Provincial Tale” (Uezdnoe, 1913) about the barbarity of small town life in Russia. He followed this up the next year with the sharp-edged military satire “At the World’s End” (Na kulichkakh), a work that earned him trouble with the censors and the courts. Both stories earned Zamiatin respect from members of the literary establishment, including the famous socialist writer Maxim Gorky.

			During the Great War, Zamiatin went off to Great Britain to build icebreakers for the tsarist government. He spent about a year and a half in ship-building centers such as Glasgow and Newcastle-upon-Tyne, where he wrote “The Islanders” (Ostrovitiane, 1917), a pointed tale about everyday life among the English middle class and its reverence for technology, sometimes understood as providing a kind of rough draft for We.2 He seemed to regret the fact that he had missed the so-called February Revolution in 1917, citing tantalizing headlines in British newspapers that made him long to return: “Abdication of Tzar!”, “Revolution in Russia.” Several months later, Zamiatin did go back—to a rapidly changing political scene, according to his own account, just in time for the Great October (Bolshevik) Revolution. He would spend the next few years in Petrograd (formerly Petersburg), lecturing and writing, as well as translating and editing the work of others. All this activity proceeded under the aegis of Gorky’s “House of Arts,” a kind of advanced school that was intended to be a refuge for established writers as well as a place where youthful talent could be nurtured during these most difficult years just after the revolution.

			*  *  *

			The Bolshevik leaders believed that it was only a matter of time before the victory of communism they achieved in Russia would spread to the rest of the world, and that this would happen sooner rather than later. They were convinced that the workers’ state they had founded was to be the first of many that would together, at last, realize the dream of utopia for all humanity. In this sense, they held steadfastly to the dogma that theirs was to be the “final” revolution. It was over this article of faith that Zamiatin irrevocably split with the Bolsheviks: his objection can be heard in the words of I-330, the heroine of the novel We, “revolutions are infinite.”

			That simple assertion helps to explain why the release of Zamiatin’s novel was blocked in Soviet Russia, and why it would appear first in English translation abroad—four long years after its completion.3 Writers who unquestioningly supported the new order attacked the older literary schools with increasing intensity, insisting that everyone toe the newly drawn cultural line of the “final revolution.” Meanwhile, the so-called Serapion Brotherhood of writers—ostensibly led by Zamiatin—stressed the vitality of experimentation for artistic vision. Spurning regimentation and any utilitarian idea of art as a “step backward,” Zamiatin expressed the ethos of the Serapions when in 1921 he countered that real writers were “madmen, hermits, heretics, dreamers, rebels, and skeptics.”4 Hostility toward Zamiatin grew, until it became clear that We would not be allowed to see the light of day in Soviet Russia. The establishment of a centralized censorship authority (the Main Administration for Literature and Publishing, or GLAVLIT) in 1922 likely contributed to his decision to allow the work to be released in New York in 1924.

			Zamiatin, of course, had been subject to official censorship previously, under the old regime. But the increasingly shrill and monophonic insistence on writers to fall into step with the new proletarian literature made him and other like-minded “fellow travelers” apprehensive: the radical Marxist stress on the collective will prevailing over individual talent in art threatened to extirpate experimentation and, along with it, originality. As he would later plead directly to Joseph Stalin in a boldly worded request for permission to leave the Soviet Union: “no creative activity is possible in an atmosphere of systematic persecution that increases in intensity from year to year.”5 For Zamiatin, harassment had reached an intolerable level after an incomplete manuscript of We appeared, against the author’s express wishes, in Czechoslovakia in a Russian émigré journal (Volia Rossii, 1927); and translations in languages other than English followed.6 Seemingly against all odds—and through the intervention of Maxim Gorky—Zamiatin was allowed to emigrate to France in 1931, where he fell ill and died several years later.

			The novel We remained banned in Russia until 1988. Its publication was finally permitted, but only after the twin policies of glasnost and perestroika—originally intended to reform the rigid communist system—gained traction, accelerated, and then careened out of control, hastening the total collapse of the Soviet utopian dream three years later. Since the official rehabilitation of Zamiatin’s We, it has been freely disseminated in various formats throughout the states of the former USSR.

			*  *  *

			Plato’s Republic, the Hebrew Bible, the New Testament, Thomas More’s Utopia, Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels, Samuel Butler’s Erewhon—each of these occupies its own special place on any list of utopian and dystopian classics. Zamiatin’s We also merits an honored place on that list, in part because it inspired other twentieth century writers in the creation of their own dystopian worlds, most notably, Aldous Huxley in Brave New World, and George Orwell in Nineteen Eighty-Four. It was Orwell who asserted in his 1946 review of Zamiatin’s We that his first encounter with the work came in French translation, and in that same piece also expressed the belief that Huxley must have been familiar with the work as well.7 Indeed, various aspects of the theme, setting, and plot of Zamiatin’s novel resonate in both of these, now classic, English dystopias.

			The story of We concerns a futuristic place called One State, whose denizens are legatees of an ancient protracted war. Assisted by “Guardians,” a powerful, despotic figure known as the “Benefactor” presides over this technologically advanced society, its residents identified simply as “numbers.” Transparency is the hallmark of One State. The numbers occupy “cells” that are made of a perfect glass material, making it easier for the authorities to monitor and control their daily activities. A vast Wall, made of the same perfect glass, separates the society entirely from the surrounding jungle-like overgrowth. Nobody has ever been beyond the Green Wall.

			The reader of the story learns about these and other details only gradually, through the diary-like “Notes” of a narrator, the number D-503. As D-503 explains to any would-be readers of his Notes on other planets, he is a mathematician who spearheads a societal project: the building and launch of a spacecraft called the “Integral.” Its mission is to carry information about One State’s perfect social system to other planets, and to begin the colonization of their primitive societies, whose inhabitants have not yet been regimented as numbers or been edified as to the perfect condition of “unfreedom.”

			A female number, I-330, seduces D-503 away from his loyalty to One State as well as from his paramour, the female number O-90. At the same time, D-503 acquires a “diseased” imagination, a psychic illness—a “soul,” which both puzzles and torments him. I-330 subtly enlists him in a conspiracy against One State, a secret plot to seize the “Integral” for the purpose of staging a revolution against this glass paradise. Three other main characters also contribute to the tensions in the story, the male numbers R-13, a poet, and S-4711, a Guardian, as well as another female figure, a “controller” known only by the letter “U.”

			The annual event of the Benefactor’s “election,” which is presented as a foregone conclusion, goes awry unexpectedly when the conspirators stage an open protest, with chaos ensuing in the aftermath. In response, One State authorities quicken the implementation of a “Great Operation,” the goal of which is to transform numbers into perfect machine-like automatons by removing the center of their imaginations. At the end, D-503 is forced to undergo the Operation and I-330 suffers torture, as the Benefactor tries to obtain the identities of her co-conspirators. The result of the revolution against One State is left open-ended, that is to say, the question of whether the forces of revolution against “utopia” prevail or not is left unanswered.

			The story’s unresolved ending supports the idea that Zamiatin intended We to be an enigma. The author himself contributed to any mystery surrounding the novel by remaining virtually silent about its specifics. Apart from a brief and vaguely dark foreword that Zamiatin composed as the manuscript lay in Soviet limbo (1922), he wrote relatively little about the work itself, listing it among other examples of Russian social fantasy, and referring to it once as both “the most jocular” and “the most serious” thing that he ever produced. Zamiatin did not have much else to say about its various elements directly and shed no light on why he designed the book the way he did.8 It is no wonder that the novel has been characterized as a kind of interactive game full of “tricks”intended to be played on “many levels,” without any resolution.9

			Zamiatin’s joking earnestness can be found throughout his critical essays as well as in his fiction. He once wrote: “When you laugh at your enemy, it is a sign that he no longer frightens you.” And further: “There are two ways of conquering the tragedy of life: religion or irony.”10 The sense of triumphant laughter even comes through in his main character and narrator D-503, who realizes rather late in the story that: “Laughter’s the most dreadful weapon: with laughter it’s possible to kill everything—even murder.”

			Although Zamiatin had little to say directly about the ingredients comprising We, he did leave a record of his thoughts about the art of writing in general, and his method in particular. These reflections may assist in understanding how and why the novel turned out as it did.

			Zamiatin labeled his method of writing “synthetism,” signifying “the union of fantasy and reality” in a new art form he dubbed “Neo-realism,” a fusion of Realism and Symbolism.11 The significance of the “written word” outweighed considerations of style or genre for the author of We.12 Recognizing no distinction between poetry and prose, for they were “one and the same thing,” he was fundamentally concerned with the world being represented or created: he routinely pursued an image until it spawned “a whole system of derivative images,” a phrase that might be understood to borrow from the language of mathematics, suggesting a kind of calculus of language that produces increasingly complex and finely detailed constructions.13

			Galileo, who influenced Newton in his formulation of the calculus, saw the universe itself as a grand book expressed in the “language of mathematics.” Its characters, however, were Euclidian: “triangles, circles, and other geometric figures without which it is humanly impossible to understand a single word of it; without these, one wanders about in a dark labyrinth.”14

			But Zamiatin linked the language of “the new mathematics” to “the new art” of the twentieth century—non-Euclidian geometry to his own method (as found in the book We)—for both necessitated jettisoning the unnatural “straight lines” associated with comfortable convention in favor of “projection along speeding, curved surfaces.”15 The basic “rule” for Zamiatin was “brevity,” which concealed the hyper-artful demand that “every word must be supercharged, high voltage.”16 His powerful, yet economical, vocabulary reflected a fondness and enthusiasm for neologisms and unorthodox spellings, which seemed to be directed at established literary norms.17 Just as importantly, the author of We emphasized complementary devices for the modern writer, especially “incomplete phrases, false denials and assertions, omitted associations, allusions, and reminiscences.” These devices, in combination with lexical economy, “the reflected image,” and “vividness and palpability,” defined the modern writer’s “mission” of leading his audience to read “between the lines.”18

			All these facets of Zamiatin’s method find resonance in We, but a few of them have particular significance. For example, one must read “between the lines” in order to recognize the story not only as a broad parody of the Bolshevik Revolution and the Soviet state, but also of regimentation and mechanization more generally, and as one of the most serious critiques of utopianism ever written.19 Zamiatin’s novel directly debunks the quasi-religious dogmatism and certitude undergirding a claim that often seems to be associated with zealous revolutionaries and utopians: “We can and will be perfect.”

			The notion of perfection may be found between the lines in many of the mirthful and somber allusions that punctuate Zamiatin’s narrative. In one way or another it spans a wide range of sundry allusions to historical and mythological figures and ideas from antiquity to modernity. Allusions to mysticism and religion, literature and philosophy, mathematics and science all mark the intellectual terrain of We, and they seem to flow in and out of one another without any clear coherence or logic.20 The narrator directly mentions the names Galileo and Newton, as well as Buddha, Adam and Eve, Abraham and Isaac, Pythagoras, Euclid, Shakespeare, Pushkin, Dostoevsky, and Scriabin, among others. But his text is also full of indirect allusions to various historical figures and/or their works. Thus the reader finds traces too of Plato, Jesus and the writers of the New Testament, founding members of the Royal Society and British Freemasonry, Laurence Sterne, Johann von Goethe, Nikolai Lobachevsky, Karl Marx, Nikolai Chernyshevsky, and Victor Hugo, along with intimations of writers more or less contemporaneous to Zamiatin, most notably: Vladimir Soloviev, J. Henri Poincaré, Anatole France, H. G. Wells, Andrei Bely, Zinaida Gippius, and various proletarian poets.21

			If there is any integral unity that can be deduced from the many allusions that distinguish Zamiatin’s novel then it may be found in their connection to revolutionary and utopian ideas, which can be viewed as binding agents, providing all the foregoing ingredients with a logic and a coherence that are otherwise lacking in the notoriously allusive (and hence, elusive) narrative.

			In the final decade of the last century, the fantasy writer Ursula K. Le Guin had the highest praise for We, proclaiming it “the best single work of science fiction yet written.”22 If science fiction is understood as the knowledge-based exploration of endless human possibilities—the revolutionary ideas that propel humanity’s progress—it would be hard to argue with this incandescent assessment.

			Now in its tenth decade in print, this short novel—amounting to a bit less than 50,000 words in the original, and some 57,000-58,000 in English and French—has remained as Zamiatin’s longest and best known work. And it has withstood the test of time by prospering in translation.

			In this new, fully annotated English version, I strive to employ language, syntax, and even punctuation that mirror the strange precision and economy of Zamiatin’s own in his “poem in prose.” If the reader does at times encounter some awkward moments that may seem cryptic as to meaning, it is because I have intentionally retained these from the author’s original text, while appending explanations in my notes. My foremost aim, of course, is to provide an accessible English text that is at the same time faithful to the original. Notable voices from the past remind us about faithfulness in this respect. Vladimir Nabokov once disputed the “conventional notion” that a translation should not seem to be a translation, and Michael Heim indirectly offered the following advice to translators: “The reader must believe he or she is reading a work in French or Japanese and yet be reading it in English . . . That’s the real paradox. It’s a scam, if you like. A feat of legerdemain. But I think it can be done.”23

			This is the first annotated version of We that places Zamiatin’s language under a lens of close scrutiny, striving to take on its ambiguities and nuances head on. Along the way, I also suggest many previously unacknowledged sources for various obscure places in the original Russian, and intermittently provide commentary with respect to the author’s lexical choices wherever possible in light of the broad array of diverse allusions that mark his text. In analyzing the precision and economy of Zamiatin’s prose poem, I have found it useful to bear in mind the old Russian saying: “Repetition is the mother of learning” (Povtorenie—mat’ ucheniia). Following this axiom, readers should find that the repetition of certain words and phrases in the novel serves a strategic purpose extending to the novel’s ubiquitous allusiveness. In short, I direct readers
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