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LUMINOSITIES: AN INTRODUCTION

In her 2010 essay “The Scenography of Friendship,” Svetlana Boym wrote that “friendship is not about having everything illuminated or obscured, but about conspiring and playing with shadows. Its goal is not enlightenment but luminosity.” Her shorthand definition of friendship, which prefers a community of “occasional lucidity and honesty” to the heroic “quest for the blinding truth,” invites us to join her in a cozy conspiracy of the intellect.1
 Where many of the most influential strands of cultural studies have positioned themselves as adversaries of enlightenment, tirelessly exposing its blind spots and failures, Boym offers a homely, overlooked alternative, unfolding under the star of a playful rather than a cynical irony—the light of a kitchen lamp rather than the austere X-ray machine of the solitary philosophical mind. Her imaginary community emphasizes the peaks and troughs of an ongoing conversation rather than the implacable sequence of formal argument. Here the brilliant aperçu mixes with the obscure, half-forgotten textures of everyday life; the metaphysical insight communicates with the intimate memories of the individual and the tattered commonplaces of the decaying Soviet sphere.

Boym’s implied critique of enlightenment and its intractable adversaries is embedded in a vision of creative community that is a poetics and an ethics at once, a collective participation in the making of life that looks back to the riot of historical possibilities shooting off of the main trunk of the twentieth century and looks forward to an ironic cosmopolitanism. True to form, this political and aesthetic vision of friendship—a humane and open-ended alternative to other, more totalitarian versions of utopia—is also a set of allusions to her life and work. The opposition of enlightenment, not to darkness but to the near-synonym luminosity, is typical of her attraction to phenomena that are just a little bit “off,” most famously in her diagnosis of the “off-modern”—the “alternative genealogies and histories of modernity,” blueprints for unconstructed buildings and ideas for unrealized polities, which seductively haunt the modernity we take for granted2
. Luminosity suggests the warm glow that suffuses not only a cocreated community of comfort, amusement, and perception, but also the artificial lights of technological utopias and the nocturnal, Nabokovian insects that huddle round them; it suggests her efforts to liven up her own little corner in the dreary last days of the Soviet Union, but also the kitschy canopy of stars and moons that presides over the appealing, if thoroughly moth-eaten, glory of the Soviet space race. It suggests her practice as a photographer, an artist of light and shadow. It suggests Svetlana Boym herself, whose name means light, svet, in Russian.

The name on her birth certificate was not the name under which she entered American academia. In keeping with her critical preference for byroads and alternative visions, her account of her early life, doubtless mythologized, reads more like picaresque than autobiography. A native of Leningrad, she apparently resolved to emigrate after receiving a marriage proposal while queueing for dried fish at a kiosk on a Crimean beach, her decision catalyzed by the “perpetual identity crisis” of the enigmatic heroine in Antonioni’s Passenger, “her hair . . . fluttering in the wind.”3
 The subsequent marriage ended in divorce and in America. She had studied Spanish in Leningrad; in Boston, she adopted the fictional persona of Susana, the daughter of a Spanish Civil War refugee, in order to open doors in the Spanish department at Boston University where she eventually received an MA in Hispanic literatures.

Her biographies were not accidental inconsistencies but sustained exercises in self-fashioning, and lately, she told Cristina Vatulescu during their last conversation, self-editing. She often quoted a quip from Boris Tomashevskii, “There are writers with biographies and writers without biographies,” as a prelude to her influential critique of “the death of the author.”4
 She launched that critique as the polemic of her dissertation (overseen by Barbara Johnson and formalist scholar Jurij Striedter) in the 1980s, when “the death of the author” had congealed into critical dogma. The resulting book, Death in Quotation Marks (1991), explored the mythologies of the modern poet and critic, including her figurative and literal deaths, arguing that the “relationship between texts and life remains a vitally critical issue.”5
 She pioneered then her signature critical genre, a writing that “allowed for the incorporation and superimposition of ethical, historical, biographical, and textual issues.”6
 At the same time, the book already contains, smuggled inside academic prose, fragments that anticipate her later artistic practices and manifestoes:


I wish to preserve the difference between text and life and to avoid subjugating one to the other. In order to open and explore this space of difference we have to trace the ways in which the artistic constructs can, on the one hand, form and inform ordinary experiences and, on the other hand, be deformed and defied by them. This double movement invites us to see literariness or a creative aesthetic impulse in everyday life and to liberate these aesthetic experiences from the confines of “literature” and literary institutions. At the same time, it helps us to deaestheticize literature somewhat and defamiliarize again the violence, pain, and love that it conta
ins.7


So it is fitting to consider Boym’s writing in relation to her art and her biographies, her crafted fashioning and editing of herself. Far from any sort of Gesamtkunstwerk—a concept she detested—these were cocreations, whose contingent coexistence inspired thoughts on difference and a heightened sensitivity to the beauty of cracks, hinges, borderlines, and transit zones.

In her 2015 New Yorker profile, Masha Gessen wrote of the many self-conscious personas Boym created and cultivated—“entire new lives,” in Gessen’s words; “parallel lives that sometimes cross” in Boym’s own.8
 She was a prolific writer, a charismatic professor, a novelist, and a public intellectual. She was a fiercely resourceful and reflective immigrant; her most resonant book, The Future of Nostalgia, was deeply rooted in that experience. In later years, she was an artist experimenting with point of view and media up to their sometimes literal breaking point, creating art out of nostalgic technology and human and technological errors. Even after The Future of Nostalgia carried her fame beyond academic circles, few readers were aware of all of the creative personas marshaled together in this book. She was simply too prolific, and her work migrated across most people’s disciplinary boundaries—from literary and cultural studies through film, visual, and material culture studies, performance, intermedia, and new media.

Boym’s knack for discovering aesthetic opportunities in official discourse and paradoxical third ways in the hidden junctures of cultural and political tradition was always in communication with her own self-invention, which led her to put out shoots in multifarious fields of public life. At the same time, the writings and artworks that comprise this book demonstrate not only scholarly vibrancy and versatility, but also the cohesion of Boym’s intellectual pursuits. In all her endeavors, she questioned the assumptions that underlie dominant frameworks of thought. Among Boym’s many theoretical contributions are: the enrichment of our understanding of the autobiographical genre via an inquiry into the alleged death of the author; the study of creative play with gender identity in the Russian context; the theoretical recuperation of the everyday, the marginal, the tacky, the mundane, and the sentimental; the investigation of the aesthetic potential of the immigrant experience; the reconceptualization of freedom as an artistic practice; and finally, the diagnosis of the off-modern. More broadly, she had a flair for making theory concrete; she excelled at coining concepts and making them an indelible part of our intellectual landscape. For all of these reasons, she is a foundational thinker. Boym’s work has been a profound source of inspiration for fellow scholars, encouraging them to broaden their horizons, to rethink received wisdom, and to bring to light things previously unseen.

The aim of The Reader project is to make this range available to Boym’s readers in one book, which spans classic essays, excerpts from Boym’s monographs, and journalistic gems. Showcasing her roles as both curator and curated, The Reader also features interviews, excerpts from exhibition catalogs, and samples of intermedial works like Hydrant Immigrants, which tackles the status of the immigrant in the public sphere through diptychs of texts and photographs. Autobiographical pieces, choice documentary rarities like Boym’s first graduate school essay on Russian literature (complete with marginalia by her mentor, Donald Fanger), and transcripts of her memorable last lectures and performances illuminate the genealogy of her scholarly work. Last but not least, The Reader includes late pieces that Boym did not live to see through publication. 

Our intent throughout has been to render visible Boym’s irrepressible creativity and impetus to move over boundaries—literal and figural, disciplinary and artistic—and while the bulk of the book is devoted to the cultural criticism which is likely to be Boym’s most lasting legacy, her art and experimental texts help to illuminate the full context of her thought, and the many mutually tributary channels that crisscrossed her creative life. Each of The Reader’s six chronological sections is prefaced by a short essay that highlights, in more specific detail than this introduction can do, the period’s main questions, analytical moves, and achievements; each one coheres around a centering project while also making visible the development of key concepts, themes, and preoccupations at a given stage of Boym’s career. 

For example, we see the beginnings of Boym’s last project, The Off-Modern (2017),9
 in the early drafting of her Future of Nostalgia (2001), which is preoccupied with ruins. Freedom as cocreation, a theme that developed into a full-blown monograph published in 2010, takes a long via negativa through Boym’s curation of the Territories of Terror exhibit in 2007. An early root of that project is revealed in Boym’s wry autobiographical story “My Grandmother’s First Love” (2002). 

Where at each stage of her writing career Boym was devoted to a penetrating exploration of a discrete theoretical concept like nostalgia, freedom, or the off-modern, her combined body of work highlights a complex genealogy of thought that questions the given, probes the absolute, seeks out the uncharted. The aesthetic fashioning of life explored in her first book, Death in Quotation Marks, leads her to the recuperation of the everyday; the hidden depths of everyday life’s mundane, marginal, and sentimental aspects (Common Places, 1994) inspire her to investigate communal and personal nostalgias; the immersion in aesthetic and exilic journeys (The Future of Nostalgia, 2001) brings forth an attempt to define the experience of freedom (Another Freedom, 2012), which in turn results in an emancipatory push from the constraints of modernity, opening to us previously overlooked vistas of off-modern possibilities (The Off-Modern, 2017). Each text builds on her previous work, carries a trace of thoughts to come, and exhibits its author’s unwavering commitment to the critique of dichotomous thinking.

A favorite passage from Viktor Shklovsky’s The Third Factory succinctly expresses Boym’s creative credo: “There is no third alternative. And that is precisely the one that must be chosen. An artist should avoid beaten paths.”10
 Writing in Soviet Russia in 1926, the famous theorist of estrangement had in mind the given alternatives of retreat (writing at home for oneself, autonomy, a sacrifice of the collective for the individual) or a surrender to a “new society and correct worldview” (complacent subjection to political expediency, collaboration, the sacrifice of the individual for the collective). Both alternatives belong to the realm of necessity, which Shklovsky escapes via a creative paradox—the third alternative that does not exist, yet which an artist must imaginatively will into being. 

One such alternative is a new, elective community, whether in situ or literalized as a life in emigration. Shklovsky himself, deeply committed to verbal art but fluent only in Russian, returned to the Soviet Union after a frustrating sojourn in Berlin; Boym, who forged a successful career as a comparatist in English, weaves into her work a sense of the double estrangement of theory and historical experience as a point of access onto diasporic traditions and émigré experience. A late essay11
 on Shklovsky, Hannah Arendt, and Osip Mandel’shtam reappraises the “third way” as a method of self-identification practiced by “hyphenated Jewish thinkers and writers” whose life circumstances taught them to defy binarisms, political theologies and teleologies, and look instead for lateral moves and potentialities for public “worldliness.” Many of the thinkers who populate Boym’s alternate history of critical and political engagement in the twentieth century are Jews whose committed non-messianism amplifies rather than restricts their engagement with the world. She reads the closing paragraphs of Mandel’shtam’s The Egyptian Stamp as dramatizing the roots of Jewish estrangement in the moment of “great fear” in which the narrator recognizes himself as a Jew. Guided by the “Muse of Jewish Luck,” the narrator embraces a personified version of terror itself, discovering that “with fear [he] has no fear.” With his fear to take his hand and lead him, Mandel’shtam is able to walk Shklovsky’s serpentine road of the brave, “the road of self-reflective fear which does not lead to any kind of redemption, reconciliation, feel-good palliative or a happy ending.” The confrontation with fear is a part of the “honest zigzag” of his passionate thinking, which leads to an explicit rethinking of Jewish belonging in Mandel’shtam’s later work, and is ultimately legible as a form of civic engagement with his “beast of a century.” 

This 2013 interpretation derives from a graduate school essay originally written in 1984, and Boym’s reading of Mandel’shtam’s confrontation with fear as the moment of self-recognition as a Jew is very much in keeping with her own long process of self-creation. Barred by Soviet policies from versing herself in Jewish traditions and texts, Boym’s powerful and precise intuitions led her early on to conceive of her own intellectual resistance to that deprivation as a playful, imagined vision of what Jewishness might be. Holiday celebrations with the friends she called her “Jewish family” bore the fruit of spontaneous rituals and dietary restrictions, none of which were in the books, at least not in the precise form she practiced them, but all of which could have been. For Boym, Shklovsky’s third way offered the freedom to resist the deprivation of a Jewish way of life by inventing it anew in the kind of imaginary community that became a central concept in her later lucid theorization of nostalgia and diaspora. The same creative courage—or “muse of luck”—guided her through her emigration and her Americanization to hold staunchly to a third intellectual way, defying trends and styles, resisting political theologies and teleologies on the one hand while debunking relativism on the other. In this she resembles her beloved forbearers, collaborators across time whose heritage she both shares and analyzes: Simmel, Arendt, Benjamin, Mandel’shtam, and of course Shklovsky—Jews who paradoxically harnessed Jewish fear. Zigzag but far from rootless, this cosmopolitanism walks an intimate, emotional path of freedom, part of a tradition to which Boym lays idiosyncratic claim, preserved from messianic teleology by its self-awareness, its ironic humor, and its embrace of paradox and oxymoron as offering escape from any given finalizing ideology. 

Boym was drawn to paradox not just for an intellectual idea of freedom, but in her efforts to describe the contradictory desires at the heart of what it means to be human in human communities. In Common Places, a book concerned with “the utopian topography of Soviet daily existence and its secret corners . . . everyday aesthetic experiences and alternative spaces carved between the lines and on the margins of the official discourses”12
 she coins the phrase “ruins of communal utopias”—an apparent oxymoron that refers to the impeccably evoked reality of the Soviet communal apartment, as well as to artworks that reflect its indelible traces in the Soviet psyche. Thus Ilya Kabakov’s installations, she writes, speak to our longings “to transcend the everyday in some kind of collective fairy tale, and to inhabit the most uninhabitable ruins, to survive and preserve memories.”13
 For Boym, utopia signifies an imagined projection, a state of mind rather than a realized social order. In Death in Quotation Marks, her analysis of the official monument to Mayakovsky culminates in an account of “the utopian topography of Soviet daily existence” brought into being through ideologically charged buildings and monuments. 

In the Soviet 1920s “art-making and life-making intersected, and the country turned into a creative laboratory of various conflicting utopian projects,” Boym writes, channeling the creative energy of another time into her own, distinctly contemporary terminology of “revolutionary topography.”14
 Her critical trajectory from the shining ideal to the shabby reality of the communal apartment arcs through Moisei Ginzburg’s avant-garde House-Ship, “a ruin of modernist architecture, with trees growing through the half-fallen balconies.”15
 Nature and culture collaborate, to cite Boym’s later formulation, in an image of domestic decay that counterbalances the Petersburg myth of a battle between human works and hostile landscapes. In a close reading of the pensioner Liuba’s assemblage of souvenirs—what Liuba calls her “still life”—Boym characterizes the collection as a private “monument,” emblematic of Soviet people’s desire for “a still life, for a sustaining everyday materiality in the face of continuing crises.”16
 The Russian natiurmort (itself a foreign borrowing) translates into English as “still life”; Boym then estranges that translation, the second language releasing a potential for new meanings. Such wordplay was essential to Boym’s translational, émigré sensibility. She showed her students that it was possible to channel one’s longing for belonging into scholarship infused with creativity and play. 

Private monuments such as Liuba’s still life, like playful pet revisions of dictionary meanings, emerge as alternatives to the ones that watched over the utopian topography and then, as Boym documents in The Future of Nostalgia, became targets of popular wrath. She excavates the history of ruins and their value in different eras as material memory traces, and she shows how the monument can work to efface memory. Boym refers to the Palace of Soviets—never completed, thus indestructible—as an invisible monument to utopia “that cast a long shadow on the Moscow landscape.”17
 She loved miniature monuments, like the frequently stolen one commemorating Major Kovalyov’s nose in St. Petersburg, for the way they deflated the gigantomania of the official monuments implicated in what she called (after Eco) ars obliovionalis. On her mantelpiece at home, a tiny Palace of Soviets stood next to a photo of Boym with her parents. This assemblage conveys something essential about Boym. The Palace is finally realized, but on a charmingly small and domestic scale. The image is haunting because the Palace, which would have been built on the site of a ruin, had a memorial aura, even though it was designed as a hopeful symbol, a seed crystal around which the future utopia would grow.

Boym introduced her students to the émigré artists Komar and Melamid’s project “What is to be Done with Monumental Propaganda,” which proposed to creatively transform deposed Soviet monuments into history lessons. Their call for an alternative to the worship/annihilation binary resonates with Boym’s fondness for the third way which the creative imagination signposts or invents. Her essay “Ruinophilia” seeks to foster an “off-modern perspective [that] allows us to frame utopian projects as dialectical ruins—not to discard or demolish them, but rather to confront and incorporate them into our own fleeting present.” In Another Freedom, Boym continues to theorize the third way thinking that wills the impossible into being as an art of freedom, attempting to estrange and renew the perception of freedom by conceptualizing it neither as a philosophical idea nor as a political right. The idea of freedom tends to gravitate toward the absolute. And Boym’s book is directed against all absolutes, all moral certainties, because they justify violence and injustice. Freedom is finite, then, but to imagine freedom as something that can be possessed is either to disengage oneself from the world in a gesture of radical individualism or to sacrifice the self by accepting the tyranny of the majority that grants political liberties. Boym opens this Shklovskian dilemma in order to seek the third way, freedom as co-creation, which sacrifices neither self nor other. Freedom, she insists, is a mode of being, an adventure, an experience, and finally, an art. The art of freedom is exercised in aesthetic acts of radical estrangement that bring forth unpredictability, not from but for the world. It is in art’s ability to shock and surprise, in bursts of sudden illumination, that Boym locates the experience of freedom. 

In order to perform this experience of freedom, Boym often structures her writing as a dialogue, a form that signifies openness to the unpredictable, the improbable—the “surprise of otherness,” to borrow a phrase from her dissertation adviser, Barbara Johnson. Dialogue opens space for recognition of the other as well as one’s own “inner plurality,” bringing not conquest, but mutual liberation, or in Boym’s parlance, cohabitation in the architecture of freedom. The effect is not just one of intellectual profundity that discloses portentous meaning in everyday life, but of humanizing irony that brings gentle humor to public monuments and political catastrophes. Her Harvard colleague Williams Mills Todd III describes how, in a tense historical moment, an interview broadcast on Russian television brought post-Soviet politics and American academia together in a shock of recognition that was also an exorcism of fear.


In winter 1992, just after the fall of the Soviet Union, I went to Russia to conduct archival research. Many friends advised me not to go because of the unsettled situation. Just about everything that could go wrong on my trip to Moscow did go wrong: delayed visa, delayed flight, lost luggage, confused driver, drunken porter, hotel guards wearing camouflage, accessorized with Kalashnikovs. I made my way to my room, flicked on the television, and there was our Svetlana, on Russian TV, explaining the American presidential campaign in her colorful native language. Her take on “the wimp factor”—комплекс мужской неполноценности—left me rolling on the floor in laughter. Somehow she had made the world seem smaller, less threatening, more intelligible. Her unfailing humor and courage had that effect.18


The luminous irreverence manifested here in a broadcast interview at a moment of geopolitical instability also appeared, in a more private sphere and on a more quotidian scale, in the verbal and written dialogue catalyzed by Boym’s seminars. Boym’s students are now professors themselves, and they bring into their classrooms the myriad ways—inquisitive, deeply ethical, and creative—in which she inspired them to look critically beneath the surface of the built environment, to recover the ideological longings and historical traumas concealed there and to make these objects the starting point for new conversations that bring clarity and healing.

Svetlana Boym was a professor to all of the coeditors of this book. Inside the archive behind this book is not just her first graduate school essay on Russian literature [Fig. 2, this volume], but coming full circle,
her own marginalia, written in oversized, bold script, on our graduate school papers. Among our prized mementos are also her signature handouts, which she carried to class together with earmarked copies of Arendt, Brodsky, Mandel’shtam, or Tsvetaeva. We searched through graduate school folders expecting ice-breaking Nabokovian quips like her favorite, “If parallel lines do not meet it is not because they cannot but because they have other things to do”—although we knew that she did not shy away from placing Saint Teresa of Ávila next to Mallarmé at her seminar table, her kind of comparative literature. Boym left a trace of her impetuousness in her handouts’ misprints. She didn’t waste precious time fixing typos: instead she composed a manifesto on human error and wrote an exquisite theory of the “misprint” that addresses what she saw as a gap in our ethical reckoning with the Gulag. Her mark was also in the émigré accent that inflected all the languages on every handout and, gracing a brilliant eloquence, lured the many other accents around the table out of their respective silences. Many of us remember a class discussion that was getting progressively absurd as Svetlana probed into the creative potential of a “chaos” which her pronunciation had turned, for most of us, into “cows.” The short-lived confusion was followed by illumination and general glee, without any tinge of self-consciousness or defensiveness. For some of her students, who had crossed their own borders to join her in the classroom, those chaotic cows became mascots to be remembered in moments of linguistic difficulty. Recalling Nietzsche’s warning against the danger of feeling at home in the world, she taught that being a stranger, and speaking like one, can open paths to a more creative and ethical relationship to language and reality. 
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PART ONE

THE THEATER OF THE SELF (1984–91)

Self-consciousness, the quintessential modernist preoccupation, is the central concern of Boym’s early works. Dissecting semi- and pseudo-autobiographical writing of modernist poets, from Mallarmé to Mandel’shtam, Boym revises and expands such structuralist and post-structuralist concepts as “literary fact,” “art’s autonomy,” and “death of the author.” Barthes’s famous phrase takes on a new meaning in Boym’s first book Death in Quotation Marks, which analyzes literal and figurative suicides in poets’ lives and art. It is a daring enterprise to address the author’s biography amid its devaluation in literary criticism of the post-structuralist era. Boym’s aim is to map out the constellation of contradictory impulses toward self-effacement and self-fashioning of the modern poet. Boym argues that poets exploit and reshape numerous cultural and literary myths and masks while creatively making and unmaking the self. She investigates how this theater of the self affects both literature and life, blurring the boundaries between them. Not aiming to resuscitate the outdated notion that an artist’s life can explain her writing, Boym nevertheless puts into question the possibility of art’s complete autonomy from life, and vice versa, by demonstrating the “uncanny literariness of life and the transgressive vitality of texts.” Furthermore, Boym’s case studies of self-mythification shed light on the process of myth-making itself. In the excerpts provided, Boym offers ingenious readings of the mutually impactful relationships between text and tradition in Mandel’shtam, poetry and politics in Maiakovskii, and writing and gender in Tsvetaeva. 

Finally, in the last excerpt of this section, Boym turns her attention to those elements of public personas’ private realm that are untheorizable, sentimental, mundane, or banal. Analyzing the diaries of Roland Barthes and Walter Benjamin, she investigates these critics’ choice to write about the facets of their lives that complicate their personal myths or contradict their theories of authorship. She posits that these aspects of the everyday, when put in writing, become tools of rebellion against restrictively neat constructions of the self, a form of self-resistance. 


Julia Vaingurt


1  Dialogue as “Lyrical Hermaphroditism”: Mandel’shtam’s Challenge to Bakhtin

Лирический поэт по природе своей,—двуполое существо, способное к бесчисленным расщеплениям во имя внутреннего диалога.

OSIP MANDEL’SHTAM, “Fransua Villon”

[The lyrical poet is a hermaphrodite by nature, capable of limitless fissions in the name of his inner monologue.

OSIP MANDEL’SHTAM, “François Villon”] 

Развитие романа заключается в углублении диалогичности, ее расширении и утончении … Диалог уходит в молекулярные, и наконец во внутриатомные глубины.

MIKHAIL BAKHTIN, “Slovo v romane”

[The development of the novel is a function of the deepening of dialogic essence, its increased scope and greater precision… Dialogue moves into the deepest molecular, and ultimately, subatomic levels. 

MIKHAIL BAKHTIN, “Discourse in the Novel”]

The two epigraphs disclose a crucial “genre gap” between Osip Mandel’shtam and Mikhail Bakhtin. If for Mandel’shtam dialogue is essential to lyric, for Bakhtin the dialogical discourse identifies the novel as a genre in opposition to monologic, self-centered and self-sufficient poetic language. In his essays “Fransua Villon” [“François Villon”] and “O sobesednike” [“On the Addressee”], Mandel’shtam discusses different dimensions of dialogue—the dialogue between various historical epochs—modernity and Middle Ages, Ancient Greece and Renaissance, the dialogue between the author and the distant reader, and finally, the dialogue between the poet’s diverse selves. The latter is called “lyrical hermaphroditism” and described in its multiple incarnations, including “ogorchennyi i uteshitel’, mat’ i ditia, sudiia i podsudimyi, sobstvennik i nishchii” [“the aggrieved and the comforter, the mother and the child, the judge and the judged, the proprietor and the beggar…”]1
 Mandel’shtam’s “lyrical hermaphroditism” does not signify a Platonic ideal of androgynous wholeness, a reconciliation of two polarities. On the contrary, it is viewed as a peculiar kind of poetic dvupolost’ [hermaphroditism] that reveals multiple splittings of the poet’s self and suggests an open-ended and continuous interplay of sexual and social roles, of nuances of intonation and artistic styles.

Bakhtin’s early conception of dialogue is deeply rooted in the narrative structures of the nineteenth century novel. In contrast to the Russian formalists with their interest in modern experimental literature and “poetic language,” Bakhtin chooses the nineteenth century novel, particularly that of Fedor Dostoevsky as a model for his theory. Yet, Bakhtin’s “dialogical principle” is not a “monological” concept in itself; it acquires a different “intonation” in different contexts of discussion. In the early essay “Avtor i geroi v esteticheskoi deiatel’nosti” [“Author and Hero in Aesthetic Activity”] as well as in Problemy poetiki Dostoevskogo [Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics], the dialogue is conceived as an interaction between “embodied consciousnesses” or “dialog cheloveka s chelovekom” [“a dialogue between human beings”] with the emphasis not so much on its psychological but on its epistemological dimension.2
 In “Slovo v romane,” however, Bakhtin stresses that “dialogue” could not be reduced exclusively to the contradictions between characters; rather, it is embedded in the linguistic and social heteroglossia of narrative discourse. Furthermore, the dialogue encompasses narrativity in general, pointing beyond the novel at different contexts of literary and extraliterary communication. Such a broad understanding of the dialogical principle seems particularly applicable to modernist literature. Yet, one notices a conspicuous absence of references to twentieth century fiction and poetry and virtually no discussion of modernism in the works of Bakhtin. In his posthumously published notes, Bakhtin touches upon, in very general terms, the crisis of contemporary literature, possibly referring to the French new novel:

Поиски автором собственного слова… это сейчас самая острая проблема современной литературы, приводящая многих к отказу от романного жанра, к замене его монтажем документов, описанием вещей, к леттризму, в известной мере и к литературе абсурда. Все это в некотором смысле можно определить как разные формы молчания. Достоевского эти поиски привели к созданию полифонического романа.

[The author’s quest for his own word ... is the most topical problem of contemporary literature, leading many to the rejection of the novelistic genre, its substitution with the montage of documents, description of things, lettrism, and to a certain extent, the literature of the absurd. All this can be defined in a certain sense as various forms of silence. These quests led Dostoevsky to the creation of the polyphonic novel.]3


Thus Bakhtin does not acknowledge the specificity of the twentieth century situation and the differences between nineteenth and twentieth century (modernist) conceptions of the self. Even in his later notes he does not challenge the status of Dostoevsky’s text as the model for his theory and as the exemplary embodiment of the dialogical principle.

In order to bridge the gap between Mandel’shtam and Bakhtin in the context of twentieth century writing, I turn to Mandel’shtam’s fictional prose, Egipetskaia marka (1928 [The Egyptian Stamp]) published in almost the same year as Bakhtin’s Problemy poetiki Dostoevskogo (1929 [Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics]). The poet’s experimental narrative presents a challenge to both the lyric and the novel and blurs the established boundaries between genres. In Egipetskaia marka one may confront different conceptions of dialogue and genre further adulterated by cultural mythologies of gender. I will explore the practice of lyrical hermaphroditism in the novella and the ways in which it is linked to the specifically twentieth-century problems of national and sexual identity.

According to Mandel’shtam, after the revolution poetry itself demanded prose, a new kind of prose, which belongs to no one and that together with the author’s personality, manages to get rid of “vse sluchainoe, lichnoe i katastroficheskoe (lirika)” [“everything incidental, personal, and catastrophic (the domain of lyric).”]4
 As Bakhtin regards the novel, so Mandel’shtam regards prose as essentially multivoiced. The model for this prose is not the polyphonic novel of Dostoevsky, however; it is rather the work of Mandel’shtam’s contemporaries, especially Boris Pil’niak, in whose writings the literary collage, the juxtaposition of notebooks, construction estimates, Soviet circulars, fragments, an almost completely dehumanized dialogue of things and words, substitutes for the dialogue between characters and narrators. Mandel’shtam praises this kind of prose for its radical impersonality, its attempt to efface the subjectivity of the author, and its revival of “the folkloric principle” that allows the writer to reconcile modernity and tradition. It also allows the writer to reconstruct an alternative history of Russian prose beyond and in spite of the age of great psychological novels. Moreover, in Mandel’shtam the classical image of the poet competes with the modern image of the “author as a producer,” “bezymiannyi prozaik, eklektik, sobiratel’.” [“the anonymous prose writer, the eclectic, the collector.”] The figure of an impersonal modern author is a common modernist myth baptized by Roland Barthes as “the death of the author,” which has been reenacted and described by poets from different traditions, including Stephane Mallarmé, Paul Valéry, T. S. Eliot, and, to some extent, Boris Pasternak.5


Mandel’shtam’s own shift from poetry to prose in the late 1920s is of critical significance. Between 1926 and 1931, a period of painful cultural isolation, Mandel’shtam did not write a single poem. Yet Egipetskaia marka, which can be considered Mandel’shtam’s exemplary prose work, does not offer us an example of an ideal prose writer, eclectic and collective. Instead, it presents a typical lyrical narrator, a would-be author, an amateur, who together with his would-be hero Parnok seeks voice and identity. The novella searches for a genre, both ironically and desperately, and reflects upon its own literary “pedigree.”


Egipetskaia marka begins with an almost impersonal description of a dream in which “protivniki b’iut iz pistoletov v gorki s posudoi, v chernil’nitsy i v famil’nye kholsty.” [“the opponents fired their pistols at cabinets of chinaware, at inkpots, and at family portraits.”]6
 The first “affair of honor” culminates in a triple destruction: of things, of writing instruments and of family memories. This beginning recurs word for word in chapter 5, this time as a literary cliché, a typical “scandalous event” of a Russian psychological novel: “skandalom nazyvaetsia bes, otkrytyi russkoi literaturoi ili samoi zhizn’iu v sorokovykh chto li godakh” (p. 27) [“Scandal is the name of the demon discovered by Russian prose or by Russian life itself sometime in the Forties” (p.150)]. In “Razgovor o Dante,” Mandel’shtam associates “scandal” with the novels of Dostoevsky, with their psychological intensity and dramatic (or melodramatic) collisions. Published almost simultaneously with Bakhtin’s fundamental study on Dostoevsky, Egipetskaia marka presents a completely different reading of the great Russian novelist. The beginning of Mandel’shtam’s novella can be read as a parody of a beginning, a subtle anti-novelistic gesture. The conflict of the characters of a psychological novel becomes a conflict in the novel as a genre, a scandal not in but of literature.

In the next paragraph, the narrator appears in the first person and makes an attempt to begin again, this time in the autobiographical mode: “Sem’ia moia, is predlagaiu tebe gerb: stakan s kipiachenoi vodoi. V rezinovom privkuse peterburgskoi vody ia p’iu neudavsheesia domashnee bessmertie. Tsentrobezhnaia sila vremeni razmetala nashi venskie stul’ia i gollandskie tarelki s sinimi tsvetochkami” (p. 5).

[“I propose to you, my family, a coat of arms: a glass of boiled water. In the rubbery aftertaste of Petersburg’s boiled water I drink my unsuccessful domestic immortality. The centrifugal force of time has scattered our Viennese chairs and Dutch plates with little blue flowers. (p. 133)] 

But here he experiences another ironic failure. In order to write an autobiography, one must have a certain noncontradictory sense of the self (auto), and adequate means of writing one’s life (bio-graphe). In the novella, neither of the three is taken for granted. The self, writing, and the personal life of a Petersburg dweller in “the summer of Kerenskii” lack authenticity; his story becomes more and more fictionalized and undifferentiated from the voices of others and literary quotations. The autobiographical impulse is played out twice in the novella; first, in the narrator’s desire to tell about himself and his family, and then in a curious detour of that desire, in the attempt to relate “the biography” of Parnok.7
 This biography, however, is almost completely transformed into a bibliography, a recollection of books read by any Petersburg raznochinets. Among the ancestors of Parnok one finds the characters of Honoré Balzac and Stendhal, and the disgraceful “little men” of Aleksandr Pushkin, Nikolai Gogol’ and Dostoevsky, Petersburgian antiheroic heroes par excellence.

As has been remarked by many critics, the death sentence of the traditional hero is linked to Mandel’shtam’s own novelistic theories expressed in his critical articles, especially in “Konets romana” [“The End of the Novel.”] This essay proclaims with a mixture of bitterness and nostalgia that the centrifugal force of contemporary literature is no longer the individual, but time and historical necessity.8


The novella could hardly offer us any example of a dialogue “between human beings” in Dostoevsky’s sense, because the notion of the individual and his role in literature and society has undergone important changes. The “main hero,” Parnok, is merely a novelistic handicap who emerges from the doodles on the margins: “Parnok—Egipetskaia marka.” Parnok is a failed Balzacian hero; he is not even lucky enough to become the “lishnii chelovek” [“superfluous man”] of a Russian novel. He is forever transferred from the rank of superfluous to the rank of marginal, both in Soviet society and in Soviet literature. The novella gradually deprives him of all literary privileges, and at the end the narrator himself switches from the third person to the first, abandoning Parnok in media res. Yet, the adventures of the failed hero Parnok exemplify the process of the literary mythification in the novella.

In fact, “Parnok” is something less than a name: Its national origins are unclear (it is definitely not Russian, but not blatantly Jewish either). It might be a first or a last name, a male or female name, a real family name or a pun, or an anagram from parnokopytnoe [even-toed ungulate]. Clarence Brown has suggested a reference to Viktor Parnakh, a brother of Sofiia Parnok and a man whose appearance and habits seem to have much in common with those of Mandel’shtam.9
 In my reading, the notion of a prototype for a literary hero, especially for such an unaccomplished one as Parnok, will be avoided. Instead, I will regard the extraliterary references as additional sources of allusions that contribute both richness and ambivalence to the dialogic interplays of the novella. In this case, it appears even more interesting to examine not Viktor Parnakh but his sister Sofiia, who is mentioned in the essays of Mandel’shtam, and whose names and roles present an almost ideal illustration of the multiple possibilities of dialogical splittings discussed by Mandel’shtam in “Fransua Villon.”

First, Sofiia changes her name from Parnakh to Parnok, which she explains in a letter as a strange, unmotivated poetic whim: “Bukvu “kh” nenavizhu” [“I hate the letter x”].10
 Clarence Brown interprets it as a desire “to escape the disadvantages of its [letter kh] conspicuously Jewish sound.” This points to Sofiia Parnok(kh)’s contradictory relationship with Judaism that foreshadows her future conversion to Christianity. (Ironically, the Jewish sounding letter kh happened to be the first letter of Khristos in Russian.)

Sofiia’s first book of short stories was published under another pseudonym—Andrei Polianin. The choice of a male name appears to be paradoxical for a woman who confessed in a letter to Volkenstein that she never loved men,11
 and whose favorite heroine and poet was Sappho. Thus, the name Parnok itself becomes incredibly suggestive; it is a “name-transvestism” that preserves the traces of the erased letters and hints at shifting sexual identities.

Sofiia used to dislike Mandel’shtam’s poetry; yet, uncannily, one of her poems of the 1930s echoes Mandel’shtam’s early poem “Letaiut valkirii” [“The Flying Valkyries”] and rewrites one of his strophes in the first person.

Mandel’shtam refers to the poetry of Parnok in the essay “Literaturnaia Moskva” [“Literary Moscow”]. He sees in it the embodiment of what he described half humorously, half scornfully as “feminine poetry”:

Адалис и Марина Цветаева—пророчицы, сюда же и София Парнок. Пророчество, как домашнее рукоделие. В то время как приподнятость тона мужской поэзии, нестерпимая трескучая риторика, уступила место нормальному использованию голосовых средств, женская поэзия продолжает вибрировать на самых высоких нотах, оскорбляя слух, историческое, поэтичес-кое чутье.

Adalis and Marina Tsvetaeva are prophets, as is Sofia Parnok. Their prophesy is a kind of domestic needlework. While the elevated tone and intolerable bombastic rhetoric of men’s poetry has subsided, yielding to a more normal use of the vocal apparatus, feminine poetry continues to vibrate at the highest pitch, offending the historical, poetic sense.12


A lyrical exaltation, falsely pathetic and exaggerated, an abusive use of metaphor and a lack of the sense of history are supposed to characterize literary femininity, from the poetry of Parnok and Marina Tsvetaeva to that of Vladimir Maiakovskii, who “is in danger of becoming a poetess.” For Mandel’shtam, “feminine poetry” and “masculine poetry” are not so much references to the poet’s biological sex as cultural metaphors. In fact, in this description Mandel’shtam recreates another powerful cultural myth, the myth of the “poetess,” which is not uniquely limited to a Russian context.13
 The “poetess” as a cultural metaphor is usually opposed to the charismatic “poet” and romantic gen
ius. The poetess is a “graphomaniac,” who masks her lack of genius with manneristic excesses. Moreover, Mandel’shtam regards literary femininity as an unconscious parody of what, according to him, constitutes the kernel of true (virile) poetry (p. 327):

На долю женщин в поэзии выпала огромная доля пародии в самом серьезном и формалыном смысле этого слова. Женская поэзия является бессознательной пародией, как поэтических изобретений так и воспоминаний. Большинство московских поэтесс ушиблены метафорой. Это бедные Изиды, обреченные на вечные поиски куда-то затерявшейся второй части поэтического сравнения, долженствующий вернуть поэтическому образу-Озирису свое первоначальное единство.

[The vast realm of parody, in the most serious and formal meaning of the word, has fallen to the lot of women in poetry. Feminine poetry emerges as an unconscious parody of both poetic inventiveness and reminiscence. The majority of Moscow poetesses have been injured by metaphor. These are the poor Isises, doomed to the eternal quest after the second half of a poetic simile which was lost somewhere, and which is obliged to return its primal unity to the poetic image, to Osiris. (p.146)]

The word bessoznatel’noi [unconscious] here is crucial. The poetess cannot mock herself: She lacks precisely that authentic artistic subjectivity that would enable her to comment critically upon the poetic tradition. The tasteless excesses of the poetess result from her cultural uprootedness, her radical and irretrievable loss—a loss before possession—of the primordial unity of the masculine image, Osiris.

If the description of literary femininity can be seen as humorous and ironic (although this humor has important cultural implications), its opposite—the ideal of “muzhestvennost’” [manliness], “muzhskaia sila i pravda” [manly strength and truth]—is presented rather uncritically and with a suspicious seriousness (suspicious for the reader of Bakhtin):

В отличие от старой, гражданской поэзии, новая русская поэзия должна воспитывать не только граждан, но и “мужа.” Идеал совер-шенной мужественности подготовлен стилем и практическими требованиями нашей эпохи. Все стало тверже и громадней … Гиератический, то есть священный характер поэзии обусловлен убежденностью что человек тверже всего в мире.

As opposed to the civic poetry of the past, modern Russian poetry must educate not merely citizens, but “Men.” The ideal of perfect manliness is provided by the style and practical demands of our age. Everything has become heavier and more massive… The hieratic, that is to say, the sacred character of poetry arises out of the conviction that man is harder than everything else in the world.14


Masculine poetry is characterized by hieratic firmness and epic dimensions.15
 This metaphor of virility—a combination of ancient ideals and contemporary Russian prejudices—is one of the perfect Greek masks created by the poet.

In the literary works of Mandel’shtam, especially in Egipetskaia marka, the myths of masculinity and femininity are interwoven into the dialogical texture of the text that modifies and reshapes those myths. First of all, the very metaphor of sewing—which occurs in the above description of “feminine poetry” (the feminine poetic prophecies with their alleged mannerism and superficiality are compared to domestic needlework)—is a central metaphor for writing in Egipetskaia marka (although in the novella it is not explicitly linked to the feminine trade, but rather to the work of a male Jewish tailor). The metaphor of sewing is developed both in the narrator’s digressions concerning the process of composing the novella and in the adventures of Parnok’s coat. Another “associative chain” can be followed in the descriptions of Sofiia Parnok’s “feminine poetry” and Anzhiolina Bozio’s feminine death. Anzhiolina Bozio, like an exemplary poetess, seems to “vibrate at the highest pitch” and overstrain her voice. “Ona pripodnialas’ i propela to chto nuzhno, no ne tem sladostnym metallicheskim gibkim golosom . . . a grudnym, neobrabotannym tembrom piatnadtsatiletnei devochki-podrostka, s nepravilinoi, neekonomnoi podachei zvuka” (p. 36). [“She raised herself a bit and sang what was required, but not in that sweet voice, metallic and pliant … but with the chesty, unpracticed timbre of a fifteen-year-old girl, with an incorrect, wasteful production of the sound.”]16


Daphne West has suggested a strong feminine presence in the images of the novella, especially those connected with death, illness
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