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Abstract

This dissertation explores the Russian experience of the “void” left in the wake of the
collapse of the Soviet Union as it is reflected in Viktor Pelevin’s Chapaev and Pustota (1996),
Generation “P” (1999), The Sacred Book of the Werewolf (2004), and Empire “V”" (20006). If, as
postmodernist theory suggests, there can be no overarching cultural (or other) narratives, then in
the aftermath of the Soviet Union’s collapse post-Soviet Russia found itself in a void, with no
old, established national narrative and no new “Russian idea” to shape future identity.

At the very moment when post-Soviet Russians found their identities in greatest flux,
communication and the search for identity were complicated by a global “crisis of signification”
in which words lost their power to convey meaning about one’s reality. On the semiotic level,
postmodernism posited the breakdown of the binary sign (signifier and signified), severing word
from meaning and creating “empty signifiers.” The crisis was intensified by the twin realizations
that the pervasive symbols of the Soviet regime had become “empty” and meaningless, while the
western capitalism and hyperconsumerism that replaced them were equally empty and
meaningless. All that was real was the void between signifier and signified.

Many contemporary Russian writers engaged the void in their work, seeing it as a
negative concept. Pelevin’s novels are unique in their treatment of the void as simultaneously
positive and negative, as both emptiness and potentiality. The void (emptiness), as symbol and as
philosophical concept, becomes prominent in times of great change that challenge national and
individual identities. Historically, the void has played a prominent role in Russian philosophy
and literature. It does so again in the post-Soviet period.

Pelevin uses the East-West binary to explore Russia’s post-collapse void. East and West

are the two most important cultural identities with which Russia has historically engaged.
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Pelevin explores Western values (specifically capitalism and hyperconsumerism) in Generation
“P” and Empire “V” and portrays them more negatively. This “negative void” is the emptiness
that underlies not only the symbols and language of the now defunct Soviet system, but also the
advertisements and language of imported Western models. Both turned out to be simulacra—
images with no meaning in reality, a mask over the void.

Eastern values predominate in Chapaev and Pustota and The Sacred Book of the
Werewolf; Pelevin portrays them more positively. Engaging with Mahayana Buddhism, Pelevin
seeks to resolve the problems of hypermaterialism, empty signifiers, and pervasive simulacra that
plague the West. In Buddhism both signifiers and signifieds are illusory, making the problem of
the breakdown of the binary sign moot. Pelevin suggests that emptiness, or the void, offers a
possible escape from the conundrum that faces the West by transcending its materialism and its
ills.

While Pelevin personally favors the eastern Buddhist model of self that embraces the
void, he does not recommend that Russia imitate the East, as this would amount to little more
than a reversal of Peter the Great’s westernization (and another iteration of Lotman and
Uspenskii’s binary cultural model). Pelevin ultimately fails to suggest a new model for Russian
national identity in these four novels. The author may still be looking for such a model or,

perhaps, the “nothingness” that his search has yielded is his answer.
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Notes on Transliteration and Translations

This dissertation conforms to the U.S. Library of Congress transliteration system with the
exception of last names of famous authors (e.g., Tolstoy, Dostoevsky). The following rules are
respected throughout the text:

1. Titles of Russian works and specialized Russian terms and concepts are presented in English
translation followed by the Russian in parentheses.

2. The soft sign is not observed for names mentioned in the main text; e.g.: Gogol (not Gogol’);
it is observed, however, when names appear in bibliographical footnotes or in transliterating
Russian titles.

3. The characters “3” and “€” will be transliterated as “e.” The character “i” will be transliterated
as Céi” (not ‘6‘1’”)‘

4. Buddhist terms follow the Sanskrit transliteration system and not the Pali (with the exception
of quotations from works in the Pali canon), therefore: nirvana (not nibbana), Siddhartha
Gautama (not Siddhattha Gotama). Diacritical marks have been preserved with the exception of

commonly used terms; e.g., nirvana will be written as nirvana.

5. I quote from the English translations of Pelevin’s novels by Andrew Bromfield (Buddha’s
Little Finger [Chapaev i Pustota], Homo Zapiens [Generation “P”], and The Sacred Book of the
Werewolf) and Anthony Phillips (Empire “V”’) and provide the original Russian text in the
footnotes. On occasion, I have supplied my own translation to preserve Pelevin’s meaning (noted
as either “translation mine” or “translation edited” in the footnote). Translations of all other
materials are my own unless otherwise noted.

Bromfield’s translations adhere to a different style of transliteration. When quoting his
translation, I leave the transliteration of of names in tact but I adhere to the Library of Congress’
system of transliteration; e.g., “Serdyuk” (Bromfield) vs. Serdiuk (LOC).

In his translation of Empire “V,”” Anthony Phillips capitalizes key “vampire” vocabulary such as
“Glamour,” “Discourse,” “Tongue,” etc. In quotations from his edition, I have left these words
capitalized, however when I refer to them in the text I leave them in lower-case (as Pelevin
himself does).

6. The titles of the novels will be abbreviated in the footnotes as follows:
Buddha’s Little Finger = BLF
Chapaev and Pustota = CIP
Empire “V”: Povest’ o nastoiashchem sverkhcheloveke = EVPNS
Empire “V”: The Prince of Hamlet = EVPH
Generation “P” = GP
Homo Zapiens = HZ
The Sacred Book of the Werewolf = SBW
Sviashchennaia kniga oborotnia = SKO
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Introduction

After the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, citizens of the former USSR found
themselves in a world that seemed to make little sense. Statues representing the heroes of the
previous Soviet regime, once revered, were torn down. No statues of new heroes were erected in
their place. The Soviet promise of a “radiant future” (ceemnoe 6ydyusee) in communism was
reneged on. No new promises were made (or perhaps too many new promises were made
unrealistically). The Soviet Union’s vast and complex system of signs, symbols, slogans,
historical points of view, personal and national identity politics, economic theory, official
culture—its entire societal infrastructure—suddenly had its supporting base cut out from under
it. Regardless of whether one had been pro-Soviet, anti-Soviet, or apathetic, everyone
experienced the loss of shared language and cultural markers.

Post-Soviet intellectuals began the grueling process of trying to answer the questions
“Who are we?” and “Where are we going?” The pre-Soviet Russian intelligentsia had struggled
with similar questions: “Who should we be?”’; “Whence did we come?”; “Where are we going?”
What the seekers in both the past and present found was a “void,” which some scholars argue is

innately linked to Russia’s particular geography, history, and cultural identity. This void



pervades the works of the major post-collapse writer Viktor Pelevin and serves as the focus of
this dissertation, which examines how Pelevin uses the imagery and symbolism of “the void” to
comment on contemporary, post-collapse Russian culture.

Historically, literature has always reflected social and political issues in Russia. At the
time of the Soviet Union’s collapse, postmodernist literature was in the ascendant. It has become
an especially strong movement in Russia because of its capacity to deconstruct traditional
paradigms. Postmodernism stipulates that there can be no grand, over-arching system to explain
reality—something especially compatible to the post-Soviet Russian mind, which saw no grand
narrative attempt to succeed communism.

The post-collapse search for meaning has led in more than one direction. As the “void”
left by a now-absent Soviet system appeared before them, some Russians sought meaning in
politics, others in economics, while others turned to spirituality. Immediately after the collapse
the Russian Orthodox Church began to rebuild and slowly return to its pre-communist status.'
The restoration of religious freedom in Russia also allowed people to experiment with alternative
spiritual traditions (such as neo-paganism, New Age, esotericism), among them Buddhism.

Mahayana Buddhism was an interesting alternative to some. Like postmodernism, it
eschews any higher truth or epistemological system; unlike postmodernism, it suggests an
alternative to western paradigms that have temporarily covered over “the void” but have not
proved satisfactory in the long term. In Buddhism one strives to understand and embrace the
void. An intuition of emptiness (or void) pervades both postmodernism and Buddhism, and both
postmodernism and Buddhism heavily influence the works of Viktor Pelevin.

Viktor Pelevin, born in 1962 in Moscow, is a prominent postmodernist Russian author.

' Many would argue that the church did not so much return to its pre-communist status as create a new,
stronger paradigm of prominence in society. See John Garrard and Carol Garrard, Russian Orthodoxy Resurgent:



He graduated from the Moscow Power Engineering Institute in 1985, but by 1989 he had turned
to literary pursuits, briefly studying at Moscow’s Gorkii Literary Institute. In 1993, Pelevin
gained renown when his first collection of short stories, The Blue Lantern (Cunuti ¢ponaps, 1991)
won the Little Booker Prize. His work has been reviewed by the New York Review of Books and
the Times Literary Supplement, translated into all major world languages, and published by such
prominent presses as Farrar Straus Giroux, Penguin, and New Directions. Pelevin’s work has
contributed to the discussion of how to reinvent post-Soviet Russian identity and culture.

Pelevin is considered Russia’s most enigmatic writer, a reputation he has created for
himself by avoiding public appearances, book tours, and meetings with his readers. He rarely
grants interviews; when he does, they are usually conducted over the phone or via email. He
embodies the void. The noticeable absence of such a prominent and popular writer from Russian
literary society has led to widespread rumors and mythologization of the author. His official
website (run by fans, not by the author himself) has an entire project where fans can upload
poems, open letters, and even short vignettes they have written with “Viktor Olegovich™” as the
main character, further blurring fact and fiction.

The most prominent rumors about Pelevin concern his actual existence. Sample rumors
include claims like these: Pelevin does not actually exist; machines write Pelevin’s novels;
someone else took Pelevin’s place after the publication of the novel Generation “P”’; Pelevin is
actually a consortium of authors whose surnames spell P.E.L.E.V.I.N.? In September 2016 social
media reported that Pelevin had died during a spiritualist séance in Germany. Many considered

the report a publicity stunt to promote his latest novel, The Lamp of Methuselah, or The Last

* This rumor appears in various online forums. The authors are supposedly Pokrovskii, Egazarov,
Liapunov, Emelin, Vavilov, Ivannikov, and Novitskii. Teodor Sedin, “Podsest’ na Pelevina: pochemu pisatel’
vsegda budet aktualen,” Accessed July 26, 2017, https://brodude.ru/podsest-na-pelevina-pochemu-pisatel-vsegda-
budet-aktualen/.



Battle of the Chekists with the Masons (Jlawna Maghycauna, unu Kpaiinsas 6umea uekucmos ¢
maconamu, 2016). Pelevin’s own publisher eventually denied the reports, but not until a few days
had passed.

Pelevin has also been described as “prophetic.” The clearest example of this is Pelevin’s
2011 novel, S.N.U.F.F., which depicts endless wars between Urkaina and a technologically
superior society, Big Byz. Many believe that Pelevin’s novel shares similarities to the ongoing-
war (begun in 2014) between Ukraine (Ukraina) and Russia. Ivan Krastev sees similarities
between the current allegations of Russian election interference and Pelevin’s story “Operation
Burning Bush” (“Omneparmus «Burning Bushy»,” 2010), in which a Russian English-language
teacher is recruited to speak as the voice of God to George W. Bush through an earpiece.” While
other critics disagree with Pelevin’s prophetic abilities, most will agree that Pelevin enjoys such
commercial success not only because his novels are playful and witty, but also because they
capture the Zeitgeist of post-Soviet Russia.

There is a sharp difference between the western and Russian critical literature on Pelevin.
In the West, Pelevin has been accepted as a world author worthy of serious literary
consideration, while in Russia critics continue to debate the quality of his writing style and the
question of Pelevin’s target audience —is this writing serious literature or popsa (i.e., mass
culture)? Pavel Basinskii, for example, has described Pelevin as having a “two-bit inventive

994

talent™ and characterized his works as “‘mass culture’ covered in some kind of layer of

intellectual substance.”” Andrei Nemzer has characterized Pelevin as an “advertiser and leader of

3 Ivan Krastev, “America’s Dangerous ‘Putin Panic’,” New York Times, August 8, 2016.

* “Tlenesnn ¢ IPOIIOBBIM M300peTaTebCKUM TanaHToM....” Pavel Basinskii, “Iz zhizni otechestvennykh
kaktusov,” Literaturnaia gazeta, May 29, 1996.

> ““MaccoBast KyIbTypa’ IIPHKPBITAsk HEKOTOPBIM CIIOEM HHTE/IEKTYalbHOro Bemectsa....” “Ubogie
talanty,” Literaturnaia gazeta, June 21, 1993.



kidults of all ages (of which there have always been plenty) —and their ‘product.” In his review
of Generation “P,” Aleksandr Arkhangel’skii admits that Pelevin formerly engaged in “serious
literature,” but now he is part of “mass culture,” which, for Arkhangel’skii, is not a positive
thing.” These critics consider Pelevin to be a writer of pulp fiction and imply that Pelevin cannot
possibly be a serious artist because he has achieved commercial success.

Others in Russia (journalist Sergei Medvedev, for example) agree that Pelevin has “found

8 In Medvedev’s interview with

the most succinct verbal formulas for describing our reality.
Kommersant correspondent Anna Narinskaia and literary critic Lev Danilkin, Danilkin suggests
that Pelevin, despite his novels being about vampires and shapeshifters, is a realist because “his
goal as a writer is to say something about reality.” Pelevin’s works are so successful

(commercially, if not always artistically) because they discuss issues that Russian readers

instinctively feel are important.

The Void

Why study the void? Why consider something that by its own definition suggests an
absence? For me this topic stems from my interest in Pelevin’s novels, especially his novels of
the decade 1996-2006. All of Pelevin’s work deals with some aspect of the nature of “reality.”

For Pelevin, physical “reality” is something that is always in intellectual quotations marks: it is

6 “Pexmammuk u muaep pa[3]HOBO3PACTHBIX HH(AHTHIOB (KOMX BCETa XBATAIO0)—H HX CIPOLYKT».”
Andrei Nemzer, “Kak by tipa po zhizni. Generation ‘P’ kak zerkalo otechestvennogo infantilizma,” Vremia MN,
March 26, 1999.

7 .
“Jlo cUX IOp OH Urpaj Ha MOJIe «CePbe3HOI» IuTepaTypsl.... [leneBuHCKas Mpo3a BO3BpALIAeTCs K
CBOEMY HCTOKY, HAKOHEL-TO CTAHOBUTCS 4acTbI0 MacCOBOU KyJlbTypshl....” Aleksandr Arkhangel’skii, “Pelevin—

sistema zerkal,” http://pelevin.nov.ru/stati/o-sist/1.html.

¥ “Hammen camble eMKue coBecHsIe OPMyIIbI TS OMHCaHus Hauleil neficTBuTenbHOCTH.” Lev Danilkin
and Anna Narinskaia, interview by Sergei Medvedev, Arkheologiia, Stolitsa FM, October 27, 2011.

9 . . .
“Llenb ero Kak mucatessi—BBICKa3bIBAHUS O PeabHOM AelicTBUTenbHOCTH.” Ibid.



not concrete, it is doubtful. Throughout his novels, Pelevin is constantly questioning the nature
of reality and what is “real.” In many cases, he tells us that a void stands behind reality—that
nothing really exists. As negative as this might seem, Pelevin’s representation of the void is both
positive and negative.

The void, both as a symbol and a philosophical concept, becomes uniquely prominent in
times of great change—when national (and individual) identities are challenged. This is certainly
its major role in many of Pelevin’s novels, including the ones that will be examined here. I have
chosen the novels Chapaev and Pustota (4anaes u [Iycmoma, 1996), Generation “P”
(Generation “I1,” 1999), The Sacred Book of the Werewolf (Ceéawennas knuea 0bopommusi,
2004), and Empire “V”: The Story of a Real Superman (Empire “V”’': [losecmo 0 nacmosiuem
ceepxuenosexe, 2006) to explore in greater detail Pelevin’s use of the void.'® In each of these
novels, the identities of the characters (and often Russia) are in flux. The void plays a role in
resolving fluid identity in each novel: however, Pelevin presents a negative void in two novels
(Generation “P” and Empire “V”’) and a positive void in the remaining two (Chapaev and
Pustota and The Sacred Book of the Werewolf). I wanted to learn why.

My study received its theoretical impetus, in part, from the work of the prominent Soviet
semiotician Iurii Lotman (1922—-1993), whose theory of “binary models” in Russian culture
asserts an intolerance for a neutral semiotic space; that is, Russian culture does not attempt to
resolve oppositions through compromise, as in the western Hegelian cultural model, but accepts
the dominance of the stronger of two competing models. In Russia, Lotman and Boris Uspenskii
propose, the introduction of a new belief system is marked by a decisive break with the previous

system, which is then marked as “negative,” while the new system is marked as “positive,”

' Chapaev and Pustota was published in the United States with the title Buddha's Little Finger.
Generation “P” was given the title Homo Zapiens. The subtitle of Empire “V” was changed from “The Story of a
Real Superman” to “The Prince of Hamlet.”



creating bipolarity.'' The breakup of the Soviet Union dismantled Soviet identity, but left a
“void” when no new belief system succeeded it.

The concept of the void is an integral part of many philosophical, theological, and
aesthetic systems. Because the void pervades so many thought systems, examining what one
(whether a single author or an entire country) thinks about the void tells us something about zow
one thinks in general. Japanese philosopher Keiji Nishitani (1900-1990) writes that nothingness
comes to the fore whenever life is disrupted by doubts or calamities: “When we become a
question to ourselves and when the problem of why we exist arises, this means that nihility has
emerged from the ground of existence and that our very existence has turned into a question
mark.”'? Russians have faced calamity in the past and their history is filled with examples of the
“void.” However, Russians faced a unique calamity in the form of the collapse of the Soviet
Union, even if it was not, this time, accompanied by destructive civil war and unrest. The grand
narrative of communism had been shattered and no new grand narrative came to replace it, once
again bringing “emptiness” to the forefront of Russian consciousness.

Here semiotics helps to understand and discuss the implications of the shattering of the
grand narrative. My definition of Pelevin’s postmodern void is based in Saussure’s linguistic
concept of signification and Baudrillard’s notion of the simulacrum. Ferdinand de Saussure
(1857-1913) defined the sign as a form made up of a signifier (the indexical sign—sounds,
letters, gestures, etc.) and the signified (the concept or image to which the signifier refers). In my

examination of Pelevin’s works (and the works of other Post-Soviet writers), I consider

"' B.A. Uspenskii and Iu.M. Lotman, “Binary Models in the Dynamics of Russian Culture (To the End of
the 18th Century),” in The Semiotics of Russian Cultural History, eds. A.D. Nakhimovskii and A.S. Nakhimovskii
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1985).

It would not have been politic for the authors to have taken their model into the Soviet twentieth century.

"2 Keiji Nishitani, Religion and Nothingness, trans. Winston King (Berkeley, CA: University of California
Press, 1982), 4.



“emptiness” to occur when there is a breakdown between the signifier and the signified; in other
words, emptiness occurs when the image (the outer, physical, observable form of a concept) fails
to correspond with the thing it purports to represent.

This definition of emptiness as a loss of connection between signified and signifier
dovetails with Baudriallard’s concept of the simulacrum. Jean Baudrilliard (1929-2007) claimed
that when speech and writing were first created signs (or images) reflected “basic reality.” As
advertising and commodification set in, however, the relationship between signifier and signified
eroded to a point where the image started first to distort and then to conceal reality. Ultimately,
the image bore no relation to reality whatsoever—it was its own simulacrum. "

Baudrillard writes that an individual experiences “hyperreality” when he/she is
overwhelmed with simulacra and, as a result, is often unable to derive meaning from one’s
surroundings or situate oneself spatially and temporally. Some scholars, such as Fredric
Jameson, suggest that appearance of simulacra and the consequent “breakdown in the signifying
chain” is a result of the advent of late capitalism.'* Following the theories of culturologist
Mikhail Epstein, I argue further that Russia has a long history of forcibly severing the
connections between signifier and signified, thus creating a void. Rather than evolving in a
natural manner, relationships between signifier and signified and the production of simulacra
(and by extension the void) were often forced upon the Russian people by fiat.

In “The Origins and Meaning of Russian Postmodernism,” Epstein argues that Russian

postmodernism is self-aware of the simulations and simulacra that have dominated everyday life

" Jean Baudrillard, “Simulacra and Simulations,” in Selected Writings, ed. Mark Poster (Stanford: Stanford
University Press, 1988), 178.

' Fredric Jameson, “Postmodernism, or The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism,” New Left Review I, no.
176 (1984): 71-2.



since the Soviet period. In the Soviet period, reality was meant to correspond to the ideology and
ideas that described it. Epstein writes that “ideology did not lie but simply re-created the world in
its own image and likeness.... Ideology did not lie; it was the real world itself that tended to
disappear and to dissolve in ideological signs.”'” Because the relationship between ideas and
reality, between signifier and signified, had been dissolved, Epstein regards the Soviet period as
the first wave of postmodernism in Russia, which paved the way for the free play of signs by the

conceptualists and, later, Pelevin.

The Void Between East and West

Another reason Russia has been linked with the void is its unique history and
geographical location. Medieval Rus’ experienced a strong Eastern influence, in part due to the
centuries it spent under the Mongol Yoke (1240-1480). In the early eighteenth century, Peter I
implemented a sweeping program of Westernization. Nobles were made to change their behavior,
appearance, and style of dress; this was accompanied by social, political, and economic changes
as well. Since then, Russia has never stopped asking whether it belongs to the West or the East,
or if it is something different altogether.

This issue became prominent in the nineteenth century, where the debate on Russian
identity produced two intellectual camps—Slavophiles and (by default) Westernizers. The
former believed that Russia had its own rich, cultural heritage and had no need for Western
values. Westernizers saw Russia following the path of progressive, European values. Ironically,
both of these movements measure Russia’s identity against a Western European “yardstick” (to

use Nikolai Trubetskoi’s phrase).

'> Mikhail Epstein, “The Origins and Meaning of Russian Postmodernism,” in Re-Entering the Sign:
Articulating New Russian Culture, eds. Ellen E. Berry and Anesa Miller-Pogacar (Ann Arbor: University of
Michigan Press, 1995), 31.



The geographic void also emerges with the classical Eurasianists—a diverse group of
émigré Russian scholars who argued in the 1920s that there existed a third continent within the
Old World—Eurasia.'® Nikolai Trubetskoi (1890—1938) argued that the physical configuration of
the geographic territory had conditioned and determined the development of the people (as well
as their history and culture) living on the territory. The result was the creation of a single unified
Eurasian state system achieved by Genghis Khan.'” Petr Savitskii (1895-1968) called this
“topogenesis”: a mutual interaction between natural and sociohistorical environments. The
harmony of Eurasian culture “is neither a European [one] nor one of the Asian cultures, nor a
sum or mechanical combination of elements of the former and the latter,” it has a unique
geographic character of its own.'® In many respects, “Russia-Eurasia is a closed circle, a perfect
continent and a world unto itself.”'” To Savitskii, this “closed circle” was positive, but for others
it was problematic: If Russia were neither East nor West, what was it?

Pelevin uses this East/West binary in many of his works. Both the East and the West
represent different cultural identities with which Russia has engaged. Western values
(specifically capitalism and hyperconsumerism) are most prominent in Generation “P” and
Empire “V” and are portrayed as more negative. Pelevin’s negative void is founded in the
postmodern realization that one is surrounded by empty simulacra that can no longer hide

existential emptiness. Eastern values (especially Buddhism) are dominant in Chapaev and

'® See Marléne Laruelle, Russian Eurasianism: An Ideology of Empire (Washington, D.C.: Woodrow
Wilson Center Press, 2008) and Sergey Glebov, From Empire to Eurasia: Politics, Scholarship, and Ideology in
Russian Eurasianism, 1920s—1930s (DeKalb, IL: Northern Illinois University Press, 2017).

17 Nikolai Sergeevich Trubetskoi, The Legacy of Genghis Khan and Other Essays on Russia’s Identity (Ann
Arbor: Michigan Slavic Publications, 1991), 166.

' Translation from Marléne Laruelle, Russian Eurasianism: An Ideology of Empire (Washington, D.C.:
Woodrow Wilson Center Press, 2008), 32. “Kynstypa Poccun He ecTs HU KyJIbTypa eBpoImeiickas, HM OfHa U3
a3MaTCKUX, HU CyMMa MM MEXaHHYeCKOe COUeTaHUe U3 AIeMEHTOB Tol u Apyrux.” Anonymous, Evraziistvo (opyt

sistematicheskogo izlozheniia) (Paris: Evraziiskoe knigoizdatel’stvo, 1926), 32.

' P. N. Savitskii, Rossiia osobyi geograficheskii mir (Prague: Evraziiskoe knigoizdatel’stvo, 1927), 57.
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Pustota and The Sacred Book of the Werewolf and are portrayed as more positive. Pelevin’s
positive void suggests that achieving emptiness is desirable, since it transcends materialism and
its ills. Chronologically, Pelevin vacillates between depicting a positive “eastern” void and then a

negative “western void.”

Hypothesis

In this work I propose to examine the following questions: (1) How much of this void is
caused by the “postmodern condition” and how much is specifically rooted in Russian culture?
(2) How does Pelevin engage the problem of “nothingness” and the void in his work (specifically
in the major novels Chapaev and Pustota, Generation “P,” The Sacred Book of the Werewolyf,
and Empire “V”’)? Why do these works vacillate between negative and positive types of voids?
(3) What implications might this have for Russian culture?

I argue that by offering “the void” as both the problem and the solution in post-Soviet
Russia, Pelevin is doing three things: engaging the conversation on the nature of Russian
identity, deconstructing the binary model (which has influenced both Russian and western
scholars’ conversation on Russian culture), and articulating an idealistic project that creatively
attempts to extract meaning from the paradoxes and contradictions of the present-day Russian

condition.

Methodology
My methodology is interdisciplinary and contextual in that it makes use of literary,
social, and intellectual history, formalism, psychological criticism, and religious studies. Thus its

theoretical foundations stand on semiotics and the semiotic and cultural theory of Turii Lotman,
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the postmodernist theory of Baudrillard, Jameson, and Epstein, the analytical psychology of
Jung, modern history, and Eastern Buddhist philosophical thought on the nature of the void.

Pelevin’s works themselves reference all of these approaches.

Literature Survey

Critics who write about Pelevin tend to focus on several central themes: identity, the
nature of reality, and emptiness. Edith Clowes writes (of Chapaev and Pustota) that both time
and space in the novel is ambiguous, suggesting disorientation. Both pre- and post-Soviet Russia
have been replaced by dislocated spaces, such as an imaginary Moscow (seen in the fantasies of
some of the mental patients) and Eurasia. Clowes believes that Pelevin parodies ideas like those
of Aleksandr Dugin (who formed the modern Eurasia Movement in 2002); Dugin believes that
the nation is everything and the individual is nothing. Clowes holds that Pelevin turns this on its
head by positing the opposite: the Moscow (the state) at the end of the novel is a semiotic void of
empty symbols and it is the patients who have each lost their individual Moscows.”

Angela Brintlinger also explores the role of the individual in a post-collective society in
Chapaev and Pustota. Brintlinger believes that Pelevin uses the madhouse as a stage to explore
different modes of Russian individuality: there is “the philosophical loner who imagines he is a
poet (Petr); the young homosexual who has fallen under the influence of Mexican soap opera and
American film culture (Maria); the unemployed alcoholic who has raised drinking to an almost

metaphysical level (Serdiuk); and the mafia boss who experiments with psychedelic drugs

% See Edith Clowes, “Illusory Empire: Viktor Pelevin’s Parody of Neo-Eurasianism,” in Russia on the
Edge: Imagined Geographies and Post-Soviet Identity, (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2011).
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(Volodin).”*" All of these “modes of individuality” are presented as choices available to the
modern day Russian citizen, but Pelevin clearly favors this first mode, hence Petr was chosen as
the main character.

Gerald McCausland, Sally Dalton-Brown, and Sofya Khagi have all written about
national identity in Pelevin’s novels. Gerald McCausland sees an eagerness in Pelevin to return
to “the same cursed questions” that have been worked over by so many minds before.” In his
2006 dissertation, he uses Lacanian psychoanalysis to diagnose this national identity crisis and to
analyze the difficulties involved in the struggle either to recover or to create a new and usable
Russian identity for the twenty-first century. In her 2006 article “The Dialectics of Emptiness,”
Dalton-Brown analyzes Generation “P” and suggests that Pelevin charts a process of
“Deleuzian/Guattarian deterritorialization,” that is, the loss of content in the search for form,
signified by the worship of that which is content-less and lacking in territory.” In Generation
“P,” Pelevin’s characters do not even notice that capitalist advertising (particularly of Western
brands) has merely taken the place of Soviet propaganda. In Chapaev and Pustota, a similar
phenomenon has occurred: symbols of the Russian empire and the Soviet era have disappeared,
leaving emptiness (“the best of all possible monuments”) in their place.** For Dalton-Brown,

Pelevin is suggesting that there is a “void created from a void” in Russia, the result of a

*! Angela Brintlinger, “The Hero in the Madhouse: The Post-Soviet Novel Confronts the Soviet Past,”
Slavic Review 63, no. 1 (2004): 54.

22 Gerald Matthew McCausland, “The Post-Soviet Condition: Cultural Reconfigurations of Russian
Identity” (PhD diss., University of Pittsburgh, 2006), 146.

* Sally Dalton-Brown, “The Dialectics of Emptiness: Douglas Coupland’s and Viktor Pelevin’s Tales of
Generation X and P,” Forum for Modern Language Studies 42, no. 3 (2006): 239.

** Viktor Pelevin, Buddha’s Little Finger, trans. Andrew Bromfield (New York: Viking, 2000), 324.
“bpon3oBslit [lymkuH ucues, HO 3UsTHUE MyCTOTHI, BOHUKIIIEE B MECTE, I/I€ OH CTOSUI, CTPAHHBIM 00Pa30M Ka3ajoch
JYYIIUM U3 BCEX BO3MOXHBIX MaMATHUKOB.” Chapaev i Pustota (Moscow: Vagrius, 1996), 386. Hereafter Buddha'’s
Little Finger will be abbreviated BLF and Chapaev i Pustota as CIP.
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continuous process of cultural appropriations from or imitations of the West.”> Of Empire “V”
she writes that, in Pelevin’s world, humans are kept in a “closed loop of desire,” which creates a
“schizophrenic” (in the Jamesonian sense of the word) experience where individuals cannot map
their social positions.*® Sofya Khagi offers a similar argument: “Pelevin’s post-Soviet Russia is
overwhelmed by the sudden onslaught of Western goods and media....The individual disappears
in favor of a homogenous, mind-numbed mass.””” Thus the individual’s identity has been
replaced by western consumerism on a nationwide scale.

Pelevin’s works also question the nature of reality, which some critics equate with
solipsism. Pavel Basinskii criticized Pelevin for writing a novel (Chapaev and Pustota) in which
the hero ignores post-Soviet Russia’s very real problems (e.g., the war in Chechnya and the
threatened return of Communism to power) by creating his own reality.” McCausland believes
that Pelevin represents the allure and dangers of a culture that seizes upon fantasy as a way out of
the cultural conundrum (by fleeing the surrounding reality to a reality of one’s own making,
“Inner Mongolia” for example).”® Other critics have also recognized this danger. In 1997, the
chairman of the jury for the Russian Booker Prize, Igor’ Shaitanov, eliminated Chapaev and
Pustota from the competition, citing that such works are like a computer virus: “Works like this

act like a cultural virus—they destroy the cultural memory.”’

2 Dalton-Brown, “The Dialectics of Emptiness,” 242.

%% Sally Dalton-Brown, “Illusion-Money-Illusion: Viktor Pelevin and the ‘Closed Loop’ of the Vampire
Novel,” Slavonica 17, no. 1 (2011): 33.

*7 Sofya Khagi, “From Homo Sovieticus to Homo Zapiens: Viktor Pelevin’s Consumer Dystopia,” Russian
Review 67, no. 4 (2008): 560-61.

*% Basinskii, “Iz zhizni otechestvennykh kaktusov,” Literaturnaia gazeta, May 29, 1996.
http://pelevin.nov.ru/stati/o-dva/1.html.

* McCausland, “The Post-Soviet Condition: Cultural Reconfigurations of Russian Identity.”

3% Cited in Jason Cowley, “Gogol & Go-Go,” New York Times Magazine, January 23, 2000.
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Audun Mgrch takes a more positive view of Pelevin’s questioning of reality. He
examines myth in Chapaev and Pustota and suggests that Pelevin juxtaposes myth and reality.”’
Mogrch uses Barthes’ conception of myth. For Barthes, myths are a living language that is
essential for any popular understanding of all the phenomena of society and the world, including
the complex Russian and Soviet mythology in Chapaev and Pustota.”® For Mgrch, the most
important implication of Pelevin’s novel is that the myths that surround us cannot be
distinguished from the real world—they are the real world.” N.N. Shneidman agrees with Mgrch
and notes that at the end of the novel, Petr himself realizes that it is impossible to distinguish
between what is real and what is an illusion, because reality is itself an illusion.*

Several critics have examined the theme of emptiness in Pelevin’s works—in varying
degrees. Boris Noordenbos gives a semiotic reading of Generation “P” and Numbers (Hucna,
2004). Using Lotman and Uspenskii’s theory of binary models in Russian culture, Noordenbos
shows how the collapse of the Soviet Union in the novels “often takes the shape of a crisis of
signification, a problematic lack of signs to signify and comprehend the new Russia and,
conversely, a lack of Russian substance behind the flood of Western texts and signs that started
to penetrate the Russian world from the perestroika onward.”” Using the concept of Lotman’s
semiosphere, Noordenbos notes that the heroes of the two novels simultaneously belong to two

different semiospheres. He argues that “the ambivalent cultural, ideological and moral positions

*! Audun J. Merch, “Reality as Myth: Pelevin’s Capaev i Pustota,” Scando-Slavica 51 (2005): 64.
* Ibid., 65.
* Ibid., 78.

M*NUN. Shneidman, Russian Literature, 1995—2002: On the Threshold of the New Millennium (Toronto:
University of Toronto Press, 2004), 93.

** Boris Noordenbos, “Breaking into a New Era? A Cultural-Semiotic Reading of Viktor Pelevin,” Russian,
Croatian and Serbian, Czech and Slovak, Polish Literature 64, no. 1 (2008): 87.
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of the writer’s characters make them perfect cultural translators. They perform the task of the
semiosphere’s border, the filtering membrane that fits foreign texts into the internal structure of

the semiotic space.”*

In Generation “P,” the hero is unable to form a synthesis of his two
semiospheres, the Soviet and post-Soviet—he abandons his Soviet-era dreams of becoming a
poet and instead adopts a new, western identity as a public relations magnate in post-Soviet
Russia.”’

Rajendra Chitnis notes that in Chapaev and Pustota, children are able to accept
emptiness, but adults can no longer accept the reality of the void and seek to fill it with their own
inventions. Chitnis uses his own translation of Pelevin, rather than Bromfield’s: “While all the
idiot adults are busy reconstructing the world they have invented, children continue to live in
reality —amid the snowy hills and sunlight, on the black mirrors of frozen reservoirs and in the
mystical silence of nocturnal, snow-covered yards.”*® Pelevin aspires to return to a child’s way of
thinking because a child’s mind is liberated from the attachment to a substantial reality.”® In this
sense, emptiness is positive because it is transcendent.

Noordenbos and Chitnis both touch on an important aspect of emptiness in Pelevin—

creation out of the void. In an interview with Sally Laird (recorded in December 1993 and June

1994) and in a separate interview with Clark Blaise (in 1996), Pelevin admits that for him

* 1bid., 97.
7 Ibid.

38 Rajendra A. Chitnis, “Learning to Live with Emptiness: Viktor Pelevin, Vaclav Kahuda, Vlado Balla,” in
Literature in Post-Communist Russia and Eastern Europe: The Russian, Czech, and Slovak Fiction of the Changes,
1988-1998, ed. Rajendra A. Chitnis (Abingdon, UK: RoutledgeCurzon, 1995), 137. “ITloka uIuoThl B3pOCibie
3aHSATHI IEPEYCTPONCTBOM BBIIyMaHHOTO UMH MHUPA, JIETH MPOJIOKACT KHUTh B PEATbHOCTU—CPEIU CHEKHBIX TOP U
COJTHEYHOI'0 CBETa, Ha YEPHBIX 3epPKaliaX 3aMep3IIUX BOJOCMOB 1 B MUCTUYECCKOM TUIIMHE 3aCHEKCHHBIX HOYHBIX
nBopoB.” Pelevin, CIP, 88.

*% Chitnis, “Learning to Live with Emptiness,” 138.
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writing is creating something out of nothing and being able to create a whole other reality and
transform it any way one wants.*’ Other critics have also paid specific attention to Pelevin’s
productive characterization of emptiness.

Mark Lipovetsky has written extensively on Pelevin. He notes that while postmodernism
of the 1960s—80s was concerned with revealing the simulative nature of reality, for Pelevin this
is just a starting point for further reflection. Pelevin is not interested in the transformation of
reality into simulacra, but just the opposite: the birth of reality out of simulacra.*' In 2001,
Lipovetsky identified two prominent trends in 1990s Russian postmodernist literature:
conceptualism and the neo-baroque. Both schools were reactions “to the crisis of ideological
language.”* That is, they both attempted to restore the reality that had been destroyed by the
increasing aggression of simulacra and the hyperreal. Lipovetsky characterized Pelevin as
belonging to the neo-baroque trend, which tries to “re-mythologize cultural ruins and
fragments.”* Lipovetsky notes, however, that contrary to Pelevin’s previous neo-baroque works,
Pelevin fails in Generation “P” to provide a new myth to replace the void created by the
simulacra produced by Soviet ideology. I argue that Pelevin indeed presents the void as
undesirable in Generation “P”’ compared to the more positive view of the void in Chapaev and
Pustota.

Gerald McCausland also recognizes that Pelevin treats the void left by the disappearance

* Sally Laird, “Viktor Pelevin,” in Voices of Russian Literature: Interviews with Ten Contemporary
Writers (Cambridge: Oxford University Press, 1999), 185. Viktor Pelevin, interview by Clair Blaise, lowa Digital
Library, 1996, http://digital.lib.uiowa.edu/cdm/ref/collection/vwu/id/1949.

*! Mark Lipovetsky, Russian Postmodernist Fiction: Dialogue With Chaos (Armonk, NY: M.E. Sharpe,
1999), 196.

*2 Mark Lipovetsky, “Russian Literary Postmodernism in the 1990s,” The Slavonic and East European
Review 79, no. 1 (2001): 41.

“ Ibid.
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of the Soviet Union differently than his contemporaries. Like many sots-artists (to include
painters, prose writers, and poets), McCausland argues, Pelevin

can only seem to create out of the raw material left behind by the only reality he knew—

Soviet reality. Unlike the others, however, Pelevin has no need to neutralize or

aestheticize this material as autonomous aesthetic objects. With daring and bravado,

Pelevin deforms, reforms, and builds a new cultural edifice out of the rubble of the old,

the outdated, the discredited, the foreign, and the chealp.44
Aleksandr Genis adds, “Pelevin builds instead of destroying. Using the same broken remnants of
the Soviet myth as [Vladimir] Sorokin, he creates fabulous conceptual constructions.”*’
Lipovetsky, McCausland, and Genis all recognize that Pelevin’s works are similar to sots-artists
and conceptualists in that Pelevin takes old Soviet myths and tears off their masks to reveal the
void beneath them. These critics also agree that Pelevin takes things one step further and
attempts to build new myths out of this same void.

Meghan Vicks’s 2011 dissertation and her subsequent 2015 volume, Narratives of
Nothing in Twentieth Century Literature, are the first in-depth studies of the void in Pelevin.
Vicks examines the link between “nothing,” being, and narrative. Analyzing Pelevin’s Chapaev
and Pustota, Generation “P,” and The Sacred Book of the Werewolf, Vicks shows how the
author engages with both a nihilistic nothing and a positive, transcendent nothing that can serve
as a creative force. While others have noted a contemporary trend of “the emptying of Russian

literary logos of meaning,” Vicks points out that Pelevin presents the void as the highest form of

meaning. By positing the void as “the truest reality, Pelevin’s novels recuperate literature’s

* Gerald Matthew McCausland, “Viktor Pelevin and the End of Sots-Art,” in Endquote: Sots-Art
Literature and Soviet Grand Style, eds. Marina Balina, Nancy Condee, and Evgeny Dobrenko (Evanston, IL:
Northwestern University Press, 2000), 236.

* Alexander Genis, “Colonizing Chaos: Russian Literature at the End of the Twentieth Century,” Russian
Culture 17 (2012): 27.
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ability to convey meaning....”** She also concludes that, in Pelevin’s works, “nothing” is both
signifier and signified, mutually informing one another. Although I had already developed my
dissertation topic of “the void in Pelevin,” Vicks’s dissertation confirmed for me that the topic
had merit and encouraged me to delve deeper.

This project has also given me the opportunity to increase my knowledge of Buddhism;
this, however, was a lengthy process. For a general overview of the Buddhist religious narrative,
I relied on Macmillan’s Encyclopedia of Religion and select passages from Richard H. Robinson
and Willard L. Johnson’s The Buddhist Religion: A Historical Introduction. Peter Harvey’s
Introduction to Buddhism was an excellent resource for defining specific terms.

Barry Magid’s Ordinary Mind: Exploring the Common Ground of Zen and
Psychoanalysis was an excellent introduction to Zen and how Zen meditative practices relate to
the self (or non-self) and identity. Likewise, T.P. Kasulis’s Zen Action/Zen Person examines the
self/non-self in Zen. Kasulis’s volume also provided excellent summaries and interpretations of
the work of Indian Buddhist philosopher Nagarjuna (c. 150—c. 250 BCE), especially regarding
Buddhist emptiness and the shortcomings of language to depict reality.

Finally, two sources gave me an understanding of Buddhism in the context of the West.
Carl Jung’s “Psychological Commentaries on ‘The Tibetan Book of the Great Liberation” and
‘The Tibetan Book of the Dead’” characterizes eastern and western spiritual thought as being
introverted and extroverted (respectively), based on where one searches for redemption. Roger-
Pol Droit’s The Cult of Nothingness: The Philosophers and the Buddha examines the western
understanding of Buddhism. He shows that many nineteenth-century philosophers characterized

Buddhism as the religion that negated the world, giving rise to the belief that Buddhism was a

* Meghan Vicks, Narratives of Nothing in 20th-Century Literature (New York: Bloomsbury Academic,
2015), 173.
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nihilistic religion. Droit argues, however, that these fears about Buddhism were a reflection of

religious, social, and economic events occurring in Europe at the time.

Challenges

I experienced two main roadblocks trying to complete this project. The first, already
mentioned, was my lack of detailed knowledge of Buddhism. The second was the difficulty that
arises when researching a living author. Pelevin rarely grants interviews and, when he does, he
evades questions about his literary influences. Because Pelevin avoids the public eye, very little
is known about him; moreover, he is the constant subject of numerous rumors, as mentioned
earlier. Finally, as a living author, Pelevin does not have an archive containing drafts of
manuscripts, journals, library catalogs, personal correspondence, etc. Consequently, ambiguous

areas of Pelevin’s texts (for example, the ending of Chapaev and Pustota) remain ambiguous.

Chapter Description

Chapter 1, “A History of Russian Emptiness” describes the postmodern “crisis of
signification,” in which words have lost their power to convey meaning about one’s reality. [
provide a brief overview of semiotics, focusing on the binary sign composed of a signifier and
signified. I trace how this structuralist model breaks down in the postmodern period, leaving
“empty signs” (signifiers without signifieds). Together, these empty signifiers and the reduction
of reality to simulacra create the void that features prominently in postmodern life as well as in
Pelevin’s novels.

I argue that while simulacra and empty signifiers are usually found in the postmodern

period in the West, they have always been found in Russian culture. The remainder of chapter 1
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looks at these voids in Russian culture from the time of Peter I (r. 1672—1725) to the present,
taking a few examples from Russian history (such as Peter I’s Westernization project) and
demonstrating how they were treated in Russian literature. Finally, using two of Pelevin’s early
works (“Ukhriab” and Omon Ra), I argue that Pelevin’s treatment of the void is in dialogue with
that of his contemporaries and predecessors.

Chapter 2, “The Chaos and Terror of Emptiness” examines how Pelevin’s novels
Generation “P” and Empire “V” reflect the collective void felt after the collapse of the Soviet
grand narrative and how they attempt to reconceptualize the “western” capitalist grand narrative
in Russia. In an attempt to fill the void that communism left, Pelevin’s characters turn to
capitalism, but the author shows repeatedly that wealth and materialism are hollow.
Advertisements are selling simulacra—images with no basis in reality. In addition, both Tatarskii
in Generation “P”” and Rama in Empire “V"” become aware that capitalism traps people in a
vicious cycle of desire and consumption. Although Tatarskii and Rama seem to transcend this
cycle, they also perpetuate it, and they themselves are still subject to the will of higher beings.

Chapter 3, “Transcendence in the Void” looks at how Pelevin attempts to construct a
positive narrative of emptiness his novels Chapaev and Pustota and The Sacred Book of the
Werewolf. In these novels, material reality is illusory in the Buddhist sense. Man still perpetuates
his own deceptive illusions, but the entire world and its reality is revealed to be illusory and
something to be transcended. Buddhism proposes a different way of viewing the world, one in
which binaries (such as signifier/signified) are not operational and where meaning is not found in
grand narratives (such as communism or capitalism), but rather in emptiness. Buddhism resolves
many of the problems Pelevin presents in the novels of chapter 2: it not only avoids the problem

of material objects and words being illusory, but it also solves the problem of simulacra. If all
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signifiers (words and images) are illusory, then the distinction between the authentic
person/place/thing and its simulacrum is moot.

Finally, the Conclusion ties the previous chapters together by showing how Pelevin’s
treatment of the void undermines the binary cultural model and provides a third space for the

individual (and the collective) to form new notions of identity.

Purpose and Contribution

While some critics may say otherwise, my research shows that Pelevin is a serious writer
and deals with serious themes, although often in a way that seems to strive for mass appeal; he
nevertheless offers much to the serious reader. His works discuss topics that Russian readers
intuitively know are important. This project not only elucidates important aspects of
contemporary Russian culture but also engages the humanities in the broadest sense. Post-Soviet
literature does not merely stake out its own, and some would say small, intellectual corner of a
former world power; it contributes to a larger national Russian project that attempts to reinterpret
and rebuild ethnic and cultural identity, restore cultural memory, and deal with the traumas that
follow in the wake of a failed state. Pelevin’s voice informs this post-Soviet project and suggests
how Russians might make spiritual, intellectual, and personal sense of the world in which they
now live. One cannot understand the nature of change in Russia without considering the
historical power of Russian literature to mold national consciousness and behaviors. My
dissertation looks at Pelevin’s contribution to this national project.

Similarly, one cannot understand the motivations behind Vladimir Putin’s Eurasian
Union (a customs union that some believe has revanchist ambitions) without understanding the

inertia of the long-existing binaries of Russian culture. More recently, Putin has used technology
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and postmodern concepts such as simulacra very deftly. According to journalist Peter
Pomerantsev, Putin is “whatever Russians need him to be.”*’ Photos of Putin shirtless, hunting
tigers, are love letters to fatherless girls, his tough-guy talk appeals to petty gangsters. In an
essay titled “Why We’re Post-Fact,” Pomerantsev recently compared Donald Trump’s
“alternative fact” tactics to Putin’s own strategies and (to some extent) blamed postmodernism
and critical theory:
This equaling out of truth and falsehood is both informed by and takes advantage of an
all-permeating late post-modernism and relativism, which has trickled down over the past
thirty years from academia to the media and then everywhere else. This school of thought
has taken Nietzsche’s maxim, there are no facts, only interpretations, to mean that every
version of events is just another narrative, where lies can be excused as ‘an alternative
point of view’ or ‘an opinion’, because ‘it’s all relative’ and ‘everyone has their own truth’
(and on the internet they really do).**

Today the simulated politicians in Pelevin’s Generation “P” are relevant not only in Russia (a

country with a long history of simulation), but in our own society as well.

*" Miriam Elder, review of Nothing Is True and Everything Is Possible, by Peter Pomerantsev,” New York
Times, November 25, 2015, https://www.nytimes.com/2014/11/30/books/review/nothing-is-true-and-everything-is-
possible-by-peter-pomerantsev.html.

* Peter Pomerantsev, “Why We’re Post-Fact,” Granta, July 20, 2016, https://granta.com/why-were-post-
fact/.
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Chapter 1:

A History of Russian Emptiness

Poccus—omo bonvwou cymacuedwuti 0om, eoe Ha 08epu ucum 601bulol ambapHbLLl 3aMOK, 3aM0 CIMEHbl HemY,
20e NOMOoKY HU3KUe, 3amo éMecmo noia—oe30Ha noo Ho2aMu....

—Tat’iana Tolstaia, “Russkii mir” (1993)

Semiotics and Emptiness

At the heart of Pelevin’s novels is language and the way we use it to construct meaning—
in particular, the way we deal with the postmodern crisis of signification and the dilemma of
language /osing its ability to convey meaning. This distortion of language is common to all
industrialized societies; it is informed by both structural linguistics (which examines language as
a system of interrelated structures) and semiotics (the study of signs including words, sounds,
and images). This dissertation begins with a brief overview of the linguistic concept of “the sign”
and the methodology of semiotics, which looks at how signs convey meaning and build the

relationship between language and reality—a topic that has interested humans since at least the
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late fifth century BCE.* This overview will help the reader understand the environment in which
Pelevin’s characters find themselves, for it is the inability to derive meaning from one’s
surroundings that precipitates the plot of the novels examined here.

For most of the twentieth century, structural linguistics was dominated by the theories of
Ferdinand de Saussure (1857—1913). He defined the sign as a form made up of a signifier (the
physical form—sounds, letters, gestures, etc.) and the signified (the concept or image to which
the signifier refers). The connection between the signifier and signified was, according to
Saussure, an arbitrary one. That is, human beings established the relationship at random. A
classic example is that English-speakers use the signifier “tree” to designate “an arboreal plant”
but it could just as easily be depeso, Baum, or some other completely invented term. The
important thing is that the members of the community using the term agree on the concept or
object it references.

Another key figure in structural linguistics was C.S. Peirce (1839-1914). Peirce
described the sign as having three distinct parts (as opposed to Saussure’s two): the
representamen (the physical entity which does the representing, comparable to Saussure’s
signifier), the object (an object removed from its real-world context), and the interpretant (the
meaning one derives from a sign). Peirce’s inclusion of the interpretant suggested that some
negotiation of meaning was possible according to the particular sign-user and the context of the

.50
sign.

*See Plato’s Cratylus. For the sake of expediency I will not discuss the theories of philosophers that deal
with epistemological concerns such as Kant’s assumption that reality is mediated by our faculties (see Critique of
Pure Reason, 1781) or Hegel’s claim that the immediacy of subject-object relations is illusory (see Phenomenology
of Spirit, 1807).

* Thomas A. Sebeok, Signs: An Introduction to Semiotics, 2nd ed. (Toronto: University of Toronto Press,
1994), 6.
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In the twentieth century, theorists began applying Saussure’s and Peirce’s structural
linguistics theories to fields other than linguistics, leading, in the 1950s and 1960s, to
structuralism as a critical mode. Structuralism was organized around the centrality of the
linguistic model. What the structuralists took away from Saussure was his notion that the sign is
a relationship between two relata.’' Language is built on these relationships; because language is
the basis for our comprehension of reality, all of reality is based on similar relationships. Thus
language is the only means of accessing reality. Even the unconscious, according to Jacques
Lacan (1901-1981), is permeated by language.™

The rise of postmodernism began in the later 1960s, when several structuralists theorized
a breakdown in the sign. These post-structuralists rejected the idea that the structural frameworks
could serve as a grand master system for explaining reality. These constructs, they argued, are
fictitious and even the search for some overarching order or Truth is absurd because there can be
no Truth. The binary sign (sign = signifier + signified) could not possibly reflect reality and
could no longer be trusted.

In 1957 Roland Barthes (1915-1980) described signifiers that were “floating”; that is,
these signifiers were not attached to definite signifieds.” “Floating” or “empty” signifiers are
variously described as signifiers with ambiguous or non-existent signifieds. Jacques Derrida
(1930-2004) wrote that, although signifiers seem like stable concepts, they are not stable in our
minds. A word does not have an inherent meaning; there is a gap between the signifier and the

signified. The word produces meaning because we distinguish it in a series of differences from

> Roland Barthes, Elements of Semiology (New York: Hill and Wang, 1977), 35.

32 Jaques Lacan, “L’étourdit,” trans. C. Gallagher, The Letter 41 (2009). “The unconscious is structured like
a language....”

> Roland Barthes, “Myth Today,” in Mythologies (New York: Noonday Press, 1972), 132.
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other words. Thus, each signifier produces more signifiers, with the result that meaning is

constantly slipping along a “chain of signifiers.””*

In a 1955-56 seminar, Lacan applied post-
structuralist ideas to psychoanalysis to develop a new theory of personality. Despite the fact that
the signified is constantly slipping under a chain of signifiers, Lacan writes that there are certain
points of attachment between the signifier and signified where slippage is temporarily halted. A
person needs a certain number of these anchor points (points de capiton) to be considered
“normal.” When these points are not established (i.e., when the signified constantly slips under
the signifier, resulting in a crisis of signification), the person falls into a state of psychosis or
schizophrenia.’” Fredric Jameson (1934—) would later build on Lacan’s understanding of
schizophrenia in semiotic terms, suggesting it not only as a clinical diagnosis but also as a model
for understanding the postmodern sociocultural condition. Jameson’s work is inextricably tied to
theories on capitalism and identity and will be discussed further in chapter 2.

Post-structuralist Jean Baudrillard’s (1929-2007) elaborations on the concept of the
simulacrum are perhaps the most important for understanding the works of Pelevin. A
simulacrum is the product of simulation. It is something that has the appearance of an object, but
does not possess its substance. In order words, it is a surface-level imitation. Simulation and
simulacra became widespread phenomena with the advent of the television and mass media.
Baudrillard claims that when speech and writing were first created, signs (or images) reflected
“basic reality.” As advertising and commodification set in, however, signs were no longer used
only for communication, but for representation as well. The relationship between signifier and

signified eroded to a point where the image started to distort and then conceal reality. Ultimately,

>* Jacques Derrida, Writing and Difference, trans. Alan Bass (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press,
1978).

> Jaques Lacan, Book III: The Psychoses (New York: Norton, 1993).
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the image shared no relation to reality whatsoever—it was its own simulacrum.® In simpler
terms, we entered the postmodern age of “hyperreality.” Hyperreality denotes the inability of
consciousness to differentiate reality from fantasy and is especially common in technologically,
advanced postmodern cultures. In this stage of representation, various types of media (e.g.,
commercials, music videos, films, television, etc.) appear real but actually mask the absence of
reality.

An example of hyperreality is necessary to demonstrate its significance. One such
example of hyperreality can be found among the countless spheres of artificiality described by
semiotician Umberto Eco in his 1975 essay “Travels in Hyperreality.” In the Museum of the City
of New York gift shop Eco encounters facsimiles of historical documents—including a bill of
sale for Manhattan. In addition to looking and feeling “old,” the reproduction is also scented with
old spices. Nearly authentic in appearance, “the Manhattan purchase contract, penned in pseudo-
antique characters, is in English, whereas the original was in Dutch.””’ Had the document been
left in its original Dutch little meaning could have been culled by the average visitor. Thus, the
visitor leaves believing he has really experienced the Manhattan bill of sale, although, according
to Eco, he has experienced nothing. The example of the Manhattan bill of sale illustrates that
more is transpiring than the transmission of meaning. In Eco’s opinion it is not the intention of
these institutions to provide the reproduction to stimulate one’s interest in the original, but rather

they provide the reproduction as a replacement (a bigger and better one at that).

% Baudrillard, “Simulacra and Simulations,” 178.

Baudrilliard uses Disneyland as the ultimate example of a simulacrum—it “is presented as imaginary in
order to make us believe that the rest is real, when in fact all of Los Angeles and the America surrounding it are no
longer real....” (172).

>7 Umberto Eco, “Travels in Hyperreality,” in Travels in Hyperreality (Orlando, FL: Houghton Mifflin
Harcourt, 1986), 11.
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Baudrillard clearly differentiates mere imitation from simulation. An imitation is
understood to be separate from the original item or action that is being imitated. Simulation,
however, is “the place of a gigantic enterprise of manipulation.” He writes, “to simulate is not
simply to feign...feigning or dissimulation leaves the reality intact...whereas simulation threatens
the difference between ‘true’ and ‘false,” between ‘real’ and ‘imaginary.””® For Baudrillard,
simulation produces a world in which the signifier does not point to a signified, only to another
signifier. In other words, the signifier no longer points to a referent based in reality: the signifier
has become the sole reality.

While the West was developing these theories about sign systems, the East was
developing their own unique perspective. In 1964, prominent Russian semiotician Iurii Lotman
(1922-1993), a leading member of the Tartu-Moscow Semiotic School, expanded Saussure’s
theory of the sign and developed a semiotic theory of culture. Lotman (with Boris Uspenskii)
characterized Russian cultural evolution as binary; i.e., one cultural system is replaced with a
completely new one. Lotman and Uspenskii describe two different scenarios of how this occurs.
The first variety is a total transformation of the cultural structures—a complete 180-degree
change. Pelevin alludes to this type of transformation in the novel Empire “V,” where Rama
compares such changes to the film franchise Aliens:

In the film a more efficient form of life has developed inside another organism and after

some time reveals itself in an original and unexpected way. Much the same happened in

Russian history, except that the process occurred not just once but cyclically, as each

successive monster hatched inside the stomach of its predecessor.... If Europe could be

seen as a succession of identical personages trying desperately to adapt their decrepit

frames to the fresh demands of the moment, Russia was eternally young — but her youth
could only be maintained by wholesale rejections of her former identity, because each

>% Jean Baudrillard, Simulations (Los Angeles, CA: Semiotext(e), Inc., 1983), 5.
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new monster at the moment of its birth ripped its predecessor into shreds, and (in accord
with the laws of physics) began by being smaller but quickly gained weight.”

The second type involves a superficial “re-naming,” in which the old cultural structures
are preserved but a new text is mapped onto the old cultural skeleton.®® Pelevin relates these

superficial changes to emptiness:

I have a suspicion that at the heart of Russia generally nothing is happening. But
something else is happening—the same little demon comes to visit you, who dresses up
as a commissioner, or a traveling salesman, or a robber, or an FSB agent. The main task
of this little demon is to throw dust in your eyes, to force you to believe that the poles are
changing, all the while changing only his attire....!

This superficial renaming of things (changing of signifiers) figures prominently in Generation

113

P,” where signifiers (i.e., images, words) take precedence over signifieds (i.e., meanings).

> Viktor Pelevin, Empire V: The Prince of Hamlet, trans. Anthony Phillips (London: Gollancz, 2016), 365.
“B ¢unbme a¢dhexTuBHas popMa KUZHH 3apOKIATach BHYTPH UyKOT0 OPTaHU3Ma U 4epe3 HEKOTOPOe BpeMs
3asBIsIa 0 ce0e OPUTHHAIBHBIM M HEOXKHMJAaHHBIM clIoco00M. B poccuiickoil HCTOPUH MPOUCXOANIIO TO JKe
camoe, TOJIbKO TOT IpoLecc OblJI He OJJHOKPATHBIM, & IUKIMYHO-PYTHHHBIM, M KaXJIblii 04epeHOM MOHCTD
BBI3pEBAJI B JKUBOTE y Iipeabiayero....Ecnn EBpona Obu1a koMnaHuel OHUX U TeX K€ MepCoHaxKel,
MBITAIOIINXCSl IPUCTIOCOOUTDH CBOM JAPSIXJICIONINE Teeca K HOBBIM TpeOOBaHUIM MOMeHTa, Poccust Oblia BEe4HO
MOJIOJION - HO 3Ta MOJIOJJOCTh JIOCTABAJIACh IIEHOW MOJHOT0 0TKAa3a OT JICHTUYHOCTH, IOTOMY YTO KaXK/bIi
HOBBIIl MOHCTp pa3pbIBajl IPEKHETO B KIOYbs PH CBOEM POXKJICHHHU (M, B TIOJITHOM COOTBETCTBUH C 3aKOHAMHU
¢bu3uku, cHavana ObUT MEHBIIEro pa3mepa - Ho ObicTpo Habupan Bec). Viktor Pelevin, Empire “V”: Povest' o
nastoiashchem sverkhcheloveke (Moscow: Eksmo, 2009), 385—6. Hereafter the English translation of Empire “V”
will be referred to as EVPH and the Russian original as EVPNS.

9 B.A. Uspenskii and Tu.M. Lotman, “Binary Models in the Dynamics of Russian Culture (To the End of
the 18th Century),” 36.

%! Translation by Rosie Tweddle, in Dina Khapaeva, Nightmare: From Literary Experiments to Cultural
Projects, trans. Rosie Tweddle (Leiden, Boston: Brill, 2013), 61. “Y MeHs ecTh I0103peHKE, YTO HA YPOBHE CYTH B
Poccun BooOIIe HUYero He nporcxoauT. [IponcxoauT HeYTo Apyroe—kK BaM B TOCTH MOCTOSHHO MTPUXOIUT OJUH
TOT K€ MEJIKUI Oec, KOTOPBIH HapsKAeTCsl TO KOMUCCAPOM, TO KOMMHUBOSIKEPOM, TO OAHIUTOM, TO 3(ICOCHIHUKOM.
I'naBHas 3aJa4a 3TOro MejaKoro Oeca B TOM, YTOOBI 3aIlyAPUTh BaM MO3T'H, 3aCTaBUTh [TOBEPUTH, YTO MEHSIOTCS
MOJIIOCA, B TO BPEMsI KaK MEHSIOTCS ToJIbKO ero Hapsasl.” “Viktor Pelevin: istoriia Rossii—eto prosto istoriia mody,”
Gazeta.ru, September 2, 2003, https://www.gazeta.ru/2003/09/02/viktorpelevi.shtml.
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Lotman believes that Russia’s “binary self-consciousness” leaves it prone to this
“explosive” type of 180-degree change.®® However, in Culture and Explosion, Lotman hints that
Russia does not have to be caught up in these binary models forever:

The radical change in relations between Eastern and Western Europe, which is taking

place before our very eyes may, perhaps, provide us with the opportunity to pass into a

ternary, Pan-European system and to forego the ideal of destroying “the old world to its

very foundations, and then” constructing a new one on its ruins.*

Later in his career, Lotman attempted to move semiotics away from the concept of a
binary sign and instead offered a four-dimensional model of semiotics based on his concept of
the “semiosphere”—the space inside which all communication takes place. Lotman defines the
semiosphere as “the semiotic space necessary for the existence and functioning of languages, not
the sum total of different languages; in a sense the semiosphere has a prior existence and is in

constant interaction with languages.”®*

The semiosphere is also marked by a porous boundary,
through which non-native languages can pass in translated or borrowed form. Change occurs
within a cultural system when new information enters through this boundary and works its way
from the periphery of the semiosphere (where it remains an outlying idea) to the center (where it
becomes a prominent idea). Lotman argues that these changes can be gradual or explosive.
Pelevin’s works rely on Lotman’s theory of binary models. The beginning of Generation

250

“P” notes that the late 1990s were marked by a “strange uncertainty.”® This presupposes that

82 1y M. Lotman, Culture and Explosion, trans. Wilma Clark (Berlin; New York: Mouton de Gruyter,
2009), 173.

% Ibid., 174.

%% [u.M. Lotman, Universe of the Mind: A Semiotic Theory of Culture, trans. Ann Shukman (New York:
1.B. Tauris, 1990), 123.

Lotman uses the term “language” to denote any system of communication.

% Translation mine. “Bo BceM mapua cTpamHoBatas HeonpeaeneHHocTs.” Viktor Pelevin, Generation

“P” (Moscow: Vagrius, 1999), 17. Hereafter Generation “P” will be referred to as GP.
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the late 1990s were a transitional period situated between the Soviet Union and the next “big
idea” that had yet to come. Boris Noordenbos has noted that “Pelevin repeatedly demonstrates
how new meaning and identity is created in the crumple zones of dually presented temporal,

ideological, cultural, moral and gender oppositions. ...”%

Whether the binary model is still
operating in post-Soviet Russia is almost moot; in Pelevin’s works the model has become subject
to postmodernist play.

This brief overview of semiotics began with a narrow, linguistic definition of the sign and
progressed to a point in which the sign is viewed as a primary factor in the formulation of (or the
inability to formulate) meaning and identity. This devolution of the sign from a bearer of
meaning to that of an empty symbol is something that, in the West, is seen as symptomatic of
postmodernism and its accompanying “crisis of signification.” One is surrounded by empty
symbols—there are signifiers, but no signifieds—and so it becomes difficult to make sense of the
world. In western literature, postmodernism begins in the late 1950s; in Russian literature,
arguably, in the late 1960s.®” One expects to see simulation and simulacra in Russia dating from
this time period. However, unlike in the West, simulation occurs much earlier in Russia’s history

and there is a long tradition of Russian writers and thinkers trying to make sense of words and

symbols that they perceive of as “empty.”

% Noordenbos, “Breaking into a New Era? A Cultural-Semiotic Reading of Viktor Pelevin,” 86.

%7 Hans Bertens writes that the term “postmodernism” began appearing in literary criticism in the 1950s.
See Johannes Willem Bertens, The Idea of the Postmodern: A History (London: Routledge, 1995).

Regarding postmodernism in Russia, Sergey Kuznetsov writes that there were many authors whose works
would have been considered postmodernist dating from the 1960s but they were usually referred to as “modernist”
or “avant-garde.” The term “postmodernism” was not used before the Gorbachev era. Both authors and readers
preferred terms such as “modernist” or “conceptualist.” Venedikt Erofeev’s Moskva-Petushki (1969) and Andrei
Bitov’s Pushkinskii Dom (1978) are two examples of early Russian postmodernist prose. Sergey Kuznetsov,
“Postmodernism in Russia,” in International Postmodernism: Theory and Literary Practice, eds. Hans Bertens and
Douwe Fokkema (Amsterdam: John Benjamins, 1997), 451.
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Russian Emptiness

In the years between the late 1960s and the final collapse of the Soviet Union, Russia
found itself plagued by the inability of language to convey meaning in two major and distinct
ways. The first was the crisis of signification described above as an epiphenomenon of
postmodernism. The second, however, was a specifically Soviet phenomenon: language suffered
from the Soviet practice of spouting meaningless political jargon, images, and slogans. When the
Soviet Project imploded, so did the big ideas associated with it. The grand narratives that Soviet
citizens has been told for seventy years were now null and void, leaving behind only empty
words and images—statues of Lenin looking into a future that would never come, posters that
proclaimed that “Lenin Lives,” billboards that informed viewers that “The Party and the People
are One,” socialist realist novels that depicted reality as it should be but not as it was, and so on.
The ubiquity of empty signs made it difficult to extract relevant meaning about reality. The result
was a growing void of meaning.

The philosopher and culturologist Mikhail Epstein (1950-) has written the most lucid
description of “emptiness,” or the void, as it relates to Russian postmodernism and post-Soviet
reality. Epstein’s theories are not “canonical” statements on the topic Russian postmodernism.
Mikhail Berg, for example, has criticized Epstein in his volume Literocracy: Issues of
appropriation and redistribution of power in literature (Jlumepamypoxpamus: [Ipobrema
npuceoenus u nepepacnpedenenus gracmu ¢ rumepamype, 2000). To be sure, one could cite
numerous critics who write specifically on Russian postmodernism.®® What I find compelling
about Epstein’s ideas is his insistence on engaging with the “void” when discussing Russian

postmodernism.

% For example, Mark Lipovetsky, Viacheslav Kuritsyn, Irina Skoropanova, and others.
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Epstein asserts that the Soviet period was a “lengthy period of transition between the

modern and the postmodern.”®

Mark Lipovetsky agrees with Epstein on this point, writing,
“Indeed, the Socialist Realism overproduction of ideological images that replaced reality for the
absolute majority of the Soviet people, can be compared with postmodernist simulation
generated by the mass-media and the Internet.””® Susan Buck-Morss makes a similar point,
although specifically in regards to the dissident movement in Russia: “In terms of postmodern
culture there were ways one could argue that the Soviet Union was in advance of the rest of the
world, having attained this new historical stage before the capitalist West. Political cynicism,
anti-utopianism, distrust of all totalizing discourses—were not these characteristics of
postmodernism already well established in Soviet dissident culture as part of the intellectual
legacy of de-Stalinization?”””'

In the Soviet period, Epstein argues, “socialist realism was socialist reality to the same

f 9572

degree, since it appeared as the image and model of itsel Actual factories were perceived as

the models on which they had been built. Whether reality and socialist realism corresponded, in
fact, is another matter. Socialist realism was supposed to be a “truthful, historically concrete

9973

depiction of reality in its revolutionary development.”’” This line appeared in the original

definition mandated at the 1934 conference of the Writers Union and remained in all subsequent

% Mikhail Epstein, “Postmodernism, Communism, and Sots-Art,” in Endquote: Sots-Art Literature and
Soviet Grand Style, ed. Marina Balina (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 2000), 22.

7 Lipovetsky, “Russian Literary Postmodernism in the 1990s,” 34.

" Susan Buck-Morss, Dreamworld and Catastrophe: The Passing of Mass Utopia in East and West
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2000), 232-3.

72 Epstein, “Postmodernism, Communism, and Sots-Art,” 7.
» “IIpaBAMBOrO, HCTOPUUECKU-KOHKPETHOTO N300paXeHUsl AeHCTBUTENBHOCTU B €€ PEBOJIIOLIUOHHOM

pa3Butun.” Stanislav Lesnevskii and Vladimir Voronov, eds., Pervyi vsesoiuznyi s "ezd sovetskikh pisatelei, 1934:
stenograficheskii otchet (Moscow: Sovetskii pisatel’, 1990), 3.
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versions of the official definition. The very wording implies that actual reality had no “being”
but exists only in the dynamic process of “becoming.” As Andrei Siniavskii (1925—1997)
snidely wrote in his essay “On Socialist Realism” (1959), “We represent life as we would like it
to be and as it is bound to become, when it bows to the logic of Marxism.” Socialist realist
authors are not embellishing life; rather they are showing “the seeds of the future it contains.”””
Boris Groys notes that authors of socialist realist novels did not “portray” its positive (or
negative) heroes but rather “incarnated” them; for they did not exist in reality.
In and of themselves the positive and negative heroes have no external appearance,
because they express transcendental demiurgic forces. However, to demonstrate these
forces in a manner that is “intelligible to the people”...they must be symbolized,
incarnated, set upon a stage. Hence the constant concern of socialist realist aesthetics
with verisimilitude. Its heroes...must thoroughly resemble people if people are not to be
frightened by their true aspect, and this is why the writers and artists of socialist realism
constantly bustle about inventing biographies, habits, clothing, physiognomies, and so on.
They almost seem to be in the employ of some sort of extraterrestrial bureau planning a

trip to Earth—they want to make their envoys as anthropomorphic as possible, but they
cannot keep the otherworldly void from gaping through all the cracks in the mask.”

Although we have not reached an era that most would designate as postmodern, we have a
culture dominated by simulacra: signs that do not correspond with reality.

In fact, much of Soviet reality consisted of twentieth-century Potemkin villages, where the
idea or the model was considered “good enough’ and never finished the “becoming” stage to
become reality. For example, in a 2013 New York Times piece, Ellen Barry describes the Soviet

era infrastructure in a town where there are “secondary roads that exist on maps but were never

™ Abram Tertz, “On Socialist Realism,” in The Trial Begins and On Socialist Realism (Berkeley, CA:
University of California Press, 1960), 200-1.

7 Boris Groys, The Total Art of Stalinism: Avant-Garde, Aesthetic, Dictatorship, and Beyond, trans.
Charles Rougle (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1992), 63.
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»7% This example highlights the degree to which Soviet reality was dominated by

actually built.
“signness” (3raxosocmy): signifieds disappeared (or perhaps, never existed) leaving only
signifiers, which have become self-referential. This was a significant departure from previous
ideologies, which strove toward a new reality and competed with the existing reality.
Communism and socialist realism created hyperrealities, which strove to replace the existing
reality altogether.”’

Epstein’s argument is that communism did not yet have the technology to create perfect
simulacra to create the illusion of a completely transformed, new reality and so it was necessary
to violently destroy the old reality. By the time Russia reached the state of mature
postmodernism, it was no longer necessary to physically alter reality to match some ideology.
Postmodernism is “the kind of ideology that has no need of ideology itself, having replaced it

78 While communism still relied on the notions that ideas would

with video technology.
transform reality, postmodernism posits that there is no reality other than ideas (or words or
images) themselves.

One can demonstrate that postmodernism posits a lack of meaning by denying the
existence of signifieds; however, Epstein argues that this process is not all that different from
communist theory, which critiqued metaphysics in a “negative dialectics.” Soviet Communism
was unable to resolve a thesis and antithesis by producing a synthesis. This is consistent with

Lotman’s hypothesis that periods of cultural explosions operate differently in Russia (a binary

culture that does not tolerate neutral semiotic space) than in the West (a ternary culture that

7% Ellen Barry, “The Russia Left Behind: A Journey Through the Heartland on the Slow Road to Ruin,” The
New York Times, October 13, 2013, http://www.nytimes.com/newsgraphics/2013/10/13/russia/.

77 Epstein, “Postmodernism, Communism, and Sots-Art,” 6-7.

" 1bid., 7.
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accommodates the compromise that synthesis requires). Soviet Communists foundered in the
antithesis where they, almost apophatically, tried to define ideological truth by negating other
theses. The result was that every positive thesis (such as Trotskyism, Bukharinism, Deborinism,
voluntarism, and revisionism) seemed to fall either to the left or the right of this “presumed truth,”
which lay not in the center but nowhere.” This type of negative dialectics marked the collapse of
dialectics, in which concepts could never develop to “full determinateness”; they were reduced to
an “infinite nothing.”™

This “nothingness” produced by stalled communist dialectics may not have been
intentional, but its successor—postmodern deconstruction—certainly was. Deconstruction is the
revelation that any rational idea or judgment is incomplete or inadequate. It reduces all signifieds
(concepts and ideas) to signifiers (indexical signs, i.e., words, nominations, images) and allows
for the free play of these signifiers. Instead of a signifier pointing to some kind of underlying
reality, postmodernism claims it only points to another signifier (see above segment on post-
structuralism). Thus, the formulation of a higher Truth is unnecessary and untenable because
there is no higher Truth.

Epstein has noted a tendency to simulacra throughout Russian history, with the emphasis
on building some semblance of a particular reality with the hope being that the “actual” reality

will soon follow. Often, the initial concept “is more real than the production brought forth by that

plan.”® Thomas Seifrid has also noted that

Russian culture does seem to be distinguished by a set of practices that work toward

" 1bid., 12.
8 Ibid., 29n2.

81 Epstein, “The Origins and Meaning of Russian Postmodernism,” 28.
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producing the sign or facade of something in anticipation of obtaining its referent, only to
stop there; and...this activity [is] often...state-sponsored or -directed and...linked
somehow with the working out of national identity, because the nature or direction of
“Russia” is somehow bound up in the facade that has been produced.®
Although postmodernist doctrines came to Russia via the West, Epstein attributes the “readiness
of Russian minds to immediately multiply and apply these doctrines to their native culture and
make them a banner of spiritual renewal testifies to a certain innateness of postmodernism on

Russian soil.”

Postmodernism as a concept may have come from the West, but Russia has
always been governed by “postmodernist” principles of the inherent emptiness in culture: it is its
normal, unmarked state.>®

By way of illustrating this important concept, I will examine several seemingly
anachronistic postmodernist episodes in Russia’s history and literature. Emptiness is a huge
theme in Russian literature, but I will limit my examples to those that fit the definition of the

void, i.e., the emptiness resulting from empty signifiers and simulacra. This same emptiness

pervades Pelevin’s works.

Historical Emptiness

Peter the Great (r. 1682—1725)
One could argue that emptiness has always existed in Russian culture. Epstein, for
example, argues that Russia has produced simulacra since Prince Vladimir forcibly Christianized

ancient Rus’ in 988: “The entire reality of pagan Rus disappeared when Prince Vladimir ordered

82 Thomas Seifrid, “‘Illusion’ and Its Workings in Modern Russian Culture,” The Slavic and East European
Journal 45, no. 2 (Summer, 2001): 205.

8 Epstein, “Postmodernism, Communism, and Sots-Art,” 4.

% Ibid., 21.
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the introduction of Christianity and briskly baptized the whole nation.”*

Emptiness in modern
Russian culture intensifies during the reign of Peter I, whose intense Westernization project
essentially created an outward facade of a “European” Russia. Peter I’s Westernization project
was particularly important because it represented a sharp break with Russia’s past national
program, based largely on a religious mission. For Peter’s critics, the tsar’s Westernization
project created an alternative timeline that serves as a counterfactual to many: what would
Russian culture look like today had Peter not implemented his program? Geoffrey Hosking
believes that the building of the Russian empire (“Rossiia”’) impeded the development of the
Russian nation (“Rus’”’).* He quotes culturologist Georgii Gachev, who writes, “Rossiia is the
fate of Rus’. Rossiia is attraction, ideal and service—but also abyss and perdition. Rossiia
uprooted the Russian people, enticed them away from Rus’, transformed the peasant into a
soldier, an organizer, a boss, but no longer a husbandman.”®’ As a result of Peter’s new order,
Russia’s “past was negated, turned into ‘nothing,’” voided in favor of a more western outlook.*
Peter’s founding of St. Petersburg on the Gulf of Finland as a “window to the West” was

key to his Westernization program. Peter conceived of St. Petersburg as a “would-be European

city”®; build the city, and the “European-ness” would follow (or be imposed).” In other words,

% Epstein, “The Origins and Meaning of Russian Postmodernism,” 33.

% Geoffrey A. Hosking, Russia: People and Empire, 1552—1917 (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University
Press, 1997), xix.

Note that other scholars, in contrast, have argued that pre-Petrine Russian cultural traditions did not provide
sufficient material for building a modern Russian nation, hence it was inevitable that modern Russia would rely
excessively upon Western cultural traditions.

%7 Translation in Hosking, Russia: People and Empire, 1552—1917. Georgii Gachev, Russkaia duma:
portrety russkikh myslitelei (Moscow: Novosti, 1991), 150-1.

% Seifrid, ““Illusion’ and Its Workings in Modern Russian Culture,” 206.

% Ibid., 205.
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there was a void between the city’s signifier (the city’s European fagades) and its signified
(genuine “European-ness”). In 1839, over a century after the city’s founding, the Marquis de
Custine astutely noted, “the magnificence and immensity of St. Petersburg are tokens set up by

the Russians to honor their future power....”""!

What the Marquis is describing is essentially a
simulacrum: a copy of something with no original.

By creating St. Petersburg ex nihilo, Peter’s status was elevated to demiurge, mirroring
God’s own creation of the world out of nothingness. The similarities were not lost on the
eighteenth-century court’s official literati. Mikhail Vajskopf notes that, according to the
eighteenth-century tradition, Peter not only brought forth a new capital from nothingness, but

Russia itself “from non-existence into existence,” a phrase which is borrowed directly from the

Orthodox liturgy and suggests a void underlying both Petersburg and all of Russia.”

Catherine the Great (v. 1762 — 1796)

Peter I conceived of Russia as a western power and required the nobility to act in
accordance with his vision of a Europeanized Russia. This was not a natural evolution: the
transition was imposed from above by fiat and the Russian nobility was forced to “imitate”
Europeans. As in the case of the city of St. Petersburg, a gap stood between the reality of the
Russian nobility (the signifier) and the ideal that the Russian nobility was supposed to represent,

i.e., the European nobility (signified). This theatricality continued through the eighteenth century,

% Petersburg is one of many examples of Peter’s “putting the cart before the horse.” For example, against
advice from European advisers, Peter founded an Academy of Sciences in Russia, which had neither a supporting
network of lower educational institutions to support it nor native scholars that could staff it. See Hosking, Russia:
People and Empire, 1552—-1917, 89.

°! Astolphe de Custine, Letters from Russia, trans. Anka Muhlstein (New York: New York Review of
Books, 2002), 114; italics mine.

%2 Mikhail Vajskopf, “Imperial Mythology and Negative Landscape in Dead Souls,” in Gggal: Exploring
Absence; Negativity in 19th-century Russian Literature, ed. Sven Spieker (Bloomington, IN: Slavica, 1999), 104.
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particularly during the reign of Catherine the Great. In his essay, “The Poetics of Everyday
Behavior in Eighteenth-Century Russian Culture,” Lotman described how the everyday life of
the nobility in the eighteenth century mirrored artistic texts and was experienced aesthetically.”
Lotman describes two types of behavior within developed cultures: (1) everyday social behavior
which members of the group consider “natural”; and (2) ceremonial or nonpragmatic behavior.
Natives of a particular culture learn the first type of behavior as children by direct immersion.
The second type of behavior is learned like a foreign language: via grammars and rules.

Since the reign of Peter I, “the Russian nobility underwent a change far more profound
than a simple shift in the customary social order. The area of subconscious, ‘natural’ behavior
became a sphere in which teaching was needed.” Instructions were issued on proper social
behavior; every Russian behavior that had come naturally was considered incorrect and was
rejected and replaced with “correct” European rules. In Europe, this type of behavior would have
been acquired via direct experience in early childhood. The Russian nobleman, however, had to
learn a new code of behavior as an adult: “to behave properly was to behave like a foreigner, that
is, in a somewhat artificial manner, according to the norms of somebody else’s way of life.”
Lotman notes that this kind of phenomenon was not a straightforward “Europeanization” of
everyday behavior. Once Western values were transferred to Russia, they gained currency. Just
as mastering a foreign language raised one’s social status, imitating European values elevated
one’s status in society. But in crossing the cultural border, these values were modified and
reinterpreted by the receiving culture. Significantly, this behavior led to a semiotization of

everyday life. Both the image of European life and the imitation that was ritualized in “play-

% Tu. M. Lotman, “The Poetics of Everyday Behavior in Eighteenth-Century Russian Culture,” in Semiotics
and structuralism: Readings from the Soviet Union, ed. Henryk Baran (New York: International Arts and Sciences
Press, 1976), 67.
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acting of European life” operated simultaneously.”

The trend of unnatural imitation in the second half of the eighteenth century was not
unique to Russia. At that time, European culture had embraced neo-classicism, which strove to
imitate (in a broad sense) the aesthetics of classical antiquity (e.g., harmony, order, balance, logic,
decorum, etc.). Wanting to conform to European values at the time, Russia began to imitate the
imitators. Priscilla Roosevelt has described how, during Catherine’s reign, the Russian nobility
transformed their country estates into miniature, self-contained worlds of pleasure on European
models. Pre-figuring what Baudrillard and Eco would describe as “hyperreality,” it was no
longer enough to build a manor house in the English style; the nobility sought to create a
miniature version of England itself. The Russian estate itself was also an imitation of the
European-style estate in that it was not the natural result of local landownership and power. For
the Russian nobility, power was almost entirely dependent on ties to the court, not land
ownership. Catherine’s own estate at Tsarskoe Selo was foremost among these imitative estates.
It contained four distinct “ideological worlds™ (which, in turn, were replicated on individual
private estates): a Chinese village, illustrating the world of “fancy and caprice”; neo-Gothic
structures, evoking the world of “medieval melancholy”; Pavlosk served as a model estate; and
finally, a “political garden,” which symbolized Catherine’s ambitions of annexing Crimea and
gaining access to the Black Sea. This latter garden contained a lake in the shape of the Black Sea,
lined with Russian, Turkish, and Moldavian pavilions.95

One must consider Potemkin villages of Catherine’s reign in this same spirit. According

to legend, during the reign of Catherine the Great (r. 1762—1796), one of her favorites, Grigorii

% 1bid., 68-70.

% Priscilla R. Roosevelt, Life on the Russian Country Estate: A Social and Cultural History (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1997), 37.
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Potemkin, built false villages along the riverbanks to impress the Empress and an entourage of
foreign dignitaries during their visit to the South, giving the illusion that the area was more
prosperous than it actually was. Larry Wolff claims that “these illusionary transformations
pointed to the fundamental illusion that governed all others on Catherine’s voyage to the Crimea:

the illusion of civilization.”®

Potemkin may have wanted to show what the village would look
like in the near future, something akin to a model home used in real estate.”’ In a nutshell,
Catherine was selling (and buying) an image to the West—a signifier with no underlying

signified. What both scenarios have in common, however, is that false structures were erected to

conceal emptiness, i.e., something that never existed to begin with.”®

The Nineteenth Century
Influenced by German idealist philosophy that started to penetrate into Russia in the
1820s, Russian writers and philosophers began reflecting on the nature of illusion in Russia and
its implications for Russian identity.
Fichte, Schelling, and later on Hegel, all of whom became popular in Russia during the
1830s, blurred the distinction between things-in-themselves and things-as-perceived,
asserting that the human mind not only interprets reality but also forms it. In this view,

mind and ultimate reality were fundamentally of the same essence: any change in thought
was a change in reality, and vice versa.”

% Larry Wolff, Inventing Eastern Europe: The Map of Civilization on the Mind of the Enlightenment
(Stanford, Calif.: Stanford Univ. Press, 1994), 131.

°7 Dimitri Shvidkovsky, The Empress and the Architect: British Architecture and Gardens at the Court of
Catherine the Great (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1996), 143.

% Potemkin Villages continue to appear in contemporary Russia. When Vladimir Putin announced he
would be visiting the city of Suzdal’, the city spruced up dilapidated buildings large canvases depicting freshly
painted buildings. See Aleksandr Nor, “Narisui dlia Putina,” Live Journal, November 20, 2013 (7:10 p.m.),
http://pryf.livejournal.com/3903273 . html.

% Hosking, Russia: People and Empire, 1552—1917, 269.
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Hosking notes that after the Decembrist Revolt, it became clear that Russia would not follow the
path of England or France to a constitutional monarchy. Educated people became painfully
aware that they were estranged from both their government and the people (rapoo), whom they
wanted to help. The questions of what Russia was and what was its place in the world became
“all-consuming.”' "’

Russia’s first real philosopher in this respect was Petr Chaadaev (1794—1856). In his
Lettres sur la philosophie de [’histoire: Lettre premiere (1830), Chaadaev described Russia as
being “neither of the West nor of the East” and being placed “outside of time”—as if the country
were situated in a void.'! He writes,

Nothing from the first moment of our social existence has emanated from us for man’s

common good; not one useful idea has germinated in the sterile soil of our fatherland; we

have launched no great truth; we have never bothered to conjecture anything ourselves,

and we have adopted only deceiving appearances and useless luxury from all the things

that others have thought out.'”?
Chaadaev’s comments not only claim that nothing of worth ever emanated from Russia, they
also imply that nothing will come from Russia in the future because Russia merely borrows and
simulates, but does not itself create. Even these borrowings cannot be considered genuine but
rather “deceiving appearances.” The letter caused an outrage. Russian writer and thinker
Alexander Herzen (1812—1870) likened the effect of the letter to a gunshot in the night: “It was

like a shot ringing out on a dark night; whether something was drowning and proclaiming its

own death, whether it was a signal, or a call for help—whether it was news of the dawn or that

190 1bid., 269-70.

1T “Mpr He npuHaATeRUM. .. HY K 3amay, HE kK BocToKy....MbI cTOMM Kak Gbl BHe BpeMmeHH....” P. Ia.
Chaadaev, Filosoficheskie pis'ma k dame. (Moscow: Zakharov, 2000), 8.
2P, Ta. Chaadaev, Philosophical Works of Peter Chaadaev (Dordrecht; Boston: Kluwer Academic

Publishers, 1991), 25.
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there would be no dawn,—all the same, one had to wake up.”103 Chaadaev was declared insane,
put under house arrest, and forced to issue an apology.

In his apology, entitled “Apologie d’un fou,” Chaadaev still does not deny this emptiness
that underlies Russian identity, he only switches the value of his statement from negative to
positive. He now describes Russia as a “blank sheet of paper” representing pure receptivity and
potentiality and, now that the words “Europe and West” have been written on it by Peter’s strong
hand, “the future belongs to us.”'** Although Chaadaev credits Peter with giving Russia this
fresh start, his tone is undeniably negative:

The greatest of our kings, our glory, our demigod, he who began a new era for us, he to

whom we owe our greatness and all the goods which we possess, renounced old Russia a

hundred years ago in front of the entire world. With his powerful breath he swept away

all our old institutions; he dug out an abyss between our past and our present, and he
threw all our traditions into it; he went to make himself the smallest in the West, and he
returned the greatest among us; he prostrated himself before the West and he rose as our
master and our legislator; he introduced Western idioms into our idiom; he modeled the
letters of our alphabet upon those of the West.... Since that time, our eyes constantly
turned towards the West, and we did nothing but inhale the emanations which came to us
from there and nourished ourselves on them.'®

From the time of Peter the Great, then, Russia has experienced a continual identity crisis. Peter

showed Russia his path, yet many wondered where Russia’s path would have led had the tsar not

forcefully re-directed it.

1% A 1. Gertsen, Byloe i dumy, 9 vols., vol. T (Moscow: Akademiia nauk SSSR, 1963), 139. “3to 6511
BBICTpEJ, pa3fAaBLINICA B TEMHYIO HOUb; TOHYJIO JIM UTO U BO3BEIIA0 CBOO r'HOeNb, OBLT JIM 3TO CUTHAJ, 30B Ha
MIOMOII[b,—BECTb 00 yTpe WU O TOM, UTO €ro He OyJeT,—BCe paBHO HaJOOHO OBLIO IPOCHYThCS.”

1% Chaadaev, Philosophical Works of Peter Chaadaev, 104, 109.

195 Ibid., 103.
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Slavophiles and Westernizers

Chaadaev’s letters can be considered an opening salvo in a debate over Russian identity
that preoccupied intellectuals for decades. Various thinkers have responded to Chaadaev and
have been traditionally identified as belonging to one of two camps: Slavophiles and
Westernizers.

Those who eventually became known as the Slavophiles were the first to respond. They
rejected the notion that Russia did not have its own history and culture. Chaadaev had
overlooked Russia’s authentic culture, they argued, because he, like many others at the time, had
been blinded by the superficial culture of the West. One of the founders of the Slavophile
movement, [van Kireevskii (1806—1856), asserted (based on his studies of Christian patristic
literature) that Russia had a rich heritage derived from Byzantium and conveyed by the Orthodox
Church. Unlike the West, Russia had managed to preserve the integrity of the Christian faith.
Kireevski maintained that this heritage was threatened because of “the way Russia’s elite had

106 1y other words,

been disfigured by alien influences since the early eighteenth century.
Kireevskii dated the problem to the time of Peter I. The Slavophiles believed that Peter’s policies
had created a rift between “people of the land” (3emckue 100u) and “state servitors” (cayarcunsie
moou). Konstantin Aksakov (1817—1860) wrote, “There arose a rift between the Tsar and his
people, and the ancient union of land and state was destroyed. In its place the state imposed its
yoke on the land. The Russian land was, as it were, conquered, and the state was the

10
conqueror.”""’

1% paraphrased by Hosking without attribution. Hosking, Russia: People and Empire, 1552—1917, 273.

"7 Translation from ibid., 274. N. L. Brodskii, Rannie slavianofily (Moscow: Izdatel’stvo L. D. Sytina

1910), 85-6.
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The Slavophiles took issue with Chaadaev’s assertion that there had been no “Russian
culture” to speak of before Peter the Great. Both Chaadaev and the Slavophiles seemed to agree
that Peter I had been the source of Russia’s current problems. As Hosking points out, however,
the extent to which pre-Petrine Russia resembled the Slavophiles’ vision of Old Russia is
debatable. For example, the Slavophiles abhorred serfdom and censorship—both of which were
firmly entrenched in Russian society long before Peter I came to power.'”®

The Westernizers were initially less organized than the Slavophiles. Westernizers
represented the status quo in Russian educated society at the time. They were the direct heirs to
the Petrine legacy and saw Russia’s fate as being tied to the fate of the West. Although they were
not against Russian values, they saw themselves as part of the new progressive civilization that
would reconcile western culture with Russian values. Westernizers saw a “lack” in Russia and
had a desire to try to make up what they saw was a deficit.

Liah Greenfeld notes that the ideological positions of both of these groups, ironically,
were “Westernisms, for...both define the West as the anti-model. And both were Slavophilisms,
for the model for them was Russia, which they idealized each in its own fashion, and whose
triumph over the West both predicted.”'” The result of this debate between Slavophiles and
Westernizers is that the conversation about what was perceived to be a “lack” or “emptiness” in
Russian culture had been articulated nof in terms of Russia’s relationship to itself and its own
history, but rather in terms of its relationship with the West.

Epstein noted that both Westernizers and Slavophiles saw Russia as being a nation of

simulations. He quotes from the Marquis de Custine’s book, La Russie en 1839:

"% Hosking, Russia: People and Empire, 1552—1917,275.

109

1992), 265.

Liah Greenfeld, Nationalism: Five Roads to Modernity (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
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Russia is an Empire of catalogs: if one runs through the titles, everything seems beautiful.
But be careful not to look beyond the chapter titles. Open the book and you will see that
there is nothing in it: the truth is that the chapters are all marked, but they still need to be
written....How many cities and roads exist only as projects. Well, the entire nation, in
essence, is nothing but a placard stuck over Europe....'"°
Although Custine is describing Russia from a European’s point of view, Epstein notes that
Aleksandr Herzen agreed with Custine and thought he had written a fascinating volume. Epstein
compares Custine’s comments with those of ardent Slavophile Ivan Aksakov (1823-1886):
“Everything in our country exists ‘as if,” nothing seems to be serious, authentic; instead,
everything has the appearance of something temporary, false, designed for show—from petty to
large-scale phenomena. ‘As if” we have laws and even 15 volumes of the code of laws...whereas
half of these institutions do not exist in reality and the laws are not respected.”’'' Both of these

authors recognized the superficial, simulative nature of Russian society—for one, Russia was not

European enough, for the other, not Russian enough.

10 “Poccus—uMmepus KaTanoro: ecia npoOeKaTh I1a3aMi OJHH 3ar0JOBKH—BCE MOKaKEeTCs

npexpacHbM. Ho Geperutech 3arisHyTh Aanblie Ha3BaHuil rnaB. OTKpolTe KHUTy—H BBl yOEAUTECh, UTO B HEH
HHUYEro HeT: IpaBJia BCe IIaBbl 0003HAYEHBI, HO UX ellle HY)KHO Hamucars. ...CKOJIIBKO TOpOJI0B U JJOPOT
CYLIECTBYIOT JIMIIB B npoekTe. [la u Besl Halus, B CyLIIHOCTH, HE 4TO MHOE, Kak aduila, packieeHHas o Espore....
Marquis de Custine, Nikolaevskaia Rossiia (Moscow: Izdatel’stvo politicheskoi literatury, 1990), 155-6.

Comedian Stephen Colbert, describing a recent trip to Russia, expressed a similar sentiment: “The strangest
thing to me about Russia is that it seems so much like the west...It’s like the Uncanny Valley of the west. You think
it’s western, and then you go, ‘Wait, that’s not a leaf; that’s a spider pretending to be a leaf.” The Late Show With
Stephen Colbert, season 2, episode 175, directed by Jim Hoskinson, aired July 14, 2017 (CBS Television Studios),
cbs.com.
" Translation from Epstein, “The Origins and Meaning of Russian Postmodernism,” 28. “Bce y Hac
CYLIECTBYET «KaK OyATO ObI», HUYETO HE KAKETCs CEPbE3HBIM, HACTOSAIINM, & UMEET BHJ] YEr0-TO BPEMEHHOTO,
MIOJI/IENIEHOT0, TIOKA3HOT'O U BCE 3TO OT CaMbIX MEJIKHX SIBJICHUI U 10 KPYNIHBIX. Y Hac OynTo Obl €CTh M 3aKOHBI U
JlaKe MsATHaaAnaTh ToMoB CBoa 3aKoHa. ..a MEX/ly TeM TIOJIOBUHBI 3THX YIPaBJIeHUH B 1EHCTBUTEIBHOCTH HE
CyIIeCcTBYeT, a 3akoHbI He yBaxkatorcs.” K. Skal’kovskii, ed., Mneniia russkikh o samikh sebe, (Moscow: Terra—
Knizhnyi klub, 2001), 159.
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Literary Emptiness

So far I have described how the postmodern semantic “void” has evolved in both the
West and in Russia. I have also described how, contrary to the West, empty signifiers seem to
occur in Russian culture long before the appearance of postmodernism. The following section
focuses on how Russian writers understood and represented the void. I will examine the
“negative voids” associated with empty signifiers; however, I will also briefly mention some

attempts by the Russian modernists to conceive of the void as “positive.”

Petersburg Literature

In the nineteenth century Russian writers, especially Petersburg writers, began treating
the void in their work. The void surfaces in the second quarter of the nineteenth century, which
saw the emergence of what would become known as “the Petersburg text.” Several key works in
this period characterize St. Petersburg as an unnatural, devilish place. As mentioned above,
Peter’s building of the northern capital created an aura of illusion around the city; it is superficial,
false, and nothing is as it seems. For example, in Pushkin’s Bronze Horseman (Meouwvie 6caonux,
1830) the image Peter on horseback (in the form of Falconet’s monument) is poised “above the
abyss” (“Hag camoii 6e3mHOIT”). Dostoevsky’s heroes wander in an “invented city,” which has
become more of a character in his novels than a backdrop. In his Diary of a Writer, Dostoevsky
wrote about Petersburg’s penchant for imitation: “In this sense there is no other city like it, in an
architectural sense it reflects all the architectures of the world, of all periods and styles;

everything has been gradually borrowed and everything had been disfigured in its own way.”''?

112
“B 3TOM CMBICIIE HET TaKOTO rOpoja, Kak OH, B apXUTEKTYPHOM CMBICIIE OH OTpaskeHHE BCeX

apPXUTEKTYp B MHpPE, BCEX MEPUOJIOB U MOJI; BCE MOCTEIIEHHO 3aMMCTBOBAHO U BCE MO-CBOEMY MEPEKOBEPKaHO.”
Fedor Dostoevskii, Sobranie sochinenii v piatnadtsati tomakh, vol. 12 (Leningrad: Nauka, 1994), 125.
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Julie Buckler writes that, for Dostoevsky, Petersburg’s eclectic architectural borrowings have
rendered the city characterless and somehow belonging outside of time.

Instead of writing history, the St. Petersburg cityscape erases history by redoing its

facades “for chic.” Instead of creating order and narrative, the St. Petersburg cityscape

expresses chaos and is original only in its fundamental lack of character. For Dostoevsky,
the city’s architectural eclecticism initially told the story of the world, but was then made
to embody the antihistorical principle in modern times.' "
Gogol has also famously described St. Petersburg as a place of deception and (said particularly
of Nevskii Prospekt) where “the devil himself lights the lamps only so as to show everything not
as it really looks.”''*

Gogol’s works deserve particular consideration in the context of the void. His description
of the deceptive nature of St. Petersburg was extended to the very foundation of Russian reality:
“Everything is deception, everything is a dream, everything is not what it seems to be!”'"
Gogol’s obsession with emptiness and simulacra extends to many of his characters (often
described apophatically), dialogue (marked by ellipses, stutters, aphasia), narration (frequently
interrupted by a rambling, digressive narrator), and settings (e.g., places like St. Petersburg
where reality goes in and out of focus, and things are not as they seem). Most famously, in his

novel Dead Souls (Mepmavie oyuu, 1842) Gogol likened Russia to a winged troika wildly

careening into a void outside of space and time: “Rus’, where are you rushing to? Give me an

'3 Julie Buckler, Mapping St. Petersburg: Imperial Text and Cityshape (Princeton: Princeton University

Press, 2005), 33.

" Nikolai Gogol, “Nevsky Prospekt,” in The Collected Tales of Nikolai Gogol, trans. Richard Pevear and
Larissa Volokhonsky (New York: Vintage Books, 1998), 278. “...cam 1eMOH 3a)KHTraeT JIaMIIbl ISl TOTO TOJIBKO,
4TOOBI MMOKa3aTh Bce He B HacTosmeM Buae.” Nikolai Gogol’, “Nevskii Prospekt,” in Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol.
3, Povesti, ed. N.L. Meshcheriakov (Leningrad: Izdatel’stvo akademii nauk SSSR, 1938), 46.

15 Gogol, “Nevsky Prospekt,” in The Collected Tales of Nikolai Gogol, 277. “Bcé oGMaH, Bcé MeuTa, BCE
He T0, yeM Kaxetcs!” Gogol’, “Nevskii Prospekt,” in Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 3, Povesti, 45.
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answer! It does not answer.”!'®

While the topic of Gogol and the void is too broad to discuss here, I will point out one
particular example that I believe presages the language experimentation seen later in the
modernist period and in postmodernism.''” In Gogol’s “Overcoat” (“IlIunens,” 1842), externals
define identity. The hero of the story, the copy clerk Akakii Akakievich, lovingly traces the
letters (i.e., signifiers) he’s copying, without paying attention to the internal content (i.e.,
signifieds). At one point, a supervisor wishes to reward Akakii for his service by giving him an
assignment in which he has to alter the header and the tenses of the verbs. But, the reader is told,
“This was such a task for him that he got all in a sweat, rubbed his forehead, and finally said,
“No, better let me copy something.””''® Akakii is only capable of expressing himself with
“prepositions, adverbs, and finally such particles as have decidedly no meaning.”'" As the
reader learns more about Akakii, it is clear that he is only comfortable with signifiers/outer forms
and not at all with what is signified.

While Akakii may be an extreme case, he is not the only person in the story whose
actions are governed by signifiers alone. The important person, to whom Akakii appeals when
his new overcoat is stolen, has recently received a new title of general and is in a confused state
as to how to relate to others. “However, he was a kind man at heart, good to his comrades,

obliging, but the rank of general had completely bewildered him. On receiving the rank of

"6 Nikolai Gogol’, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 6, Mertvye dushi, ed. N.L. Meshcheriakov (Leningrad:
Izdatel’stvo akademii nauk SSSR, 1951), 247.

"7 For a more thorough treatment of the void in Gogol, see Sven Spieker’s volume Gogpl: Exploring
Absence; Negativity in 19th-century Russian Literature. Bloomington, IN: Slavica, 1999.

'8 Gogol, “The Overcoat,” in The Collected Tales of Nikolai Gogol, 397. “I10 3a1a10 eMy TaKyko pabory,
YTO OH BCIIOTEI COBEPIICHHO, Tep 100 1 HAKOHEI[ CKa3all: «HeT, Tydllle faiite s nepenumry urto-HHOy16.»” Gogol’,

“Shinel’,” in Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 3, 144-5.

119
Gogol, “The Overcoat,” 402. “...npeamoraMu, HAPSUUSIMH U, HAKOHEII, TAKUMH YaCTHUIIAMHU, KOTOPBIE
PEIIUTENBHO HE UMEIOT HUKaKoTo 3HaueHus.” Gogol’, “Shinel’,” 149.
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general, he had somehow become confused, thrown off, and did not know how to behave at all.
When he happened to be with his equals, he was as a man ought to be, a very decent man...”"*°
As aresult, this important person ceases being himself and imitates the external actions of other
generals. This blind imitation of outward appearance and action is noted by Gogol, “Thus
everything in holy Russia is infected with imitation, and each one mimics and apes his
superior.”'*!

The only signifier that provides any meaning for Akakii is his new overcoat: it comes to
define his identity—he becomes its signified. Once he decides to have a new coat made, Akakii’s
life seemingly changes for the better. He is livelier and his character grows firmer. When his
overcoat finally makes its debut, Akakii’s coworkers (who normally tease him mercilessly)
throw a party in his honor. Akakii’s new lease on life is derived from a material object (rather
than spiritual qualities) and is therefore fleeting. When the signifier-overcoat is stolen, Akakii
loses his signified-identity (i.e., self). The breakdown (loss) of the signifier mirrors the

breakdown of Akakii Akakievich—he is completely anchorless in a universe of signifiers

without signifieds—and he soon dies.

Russian Modernism — Deriving Meaning from the Void
Russian modernists, specifically the symbolists, may not have liked the shape that their
reality was assuming in the early twentieth century, but for them words were powerful

instruments with almost incantational power to reshape that reality in an alternate way. Words

%Y Gogol, “The Overcoat,” 416. “Brpouem oH GbU1 B Aylie 100pbIi 4eT0BEK, XOPOII ¢ TOBAPHIIAMH,
YCIY>XKJIMB; HO TeHEepaIbCKUIl YMH COBEPILEHHO cOMII ero ¢ ToJKy. [1oay4nBIIM reHepanbCcKuil YMH, OH KaK-TO
cIyTaJcs, COMICS C ITyTH U COBEPIIEHHO He 3HaJ, Kak eMy ObITh. Eciii eMy ciaydanock ObITh C pOBHBIMHU cebe, OH
OBL1 elle YeJIOBeK, KaK CIeNyeT, YeJIOBeK OUeHb NOPSAoYHbIH. ...” Gogol’, “Shinel’,” 165.

"2 Gogol, “The Overcoat,” 415. “Tak yx Ha CBATO# Pycu BCE 3apakeHO MOAPaKaHUEM, BCAKOI APA3HHUT H
KOpYHUT cBoero HavaneHHuKa.” Gogol’, “Shinel’,” 164.
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(signifiers) had this power because they were associated with meaning (signified), and the
combination of idea, meaning, and word had creative, even life-changing force. In this the
symbolists differ from the postmodern writers of the post-Soviet period, in whose world
signifiers have been severed from signifieds. For the symbolists, the word represented an
opportunity to create and control the void before the collapsing Russian Empire, the burgeoning
revolutionary movement, and technology created the void for them. Post-Soviet writers faced a
different task: they were obliged to find a way to use their words in an already created void.

The modernist period was marked by an apocalyptic, millenarian sentiment, and the
image of the void or the abyss was not uncommon in Russian symbolist poetry. Not surprisingly,
Russian literature and literary criticism of the time concerned itself, in many ways, with semantic
voids. In the first two decades of the twentieth century, symbolist Andrei Belyi (1880-1934) and
futurist Velimir Khlebnikov (1885-1922) expressed a deep interest in the philosophy of language
in both their theoretical and artistic works. From their predecessors the romantics, the symbolists
inherited an ambivalent attitude toward the word. They simultaneously believed the mundane
word was incapable of expressing deep truths. The symbolists frequently quoted Fedor
Tiutchev’s (1803—1873) verse “The thought once expressed is a lie” (“Mpicab u3peueHHas €CTh
noxs”) and saw the “living word” as the key to cognizing a higher reality.'*

Although I will not treat Belyi’s mystical writings regarding the abyss here, his language
experimentation is important for understanding the tradition from which Pelevin comes. Through
the writings of Ukrainian linguist Oleksandr Potebnia (1835—-1891), Belyi first became
acquainted with Wilhelm von Humboldt’s concept of language as energeia. Humboldt saw

language as an active process (energeia) rather than a predetermined product (ergon): “The

12V Gofman, “lazyk simvolistov,” in Literaturnoe nasledstvo (Moscow: Zhurnal’no-gazetnoe
ob”edinenie, 1937), 60.

53



mutual interdependence of thought and word clearly illuminates the truth that languages are not
really means for representing already known truths, but are rather instruments for discovering

12 In other words, Humboldt recognized that there is not a one-

previously unrecognized ones.
to-one association between a word (signifier) and its meaning (signified); there is, so to speak, a
gap between the two in which one can negotiate meaning.

Laura Goering writes that Humboldt’s concept of active meaning creation “resonated
strongly with the definition of symbolization as an active synthetic process that [Belyi] had

99124

elaborated in his essays throughout the decade.” “* Belyi also accepted Potebnia’s interpretation

of this principle, which said that in poetic or artistic images “meaning is malleable, it can be

determined only in each individual instance, and is in many cases limitless.”'*

Within every
word (or image) there is a tension between the word itself (signifier) and the infinite number of
meanings that can potentially be assigned to it (signifieds). Belyi writes, “Every word in this
sense is a metaphor, that is, it conceals a number of potential figurative meanings.”'*® The word,

therefore, is a symbol endowing the artist with its power; the artist feels that s/he creates reality

in the same sense that the Logos creates the world.'*’ Belyi believed language to be the “most

12 Wilhelm von Humboldt, Humanist Without Portfolio: An Anthology of the Writings of Wilhelm von

Humboldt, trans. with intro. by Marianne Cowan (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1963), 246.
124 Laura Goering, “Belyj’s Symbolist Abyss,” The Slavic and East European Journal 39, no. 4 (1995):
568.

123 “3paueHne H3MEHUHMBO, ONIPEIETMMO JIIIb B KaXKI0M OTACIBHOM CIydae, a B Py CIydacs
6e3rpanndHo.” A. A. Potebnia, Iz zapisok po teorii slovesnosti (Khar’kov: Parovaia tipografiia i litografiia M.
Zil’berberg, 1905), 110.

120 «“CuMBOMM3M SI3bIKA; BCAKOE CIIOBO B 3TOM CMbICIe—MeTadopa, T. €. OHO TAUT MOTEHIMATBHO P
NepeHOCHBIX cMbIcoB...” Andrei Belyi, “Mysl’ i iazyk (Filosofiia iazyka A. A. Potebni),” Logos 2 (1910): 246.

'*" Theodore John Williams, “Velimir Khlebnikov and the Symbolism of Andrei Bely” (PhD diss., Yale
University, 1991), 106.
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»128 Before one has knowledge of something, that object must be

powerful instrument of creation.
created via the process of naming. Here Belyi likens the poet to the Creator in that both are
creating something out of nothing.

Belyi’s notion of the “magic of words” (maeus cnog) is based on his mystical conception
of symbolism, which involved using the specific sound qualities of the word in order to reconcile
external nature and one’s innate spirit into a new, unified whole—literally to hear the sounds of
the cosmos. The inner form (signified, the experience of the artist) and the outer form (signifier,
the sound of a word) synthesized to form a third world of sound symbols. In Belyi’s view, the
synthesis of inner and outer forms in the word resembled the Holy Trinity and Christ’s role as a
mediator between heaven and Earth. In “Thought and Language” (“Mpicib 1 a3b1K,” 1910),
Belyi writes that the word’s power lies in its ability to serve as an intermediary between the
image of an object and the notion of the object in one’s mind."*’ In this way, Belyi prefigures
Pelevin in that they both see the concept of the word as binary sign as being somehow
empty/incomplete and yet with infinite potential.

The futurists elevated the “word-as-such” (“‘cmoBo kak TakoBoe,” as Khlebnikov and
Alexei Kruchenykh termed it) to hero-status. They shifted their attention from the sign’s
signified (something with which the symbolists concerned themselves) to its signifier,
underscoring the form of the word—seeing no need for a grand, mystical idea behind said forms.

Words “did not refer to ideas or denote objects, they were objects in themselves.”"*® The idea

that the word could be considered a work of art in itself led Velimir Khlebnikov and Aleksei

128 < J3p1k—nanboee MOTyIIECTBEHHOE Opyaie TBopuectBa.” Andrei Belyi, “Magiia slov,” in Simvolizm:
kniga statei (Moscow: Kul’turnaia revoliutsiia, 2010), 316.

12 Belyi, “Mysl’ i iazyk,” 248.

B0 Willem G. Weststeijn, Velimir Chlebnikov and the Development of Poetical Language in Russian

Symbolism and Futurism (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1983), 14.
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Kruchenykh to create “transrational language” (3aymmuuiii a3vix, often referred to simply as
“zaum”), an experimental poetic language using words which were not associated with particular
meaning yet evoked indistinct semantic associations or emotional reactions.

For Khlebnikov, the poetic word was neither a medium of rational thought nor a glimpse
into the “other world.” The word was a looking-glass into man’s mythical primeval infancy, the
word was a “creator of myths.” It was self-sufficient and had value in and of itself. Speech was
not a vehicle for expressing ideas and emotions but rather an end in itself."*! Viktor Gofman
writes that the distinguishing feature of Khlebnikov’s work is that the hero of his poetry is
language. It was not an element or part of the material of the work but rather its main content.'>
Seifrid maintains that while Khlebnikov spoke of language as if it were a living organism, a
“kind of self in its own right,” he still insisted that language is a necessary condition of the

self '3

For Khlebnikov, the rootless self will one day find its true home in language; it will
occupy the same space as meaning—a nod to the power of the word to create identity.
Khlebnikov also suggested there was a motivated relationship between the signifier
(sound of the spoken word) and the signified (the word’s meaning). The semantic value of
Khlebnikov’s neologisms has no direct connection to extralinguistic reality, but rather is
dependent on linguistic factors only, specifically the inner structure of the sign and the general

semantic “aura” provided by the context. The meaning of the neologism is thus flexible, the

“self-sufficient word” (camosumoe croso, Khlebnikov’s term) becomes a reality, and the

131 v . . . . . .
Victor Erlich, “Russian Poets in Search of a Poetics,” Comparative Literature 4, no. 1 (1952): 66.
132
“Camast xapakTepHasi 4yepTa XJIeOHUKOBCKOTO TBOPUYECTBA 3aKII0YAE€TCSA B TOM, YTO TJIABHBIM T€POEM €Tro
MI023UH SIBIISIETCA SA3BIK: HE DJIEMEHTOM, HE MaTepuajIoM, a OCHOBHBIM COJIEp:KaHUEM, HEPEAKO AUHCTBEHHBIM.” V.
Gofman, “lazykovoe novatorstvo Khelbnikova,” in lazyk literatury. Ocherki i etiudy (Moscow: Khudozhestvennaia
literatura, 1936), 234.

'3 Thomas Seifrid, The Word Made Self: Russian Writings on Language, 1860—1930 (Ithaca, NY: Cornell
University Press, 2005), 67.
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relationship between the linguistic sign and its referent are reversed."** In Khelbnikov’s zaum
verse, the object is only a faint echo of the sign, overwhelmed by the interplay of the word’s
potential meanings.

While Alexei Kruchenykh’s zaum poems continued to represent verbal play, Khlebnikov
deviated from his earlier statements about words being ends in themselves. He began to search
for new words and attempted to discover esoteric knowledge in language.'*” The overall theme
of Khlebnikov’s various theoretical writings is that language is a symbolic system with opaque
surfaces that hide a sea of esoteric absolute meanings—precise denotative systems that could

3¢ These meanings,

supersede our world or at a minimum be shown to underlie and govern it.
natural to primitive man, had disappeared from today’s civilized world. Like Belyi, Khlebnikov
believed in the potentiality of uncovering the laws governing sound in language. Like the
symbolists before him, Khlebnikov lamented language’s inability to provide complete
information due to a lack of science behind word creation (later he would take it upon himself to
create such a science)."”” Discovering the laws inherent in language and everyday existence
remained sacred for Khlebnikov, as he believed language to be the source of absolute
knowledge."*® Nearly all of his language experiments can be described as attempts to recreate, to
reveal the hidden signifieds of words.

Like Belyi and Khlebnikov, Pelevin is interested in the failure of language to account for

his reality, and many of his novels represent attempts to find a new language that is better suited

34 Erlich, “Russian Poets in Search of a Poetics,” 69.
135 Weststeijn, Velimir Chlebnikov and the Development of Poetical Language, 18.
136 Seifrid, The Word Made Self: Russian Writings on Language, 18601930, 67.

137 Khlebnikov, “Nasha osnova,” in Tvoreniia, 624. “IT0 mOTOMY, UTO HET HAyYKH CIIOBOTBOPUYECTBA.”

8 Williams, “Velimir Khlebnikov and the Symbolism of Andrei Bely,” 108.
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for describing post-Soviet experience. When there is no suitable word to describe post-Soviet
life, Pelevin has been known to create his own vocabulary. In his story “Ukhriab” (“Yxps60,”
1992), the main character Ivan Maralov descends into madness as he realizes that everything
around him is “ukhriab,” a word that comes to him as he wakes from a dream. He sees this word
in objects all around him, but especially in fading symbols of the Soviet regime (e.g., a banner
with cliché pronouncements, a mural featuring objects found in Soviet-style still lifes). Maralov
tries to break down the morphology of the word and comes to the conclusion that it is a
combination of the word “xpebet” (ridge) and “yxab6” (pothole), suggesting a gap between high
(ridge) and low (pothole). The notion of a gap is even embedded in Pelevin’s placement of the
work “yxps0” across words. For example, “BkpyunBasich B packaja€HHbIH Bo3ayX. Psidas
rnaje....” (“twisting in the hot air. The pockmarked surface...”) and “ymsn nByx psiounkoB”(“he
gobbled up two grouses”)."*’

Daria Kabanova suggests that the story is a metaphor “for the late- and post-Soviet
linguistic failure manifested in the disconnect between the signifier and the signified.”'*" The
main character sees Soviet symbols all around him, but those symbols that have lost their
meaning and left a void. Maralov is aware that “ukhriab” must symbolize something unbearable

and is determined to find out what it is. He eventually falls to his death attempting to reveal the

secret behind this word that symbolizes the “gap” of missing cultural memory.

The Soviet and Post-Soviet Eras

I find Mikhail Epstein’s premise that the Soviet period was a long transition from

139 viktor Pelevin, “Ukhriab,” in Vse Rasskazy (Moscow: Eksmo, 2005), 176.

' Daria Sergueyevna Kabanova, “Sites of Memory: Soviet Myths in Post-Soviet Culture” (PhD diss.,

University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 2011), 55.
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modernism to postmodernism compelling. However, I would like to add my own observation:
the Soviet and Post-Soviet periods (as a pair) mirror the dynamic between the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries. As we saw earlier, eighteenth-century Russia was marked by imitations and
simulations that created a cultural void. These simulations certainly did not cease in the
nineteenth century, but one sees a shift where writers and philosophers become increasingly
engaged with the concept of emptiness as the nineteenth century progresses. Similarly, the Soviet
Union is filled with simulacra, but one only sees intense awareness of and engagement with
emptiness in the late Soviet and post-Soviet period.

Eventually socialist realism (having been further delegitimized after the Thaw period)
gave way to new artistic and literary movements. As Aleksandr Genis noted, “Those forces
which put Soviet literature—socialist realism—in motion ceased long ago. What remains are

only the ruins of words.”""!

It was this detritus of meaningless Soviet slogans and icons that
would provide fodder for a new generation of artists and writers beginning with the Sots-artists
and the Moscow Conceptualists in the 1960s.

The counter-culture conceptualist movement and its sub-movement Sots-Art were the
first in Russia to playfully exploit this postmodern emptying of signs. The Sots-Art movement of
the early 1970s was an important facet of conceptualism. The term “Sots-Art” (a play on Andy
Warhol’s “pop art”) was coined by Russian artists Vitalii Komar (1943—) and Aleksandr

Melamid (1945-). Their work uses iconic images from popular culture and socialist realism to

reveal the emptiness underlying socialist reality.'** Epstein notes that Russian Sots-Art

141 Aleksander Genis, “Vzgliad iz tupika,” Ogonek 52 (1990): 17.

'2Vicks, Narratives of Nothing in 20th-Century Literature, 148.
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differentiates itself from Western pop art in that it insists on “emptiness as the ultimate signified
of all signifieds.”'*

II’ia Kabakov (1933-), a leading conceptualist artist, further confirms the void’s
importance for Russian conceptualism. He envisions his native country as a “gigantic reservoir

99144

of emptiness.” ™" Russian conceptualism is distinctive in that, unlike Western pop art

movements,
the principle of “one thing instead of another” does not exist and is not in force, most of
all because in this binomial the definitive, clear second element, this “another,” does not
exist. It is as if in our country it has been taken out of the equation, it is simply not there.
[...] What we get is a striking paradox, nonsense: things, ideas, facts inevitably with great
exertion enter into direct contact with the unclear, the undefined, in essence with
emptiness. This contiguity, closeness, touchingness, contact with nothing, emptiness
makes up, we feel, the basic peculiarity of “Russian conceptualism.”'*’

Kabakov explains this “nothingness” as the result of the complete desemanticization of reality

caused by a Soviet overproduction of simulacra (ideological symbols that replace reality and

cease to have any meaning). Soviet slogans had already become senseless by the 1970s—they

did not refer to anything real and therefore betray a non-reality, a metaphysical emptiness.'*°
Conceptualism, although mostly associated with visual arts and poetry, is represented by

Vladimir Sorokin (1955-) in prose literature. Alexander Genis notes how Sorokin’s works are

usually disrupted by a breakdown in the text: a single word or letter repeated line after line, sheer

gibberish, or even blank pages. “Having tracked the emaciation and disappearance of the

143 Mikhail Epstein, After the Future: The Paradoxes of Postmodernism and Contemporary Russian

Culture, trans. Anesa Miller-Pogacar (Amherst: Univ. of Massachusetts Press, 1995), 200.

14 Ilya Kabakov, “On the Subject of ‘The Void’,” in Total Enlightenment: Moscow Conceptual Art 1960~
1990, eds. Max Hollein, Boris Groys, Manuel Fontan del Jundo (Ostfildern, Germany: Hatje Cantz 2008), 366.

145 Mikhail Epstein, After the Future, 247.

1 Lipovetsky, “Russian Literary Postmodernism in the 1990s,” 33.

60



metaphysical foundation of Soviet life, Sorokin leaves the reader alone with such an unbearable
void of meaning that survival in it no longer seems possible.”'*’ Sorokin’s textual experiments
aim to deconstruct the totalitarianism of discourse (in Foucault’s sense of discourse).'*®

Mark Lipovetsky distinguishes between conceptualist writers (e.g., Dmitri Prigov and
Vladimir Sorokin) and neo-baroque writers (Viktor Erofeev, Valeriia Narbikova, Sasha Sokolov,

Tatiana Tolstaia, and Viktor Pelevin).'*’

He writes that conceptualism deconstructs simulacra
through cliché and quotation, while neo-baroque constructs new mythologies using excess,
circularity, repetition, and fragmentation. These writers share common ground in that they are all
trying to create meaning in a way that goes beyond the boundaries of traditional language, which
has been stripped of its power. Viktor Erofeev, for example, acknowledges that there is a
“strange disparity between objects and the words that name them; the word ‘sofa’ doesn’t
designate the object itself. This is an ancient contradiction inherent in the problem of naming, but
it also reflects our subconscious and, in every reader, it takes an individual form associated with
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her or his personal experience.” " In response, Erofeev employs what he calls a “flickering

aesthetic—a constructive principle of overcoming the widespread twentieth-century concept of

. : 151
literature as a system of formal devices.”

47 Alexander Genis, “Colonizing Chaos: Russian Literature at the End of the Twentieth Century,” Russian
Culture 17 (2012), http://digitalscholarship.unlv.edu/russian_culture/17.

'8 See Viacheslav Kuritsyn, Russkii literaturnyi postmodernism (Moscow: OGI, 2000), 112 and
Lipovetsky, “Vladimir Sorokin’s ‘Theater of Cruelty’” in Endquote: Sots-Art Literature and Soviet Grand Style, eds.
Marina Balina, Nancy Condee, and Evgeny Dobrenko (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 2000), 167-92.

91 ipovetsky uses Omar Calabrese’s term “neo-baroque.” See Omar Calabrese, Neo-Baroque: A Sign of
the Times, trans. Charles Lambert (Princeton University Press, 1992).

130 Serafima Roll, Contextualizing Transition: Interviews with Contemporary Russian Writers and Critics,
ed. Thomas R. Beyer, Jr., (New York: Peter Lang, 1998), 70.
131 “Mepraromasi 3CTeTUKa—KOHCTPYKTUBHBINA IPUHIIUII IPEOJOJICHUS PaCIpOCTpaHeHHOro B XX Beke
IIpeACTaBIeHMs O TUTeparype kak cucreme popmansubeix mpueMoB.” V. V. Erofeev, “Boris Vian i ‘mertsaiushchaia
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estetika’,” in V labirinte prokliatykh voprosov (Moscow: Sovetskii pisatel’, 1990), 243.
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Finally, there are writers who fall into neither the conceptualist nor neo-baroque camp
such as Iurii Buida (1954—). Buida’s 1993 novel Don Domino (published in English under the
name Zero Train) is entirely about the void, represented by the “Zero Train” (Hyneoit). The
novel centers on the people charged with maintaining a top-secret Soviet railway line. The
workers are told that the “Zero” holds special cargo, but they are not told what; their only task is
to keep the train running on time. Eventually, the secret of the “Zero” begins to poison the
workers—they search for the truth only to find there is no truth. After the other workers have
gone mad, died, or left the village, only Ivan (Don Domino) remains. Throughout the novel, the
void of the Zero starts to affect him.

Ivan took on the toughest jobs he could find so that, dragging himself home, he could bolt

down whatever Alyona had for him, crawl to his bed and sink into a dreamless sleep.

Without silken women with burnished locks. Or colonels with turds and roses for their

whores. No Line. No Zero. Nothing. He was ready to slog on Saturdays, Sundays too, so

long as there’s less talking, less words. Silence. Just silence.'*?
When the Zero stops unexpectedly at their station, Ivan makes inquiries via telegraph only to
receive a response that there was no such train, no such station, and that he himself did not exist.
It was as if their settlement had been suspended in time and space. Unlike the works of the
previous authors mentioned, Buida’s novel is not postmodernist; rather, it is a late-modernist

allegory of the Soviet regime, in which the “radiant future” is promised to a long-suffering

people but never arrives.

Pelevin’s Dialogue with Emptiness
Pelevin is in dialogue with all of the types of emptiness described above—both positive

and negative. His early works are conceptualist in that he shows the reader a world of signs that

132 Yuri Buida, The Zero Train, trans. Oliver Ready (Sawtry, Cambs. UK: Dedalus Ltd., 2007), 67.
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do not correspond to reality. The clearest example of this can be found in Omon Ra (1992), a
story about a young Soviet man whose childhood dream is to become a cosmonaut. Omon is
among the elite chosen for a space mission to the moon, only to learn that the Soviet space
program is nothing but a sham. Omon’s mentor Colonel Urchagin explains to him:
We Communists had no time to prove the correctness of our ideas—the war cost us too
much of our strength, we had to spend too long struggling against the remnants of the
past and our enemies within the country. We just didn’t have the time to defeat the West
technologically. But in the battle of ideas, you can’t stop for a second. The paradox—
another piece of dialectics—is that we support the truth with falsehood, because Marxism
carries within itself an all-conquering truth, and that goal for which you will give your
life is, in a formal sense, a deception.'’
The entire reality of the Soviet Union’s ideologically charged space program is shown to be false
as Omon finds himself in a Moscow subway tunnel instead of on the moon. Urchagin’s logic is
the same logic that Peter I used to reshape Russia: create the appearance (signifier) first and
eventually reality (i.e., meaning—signified) will catch up. In later works, Pelevin will not only
reveal the emptiness behind such symbols, but (symptomatic of what Lipovetsky calls the neo-
baroque) will also construct new myths to replace them.
Is Pelevin sincerely in dialogue with his predecessors and contemporaries in an attempt to
create new meaning? Or is he merely using them as texts to play with (as a true postmodernist
would)? I argue that although Pelevin never states his intentions outright, his views can be

surmised or extrapolated based on the context that surrounds these texts in his works. The next

chapter examines how Pelevin situates the “negative void” in the context of the West and

153 pelevin, Omon Ra, trans. by Andrew Bromfield (New York: New Directions, 1998), 56-7. Y Hac,
KOMMYHHCTOB, He OBIJIO BPEMEHH JI0Ka3aTh IPABOTY HALINX HIeIi—CIUIIKOM MHOTO CHJI OTHSUJIa BOWHA, CIIMITKOM
JIONTOI! U cephe3HOH Oka3anach 60ps0a ¢ IXOM MPOIIIOro ¥ BparaMu BHYTpU CTpaHbl. MBI He ycrenu
TexHoJorudecku nodeauts 3anan. Ho 6opsba uaeii—-ato Takast 001acTh, Iie Hellb3d OCTaHABIUBATHCA HU Ha
cexyHnay. Ilapanokc—u, omsTh ke, THaTeKTHKa—B TOM, YTO 0OMaHOM MBI IOMOTaeM Mpasje, IOTOMY YTO
MapKcHU3M HeceT B ce0e BcermoOexk Aoy IpaBay, a To, 3@ YTO ThI OTJAIIb CBOIO XKHU3Hb, (HOPMAIIEHO SBISIETCS
obmanoMm.” Pelevin, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 3, Omon Ra (Moscow: Eksmo, 2015), 44.
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considers its implications. Chapter 3 will look at how Pelevin explores whether or not the East

offers a possible solution to negative western influence.
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Chapter 2: The Chaos and Terror of Emptiness

Generation “P” and Empire “V”

Woe to him whom Ishtar has honored!
—Felix Guirand
The superior man understands what is right; the inferior man understands what will sell.

—Confucius

Introduction

As I argued in the previous chapter, Pelevin’s novels do not arise ex nihilo, but from a
long-standing tradition of Russian ni/. While the previous chapter traced the history of the
Russian concept of void into the post-Soviet period, this chapter will show how the novels of
Viktor Pelevin reflect the collective void felt after the collapse of the Soviet grand narrative and
how they attempt to reconceptualize the “western” capitalist grand narrative in Russia. Chapter 3
will examine how Pelevin treats “eastern” narratives and show how his treatment of western
emptiness is decidedly more negative than his treatment of eastern transcendent emptiness. In

this chapter, however, I explore how Pelevin’s Generation “P” (Generation “II,” 1999) and
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Empire “V” (published in Russia with the Latin-character title, 2006) reveal the pitfalls of diving
headfirst into Western-style hypercapitalism. His descriptions are often humorous, but they have
serious implications: they show the void that underlies this lifestyle.

In both Generation “P”" and Empire “V,” characters are set free from planned economies
and ideological slogans that no longer mean anything to anyone. In an attempt to fill the void that
communism left, Pelevin’s characters turn to capitalism, but the author shows repeatedly that
wealth and materialism are hollow. In other words, many characters only exhibit the trappings of
wealth (signifiers), with no substantial meaning to support it (signifieds). For example, Tatarskii
uses cocaine not because he enjoys it, but because it signifies that one has money. He reasons,
“people weren’t sniffing cocaine, they were sniffing money....”"**

Pelevin is anti-materialistic in both the philosophical and economic sense of the word.
From a philosophical view, Pelevin is by necessity anti-positivistic because one cannot verify
knowledge in an age of simulacra. Likewise, many of his novels propose a path to transcendence
located beyond the material plane. In an economic sense, Pelevin’s anti-materialism stems from
his distaste for hypercapitalism—when all spheres of life (culture, society, etc.) have been
“subsumed by commercialism.”">

Both Tatarskii in Generation “P” and Rama in Empire “V”’ become aware that
capitalism traps people in a vicious cycle of desire and consumption. Although Tatarskii and

Rama seem to transcend this cycle, they also perpetuate it, and they themselves are subject to the

will of higher beings: for the “content creator” Tatarskii, it is the Chaldeans, who “manage”

13 Viktor Pelevin, Homo Zapiens, trans. Andrew Bromfield (New York: Viking, 2002), 54. “JTroau
HIOXaJI HE KOKaWH, a IeHbru....” Generation “P,” 77. Hereafter Homo Zapiens will be referred to as HZ and
Generation “P” as GP.
133 Marina Vujnovic, “Hypercapitalism,” in The Wiley-Blackwell Encyclopedia of Globalization, ed.
George Ritzer (2012). Published online. ISBN: 9780470670590.
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Russia and serve the vampires; for the vampire Rama, it is the mysterious “tongues” that the
vampires ultimately serve, just as the Chaldeans serve the vampires. Beyond these cycles, other

cycles await.

Why Fear The Void? Postmodernism and Hypercapitalism

All of Pelevin’s novels are postmodernist. In critical theory, as we have seen,
postmodernism was marked by the breakdown of the binary sign. Post-structuralists (including
Roland Barthes, Jacques Lacan, and Jacques Derrida) and theorists of postmodernism (like Jean-
Frangois Lyotard and Jean Baudrillard) all argued that there could be no totalizing structural
framework that adequately explained reality. The traditional semiotic binary sign (sign =
signifier + signified) could no longer be trusted. Meaning became relative and truth hard to pin
down.

The relativism, simulacra, and contempt for grand narratives of first deconstructionist and
then postmodernist critical theory in time undermined the word’s ability to reflect meaning. How
does an author, whose craft requires words, cope with the fact that those words no longer convey
agreed-upon meaning or perhaps any meaning at all? For this reason, many critics believe that it
is impossible to reflect contemporary life using realism, which explains why many post-Soviet
authors choose to combine realism with pastiches of other literary schools in order to layer
language styles and registers. Anna Ljunggren suggests that this multilingual aspect of
contemporary Russian literature “attempts to impart ambiguity and multidimensionality to the

text.”'>* Such ambiguity instills doubt in readers, leaving them unsure how to approach the text,

'3 Anna Ljunggren, “Closing the Circle: On the Poetics of Contemporary Russian Prose,” Russian
Literature 65, no. 4 (2009): 453.

Turii Lotman also endorsed multilinguality in texts and considered it fundamental to the generation of
meaning. See Lotman, Culture and Explosion, 2.
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interpret signs, and generate meaning. Contemporary literature’s penchant for imitation and
pastiche often leads to doubling and creates a situation in which floating signifiers (signifiers
without signifieds) and hypertrophied signs (multiple signifieds with a single signifier) abound.

A prime example of just such a hypertrophied sign lies in the titles of the two novels
Generation “P” and Empire “V.” Both the “P” and the “V” in each title are floating signifiers—
that is, they lack concrete meaning. Lacking meaning, these “floating signifiers” can stand for
anything, making it difficult for a reader to map meaning onto the symbol. By signifying
anything at all, a symbol signifies nothing.

Many, for example, have speculated as to the meaning of “P” in Generation “P.” While
some critics have suggested “Pepsi” or “Pelevin,” Sally Dalton-Brown notes that “P” may stand
for pustota (emptiness or void)."”” Pelevin himself explicated that Generation “P” is many things:

First, it’s Generation X. Second, it’s connected with this Russian term that was used in

the end of the book. It’s an obscene Russian term, pizdets, a really rude word. So it’s

Generation Pizdets, which means a generation that faces catastrophe [that is, a “fucked-

over” generation]. And now, you know, some of our newspapers think that this is

Generation Putin. So it’s like whatever you like."”®
According to Pelevin’s own words, then, Generation “P” is a generation of the end and ruin. And
yet it is also “whatever you like”—suggesting that the reader (and on a meta-textual level, the
post-Soviet everyman) has some control over endowing these “empty signifiers” with meaning.
In this way it serves as a harbinger of hope.

How do we get to “empty signifiers” in postmodernism? Fredric Jameson, a Marxist

critic, suggests that the postmodern “death of the idea of the referent and the birth of the theory

157 Sally Dalton-Brown, “The Dialectics of Emptiness,” 246n12.

158 viktor Pelevin, “Viktor Pelevin: I Never Was a Hero,” interview with “The Observer,” The Guardian,

April 30, 2000, http://www.theguardian.com/books/2000/apr/30/fiction.
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of the ‘text’ (as a free play of signifiers without stable signifieds) mark key disconnections where

99159

the emphasis falls upon consumption and exchange, not production and utility.” " This happens
in the period of what Jameson calls “late capitalism,” or hypercapitalism. The term refers to the
encroachment of commercialization into all corners of human experience without exception.
Hypercapitalism valorizes the forces of greed and selfishness; they in turn create an emphasis on
constant consumption, an ever-growing gulf between rich and poor, poverty and suffering, wars
for control of international capital, and the disparagement of spiritual, intellectual, and
humanistic values. In the hypercapitalist condition, culture and politics now equal commerce;,
anything that does not serve commerce is denigrated. This results in the denial (destruction) of
people’s essential humanity. Vincent Leitch summarizes: “The imperative of capital requires
atomizing, dehistoricizing, commodifying, and desacralizing.”'®

Having linked postmodernism with late capitalism, Jameson adds Baudrillard’s notion of
simulacrum into this mix. All of reality has been transformed into representations, which may or
may not have a bearing on truth. Whereas signs once reflected the basic reality, the advent of
television and advertising eroded the relationship between the signifier and signified to a point
where reality was distorted and eventually concealed. In the case of simulacra, the sign has no
relation to reality. Jameson observes that the logic of simulacra “does more than merely replicate

the logic of late capitalism; it reinforces and intensifies it” by transforming images of the older,

. . . .. 161
“great modernisms” into mere images on television.

159 Vincent B. Leitch, “Postmodern Culture: The Ambivalence of Fredric Jameson,” College Literature 19,

no. 2 (1992): 112. Leich more succinctly paraphrases Fredric Jameson, Postmodernism, or the Cultural Logic of
Late Capitalism (Durham: Duke University Press, 1991), 18.

160 Leitch, “Postmodern Culture: The Ambivalence of Fredric Jameson,” 112.

1! Jameson, Postmodernism, or the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism, 46.
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Western theorists of postmodernism, like Jameson and Baudrillard, have noted that our
brains have trouble processing the transition from modernism to postmodernism and the effects
of late-capitalism, globalization, and the quickly-evolving cyber revolution that has become both
one of postmodernism’s distinctive features and its major disseminator. This process occurred
over the span of a few decades, but this represents a very brief time in the history of sociocultural
evolution. Although Russia had experienced similar phenomena in its past with regards to
postmodernist tendencies such as hyperreality and simulacra (see chapter 1), it still experienced a
nearly overnight transition from a centralized state-run economy and controlled society to one of
hypercapitalism, intense globalization, and unprecedented access to information, all of which
could not but have an overwhelming effect on the process of Russian national and individual
identity formation in the wake of the collapse.

In The Mirror of Production, Baudrillard writes that, today, “capitalism crosses the entire

network of natural, social, sexual and cultural forces, all languages and codes.”'*

He argues that
contemporary capitalism permeates every aspect of one’s life. By equating consumption with
language and code, Baudrillard is stating that when we buy a product, we are actually buying a
piece of language that comprises our identity. Simon Malpas adds, “When one desires or
purchases a commodity, one is not simply buying the object itself, but also the signs, images and
identities that go along with it.”'®’

Jameson describes this phenomenon as the aestheticization of commodity purchases.'®* A

consumer no longer purchases items simply because of their utility, but because they are

162

1975), 138.

Jean Baudrillard, The Mirror of Production, trans. Mark Poster (Candor, NY: Telos Press Publishing,

13 Simon Malpas, The Postmodern (London: Routledge, 2005), 122.

14 Jameson, Postmodernism, or the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism, 4-5.
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presented to the consumer as fresh or innovative or appealing to one’s identity or sense of status.
This behavior leads to what Jameson calls a “new depthlessness,” in which commodities are
interchangeable; in other words, they are purchased because they appeal to one’s lifestyle and
not to any sense of utility or value in the real world. Because these items are commodified and
now lack any real-world context, they can lead to schizophrenia or psychosis, which Jameson
describes in “negative terms of anxiety and loss of reality, but which one could just as well
imagine in the positive terms of euphoria, a high, an intoxicatory or hallucinogenic intensity.”'®’
In other words, hyperconsumerism can be both terrifying and euphoric.'®®

Pelevin’s work engages with the very real social, cultural, and economic postmodern
problems that post-Soviet Russia immediately found itself facing after the collapse. He employs
multiple postmodernist literary techniques when discussing these problems—these include
pastiche, the blending of high and low cultures, intertextuality, simulacra, hyperreality, and
metafiction, among others. This chapter will focus specifically on simulacra and hypercapitalism,

two elements of postmodernism that have posed a threat to post-Soviet Russian identity

construction, a prominent theme in Pelevin’s work.

Post-Soviet Identity Construction
Postmodernist texts like Generation “P” and Empire “V” reflect the ambiguity and
disorientation of the postmodern world itself. From the perspective of the individual,

postmodernism and hypercapitalism could lead to disorientation or psychosis.'®” Such responses

165 Ibid., 27-8.

166 Malpas, The Postmodern, 120.

"7 If one agrees with Jameson that postmodernism leads to schizophrenia in a Lacanian sense; that is, it

leads to the breakdown of the signifying chain.
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carry over to the national level as well. If the binary word could no longer explain the world,
Lotman and Uspenskii’s well-known theory of binary models in Russian culture was equally
implicated.'®® We saw in the previous chapter that Lotman and Uspenskii proposed a model in
which Russian culture and history were divided into clear-cut, “binary” stages—one stage
dynamically overthrowing the next, giving rise to inverted historical periods. This phenomenon
often led to cyclical regeneration of older stages of history. The premise of Lotman and
Uspenskii’s system was that culture “organizes itself hierarchically, canonizing some texts and
excluding others.”'*

Postmodernism, however, eschews systemic organization. Additionally, the collapse of
the Soviet Union was not precipitated by an “explosive” (to use Lotman’s term) revolution, but
rather a sudden implosion or disintegration. In Generation “P” and Empire “V” Pelevin
questions whether a real 180-degree reversal has in fact taken place. Contrary to previous periods
of historical change in Russia (e.g., the Soviet Union succeeding the Russian Empire), what
followed the collapse of the Soviet Union was not an inversion of the system, but emptiness and
uncertainty, setting many politicians scrambling to identify the next “Big Idea,” which would not

be forthcoming.'”

After the collapse of the USSR, Russia initially (and predictably, extrapolating from

1% Lotman’s later work on the semiosphere attempts to transcend the notion of the binary model, yet it too

is still based on [now shifting and fluid] binaries and hierarchies.

' B.A. Uspenskii and Iu.M. Lotman, “Binary Models in the Dynamics of Russian Culture (To the End of
the 18th Century),” in The Semiotics of Russian Cultural History, eds. A. D. Nakhimovskii and A. S. Nakhimovskii
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1985), 31.

170 That is, until the 2000s; Sheila Fitzpatrick notes that, even as early as 2001, Vladimir Putin began to
reclaim elements of the Soviet past: “Is there nothing good to remember about the Soviet period of our country?
Was there nothing but Stalin’s prison camps and repression? And in that case what are we going to do about
Dunaevski, Sholokhov, Shostakovich, Korolev, and our achievements in space? What are we going to do about Yuri
Gagarin’s flight?” Sheila Fitzpatrick, “Becoming Post-Soviet,” in Tear Off the Masks!: Identity and Imposture in
Twentieth-Century Russia (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2005), 314.
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Lotman and Uspenskii’s theory) made a 180-degree turn: what was once vilified during the
Soviet era, now became glorified and vice versa. Sheila Fitzpatrick writes, “In Soviet times, the
capitalist West was the Other. Now Russia itself had to become this [western] Other: the
‘normal, civilized life’ that was the catchword and object of desire of the 1990s necessarily had
Western characteristics because it was Westernism that was the familiar antithesis of

Sovietness.”!”!

Fitzpatrick cites several examples of this reversal. For example, the positive,
Soviet notion of women in the workplace was now replaced with what was seen to be the more
“western” image embodied in Nancy Reagan, the homemaker who lived to support and serve her
husband. Whereas Soviet media had previously shown images of the cruelty of western
capitalism, now the reverse was true and “images of poor people receiving medical care in U.S.
clinics were juxtaposed with interviews with Russian mothers who could not obtain medicine or
services their children desperately needed.”'’*

Just as rapidly as citizens had “become” Soviet in 1917 (whether authentically or
inauthentically), they similarly adopted new public identities in the 1990s. Because a new
“Russian” identity had yet to be formulated, many turned to the external Other as a source of

identity: the West. People reinvented themselves as biznesmeny (businessmen), brokery

(brokers), rieltory (realtors), guru (gurus), etc. Fitzpatrick writes,

New identities required new forms of behavior, dress, work habits, time habits,
interpersonal relations habits, ways of handling money, and so on, all of which had to be
rapidly mastered and conspicuously displayed—ipoteki [mortgages] for the purchase of
kottedzhy [cottages], if there were not enough baksy [bucks]; akupunktura [acupuncture]
and pitstsa [pizza]; repudiation of seksizm [sexism]; mastery of the internet; interest in
shou-biznes [show business] and reitingi [ratings]; bodies to be subjected to sheiping
[shaping] by a trener [trainer], bioritmy [biorhythms] to be observed; the new hobby of

1 Ibid., 304.

172 Ibid., 307.
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shopping to be practiced. '

Foreign words, goods, foods, fashion, films, television shows, all flooded into Russia and were
enthusiastically consumed by those who could afford it.

In embracing many of the values of the previously external “Other” (i.e., the West), post-
Soviet Russia simultaneously demonized the values and expressions of its former Soviet identity
in accordance with the new model. Many things Soviet that previously had been marked as
positive or neutral, now became marked as negative, while the negatively-perceived symbols of
tsarism were reversed. For example, one of the first things that occurred following the collapse
of the Soviet Union was the decision to rebuild the Cathedral of Christ the Savior in Moscow,
which Stalin had destroyed in 1931. The cathedral was rebuilt in the same external form on the
same site where it previously stood, filling “the void” that Stalin had created with its removal
and negating his action.'””

In other cases, too, the recent Soviet past became a void during the first heady years after
the collapse. People looked to the pre-revolutionary past for ideas on how to structure their
future; the Soviet period, however, was consciously avoided. By popular vote, Leningrad retook
its pre-Soviet name of St. Petersburg. The state also received a new name, flag, and emblem

“with the double headed eagle and St. George accentuating ties to the Imperial and Orthodox

' Ibid., 304-5.

Foreign words have been entering Russian language since at least the time of Peter the Great (if not earlier).
While some of the words that Fitzpatrick mentions are not specific to the post-Soviet era (e.g. trener, pitstsa), her
point is that there was a significant increase in Western loan words in the immediate post-Soviet era.

In addition to the influx of Western culture, we can also see the resurrection of aspects of indigenous folk
culture (e.g., gadalki) and New Age beliefs and practices (which may have entered from the West but for which
fertile ground existed in Russia).

174 Literally the “void,” as the enormous hole in the ground left by the demolition of the cathedral became
the Moscow municipal swimming pool. The rebuilt cathedral is quite different on the inside and now includes an
underground palace for receptions and a garage. Thus the new cathedral is not an exact replica, but rather a
simulacrum.
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past.”'”> An enormous monument to Peter the Great was erected in Moscow. In 2000 the
members of the Romanov family were canonized as passion-bearers by the Moscow Patriarchate
and their remains were interred in Saints Peter and Paul Cathedral in Petersburg. All of these
actions signaled, in effect, an attempt to erase Soviet history, to make it a “void,” and to return to
what came before—imperial Russia.

Up to this point it appears that Lotman and Uspenskii’s binary model of cultural change
held. However, by the mid- and late Yeltsin era it became clear that full-scale adoption of the
western, capitalist lifestyle would not lead to the utopian lifestyle that Russians imagined existed
in the West. Salaries shrank or were in arrears, inflation and homelessness soared, and many lost
their savings in insolvent private banks. Freedom to travel, change employment, and move
residences may have seemed like welcome changes, but to many the sudden availability of
choices was disorienting, and it did not take long for many post-Soviet citizens to become
disillusioned with the West that they had initially tried to emulate.'”®

To sum up, many in post-Soviet Russia initially embraced Westernization whole-
heartedly but were soon disillusioned.'”” Once the utopian image of the West was shattered by

”»”

reality, a confusing void of meaning remained. This can be seen in Generation “P,” where the
content creators write scenarios that reflect both pro-Western and anti-Western advertising
scenarios. As Boris Nordenboos has noted, a poster for Java Gold cigarettes, a pre-Soviet and

post-Soviet (but not Soviet) Russian brand, incites Russians by calling for a “counterstrike”

against Western culture, yet in a Gucci ad the customer is invited to shed Russian identity and

175 Ibid., 313.

'7¢ Fitzpatrick, “Becoming Post-Soviet,” 305, 313.

71t is important to note that the entire country did not greet Westernization with open arms. Many
politicians vehemently opposed the “Western poison” while others accepted the new influx of Western ideas whole-

heartedly. Opinions ranged from love to hate and everything in between.
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178 The two ads effectively cancel each other out semiotically, leaving a

“become European.
void.
The rapid changes experienced by post-Soviet society led many to renegotiate their

179
" For

identity. In Jameson’s view, identity construction is dependent on social arrangements.
example, in modernist literature one found great men, pathetic misfits, existential antiheroes, and
solitary rebels, whereas in postmodern literature one finds a de-centered subject who is part of
multiple groups and who occupies multiple social roles and “subject-positions.”'** The
renegotiation of identity is a common theme in many of Pelevin’s novels but especially in
Generation “P” and Empire “V,” where “image” (umuooc) is everything. In both novels,
identity is artifice. For example, Tatarskii, the main hero of Generation “P” dreamt of being a
poet but has reinvented himself as a “content creator” (kpustimop, konupatimep), but he has faith
neither in his own ideas (content) nor in anyone else’s. The goal of his creative output is to
compel others to buy consumer goods. In Empire “V,” Roman is initially given a new identity
(vampire) and spends the entire novel negotiating what sort of vampire he will be. For example,
Rama worries about the loss of his soul and seeks advice from Osiris, a loner “Tolstoyan”
vampire who only imbibes blood (not bablos) and never kills. After experiencing the power and
euphoria that comes from drinking bablos, however, Rama accepts the loss of his humanity.

Life in the new, post-Soviet reality is fast, unfamiliar, even aberrant. Both Tatarskii and
Rama feel an existential terror as they attempt to deal with it. They are no longer in control of

their own destinies; enormous political and social forces are invisibly moving them, enmeshing

them in grand schemes beyond their comprehension. In the past, the Party narrative dominated,

178 Noordenbos, “Breaking into a New Era? A Cultural-Semiotic Reading of Viktor Pelevin,” 101-2.

' Jameson, Postmodernism, or the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism, 137.

0 1bid., 321-2.
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reflecting the Party’s communist vision of a radiant future that never came. That vision has now
been replaced by an equally inadequate capitalist narrative that focuses on an immediate present
that instantly slips away. Like the old narrative, this new narrative is unfamiliar and terrorizing;
it is homogenizing, anti-human, and inescapable. Ironically, Russians left behind the socialist
experiment that promised equality but delivered totalitarianism only to embrace a western style
democracy (or the appearance of democracy in Russia’s case) and a market economy that
promised individual freedoms and personal choices but led instead to dehumanizing,
manipulative, predatory capitalism and psychic isolationism.

Pelevin’s characters are also haunted by a crisis of signification. The terror that they
experience is derived from the prominence of simulacra in the postmodern (or late capitalist)
age: it is difficult to derive meaning from your surroundings when it is impossible to differentiate
between actual and virtual reality (i.e., between truth and spectacle). Pelevin leaves the reader
with the impression that the entirety of our contemporary world is a simulated reality and that
everything material is illusion. Generation “P” is particularly radical in its focus not only on the
meaninglessness of virtual images, but even the meaninglessness of words: specifically, they
lack signifieds. Thus, the everyman can trust neither images (because they are simulacra) nor the
very foundation of representation: the word (because it is no longer connected to meaning).

Pelevin’s characters are faced with the task of deriving new meaning from the reality of
their surroundings, with the result that both Tatarskii and Rama find themselves in what Sally
Dalton-Brown describes as a

hollow culture of auto-referentiality and of illusion, disempowered by the ideology of

their consumerist era, and unaware even to the extent to which they have been
subjugated. They exist within an eternal loop of desire, and within the eternal illusions of
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self-reflecting simulacra. This postmodern world of rootless images, of illusion, is not a
fully human but a vampiric world."'

Humans in both novels are ensnared by capitalistic psychic vampires who have surrendered their
humanity in order to profit/feed off human energy.

With the collapse of Soviet metanarratives and the superficial, even “unnatural” adoption
of capitalist metanarratives, both Tatarskii and Rama are surrounded by symbols that are empty,
devoid of inner meaning. Although both heroes appear to rise to the top in their respective
circles—Tatarskii and Rama both become consorts to Ishtar and rise to leadership level among
the Chaldeans and Moscow vampires respectively—they fail to fill the void with meaning.
Instead, they perpetuate emptiness by keeping humans in thrall to an endless cycle of desiring,
earning, and spending. They themselves remain cogs in similar cycles of dependence.

While not the first to write of emptiness in Russian culture or the pitfalls of capitalism,
Pelevin is arguably one of the first post-Soviet Russian writers to link these powerful ideas, pull
aside the “veil,” and reveal the void to his readers. The conceptualists and meta-conceptualists
exposed the false facade and revealed the immobile, deteriorating, hollow thing that the Soviet
project had become. Grisha Bruskin’s powerful painting, ironically titled “Fundamental
Lexicon” (1986), reduced Soviet reality to a series of clichéd gypsum (i.e., temporary) statues
isolated on mountain tops—each a frozen slogan devoid of meaning. But the conceptualists did
not describe what concepts would come to take their place, for they did not know. The

postmodernist Pelevin goes one step further.

81 Dalton-Brown, “Illusion-Money-Illusion,” 33—4.
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Generation “P”

Generation “P” is set in Moscow in the late 1990s, just as Russia was being flooded with
Western products and advertising. The narrator of Generation “P” describes the period
following the collapse of the Soviet Union as a time when “language and life both abounded in

the strange and the dubious.”'™

The superficial renaming (nepeumenosarnue) of symbols
described by Lotman in chapter 1 has occurred: empty Soviet signifiers (slogans) have been
replaced by empty capitalist signifiers (advertisements). Playing on the terms Generation X and
Generation Y, Pelevin writes that Generation “P” had no choice in the switch from communism
to capitalism and that the “children of the Soviet seventies chose Pepsi in precisely the same way

as their parents chose Brezhnev,” that is, they really had no choice at all.'®

29

Generation “P””’s hero is Vavilen Tatarskii, a young Russian who dreams of becoming a
writer but who, after the collapse of the Soviet Union, abandons his plans when he realizes that
the world had no use for poets, for poems “with the collapse of Soviet power had simply lost

their meaning and value.”'™

Throughout the novel, Pelevin shows the reader that words no
longer have the kind of power they used to. One particularly apt advertisement that Tatarskii has
written for Gap describes the inability of the word (literature in this case) to provide a sense of
higher meaning. The advertisement depicts a pants-less Anton Chekhov with his legs spread,

forming a gap. The ad reads: “Russia was always notorious for the gap (paspwis) between culture

and civilization. Now there is no more culture, no more civilization. The only thing that remains

182 v 7 .
Viktor Pelevin, HZ, 2. “Ho B Te AHU B A3bIKE U B )XKU3HHU BOOOIIIE OBLIO OYEHH MHOTO COMHHUTEIBHOTO 1
ctpanHoro.” GP, 12.

183
HZ, 1. “]leTH COBETCKUX CeMHUAECATHIX BbIOpanu «llerncu» TOYHO Tak xke, Kak UX POAUTENN BeIOpanu
Bpexuesa.” GP, 9.

184 .
HZ, 5. “C rubenpio COBETCKOH BIACTU OHU MOTEPSUIH CMBICT U LIEHHOCTh.” GP, 16.
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183 Here, the gap refers both to the Gap (the clothing store)

is the Gap. The way they see you.
and a gap (an empty space), conflating consumerism and nothingness and pointing to the void.'*°
The advertisement also blatantly points out that if you buy Gap clothing, you are buying an
image, a brand. There is no such thing as an identity anymore, only “the way they see you.”

Vavilen eventually takes a job working in a kiosk run by the Chechen mafia. His change
in profession marks a transition in Russia from modernism (symbolized by poetry) to
postmodernism (symbolized by advertising). One day Tatarskii runs into Sergei Morkovin, a
former colleague from the Literary Institute who has put his literary talents to use as an
advertising content creator. Morkovin arranges for Tatarskii to come work with him. Tatarskii
quickly works his way up to inventing Russian slogans for Western products.

Tatarskii runs into another former classmate, Andrei Gireev, who dresses in Eastern
(Tibetan and Nepalese) garb and whose name marks him as a Kazakh or Tatar. Gireev invites
Tatarskii home to Rastorguevo'®’ where they ingest fly agarics (a psychoactive mushroom).
Tatarskii eats too many, sending his friend fleeing. After losing his ability to speak coherently
(an episode that reminds Tatarskii of the Tower of Babel'®*), Tatarskii notices a strange,
abandoned, ziggurat-shaped building nearby. Deciding that his own thoughts had caused the

tower to appear, Tatarskii ascends to the top, finding three significant items along the way: an

empty Parliament cigarettes pack featuring a hologram with three palm trees, a three-peso Cuban

'3 HP, 63. In the original text, Tartarskii’s “pitch” is in English with the Russian below: “B Poccuu Bcerna

CYIIIECTBOBAJI Pa3phIB MEXIY KyJIbTypoi u nuBmin3anuei. KynsTypsl Oonbine HeT. [{luBunu3anuu Oonblie HET.
Ocrtancs Tonpko Gap. To, kakum Te6g Bunst (anen.). Urpa cnos: gap — pa3psiB, Gap — ceThb YHUBEPCAIBHBIX
marasuHoB.” GP, 85.

'% Meghan Vicks, Narratives of Nothing in 20th-Century Literature, 144

""" From the suggestive verb pacToprosath: mpogaTh 0 YacTsM BcE, 6e3 0CTAaTKa; PACHPOIATh.

'8 Bapunonckas Gaurms (ostensibly in the form of a ziggurat), reminiscent of Tatarskii’s given name

“Basunen,” which also connects to the Babylonian leitmotiv in the novel.
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coin with Che Guevara on it, and a pencil sharpener in the shape of a television that someone had
modified by drawing an eye on the screen. Because he finds them in the “Tower of Babel,” these
three objects (along with the mushrooms, which the reader is told are sacred to the
Mesopotamian goddess Ishtar) will come to be associated with the ancient Babylonian theme
that runs through the novel. The three found objects creatively inspire Tatarskii throughout the
novel, so it appears that the goddess Ishtar is directly communing with and inspiring Tatarskii
through these talismans.

After these adventures in the Moscow suburbs, Tatarskii feels that his professional
capabilities have been reinvigorated. He continues to experiment with and escape into a mind-
altering state using mushrooms, as well as cocaine and LSD. One night, after consuming a
significant amount of alcohol, Tatarskii summons the spirit of the Argentinian Marxist
revolutionary Che Guevara via the Ouija board. He asks the summoned spirit to tell him
something that will give him an edge in advertising. The spirit of Che describes a spiritual “dark
age,” the result of a new type of subject-object division. Previously, there had been only been a
subject-object division of the “first type,” for example, a human mind (subject) contemplating a
switched-off television (object). The subject could only think about whether the screen of the
television (object) was dirty or whether one should buy a bigger television.

Once the television is switched on, however, it becomes an object of the “second type”;
in other words, it ceases to be considered a material object in itself and instead transports the

subject into a different space.'™ Che Guevara argues that, while watching television (an object of

'% Brian McHale discusses how television and film act as “ontological pluralizers” in his volume

Constructing Postmodernism. He defines ontological pluralizers as motifs that introduce a second ontological plane
into a fictional world. Important for Generation “P,” hallucinations (due to drug use or otherwise) also qualify as
ontological pluralizers. See Brian McHale, Constructing Postmodernism (London; New York: Routledge, 1992),
125-26.
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the second type), the subject becomes a “subject of the second type,” that is, one whose state is
no longer controlled by his or her own attention span. Rather, that viewer’s state is managed by
the producers of the television program via a series of cuts. In this state, the viewer is zombie-
like or like someone possessed—he or she is being controlled remotely. Through this process,
Homo sapiens has been transformed into Homo Zapiens (derived from “zap,” i.e., to change
channels on the television'””), someone who is unable to distinguish between the reality on
television and the reality of the material world.

Individual humans now exist only as individual cells of an organism called the Oranus

191
7”7 and whose

(pomoarcona), Guevara explains, which “ingests and eliminates emptiness
existence depends on three types of wow-impulses: oral, anal, and displacing. The oral and anal
impulses describe the individual’s consumption (accumulation) and excretion (spending) of
money. Displacing impulses induce the individual to spend money in order to experience
pleasure instead of deriving pleasure via other, more natural means; that is, objects are not
purchased out of necessity but to elicit a particular “feeling” or sense of status (the postmodern
aestheticization Jameson described). Pelevin will make a similar argument in Empire “V.”
Human beings, Che continues, are now caught in an infinite loop of consumption. They
have become almost animal-like, caged in their living rooms and mesmerized by the images on

their television screens.'”” The Oranus’s cells “no longer possess any inner being” and so “all

[humans] can do is to define themselves via the possession of products advertised on television.

1% «“Homo zapiens” is written in English in the Russian novel but also abbreviated with the Russian, “X3,”

a vulgar phrase meaning “the f- if I know” or “what the {-?”

! Pelevin, HZ, 84. “I'noraer u BhIGpacsiBaet mycroty” GP, 111.

12 The regression of spiritually depraved human beings into animals has Buddhist overtones. In the cycle
of samsara, a human can be reborn as an animal if that individual has not accumulated enough good karma in a

previous life. See chapter 3.
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Genuine interiority is exchanged for an illusion of interiority, a so-called identity.”'** Thus in
this brave, new, post-Soviet world, not only has the individual subject disappeared (like Akakii
Akakievich in Gogol’s “Overcoat,” see chapter 1) but so has nearly all of Russian reality—
identity and spirituality can be purchased in stores like The Path to Yourself (/Iyms x cebe) and
even politicians have become virtual—Azadovskii’s firm pays people to act as “skeletons”
(motion capture actors) and uses green screen to digitally render the faces of public figures.
Pelevin (through the spirit of Che Guevara) characterizes this condition as “collective non-
existence” and the “unreal”:

But it is not just unreal (this word, in fact, applies to everything in the human world).

There are no words to describe the degree of its unreality. It is this piling up of one

unreality atop another, a castle in the clouds, the foundation of which is the abyss [i.e.,

the void]."

The collective non-existence of which Che speaks is similar to the second noble truth in
Buddhism, which frowns upon materialism. This will be discussed in chapter 3, but it is
important to note that “Che,” like the Buddha, sees materialism as negative.

As Tatarskii climbs the public relations corporate ladder, he continues to receive
inspiration from his drug-use (yet another state of unreal non-existence). He takes several stamps
of LSD that have a Babylonian god with a beard and pointed hat on the tab. The reader has
already been told that Tatarskii’s preferred fly agarics are supposedly sacred to Ishtar and so it is

not the drugs that inspire Tatarskii, but rather Ishtar. The god depicted on the tabs of acid may

have been Ishtar herself, who in her warrior aspect was often depicted with a beard and wearing

'3 Sofya Khagi, “From Homo Sovieticus to Homo Zapiens,” 562.

' Translation mine. “Ho 0H IpocTo HepeaseH (3TO CIOBO, B CYIIHOCTH, IPUIOKIMO KO BCEMY B
yenoBeueckoM mupe). Het ciioB, 9TOOBI OIMCaTh CTENEHb €r0 HePeaTbHOCTH. DTO HATPOMOXKIEHHE OJHOTO

HECYIIeCTBOBAHUS Ha JPYyroe, BO3LyLIHBIN 3aMOK, (YHIAMEHTOM KOTOPOTO CIIyKUT npomnacts.” Pelevin, GP, 105-6.
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a pointed hat.'”

Ishtar is associated not only with sexual love but also with war and destruction.
In the epic Gilgamesh, the eponymous hero incurs Ishtar’s wrath by refusing to marry her, citing
the number of creatures whom the goddess has loved and then spurned and destroyed. Although
she is the goddess of love, she is fickle and dangerous when crossed—a lesson that Tatarskii will
ultimately learn the hard way.'*

After Tatarskii consumes the acid, he hallucinates visions of Enkidu (Gilgamesh’s friend
and former lover of Ishtar; Pelevin identifies him as a “fisher-god”), who holds strings of people
who are trying to ascend by swallowing and excreting the strings (a gruesome depiction of the
oral and anal wow-impulses earlier described by the spirit of Che Guevara). Tatarskii is also
visited by a sirruf, a lion-like dragon associated with Ishtar. The sirruf asks what Tatarskii was
trying to accomplish by consuming so much LSD. When Tatarskii explains that he merely
wanted to experience the “pulse of life” (6uerue scusnu), the sirruf shows him a glimpse of this
pulse, which Tatarskii can only describe as a feeling of “black horror” (memmwui yorcac).'”’ When
Tatarskii suggests he had been ascending the Tower of Babel in his hallucination, the sirruf
corrects him and tells him he was instead descending into a topheth (a cremation pit used in
ancient Caanan for human sacrifice). The entire material world, explains the sirruf, is being
consumed in its fires: “Man believes that he is the consumer, but in reality the fire of

99198

consumption consumes him.” " The theme of a horror-inducing black void that underlies life,

15 Arthur Cotterell, “Ishtar,” in A Dictionary of World Mythology (Oxford: Oxford University Press).

' In Empire “V” Rama is told that Tatarskii is all but finished and that he is no longer the Chaldeans’

head content creator.
7 pelevin, HZ, 117. Pelevin, GP, 152.

198 Pelevin, HZ, 119-20. “YenoBek nymaer, 4To MOTPeOIsIET OH, a HA CAMOM JieJie OTOHb MOTpeOIeHUs
cxkuraet ero....” GP, 155.
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disorienting one into thinking up is down and down is up, is another theme that will continue in
Empire “V.”

It is during this acid trip that Tatarskii hears an inner voice that tells him that “any insight
of true breadth and profundity will inevitably be reduced to words. And the words will inevitably

»1%% This sentiment is confirmed the next morning when Tatarskii calls

be reduced to themselves.
Gireev, who confesses that he had given him a sentence from his wife’s Hebrew language
workbook rather than a Buddhist mantra to help him endure his bad trip:
—"“Hang on. Why’d you give me that sentence and not a mantra?”
—“What’s the difference? In that state it doesn’t matter what you recite. The main thing
is to keep your mind occupied and drink as much vodka as possible.”*”
Thus, the words are not only deceptive (as the juxtaposition of the Tower of Babel/topheth and
Buddhist mantra/Hebrew workbook exercise suggests) but also devoid of any meaning.
Similarly, when Tatarskii is struggling to come up with a new concept to sell “The
Russian Idea,” he attempts to channel the spirit of Dostoevsky via his Ouija board so he can ask
him for advice. Disappointingly, the board shudders and leaps into the air in multiple directions,
leaving only meaningless scribbles on the page. Tatarskii could only “console himself with the
thought that the idea he was seeking was so transcendent that this was the only way it could be

99201

expressed on paper.”” Tellingly, the client (Wee Vova or BoBunk Maroii in Russian) who has

ordered this new concept is killed the evening before Tatarskii’s deadline, and Tatarskii is forced

9 HZ, 115. “OtkpoBenue m1060ii TTyOHHBI I MUPHHBI HEM30EKHO YIPETCS B CIOBA. A CIIOBA HEH30EKHO
ynpytces B cebs.” GP, 150.

20 7, 127.

— Hopoxnu. Ilouemy Thl MHE 3TO IPEIJIOKEHHE AT, a HE MAHTPY?

— Kaxkas pa3auna. B TakoM cOCTOSIHUM BCe PaBHO, UTO MOBTOPATH. | TaBHOE yM 3aHATh U BOAKHU OOJbIIE
BRITUTE. GP, 164.

201 HZ, 142. “MoXHO TeHUTh ce0sl MBICIBIO, YTO UCKOMAs Hies HACTOJIBKO TPAHCUEHACHTHA, YTO 3TO
€IMHCTBEHHBIN cr1ocob Kak-To 3auKkcupoBath ee Ha Oymare.” GP, 181.
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to drop the entire project. Although Wee Vova and the Chechens play a minor role in the novel,
it is significant that Tatarskii (who represents the successors of the intelligentsia class, despite his
suggestive name) is unable to come up with a national idea for Russia.”"*

For Pelevin, the word as such has become nothing more than a floating signifier, the
unstable outer form of the sign. Pelevin takes this paradigm and applies it to countless objects in
the novel. For example, Morkovin gives Tatarskii a Rolex to wear into a meeting with a client:
“It’s a Rolex Oyster. Careful, you’ll chip off the gold plate; it’s a fake. I only take it out on
business. When you’re talking with the client, flash it around a bit, you know. It helps.”*** The
outer form (signifier) of the watch is the only thing that matters to Morkovin, just as Tatarskii’s
outer appearance (not his inner content/ideas) is what matters to the client. Tatarskii and the
other content creators have false facades. Tatarskii, for one, parrots advertising phrases he has
heard other people use in order to further his own career (e.g., “We don’t need writers here, we

need creators.”*

) Tatarskii’s coworker Maliuta “was a rabid anti-Semite, not because he had
any reason to dislike Jews, but because he tried as hard as he could to maintain the image of a
patriot....”**> A similar situation will arise at the end of the novel when the goddess Ishtar

chooses Tatarskii as her consort and he becomes a virtual image without content: Ishtar is only

interested in his outer form (which she lacks).

292 One could also interpret Wee Vova as a veiled reference to Vladimir Putin, who also was “forced” to
abandon the search for a new Russian national program because he was suddenly occupied (likely by his own
design) by a war with Chechnia. Earlier, in the mid-1990s, Boris Yeltsin had initiated a competition for a “new
national idea” for Russia, but it fizzled. See S.V. Rymar’, “Russkaia ideia,” Vestnik Cheliabinskogo
gosudarstvennogo universiteta, no. 23 (314) (2013): 56.

203 . . . .

Pelevin, HZ, 12. “Oto «Ponekc Yiicrep». OctopoxHeil, He cOeil mo3onoty—oHnu danbmmseie. S ux
TOJIBKO Ha jieno Oepy. Korna Oynemis roBOpUTH ¢ KIMEHTOM, Thl UMH TakK, 3Haelllb, moopskusail. [lomoraer.” GP,
25.

2% H7, 159. “Ham HyHBI He TBOPLL, a KpuditTopsL.” GP, 200.

205
HZ, 93. “OH ObLI NIaMEHHBIM aHTUCEMHUTOM, HO HE TOTOMY, YTO Y HEro OBbLIM KaKHe-TO PHUUHBI He
JIOOUTH €BpeeB, a HIOTOMY, YTO OH M30 BCEX CHUJI cTapajcs MOJAep KUBaTh UMUK NaTpuoTa....” GP, 122.
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The Babylonian imagery in the novel merges with the theme of the fickleness of words
and language. The motif of the Tower of Babel and a “confusion of tongues” (i.e., inability to
convey meaning) figures prominently throughout the novel. In addition, the “Chaldeans” (the
secret society revealed to be running the country) tell Tatarskii that “the mirror and the mask are

»20¢ Historically, the mirror was sacred to Ishtar but not the mask.

the ritual requisites of Ishtar.
This reference is undoubtedly to Jorge Luis Borges’ short story “The Mirror and the Mask,”
which demonstrates that words fail to move the soul (and those that do are implicitly
destructive).?”’

Eventually, Tatarskii manages to secure a position working for the top public relations
firm in Moscow. The firm is run by Leonid Azadovskii, whose face Tatarskii recognizes from
hundreds of television advertisements. After a trial period, Tatarskii is told that the firm not only
produces advertisements but news clips as well—most politicians and state officials are in fact
computer simulations. Moreover, the American government controls what frequency the
Russians can use to broadcast and cuts the frequency as punishment when they do not agree with
Russian foreign and domestic policy. When Tatarskii asks questions regarding how, exactly,
foreign policy is determined in Russia if his firm creates the politicians and the oligarchs, he is
told not to ask questions.*”® After this, Tatarskii abandons his attempts to make sense of the

world—even through models like oral- and anal-impulses. The world has become one big,

photo-shopped, digital image—a simulacrum.

20 H7, 26. “3epkano u Macka—puTyanbHble npeamerst Mmrap.” GP, 41.

297 pelevin has previously demonstrated an affinity for Borges. The preface of Chapaev and Pustota states
that the novel was almost named The Garden of Forking Petkas, a reference to Borges’ story “The Garden of
Forking Paths.”

2% The answer is revealed in Pelevin’s sequel to the novel, Empire “V.”
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At the climax of the novel, Tatarskii is called to Ostankino and made to participate in an
initiation ritual. First he is stripped naked and blindfolded. Then he is led into a room full of
people who pay him no notice. The room holds Azadovskii’s art “collection,” which consists not
of the works of art themselves, but only of the notarized certificates of their authenticity and
monetary value. Azadovskii joins him and leads Tatarskii into a corridor through a secret door,
where people await them. All the participants change into strange, feathery, wool skirts, don gold
masks, and take bronze mirrors in their hand.

In the next room, completely gold from floor to ceiling, stands an altar (on which is a
crystal eye), flanked by two sirrufs. Azadovskii then explains to Tatarskii the history of the
ancient goddess Ishtar who, as punishment for trying to achieve immortality by separating her
death from her physical body, was reduced to a pure concept (signified)—that of gold,
embodying that which everyone desires. Her death became a lame, five-legged dog named
Pizdets that slept in the North. The Chaldean society into which Tatarskii is being initiated is
charged with serving the goddess and guarding the five-legged dog (who, upon waking, would
destroy the world).

Tatarskii learns that he is being considered for the honorable position of Ishtar’s consort.
If he is successful in assuming this role, he would become “a consecrated Chaldean” and Ishtar’s

“ritual earthly husband.”*"’

In effect, Ishtar (who is pure signified) is only interested in obtaining
an earthly husband in material form (one who is pure signifier). Tatarskii’s forehead is then
anointed with dog’s blood and he is forced to look through the pupil of the crystal eye on the

altar. This is done in order to identify Ishtar’s next earthly husband, an honor currently held by

Azadovskii. When Tatarskii looks through the eye, he sees a flash of gold and hears a

299 pelevin, HZ, 27. “CTaHOBUIICS OCBSIICHHBIM XaIIeeM H €€ PHTYaTbHBIM 3eMHBIM MykeM....” GP, 43.
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commotion behind his back—it is Azadovskii being strangled. Tatarskii will now serve as
Ishtar’s husband and in time will presumably meet a similar end.

Ishtar is represented by the concept of gold, that which everyone desires. Tatarskii is told

That’s your main sacramental function. The goddess really doesn’t have a body, but there

is something that takes the place of her body. Her corporeal nature consists of the totality

of all the images used in advertising; and since she manifests herself via a sequence of

images, in order to become godlike, you have to be transformed. Then it will be possible

for you to enter into mystical union.*'’
In post-Soviet Russia, that which everyone desires is represented by television images, so
Tatarskii, in order to become the goddess’s consort, must himself become a digital image. A
digital scan of Tatarskii is made and his image is then used in countless advertisements and news
clips, just as Azadovskii’s image had been used. Ishtar only requires a signifier; there is no space
in this paradigm for Tatarskii to have any “inner meaning” of his own. After Tatarskii has been
chosen as Ishtar’s consort, he indeed becomes pure signifier as his image is broadcast
everywhere.

Although Tatarskii has gained Ishtar’s favor, the novel implies that the same fate that
Azadovskii met inevitably awaits him as well. The periodic replacement of Ishtar’s consort is as
arbitrary as Tatarskii’s decision to replace the nation’s preference for Pepsi with Coca-Cola at
the end of the novel: it is one meaningless signifier (brand name) replacing another.

To emphasize the deceptive nature of both hypercapitalism and communism, Pelevin

juxtaposes the new advertising elite with symbols of Soviet power. For example, one advertising

agency is ironically located in the Pravda (“truth”) complex, which once housed the editorial

219 {7, 246. “3t10 TBOS r1aBHAs cakpantbHAs GyHKIHS. Y GOTHHH NEHCTBHTENBHO HET TeNa, HO €CTh HEuTO,
4yTO 3aMeHsAeT il Teno. I1o cBoell TenecHol NpUpoae OHA ABIISETCS COBOKYITHOCTBIO BCEX UCIOIb30BAaHHBIX B
pekname o6pa3oB. U pa3 oHa sBiIseT ce0s MOCPEACTBOM BU3YaJIBHOTO PSJIa, Thl, YTOOBI CTaTh OOTONOAOOHBIM, TOXKE
JIoJbKeH ObITh mpeoOpaxeH. Toraa Bel OyneTe UMETh BO3ZMOXKHOCTh MUCTHUYECKH cIUThCA.” GP, 296.
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offices of ideological Soviet newspapers. In another scene, Tatarskii’s boss Azadovskii sits
watching clips in a private home theater while chain-smoking, an image that evokes Stalin’s late
night viewings in his own home theater. In both of these instances, the name of the object has
changed, but the function remains the same. The old Pravda ideologues and the new content
creators both spin their material to create a desired effect and manipulate the “consumer”; like
Stalin, Azadovskii approves films/clips only if they will produce the desired effect on the public.
The clips of politicians and oligarchs are filmed using stand-ins called “skeletons.” Contributing
to the diabolical nature of the operation is the fact that everything is orchestrated by a man

I The end of Generation “P” implies that Tatarskii

named Legion in a Stalinist-style building.
will eventually be himself consumed and destroyed by this malevolent hypercapitalist system
controlled by the Chaldeans and created with his collaboration (as previous Soviet generations
had been consumed and destroyed by the Stalinist machine). This fate is confirmed in the sequel
to Generation “P” —Empire “V.”

In Generation “P” Pelevin shows that the superficial re-naming described by Lotman
and Uspenskii (see chapter 1) has occurred in 1990s Russia—old cultural structures have been
preserved but a new text has been mapped onto the old cultural skeleton. In Generation “P,” this
is literally so: the “skeletons” employed by Azadovskii’s public relations firm appear with a
completely new digital veneer on television. The old Pravda complex is now home to a public
relations firm but both institutions produced false words with no meaning. Like the substitution

of Coke for Pepsi, predatory capitalism has replaced totalitarian communism but a void lies

beneath both systems. All of these cases represent not just a showy veneer (signifier) meant to

I Azadovskii’s given name “Legion” is fitting as his purpose is demonic and his image is everywhere:
For he said unto him, Come out of the man, thou unclean spirit.

And he asked him, What is thy name? And he answered, saying, My name is Legion: for we are

many. (KJV Mark 5:8-9)
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conceal a still-emerging post-Soviet construction of capitalism and democracy (signified); on the

contrary, these signifiers are fundamentally deceptive and mask the fact that there is no signified.

The Void as Vampire

The existential terror experienced by Tatarskii in Generation “P” gives way to a more
conventional form of terror in Empire “V”’: vampires. The vampires who populate the second
novel, however, are not the traditional vampires a /a Bram Stoker’s Dracula or F.W. Murnau’s
Nosferatu. Pelevin’s vampires may seem banal when compared to Dracula; however, the author
himself has said that his vampires are much scarier—"“After all, there are different kinds of

212
horrors.”

Pelevin’s vampires are not so different from the content creators in Generation “P.”
The main difference between the two is that while Tatarskii is uninformed about the Chaldeans’

machinations for most of Generation “P,” the vampires are explicit with Rama about their role

in dominating the human masses in Empire “V.”

Why Vampires?
“Why vampires?” is a valid question. Pelevin was once asked about his seemingly sudden

1> However, Pelevin’s work reveals that vampires are not

interest in the topic in an interview.
wholly unrelated to his interests. The vampires in Empire “V” are both like and unlike traditional
vampires. Unlike traditional vampires, they are not classically frightening; they do not threaten

the physical body. Like traditional vampires, however, they do threaten to annihilate the soul.

Featuring vampires allows Pelevin to tap into the rich genre of the vampire text. In Franco

212 Natal’ia Kochetkova, “Pisatel’ Viktor Pelevin: ‘“Vampir v Rossii bol’she chem vampire,’” Izvestia,

November 3, 2006. “Bezap yxacsl ObIBaIOT pa3HoOro poaa.”

213 Ibid.
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) ) 214
Moretti’s formulation, “Monsters are metaphors.”
9

Vampires neatly sum up society’s fears of
what lurks unseen in the darkness, in the past, in the unknown. Fantastic characters like
vampires, werewolves, and human/other hybrids that Pelevin features in his works make the

reader ponder what it means to be human.*"

Beth McDonald views the vampire as a “catalyst,
propelling characters on a spiritual and philosophical journey.” Vampires compel society to
directly “confront questions about their innate goodness or evilness and ... belief...” and reflect
on one’s identity.”'° Finally, Nina Auerbach makes the point, in her study of what vampires
“mean” at various times in history, that every generation gets the vampires it deserves.*"”

Of all of the fantastic creatures, vampires are specifically associated with economic
issues in literature and popular culture. While folkloric vampires usually rove around the
countryside, vampires became aristocrats in the early nineteenth-century literary tradition. They
had the opportunity to accumulate wealth over the course of their unnaturally long lifetimes. The
title character of John Polidori’s “The Vampyre” (1819) is Lord Ruthven, a wealthy British
aristocrat and vampire. In James Malcolm Rymer’s series of penny dreadfuls Varney the
Vampire (1845-7), it is unclear whether Varney most desires the blood of the Bannerworth

family or their wealth. In 1867, Karl Marx clearly saw the similarities between capitalism and

vampirism when he wrote in Das Kapital, “Capital is dead labor, that, vampire-like, only lives

214 Franco Moretti, “The Dialectic of Fear,” New Left Review 136 (1982): 83.
*1> While Pelevin only turned to vampires in Empire “V” in 2006, his works have previously featured
fantastic creatures. For example, the short story “IIpoGnema BepBoska B cpeaneii nonoce,” in his first collection
Cunuti ¢ponaps (1991), features werewolves and the early novel JKusno nacexomwix (1993) is about creatures that
seem to be humans and insects simultaneously.

21 Beth E. McDonald, The Vampire as Numinous Experience: Spiritual Journeys with the Undead in
British and American Literature (Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Co., 2004), 2.

" Nina Auerbach, Our Vampires, Ourselves (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995).
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»218 The vampiric capitalist

by sucking living labor, and lives the more, the more labor it sucks.
was a common poster and cartoon figure at the end of the nineteenth and in the early twentieth
centuries. Vampires (like capitalists to a certain extent) feed repeatedly from the same victim
before the victim dies. Both have the ability to place the soul of the individual human being in
jeopardy and both are very difficult to oppose.

Other scholars have connected the vampire specifically with absence. Because vampires
are neither alive nor dead, they occupy a liminal space that cancels out the other two states,
producing zero. The vampire thus occupies the null “void” between being alive and being dead.
In her study Fantasy: The Literature of Subversion, Rosemary Jackson has argued that the
fantastic (including vampire literature) “traces the unsaid and the unseen of culture: that which

219 11 other words, fantastic

has been silenced, made invisible, covered over and made ‘absent.
literature is the void laid bare. Both the vampire as capitalist and the vampire as a representative

of a postmodern “nullity” are very much in keeping both with Empire “V"" and its prequel,

Generation “P.”

Closed Loops

Empire “V” is considered by many to be a sequel to Generation “P.” From a thematic
standpoint, the two novels are nearly identical. Pelevin’s heroes in both novels are stuck in what
Sally Dalton-Brown calls a “closed loop” of consciousness: “a form of solipsistic labyrinth from

which there is no escape.”*” At the end of Generation “P,” Tatarskii joins the upper echelons of

218 Karl Marx, Capital: A Critique of Political Economy, vol. 1. (London: Electric Book Company, 2001),

336.

*1% Rosemary Jackson, Fantasy: The Literature of Subversion (New York: Methuen, 1981), 4.

220 Dalton-Brown, “The Dialectics of Emptiness,” 33.
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the ruling establishment and yet he cannot break free of the web of consumerist simulacra; the

system is self-perpetuating. As Tatarskii notes,

People want to earn money in order to gain freedom, or at least a breathing space from
their interminable suffering. And we [content creators] manipulate reality in front of
people’s eyes so that freedom comes to be symbolised by an iron, or a sanitary [napkin]
with wings, or lemonade. That’s what they pay us for. We pawn this stuff off on them
from the screen, and then they pawn it off on each other, and on us who write the stuff,
and it’s like radioactive contamination, when it makes no difference any longer who
exploded the bomb. Everyone tries to show everyone else that they’ve already achieved
freedom, and as a result, while we pretend to socialise and be friendly, all we really do is
keep pawning...off with all sorts of jackets, mobile phones and cars [on each other]. It’s
a closed circle.**!

While the masses are not even aware that such a loop exists, characters like the content creators
in Generation “P” and the vampires in Empire “V”" have become “enlightened” by their esoteric
subcultures. However, these elite groups are trapped in a secondary closed loop, of which they
seem to be not fully aware. Pelevin does not specify how many other loops might exist.

In Generation “P,” for example, Tatarskii learns that mankind is stuck in a capitalistic

99222

closed loop—*the goal of advertising magic.””"* This loop is “empty” (in that it “has no center,”

no periphery, and no beginning or end), although “all objects and qualities are related to each

999223

other via a fictional center that is called ‘identity. Pelevin compares this loop to the image of

the ouroboros (a snake biting its own tail), explaining: “You need a million dollars to buy a

! pelevin, HZ, 102. “Jlioxu XOTAT 3apaboTaTh, 4TOOBI MOMYUHTH CBOOOLY HIIK XOTS ObI IIEPE/IBIIIKY B
CBOEM HENPEPHIBHOM CTPaJaHUU. A MBI, KOIUPAUTEPhI, TAK IIOBOPAUUBAEM PEATLHOCTH MEpe]] IJ1a3aMu, YT
cB000ly HAUMHAIOT CUMBOJIU3UPOBATH TO YTIOT, TO MPOKJIAKa C KPBUIBIIIKAMHU, TO IUMOHAA. 3a 3TO HaM U ILIATAT.
MB!I BHapuBaeM UM 3TO € 3KpaHa, a OHH [TOTOM BIIPABAIOT ATO JIPYT APYTY U HaM, aBTOPaM,—3TO KaK
paZn0aKTHBHOE 3apakeHHe, KOT/1a y>Ke He BaKHO, KTO UMEHHO B3opBall 6oMOy. Bee mbITaroTcest mokasats Apyr
JIPYTy, 9TO YK€ JOCTUTJIA CBOOOBI, U B PE3yJIbTATE MBI TOJBKO U JIeJIaeM, YTO IO/ BUIOM OOLIEHUS U APYKOBI
BIIAPUBAEM JIPYT APYTY BCAKHE YEPHBIE MAIBTO, COTOBBIE TeNe(OHBI U KaOPHOIETHI C KOXKAHBIMU KpPEeCcIaMH.
3aMkHYTHIH kpyT.” GP, 135-6.

2 H7, 86. “Ilens pexiamuoii marun” GP, 114.

223 . . .
HZ, 86. “Bce npeaMeTsl M CBOMCTBA COOTHOCATCS Yepe3 (DUKIMIO 3TOTO LIEHTpa, Ha3bIBaeMylo identity.”
GP, 114.
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house in an expensive neighborhood, you need the house to have somewhere to wear your red
slippers, and you need red slippers to provide you with the calmness and self-confidence that will
allow you to earn a million dollars, in order to buy the house in which you can wear the red
slippers, thus acquiring the qualities of calmness and confidence.”***

In Empire “V,” Rama likewise learns that the fate of humanity is to be stuck in a closed
loop. Humans feed on money, while the vampires feed on “bablos,” a by-product of the life force
that humans excrete while chasing after visions of material wealth and success.”>> These
“illusory goals” are those generated by advertising, which is controlled by the Chaldeans and the
vampires. The vampires control production of bablos through the twin arts of “glamour” and
“discourse.” Glamour and discourse are used to direct humans’ libidinous energy toward the
desire of commercial goods. Humans are unable to attain their goals since they are being kept in

a “closed loop of desire, in thrall to the...vampires that manipulate their perceptions.””* I

n
addition to keeping their human food source enslaved, the vampires also deprive them of access

to the truth—that they exist solely to feed the vampires. Toward the end of the novel, Rama

thinks,

Somewhere children sleep...dreaming about something childish, but actually they are
producing bablos, like adults.... Everyone works from infancy.... I was like that, too.... I
remember how this bright red drop of hope matures... It seems that we will somehow
understand something, finish something, decide something, and then start another life,

% HZ, 86. “MUILTHOH I0IIApOB HyKEH, 4TOOBI KYIUTh JOM B IOPOTOM PaiiOHe, I0M Hy)KeH, YTOOHI GBLIO
IJie XOIUTh B KPACHBIX TAallOUKaX a KPacHbIE TAIIOUKU HYXHBI, YTOOBI 00pecTU CIIOKOMCTBUE U YBEPEHHOCTH B cebe,
MO3BOJISIOIIKE 3apaboTaTh MIJUIMOH JOJUIAPOB, YTOOBI KYIIUTH JOM, 10 KOTOPOMY MOKHO OYJeT XOAUTh B KPAaCHBIX
Tamo4kax, oopeTast Ipu ITOM CIIOKOUCTBHE U YBepeHHOCTh.” GP, 114.

The image of the ouroboros recurs in The Sacred Book of the Werewolf, prompting A Khuli to discover that
love is the only thing that can break the circle (loop) between tail (illusion) and head (mind), thereby breaking free
from the power of the oral-anal impulse.

225

“dough.”

Pelevin’s neologism “bablos” derives from the Russian slang term “bablo” (6a610), meaning “cash” or

26 Dalton-Brown, “Illusion-Money-Illusion,” 33.
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one that is right and authentic. But this never happens because the red drop is always
disappearing and we start storing it away again. And then it disappears again and so it
continues all through life until we get tired. And then all that remains is for us to lie down
on the bed, turn towards the wall, and die.**’

In other words, the vampires rob humans of the hope of finding meaning in life.

Empire “V”

At the core of Empire “V” (like Generation “P”) lies an illusory reality controlled by a
shadow organization. The novel is a coming-of-age tale about a young Muscovite named Roman
who is unsure of what to do with his life until he follows a series of arrows on the sidewalk that
promise him a chance at joining the elite. He stumbles into a vampire lair and is knocked
unconscious. When he awakens, he is greeted by Brahma, a vampire wearing a black mask.
Brahma seems to know everything about Roman. He explains that vampires obtain this
knowledge by sampling a small drop of their human victim’s blood. Brahma wants Roman to
take his place among the vampires; in order to do this, Brahma’s “tongue”—the vampire’s “soul
and essence” located on the roof of its mouth—must pass to Roman. Brahma bites Roman,
initiating the process. He then writes Roman’s new divine name, Rama, on Roman’s forehead in

blood and shoots himself. Roman/Rama loses consciousness.>®

227
“I'me-To cHAT AETH...MEUTAIOT O YeM-TO Bpoie OBl IETCKOM, HO HA CaMOM JieJie YK€ BhIpaOaThIBaloOT

6abioc, Kak B3pocible... Bece paboTaroT ¢ mianeHdecTsa.... Benb co MHO# 3T0 Toke ObLIO, S MOMHIO Kak... S
TNOMHIO, KaK BbI3PEBACT 3Ta APKOKpACHas KaIlljid HaACKbI. .. Ka)KeTC}I, YTO MBI BOT-BOT YTO-TO HOﬁMeM, Joae1acM,
paccyaum, U Torjga HA4YHETCA Apyras )KU3Hb, IpaBUJIbHASA U HACTOALIAs. Ho »toro HUKOIr'JIa HE TPOUCXOAUT, TOTOMY
YTO KpacHast KaIuisi KyAa-To BCe BpeMs MCUe3aeT, U Mbl HAYMHAEM KOITUTh €€ 3aHOBO. A TIOTOM OHa MCYe3aeT CHOBA,
U TaK NPOJ0JIKAETCS BCIO H3HB, [T0KAa MBI He ycTaHeM. U Toryna Hame ocTaeTcs TOJNBKO JeYb Ha KPOBaTh,
MOBEPHYThCS K cTeHe U ymepeTs...” Viktor Pelevin, EVPNS, 346

% As in Generation “P,” ancient gods and the primal forces they represent have a hidden but real presence
in contemporary reality. All of the “vampires” bear the names of the ancient gods: Rama (seventh avatar of the
Hindu god Vishnu), the Zoroastrian Mithra, Enlil (Mesopotamian Lord of the Wind), the Norse Baldur, the Judaic
Jehovah, Osiris (Egyptian Lord of the Underworld), Hera (wife of Zeus), Baal of the Near East, Marduk (the patron
god of Babylon), and the Mesopotamian Ishtar.

96



When he awakens, Rama is met by another vampire—Mithra, who gives him his first
“degustation” (decycmayus)—a tiny drop of blood (or “red liquid” as the novel’s vampires call
it). Upon ingesting the liquid, Rama sees a “personality map” of the human whose blood has
been sampled. Mithra tells Rama that he will eventually be able to see much more detail, but the
effects of degustation are so powerful that—much like a drug—it takes time to build up a
tolerance. After Mithra ensures there are no complications following the degustation, Rama is
untied and permitted to go to the bathroom. He has free rein of the apartment but finds,
surprisingly, that he has no desire to escape—the tongue desires him to stay.

Mithra explains that a vampire “serves the Tongue.” He further informs Rama that “the
Tongue is another living creature, one from a higher plane of nature. The Tongue is immortal
and moves from one vampire to another, or rather from one person to another, like the rider of a
horse.””* Although this description makes the tongue sound like a parasite, the tongue
(according to Mithra) actually raises its human host to a higher level. Rama disagrees, noting that
he does not feel higher, he feels like he is “at the bottom of some kind of pit” and wonders “if
this is higher, why does everything seem so dark...?”**° Rama’s statement is reminiscent of
Tatarskii’s conviction that he is ascending a tower when in reality he is descending into a
topheth, according to the sirruf. Mithra replies with a paradox: “Darkness can be under the earth,

99231

and also high in the heavens.”””" The vampires see this kind of “pit” as being superior. Enlil

Maratovich will later tell Rama that “sacred symbolism should often be understood as exactly the

¥ Viktor Pelevin, EVPH, 31. “[Ipyroe %uBoe cymiecTso. Bricmeii mpuposl. SI3b1k GeccMepTeH i
MEePeXOoAUT OT OJHOTO BaMIIUpPa K APYroMy—BepHee, IepecaxBaeTcs ¢ OJHOrO YeJI0BeKa Ha JPyroro, Kak
Bcaguuk.” EVPNS, 34.

230
EVPH, 31. “Y MeHs...9yBCTBOM UTO 5l IPOBAJIIIICS B KaKy0-To siMy. Ecinu 370 BBICOTa, TOUeMy MHE
Tenepsb Tak...Tak TemMHo?” EVPNS, 35.

21 EVPH, 31. “TemHo ObIBaeT U IOJ 3eMJIEH, U BBICOKO B HeOe.” EVPNS, 35.
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opposite of its superficial appearance. The top is the bottom. Empty is full. The most glittering
career is in reality the most abject failure, a stadium is a pyramid, the highest tower the deepest

»232 This echoes the binary paradoxes of

chasm. The summit of Fuji is right at the bottom, Rama.
Generation “P” where signifiers (such as top, bottom, empty, full) either become contradictory
or cease to carry meaning altogether. Thus the vampires find power in the abyss or void because
that is the “null” place between binaries. The power of the word (e.g., “top” vs. “bottom”) is
limited, but the space between word and meaning is unlimited. The void between binaries
cancels the binaries, for it is everything in potentio and nothing in essence and therefore very
powerful. Pelevin describes the void in a similar manner in a scene between Serdiuk and
Kawabata in Chapaev and Pustota. In chapter 3 I will discuss how a more positive, transcendent
void derives from the Buddhist dissolution of binaries.

Mithra explains Rama’s new living arrangements and informs him that he will soon begin
his studies with the goal of eventually taking a final examination called the “Great Fall.” The
next morning the leader of the Moscow vampires, Enlil Maratovich, pays Rama a visit. He
explains to Rama that vampires are superior to human beings and represent a higher level on the
food chain. Vampires “breed” human beings so they can “milk” them, consuming small drops of
their “red liquid” in order to gain knowledge of the human psyche. The vampires then use this

knowledge to manipulate humans so they are constantly earning and spending money in their

attempt to achieve happiness. In the process, humans produce a substance called bablos

2 EVPH, 218. “CakpanbHyi0 CHMBOIHKY 4acTO CIIEAyeT OHHMATh C TOYHOCTBIO 10 Ha060poT. Bepx—ato
Hu3. [lycToTa—>3TO HanoseHHOCTh. Bennuaiimas kapsepa Ha caMoM Jienne abCOMI0THOE NaJJeHHe, UCTUHHBIH
CTaJIMOH-3TO MUPAMUJA, a BRICOYANIIIas BallHA €CTh ITy0ouaiimas nponacts. Bepimna @ya3u Ha caMoM JHeE,
Pama.” EVPNS, 233.
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(6abnoc), and it is on this that the vampires actually feed. Enlil tells Rama that he will
understand more once he completes his vampire education.

Rama’s first lessons as a vampire are in “glamour” (ezamyp) and “discourse” (duckypc),
taught by Baldur and Jehovah. Glamour and discourse are key concepts for the vampires. The
concepts are similar to the “PR” tactics used by Tatarskii, although Baldur and Jehovah are
unable to give Rama (or the reader) precise definitions. The various definitions offered are
confusing and even manipulative. Taken together, their essence is that of “disguise and control,

99233

and therefore power.”””” They explain,

b

—“You can put it another way,” said Baldur. “Everything a person says is Discourse...’
—=And how he looks while saying it is Glamour,” added Jehovah.***

In other words, discourse is manipulation via language (the written and spoken word) and
glamour is manipulation via images (especially images promoting consumerism). If one tries to
escape the confines of glamour’s manipulation, they find themselves confined by discourse.
Consequently, one can never escape the limitations of language, i.e., the tongue. Even vampires
cannot escape the control of the tongues unless they are killed or, like Brahma, commit suicide.

As Rama’s education continues, he learns that the deceptiveness of language is, in fact,
even more complicated. When Rama asks how a word can be a mirror, Osiris (the Tolstoyan
vampire) explains,

Its meaning. When you place a Word in front of Mind “A”, the Word is reflected in the
mind, the mind is reflected in the Word, and between them they create the endless

3 EVPH, 52. “VIX CYIHOCTBIO SBISETCS MACKHPOBKA M KOHTPOIb—H, KaK CIeICTBHE, BIAcTh.” EVPNS,
57.

34 EVPH, 53.

—MosxHo copmynrpoBaTs HHaue, —cka3ai banpap. —Bce, 4To YenoBek TOBOPUT—ITO TUCKYPC. ..
—A TO, KaK OH IIPH 3TOM BBIIVIIIUT— 3TO rmamyp,—ao6asui Uerosa. EVPNS, 58-9.
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corridor that is Mind “B”. In this endless corridor appears not only the whole world but

the person who is seeing it.>*

Osiris goes on to explain that Mind “B” is actually a reflection of our universe and that the
universe in which we find ourselves is a reflection of Mind “B.” Thus, humans are incapable of
ever learning any kind of higher truth regarding the universe because they cannot distinguish
these truths from reflections of their own minds: “Everything is made of Words.”*** And all are
caught in this loop.

The twin sciences of glamour and discourse are designed to keep humans unaware of
their true role as sustenance for the vampires. Later, Rama learns that it is not human blood from
which vampires derive their energy but rather bablos, a byproduct of glamour and discourse.
Bablos is the life force generated by humans’ perpetual quest for money and status. These things,
along with all other concepts that seem real to humans, are merely illusions. For example, when
Rama asks Osiris why there is a word for God if he does not exist, Osiris responds, “Because this
word, together with all other words and concepts, is needed for the production of bablos....God
is a creator. Words also create.””’ Osiris explains that anything they could possibly speak of is
the source material of bablos, but also its by-product. It is a closed circle and there is no
underlying truth beneath the word:

Truth is essentially chemical, not metaphysical. So long as you possess sufficient life-

force, you will always be able to find the necessary verbal forms to reflect it. You can
always think up a combination of words that will provoke the required excitation in your

3 EVPH, 306. “To, 4o oHO 0603HauaeT. Koria Thl CTABUIIE CIOBO nepesn yMoM «A», CIIOBO OTpaxaeTcs
B yM€, a yM OTpa)kaeTcsl B CJIOBE, U BO3HUKAET OECKOHEUHBINH Kopunop—yM «b». B 3ToM GeckoHeYHOM KOpHUAOpE
MOSIBJISIETCS HE TOJBKO BECh MUP, HO U TOT, KTO ero BUuauT.” EVPNS, 325.

2 EVPH, 308. “Bee caenao us cios.” EVPNS, 326.

»7T EVPH, 342. “TI0TOMY 4TO 9TO CIIOBO, BMECTE CO BCEMH JAPYTMMH CIIOBAMH U TIOHATHSIMH, HEOGXOTUMO
JUIs IPOU3BOJICTBa 6abioca....bor—aT0 cozgarens. Cnosa Toxe co3natot.” EVPNS, 362.
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neuronal pathways, and that you will experience as the blessed breath of truth. But in

fact, precisely which words are used is of little importance because one word is much the

same as another: all words are merely mirrors in which the mind is reflected.”®

Each year the vampires host a ritual gathering celebrating the friendship between the
vampires and the Chaldeans—the sacred sect of humans into which Tatarskii of Generation “P”
has been initiated and who serve as agents for the vampires, gathering information about human
society. As the earlier novel hinted, there was another, higher force manipulating society, one to
which even Tatarskii, as consort of Ishtar, was not privy. We now learn that that force is the
anonymous dictatorship of the vampires. During the party Rama is presented to the Goddess
Ishtar Borisovna. Rama is told that in Chaldean myth, “the Great Goddess lost her body and
became gold. Not a piece of metal but the very idea of gold.”**’ Indeed, when Rama meets Ishtar,
she is not just the disembodied symbol of gold but “disembodied” in a physical sense: she is a
head with no body. Thus, the entire vampire race worships an idea that which has no basis in
reality—a hollow, disembodied concept. Rama’s classmate Hera is being groomed to replace
Ishtar; by the end of the novel she also has become a disembodied head. The replacement of the
Sumerian pantheon’s chief goddess (Ishtar) with the Greek pantheon’s chief goddess (Hera) is

reminiscent of Tatarskii exchanging Pepsi for Coca-Cola at the end of Generation “P”: both are

signifiers devoid of meaning.

% EVPH, 345. “UctuHa nMeet He MeTahU3MUECKYI0, 2 XUMHUECKYIO IpHpoy. Jlo Tex mop, moka B Tebe
JIOCTaTOYHO XXM3HEHHOM CHJIBI, /ISl Hee BCeraa HaleTcst ClIoBecHOe BhlpakeHue. Beerna MoxxHO OyneT npuayMaTh
3aKJIMKaHKe, BHI3bIBAIOIEe B HEHPOHHBIX LEMSIX TBOEr0 MO3ra Bo30ysK/ieHHEe, KOTOpOe OyIeT NepeKUBaThCS KakK
CBSIILIEHHOE JIbIXaHNE UCTUHBI. A KaKMMH OYIyT CJIOBa, HE UI'PAeT OOJIBILOH ITOJIM, TOTOMY YTO BCE CJIOBA PaBHEI
JIpyT APYTy—A3TO MPOCTO 3epKana, B KOTOPBIX oTpaxkaeTcs yMm.” EVPNS, 365.

% “Benmkas GOrMHs THIIMIACK Tella M CTama 3010ToM. He KyckoM MeTaiina, a caMoii uieeit 3010Ta.”
“Khaldei,” Empire “V”: Povest’ o nastoiashchem sverkhcheloveke (Moscow: Eksmo, 2006),
http://pelevin.nov.ru/romans/pe-empire/14.html.

This quotation appears in the electronic version of the novel on the author’s website but not in the print
edition.
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The reader can easily deduce Pelevin’s attitude toward the vampires by noting how the
author compares vampire rule to Soviet rule. Perhaps most telling is the novel’s replacement of
the Soviet slogan “dictatorship of the proletariat (Quxmamypa npornemapuama) with the
vampires’ “anonymous dictatorship” (anonumnas ouxmamypa): in reality, very little
differentiates the two. The vampires, for example, consider themselves to be superhuman, much
like the Soviet ruling elite, who were (at least at one time) trying to create a “superman” in the
form of Homo sovieticus. Likewise, the novel is permeated with symbols from dictatorships,
specifically from the period of Stalin’s Russia and Hitler’s Germany. To give a few examples:
Baal Petrovich’s house is described as a combination of the Lenin Library and the Reich
Chancellery; Mithra’s poem in his duel with Rama is described as being similar to a reflection on
the life of young Lenin from the last century; finally, Baldur notes, “We have transformed

engineers of the human soul into unpaid advertising agents.”**

While the change in the outer
forms (signifiers) of the two dictatorships gives the illusion of change, they are the same, and a
void of meaning lies beneath them. Rama, like Tatarskii before him, has broken free of one
illusion, only to end up in another.

While the myth of Homo sovieticus is no more, it has been replaced with the myth of the
vampire superman. During the Red Ceremony Rama becomes aware of his power and superiority

as a vampire. After imbibing his first drop of bablos, Rama realizes that he and the substance are

inextricably linked: “One substance makes up everything there is in the whole world. And this

0 EVPH, 63. “BMecTo HHKEHEpa YeT0BEUECKHX Ayl Mbl IIOTydaeM OeCIIaTHOTO PeKIAMHOIO areHTa.”
EVPNS, 70.

“Engineers of the human soul” is a phrase used to describe socialist realist authors. The phrase is usually
attributed to Stalin (in 1932) but he was repeating Soviet author Iurii Olesha’s phrase. See Vadim Serov, “Inzhenery
chelovecheskikh dush,” in Entsiklopedicheskii slovar’ krylatykh slov i vyrazhenii (Moscow: Lokid Press, 2003).
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£.72*! Upon realizing this, Rama experiences a heightened sense of

substance was mysel
superiority and rapture: nothing in the world could threaten him, nor could he be a threat to
anyone or anything else. This feeling dissipates as soon as the bablos wears off, leaving Rama
feeling trapped in the illusory world of matter that could only hurt him.*** From this point
onward, Rama embraces his “divine” nature and his superiority over human beings. He is hooked
on bablos.

The novel ends with a duel between Rama and Mithra, who has on numerous occasions
insulted Rama and tried to steal Hera’s affections. The terms of the duel require both Rama and
Mithra to write a poem. Although Rama submits the losing poem (another example of the word
being ineffectual), Hera takes pity on him: Mithra is killed and Hera assumes her new role as the
new Ishtar. Throughout the novel, Rama had been struggling with his new identity, trying to
reconcile the existence of vampires with humanity. By the novel’s end, however, he has
embraced his vampire identity and loves his “empire,” which does not rule by war and violence
but by the perpetuation of illusion. As Rama flies over Moscow to meet Hera, he thinks, “A
different millennium now lay over the countryside, and beneath my wings blazed not tanks but
the headlights of Chaldeans’ limousines scorching their way out of town.”**

Empire “V” shares Generation “P’”’s concern with deceptive simulacra—especially in

advertising. Jehovah’s definition of advertising is as follows: “Without ever resorting to outright

untruth, to construct from fragments of the truth a picture whose connection to reality is limited

! pelevin, EVPH, 328. “Bce Ha cBeTe GBUIO CAENAHO W3 OJHOMN H TOH ke cybcraniuu. U stoii
cybcranmueit Obut s cam.” EVPNS, 348.

*2 This experience differs from the Buddhist experience of transcendence in that it is chemically induced

by the bablos.

* EVPH, 384. “Ha iBope CTOSIO APYroe THICSYEIIEThE, U 10 MOMM KPHUIOM KONTHJIM HE TAHKH, a
HMHOMAapKH CHEIIAIUX 3a ropox xanaees.” EVPNS, 405.
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to whatever is good for sales.””**

In Empire “V,” these untruthful images are inextricably linked
to glamour, which in the novel is a stand-in for simulacra associated with late postmodernism.
Glamour manipulates people with images and alters their conception of personal identity. For
example, Rama analyzes the name of a trendy vampire clothing outfitter called “LovemarX”:
“From the theoretical part of the Glamour course I knew that the word ‘lovemarks’ refers to
brand names which people lust after with all their hearts, seeing in them not merely the outward
appearance of the object in question but the framework of their own personality.”** Jehovah
confirms this: “The key message a human being tries to convey to others is that he enjoys a much
more prestigious level of consumption than might at first appear.”**® One might compare this
with the above-cited quotation from Generation “P” about needing a million dollars to buy an
expensive house so that you have a place to wear your red slippers, and you need the red slippers
to provide you with confidence that will allow you to earn the million dollars, and so on in an
infinite closed loop.

Ishtar Borisovna describes this infinite loop as “illusion-money-illusion.” She explains to

Rama that “people are constantly chasing after visions that arise within their heads. But for some

reason they do not capture them there inside their heads, where they appear, but pursue them in

*% EVPH, 76-7. “Hure He npu6eras K mpsMOM IDKH, CO3aTh U3 ()parMEHTOB TIPABIbI KAPTUHY, KOTOPast
CBfI3aHA C PEATbHOCTHIO POBHO HACTOJIBKO, HACKOJIBKO 3TO CIIOCOOHO MOAHATH npojaxu.” EVPNS, 85.

* EVPH, 68; italics mine. “M3 TeopeTHUecKOro Kypca s 3Hal, uto cioBoM «lovemarksy» B raamype
Ha3bIBAIOT TOPrOBBIE MAPKH, K KOTOPBIM UYeJIOBEK IPHPACTAET BCEM CEP/IEM, U BUJHUT B HUX YXKe HE IPOCTO
BHEIIIHUE 110 OTHOIIEHUIO K ce0e IpeaMeThl, a ckeleT cBoer muunoctu.” EVPNS, 75.

A “marka” in Russian refers to a brand name. Pelevin gives the word a slangy English plural ending (-x),
creating a bilingual pun. The term also echoes the past: Love [Karl] Marx. The great communist icon is now a brand
name, like the t-shirt featuring Che Guevara in Generation “P.”

% EVPH, 74. “T naBHas MbICIb, KOTOPYIO YEIIOBEK IIBITAETCS JOHECTH [0 APYTHX, 3aKII0YACTCSA B TOM, YTO
OH UMeeT AOCTYH K ropa3io 0ojee NpecTIKHOMY IMOTPeOISHUI0, 4YeM TIPO HETOo MOTriIu nogymMats.” EVPNS, 82.

104



the real physical world, on which the visions are merely superimposed.”**’ In other words,
humans are unable to distinguish these illusions from reality. This condition is a result of
glamour. Jehovah explains, “The aim of Glamour is to ensure that the life of mankind passes in a

miasma of ignominy and self-contempt. ...”**

The vampires have ensured that humans cannot
awaken from this fog of deception because “Glamour is always surrounded either by Discourse
or by empty space. There is nowhere for the human being to escape to. Empty space holds
nothing for him, yet he cannot pass through the Discourse barrier. The only thing left to him is to

sleepwalk through the pastures of Glamour.”**

Humans cannot escape the deception of images
(glamour) because their only recourse is either resorting to the deception of words (i.e.,
discourse—which will lead them in circles) or emptiness, the void, which the western mind
fears.

Pelevin draws on several uses of the word “glamour.” The first is glamour’s traditional
meaning: to cast a spell or illusion over someone. An important aspect of glamour is that it is not
merely an illusion, but an illusion designed to mislead and deceive.”” While “glamouring” is not
a part of canonical vampire literature, it plays a role in contemporary pop culture. In Charlaine

Harris’ Sookie Stackhouse Series (2001—13; later adapted in the television series True Blood

[2008—14]), “glamouring” refers to a vampire’s ability to manipulate someone’s mind simply by

) VPH, 236. “JI1oay MOCTOSIHHO TOHSTCS 32 HUMH HE BHYTPU TOJIOBBI, TI€ 9TU BUACHHUS BO3ZHUKAIOT, a MO
peanpHOMY (U3MUECKOMY MUPY, Ha KOTOPBIil BuaeHus HaknaaeiBatoTes.” EVPNS, 252.

*¥ EVPH, 82. “Ilenb riaMypa HMEHHO B TOM, 4TOObI XKI3Hb YeTOBEKa POXOAMIA B 00IaKe 1030pa U
npespeHus k cede.” EVPNS, 91.

** EVPH, 84. “Tmamyp Bcer/aa OKpysKeH HIIM AHCKYPCOM, WUIH ITYCTOTOM, i OeKaTh 4eloBeKy HeKya. B
IIyCTOTE eMy Hedero JenaTh, a CKBO3b AUCKYpC He mpoapaTbea. OcraeTcs oqHO—TomnaTh rnamyp.” EVPNS, 93.

20 See entry for “glamour” in The Oxford English Dictionary; also consultation with Maria Carlson, 30
June 2017.
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making eye contact with them. The first of these novels was translated into Russian in 2005, as
Pelevin, a fan of pop fiction, was working on Empire “V.”

Glamour also refers to the socio-cultural and economic phenomenon that arose in Russia
during the economically prosperous Putin era. Birgit Menzel describes Russian glamour as “a
mixture of the new elite’s ostentatious self-representation and a universal cult of luxury, fashion
and an exotic and erotic lifestyle promoted by the mass-media. In Russia, it has been nurtured by
the desire for prosperity and an individual lifestyle in the here and now, that emerged after the
chaos of the 1990s.”*' Menzel points out that some sociologists believe glamour serves as a
“substitute for the national idea, which was supposed to fill the empty void after the fall of the
Soviet Union.”*** “New Russians” (the newly rich business elite) were disparaged during the
Yeltsin regime, which was marked by economic woes. Under Putin, however, the glamorous
lifestyle of New Russians became an object of mass entertainment and something to which one
aspired.

Glamour is linked to late postmodernism in the novel. Since the collapse of the Soviet
Union many cultural critics have tried to describe the ideological void in Russia. In Empire “V”
(and Generation “P” by extension) Pelevin suggests that this void is not a true void, but rather
the emptiness of simulacra: “Some experts state that there is no such thing as ideology in

contemporary society, because none has been formulated in an unequivocal manner. But this is a

21 Birgit Menzel, “Russian Discourse on Glamour,” Kultura, no. 6 (2008): 4.

2 Birgit Menzel, “Glamour Russian Style: The Putin Era,” Russian Analytical Digest, no. 126 (2013),
http://www.css.ethz.ch/content/dam/ethz/special-interest/gess/cis/center-for-securities-studies/pdfs/RAD-126.pdf.

Menzel cites Boris Dubin’s chapter “Strana zritelei: Massovye kommunikatsii v segodniashnei Rossii” in
his book Zhit’ v Rossii na rubezhe stoletii (Moscow: Progress-Traditsiia, 2007). Olga Mesropova, citing Lev
Rubinshtein, also claims that many commentators in Russia believe that “glamour” is the new national idea. See
Olga Mesropova, “I Choose Russia — I Choose Glamour!,” Kultura, no. 6 (2008).
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delusion. The ideology of anonymous dictatorship is Glamour.”*** One of the Chaldeans,
Professor Kaldavashkin, later elaborates on this statement and agrees that while the ideology of
the anonymous dictatorship is glamour, “the culture of the anonymous dictatorship is mature
postmodernism.... Mature postmodernism is that stage in the evolution of the postmodern in
which it ceases to be based on previous cultural formations, but continues its development purely
on its own basis.”*** Glamour, like postmodernism (and capitalism), shows no sign of weakening
or disappearing. Rama notes, “The most fruitful technique for promoting glamour in modern
Russia will be anti-glamour. ‘Deconstructing’ glamour will allow it to infiltrate even those dark

»233 This is essentially the same

places where glamour itself would not dream of trespassing.
problem faced by literary criticism for decades: the deconstructionists recognized the emptiness
that underlies signifiers. However, rather than discredit structuralism and the binary sign, one
could argue that deconstruction perpetuated the structuralist binary model by allowing (perhaps
even encouraging) the free play of floating signifiers.*>

As Pelevin explains, the vampires’ methods of control are predicated on a culture of

materialism and hyperconsumerism. Consumption and the void are linked over the course of all

of human history. According to Osiris,

3 Pelevin, EVPH, 61. “HekoTopble SKCIIepTh yTBEPIKAAIOT, 4TO B COBPEMEHHOM OOIIECTBE HET

UJIEOJIOTUH, IOCKOJIbKY OHa He copMyIupoBaHa BHbBIM oOpa3oM. Ho aTo 3abnyxxaenue. Maeonorueit aHoHUMHON
JTUKTaTypshl aBiseTcd raamyp.” EVPNS, 68.

% EVPH, 256. “KyasTypoii aHOHHMHOI THKTATYPBI SIBJISETCS PA3BHTON MOCTMOIEPHI3M. ... PasBuToit
MOCTMOJIEPHU3M—ATO TaKOH JTall B 9BOJIOLNH ITOCTMO/IEPHA, KOT/Ia OH MIEPeCcTaeT ONMMPATHCs Ha MPEIeCTBYIONINE
KyJIbTypHBIE (POPMAIIUH U Pa3BUBAETCS UCKIIOUUTENILHO Ha CBOEH cOOCTBEHHOM ocHoBe.” EVPNS, 272-3.

3 EVPH, 80. “Hau6oree nepCreKTHBHOI TeXHOIOrHeil MPOIBHKEHHS [1aMypa Ha COBPEMEHHOM JTare
CTaHOBUTCS aHTUIIIaMyp. «Pa3zobnauenne riamypay» UHQUIBTPYET rlIaMyp Aaxke B T TEMHBIE YIJIbl, Ky/la OH HU 32
4TO He NPOHUK OBl caMm.” EVPNS, 89.

%% See Jacques Derrida, “Structure, Sign and Play in the Discourse of Human Sciences,” in The

Structuralist Controversy, eds. Richard Macksey and Eugenio Donato (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press,
1970).
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It’s like what happened in camps where nomadic mammoth-hunters lived: the meat got
eaten at once, but over the years there accumulated a huge mound of ribs and tusks,
which people started using to build dwelling-places. It is precisely because of such ribs
and tusks that today we find ourselves living not on a round island in the cosmic ocean,
as the church used to teach, but suspended in an expanding void.”’

Here the accumulation of material goods is linked to the void.
Ironically, vampires are not immune to the void. Mithra makes the off-handed comment,
“The funny thing is that by comparison with the abyss people have themselves fallen into, ours is

quite shallow....”**®

This quote implies that both humans and vampires experience the terrible
void associated with capitalism because both species are dependent on money. Ishtar Borisovna
explains that money “is the symbolic blood of the world. Everything depends on it, both for
humans and for us. But the manner in which we depend on it is different, because we live in the

real world whereas human beings live in the world of illusions.”**’

The only way in which the
vampires are superior is that they recognize the illusions they propagate amongst the humans.
Yet vampires are also the victims of illusions. Ishtar Borisovna herself admits to being seduced
by advertising: “The only thing is, I too get bored and lonely. After all, I have to watch
television, and read glossy magazines, and now there’s the Internet. And they’re all so full of

advertisements! They keep on at you: ‘Buy it! Because you’re worth it,” ha ha...”*®

257 Pelevin, EVPH, 305. “OT10 Kak B cTOMOUIIE OXOTHUKOB HA MAMOHTA: MSICO CHENAIOT Cpa3y, HO 3a TOJIbI
HaKarjIuBaeTCsl OrPOMHOE KOJIHUECTBO pebep U OMBHEMN, N3 KOTOPBIX HAUMHAIOT CTPOUTH KWiIHIIA. IMEeHHO u3-3a
9TUX pebep 1 OUBHEH MBI CETOIHS )KUBEM HE Ha KPYTJIOM OCTPOBE BO BCEMUPHOM OKe€aHe, KaK KOTJa-TO yuuia
LIEPKOBB, a BUCUM B paciiupsionieiics mycrore....” EVPNS, 323.

¥ EVPH, 192. “KOMOp B TOM, 4TO [0 CPABHEHHUIO C TOif GE3HOM, B KOTOPYIO CErOHs YXHYJIH JIO/IH, HAIIA
He Tak yx riay6oka...” EVPNS, 205.

»% EVPH, 235. “Uto Takoe neHbrn? ITO CUMBONMUECKas KPOBb Mupa. Ha Heli Bce AepKuTCS U y TrO/Ci 1
y Hac. ToIbKO JepKUTCS MO-Pa3HOMY, IOTOMY YTO MBI )KHBEM B PEabHOCTH, a JII0Iu—B Mupe muno3uil.” EVPNS,
251.

0 EyPH, 238. “IIpocTo MHe TOKe CKYdHO 6bIBacT. MHe Be/lb H TEIEBH30D HAA0 CMOTPETh, U KyPHAIIbI
YHUTaTh, TENEPh BOT €Il HHTepHET. TaM CTOJIBKO BCETO pa3HOTo peknaMupytoT! M o6bACHIIOT—TbI, MOJ, JOCTOHHA!
He comuenaiica...” EVPNS, 254.
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That vampires control the universe is, however, the next level of illusion, for they answer
to the tongues, superior beings from a “higher plane of nature.” Soon after Brahma’s tongue has
taken up residence in Rama, he feels its influence: “I knew what was happening. I seemed not to
be in charge of my actions; the Tongue had taken control of my will. I distinctly remember

feeling like a horse being ridden into battle by a veteran cavalryman.”**'

When Rama expresses
frustration at the endless comparisons of vampires to horses, Baal Petrovich replies, “There are
two paths. If a person is fortunate, incredibly fortunate—as you and Hera have been—he or she
can become the horse that carries Napoleon. But by the same token, without that stroke of luck

»262 [f Rama thinks that he will ever rise above

the person will remain a mere beast of burden.
being a horse for a rider unknown, he is suffering from an illusion.

In the end, humans are manipulated by advertising (via the Chaldeans) and produce
bablos, which serves as life-force for the vampires. The Chaldeans (although superior to most
humans) still serve vampires; vampires serve the tongues. The question is, whom do the tongues

serve? Pelevin does not say but he implies in both Generation “P” and Empire “V” that the

series of loops may be potentially endless.

Conclusion—Disorientation and Identity
In the two novels discussed here, characters’ identities are in flux for two reasons. First,
the Soviet Union and its slogans and symbols have lost their meaning and disappeared, leaving a

void. No new ideological system has risen to take their place to fill the void. The second reason

) VPH, 102. “4 mousi, 4To ceituac mpousoiaer. Y MeHs ObUIO OIIYIIEHHE, YTO NSHCTBYIO YKe He I—
SI3BIK B3sUJT Ha ce0s JIOMIAAbI0, KOTOpasi HECeT B aTaKy CTaporo ONBITHOTO kaBanepucta.” EVPNS, 111.

2 EVPH, 320. “B [xwu3uu] ects aBe goporu. Ecii uenoBeKy moBe3eT, HeBEPOSTHO MOBE3ET—BOT KaK

MOBE3JIO TeBe U ['epe—O0H MOKET CTaTh JOIIAIbI0, KOTOpas Be3eT HamoneoHa. A eliie OH MOXKEIIb CTaTh JIOIIAbI0,
KOTOpasi BCIO XKU3Hb BHIBO3UT HEU3BECTHO ueil mycop.” EVPNS, 338-9.

109



identities were being negotiated is the result of the mass consumerism that flooded post-Soviet
Russia. The following quote from Generation “P,” sums the situation up succinctly, if
ironically:
[And so the Leader finally left the Russia he had long inhabited. His] statues were
gradually carted out of town on military trucks (they said some colonel had thought up
the idea of melting them down for the non-ferrous metal content and made a lot of money
before he was rumbled), but his presence was merely replaced by a frightening murky
greyness in which the Soviet soul simply continued rotting until it collapsed inwards on
itself. The newspapers claimed the whole world had been living in this grey murk for
absolutely ages, which was why it was so full of things and money, and the only reason
people couldn’t understand this was their “Soviet mentality.”*%
Throughout both novels it becomes clear that the proliferation of western goods and advertising
is not the natural consequence of Russia’s newly established free market but rather the
machinations of a secret cadre who controls all aspects of life. Total control over the population
is achieved not by force but rather by bombarding people with advertisements for products of
mass culture that serve as tools of social conditioning. In Pelevin’s novel, the stock Russian
literary character of the individual searching for truth disappears and is replaced by a
“homogenous, mind-numbed mass” searching for a quick-fix identity built around creature
comforts.*%*
In Tatarskii’s and Rama’s Moscow, a person can only construct an identity through the

items he or she purchases. Tatarskii and Rama both acquire new identities but at the expense of

their humanity: Tatarskii becomes a pure signifier (image) with no signified (meaning, content)

29 Translation edited. HZ, 19; italics mine. “A BOX/Ib HAKOHEL-TO TOKHIAI HacwxkeHHyto Poccuro. Ero

CTaTy! yBO3WIH 33 TOPOJI HA BOCHHBIX TPy30BUKaX (TOBOPHIIHU, UTO KAKOH-TO MOJTKOBHUK MPUIyMall eperiaBisTh
MX Ha IBETHOM MeTaJlsl U MHOT'O 3apaboTal, oKa He TPOXHYJIH), HO HA CMEHY IMPUXOUIA TOJIBKO cepas
CTPAIIHOBATOCTh, B KOTOPOH AyIlIa COBETCKOTO THUIA OBICTPO AOTHHBAJIA U MPOBAIMBANIACh BHYTPh CaMoii ceOsl.
l"azeTsl yBepsn, UTO B 9TOM CTPAIIHOBATOCTH JaBHO )KMBET BECh MUP M OTTOT'O B HEM TaK MHOTO Bellel U JIEHET, a
IOHSATH 3TO MEIIAaeT TOJIBKO «COBETCKAasi MEHTAIbHOCTEY.” GP, 32.

264 Khagi, “From Homo Sovieticus to Homo Zapiens,” 561.
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and Rama becomes a vampire, concerned only with manipulating humans in order to keep the
bablos flowing to satisfy his personal craving.

Earlier in the chapter, I showed that Baudrillard and Jameson both argued that
contemporary capitalism plagued every aspect of human life. In today’s hyper-visual culture,
product signifiers have all become the same—it does not matter which product one purchases, as
long as it produces the euphoria associated with purchasing the newest, coolest product (what
Pelevin calls the “Wow-impulse”). Products have become commodified to the degree that one
makes a purchase not because of an item’s utility, but because they appeal to one’s sense of
identity.

Baudrillard and Jameson were describing the West, which transitioned gradually into this
late capitalist state of hyperconsumerism. Because Post-Soviet Russia had far less time to
acclimate to these types of changes and lacked the “antibodies” to withstand the assault, the
effects of terror and euphoria were intensified. Like the heroes of all four of the novels examined
in this dissertation, many Russians felt at sea after the collapse of communism and the sudden
influx of hyperconsumerism. Both Tatarskii and Rama experience the intoxicating effects of the
“depthlessness” Jameson describes and both make a decision to perpetuate commoditization at
the expense of their identities and humanity. But there are alternatives to this state of affairs and
potential solutions to Russia’s quandary. In the next chapter, I will argue that Pelevin’s novels
Chapaev and Pustota and The Sacred Book of the Werewolf explore a different kind of attempt to

escape the loop and find meaning.
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Chapter 3: Transcendence in the Void

Chapaev and Pustota and The Sacred Book of the Werewolf

Form is emptiness, emptiness is form.
—Gautama Buddha

I went to the market to realize my soul
What I need I just don’t have

—The Clash, “Rudy Can’t Fail”

Introduction

In the previous chapters, we have seen how Pelevin considers the binary model of
signifier + signified to be broken, depriving the model of its ability to generate real meaning. In
Generation “P” and Empire “V,” material reality is hyperreal; that is, reality is mostly faked. In
the next two novels, Chapaev and Pustota (1996) and The Sacred Book of the Werewolf (2004),
material reality is illusory in the Buddhist sense, i.e., reality does not exist at a/l. Man still
perpetuates his own deceptive illusions, but the entire world is revealed to be illusory and

something to be transcended. Buddhism proposes a different way of viewing the world, one in
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which binaries are not operational and where meaning is not found in grand narratives, but rather
in emptiness.

By turning to Buddhism, Pelevin not only circumvents the problem of binaries and
subjectivity but also resolves it, since these problems do not exist in Buddhism. In the previous
chapter, we saw the existential terror that confronted the post-Soviet man as a result of words
and symbolic images not conveying true (or any) meaning, of signifiers not corresponding to
their signifieds. For Buddhists, however, “the reality to which all names refer is utterly
ungraspable and inconceivable, possessing absolutely no physical or metaphysical self-existence.”
Rather than seeing this inability to truly perceive our surroundings as frustrating, Buddhists see it

as a “beautiful, blissful openness and freedom from all limits....”*®

Buddhism not only avoids
the problem of material objects and words being illusory—it solves the problem of simulacra. If
all signifiers (words and images) are illusory, then the distinction between the authentic
person/place/thing and its simulacrum is moot.

The characters in Chapaev and Pustota and The Sacred Book of the Werewolf inhabit the
same world as Tatarskii and Roma. This world is full of illusory binary oppositions (East vs.
West; good vs. bad; old vs. new) and meaningless symbols (both of Soviet socialism and

Western-style capitalism). In all four novels, then, Pelevin shows the world as illusory; it is hiow

the heroes of the novels deal with this information that differs.

The Modernist Climate
It is appropriate that the hero of Chapaev and Pustota is a modernist poet and that the

novel is partly set in 1918—19—in the liminal space between the old regime and the new. Not

2% Lex Hixon, Mother of the Buddhas: Meditations on the Prajnaparamita Sutra (Wheaton, IL: Quest

Books, 1993), 14, 35.
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since the pre-war modernist period has there been such an interest in the transcendental in
Russia. Boris Groys regards the avant-garde’s interest in the transcendental as a response to the
rapid technological invasion into all forms of life.”*® For example, in his work On the New
Systems in Art (O novykh sistemakh v iskusstve, 1919), Kazimir Malevich (1878-1935) wrote,
“All creation, whether of nature or of the artist, or of creative man in general, is a question of
constructing a device to overcome our endless progress.”*®” Groys notes that Malevich’s avant-
gardism does not come from a “desire to be in the vanguard of progress,” something Malevich
thought led nowhere and was therefore meaningless.”®® Similarly, in his 1912 Concerning the
Spiritual in Art: Especially in Painting (Uber das Geistige in der Kunst: Insbesondere in der
Malerei), Wassily Kandinsky (1866—1944) describes art as a spiritual antidote to the

95269

“nightmare of materialism.””” Many modernists (particularly Russian symbolists), rather than

focus on the increasing materialism of their world, attempted to find “a higher metaphysical
‘truth’ which lies entirely outside of the material world we may experience by our sense.””’
Could the post-Soviet interest in the transcendental (for example, Buddhism) be a reaction to
similar phenomena, those of postmodernism, hypercapitalism, and the ubiquity of technology?
Similar tendencies have been noted in postmodernism. For example, Edith Wyschogrod

posits two alternative “threads” of postmodernism. In the first, metaphysical, cognitive, and

axiological wholeness is disrupted by delay and difference. The second thread, Wyschogrod

%% Groys, The Total Art of Stalinism: Avant-Garde, Aesthetic, Dictatorship, and Beyond, 14-15.

7K azimir Malevich, “On the New Systems in Art,” in Essays on Art, ed. Troels Andersen (Copenhagen:

Borgen, 1968), 85.
*%% Groys, The Total Art of Stalinism, 15.
269

Wassily Kandinsky, Concerning the Spiritual in Art (New York: Dover Publications, 2012), 10.

20 Edward Mozejko, “Russian Modernism,” in Modernism, eds. Astradur Eysteinsson and Vivian Liska
(Amsterdam/Philadelphia: John Benjamins Publishing Company, 2007), 894.
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argues, “posits desire as a kind of plenum with nothing to stop its headlong rush other than lines

2"l The first type of

of flight that turn the plenum [fullness] into its obverse [emptiness].
postmodernism that Wyschogrod describes is characteristic of Pelevin’s novels described in the
previous chapter: meaning is endlessly deferred due to an over-abundance of signifiers. The
second “thread,” however, is similar to Pelevin’s engagement with Buddhism as a way to combat
the excesses of Western materialism: meaning is found in the opposite of a plenum—in
emptiness.”’?

In both modernism and postmodernism, the interest in the transcendental derives from the
distaste for excessive materialism. One of the fathers of postmodernism, Jean-Frangois Lyotard,
argues that grand narratives of modernity, “the various stories (Enlightenment, Marxist,
Hegelian) about human emancipation and progress that once served to ground and legitimate

99273

knowledge, are no longer credible.””"” Thus postmodernism is wary of trying to posit any “big

ideas” to combat materialism after a long twentieth century marred by violence that many argue

274 : .
™ Buddhism, however, believes

was the result of “big” nineteenth-century philosophical ideas.
that both reality and all its totalizing belief systems are illusory, and serves as an effective
counter against excessive materialism in a postmodern society.

Pelevin is not the only post-Soviet figure to have found Buddhism productive for making

meaning. Egor Radov (1962-2009) incorporated many aspects of Buddhism into his works and

"l Edith Wyschogrod, Saints and Postmodernism: Revisioning Moral Philosophy (Chicago: University of

Chicago Press, 1990), 223.

%72 As I stated in chapter 2, Pelevin is anti-materialistic in both the philosophical and economic sense of the
word. He is also anti-positivist—how can knowledge be verified if one lives in an age of simulacra?

" Brian McHale, Constructing Postmodernism (London; New York: Routledge, 1992), 5.

2 See Michael Foucault’s “What is Enlightenment?”” and Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno’s
Dialectic of Enlightenment.
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explained his interest in Buddhism as being connected to the idea of “nothingness”: “The idea of
‘nothingness’ represents for me the kind of enigma that is absolutely essential for artistic
work....Nothingness is the absolute possibility of everything; it is a basic component of the
correlative pair ‘nothing’ and ‘everything.” As soon as this nothingness arises, freedom and the

possibility of creation also emerge.””

Inspired in part by Buddhist tenets, Radov constructed his
novel Snakesucker (3meecoc, 1989) to reveal that the philosophical ideas, material images, and
the entire narration of the novel are illusory. In 1993, Boris Grebenshchikov, co-founder of the
Russian rock group Akvarium, converted to Tibetan Buddhism, and many of his song lyrics are
infused with Buddhist themes and logic. Akvarium’s 1994 album Kostroma mon amour inserts
Buddhist terminology and imagery in a Russian setting; lyrics from the song “Russkaia nirvana”
(“Russian nirvana”) include “I sit in the lotus position in the morning / in the middle of the
Kremlin....” and “Oh Volga, Mother Volga / Buddhist river.”*’® Boris Akunin is an expert in
Japanese language and culture who peppers his Erast Fandorin novels with Buddhist images to
reflect his hero’s penchant for Oriental martial arts and meditative techniques. For Akunin,
however, the inclusion of Buddhist material seems more descriptive or plot-related rather than
thematic, but he reflects a popular interest in his choice of imagery. These are just a few
examples of Buddhism’s most recent impact on post-Soviet literature and popular culture.

This surge in Buddhism’s popularity begs the questions, “Why?” and “Why now?”
Several plausible reasons suggest themselves. Immediately after the collapse, the enormous

underground interest in the metaphysical and occult, suppressed by the Soviets, erupted into the

*73 Serafima Roll, Contextualizing Transition: Interviews with Contemporary Russian Writers and Critics,
ed. Thomas R. Beyer, Jr., (New York: Peter Lang, 1998), 119.

276 «df cany B notoc noytpy / Iocepenu Kpems....” and “Oit Bonra, Bosra-marymika, / By auiickas

peka.” Boris Grebenshchikov, “Russkaia nirvana,” Kostroma mon amour (Moscow: Triarii, 1994).
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public sphere. The overwhelming popularity of the Roerichs in post-Soviet Russia is but one
highly-visible example of this phenomenon. Nikolai Roerich (1874—1947) and his wife Elena
Roerich (1879-1955) founded their own spiritual school called Agni Yoga in 1920. Their
teachings drew on Hindu and Buddhist philosophies as well as theosophy. In 1989, interest in the
Roerichs was rekindled when their son Svetoslav (1904—1993) founded the Soviet Roerich
Foundation; a museum dedicated to his parents’ cultural legacy was opened in 1990. Due to the
renewed interests in the Roerichs (and spirituality in general) and the relaxing of censorship laws
following the collapse of the Soviet Union, there was a sudden surge in the availability of
Buddhist texts.

Another reason for the interest in Buddhism may be socio-economic. In the nineteenth
century, when tales of Buddhism’s popularity reached Europe, Europeans wondered how
millions of human beings could be devoted to the “horror of nothingness.”*’” According to
French philosopher Victor Cousin (1792—-1867), however, the success of Buddhism in fifth
century BCE India “can be explained by the abyss of misery into which humanity had sunk.”*’®
Roger-Pol Droit elaborates that this misery “was not just the distress common to any human
condition. It was also an economic misery, a social disfavor, a suffering of the dominated.”*”
Following the collapse of the Soviet Union, were Russians not in a similar situation? Their
previous cultural paradigm had imploded, leaving not only an ideological vacuum but also

widespread economic and societal troubles.

*77 Jules Barthélemy-Saint-Hilaire, “Rapport sur le tome i de /’Introduction a I’histoire du Buddhisme

indien par M.E. Burnouf: Suivi d’observations par M. Cousin,” Séances et Travaux de I’Acad. des Sc. Morales et
politiques (Paris:1847), ser. 2, vol. 1, quoted in Roger-Pol Droit, The Cult of Nothingness: The Philosophers and the
Buddha (Chapel Hill; London: University of North Carolina Press, 2003), 90.

*78 Roger-Pol Droit, The Cult of Nothingness: The Philosophers and the Buddha (Chapel Hill; London:
University of North Carolina Press, 2003), 90.

27 Ibid.
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The Buddhist Context: What is Buddhism?

For a fuller understanding of Pelevin’s novels Chapaev and Pustota and The Sacred Book
of the Werewolf, it is helpful to know the basic narrative of Buddhism. Buddhism is a highly
complex, pan-Asian spiritual and ethical tradition or “system” that dates back to the fifth or

fourth century BCE.**

The movement is named for its founder, Siddhartha Gautama, who
achieved enlightenment in the sixth century BCE and subsequently became known as the
Buddha (“awakened one”). Over time Buddhism developed many historical permutations and
regional variations as it spread from Siddhartha Gautama’s birthplace in modern-day Nepal
across Southeast Asia, China, Japan, and adjacent areas. The goal of Buddhism, as defined by its
founder, is to understand the meaning of existence by finding the True Way (or Path) and
achieving Enlightenment.

The eastern Buddhist tradition differs from the western Christian tradition in significant
ways. In his “Psychological Commentaries on ‘The Tibetan Book of the Great Liberation’ and
‘The Tibetan Book of the Dead’” (1957), Carl Jung (1875-1961) notes that in the West people
are “wholly dependent upon the grace of God, or at least upon the Church as the exclusive and

divinely sanctioned earthly instrument of man’s redemption.””"!

Thus, redemption comes from
outside of one’s self in the West. It is unimportant whether an individual is a practicing Christian

or not—these ideas are ingrained in western culture. Jung notes that even when a person is not

Christian, the individual is “small inside” and searches for power elsewhere:

% Erank E. Reynold and Charles Hawsey, “Buddhism: An Overview,” in Encyclopedia of Religion, ed.

Lindsay Jones (Detroit: Macmillan Reference, 2005), 1089.
8! Carl G. Jung, “Psychological Commentaries on ‘The Tibetan Book of the Great Liberation’ and ‘The

Tibetan Book of the Dead,’” in Collected Works of C.G. Jung, Gerhard Adler, Michael Forham, and Herbert Read,
eds. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2014), 481-2.
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By fear, repentance, promises, submission, self-abasement, good deeds, and praise he
propitiates the great power, which is not himself but totaliter aliter, the Wholly Other,
altogether perfect and “outside,” the only reality. If you shift the formula a bit and
substitute for God some other power, for instance the world or money, you get a
complete picture of Western man—assiduous, fearful, devout, self-abasing, enterprising,
greedy, and violent in his pursuit of the goods of this world: possessions, health,
knowledge, technical mastery, public welfare, political power, conquest, and so on. What
are the great popular movements of our time? Attempts to grab the money or property of
others and to protect our own. The mind is chiefly employed in devising suitable “isms”
to hide the real motives or to get more loot.***

For Jung, this externality does not only apply to spiritual redemption. He writes, “We in the West
believe that a truth is satisfactory only if it can be verified by external facts. We believe in the
most exact observation and exploration of nature; our truth must coincide with the behaviour of
the external world, otherwise it is merely ‘subjective.””**> However, as we saw in chapter 2,
sometimes the external world cannot be reduced to facts, and the behavior of the external world
can be contrary to our conception of reality, as in the case of pervasive simulacra and
hyperreality. The western mind is what Jung calls “extroverted”; man puts his faith only in what
can be shown to be true either empirically or via divine grace. The eastern mind, Jung writes, is
“introverted”’; redemption comes from within: man, focused on the inner life, initiates his own
redemption using the “self-liberating power of the mind.”***

Like Christians, “Buddhists have, of course, been concerned with living religiously, some
with the aim of salvation, and they have created traditions of belief and practice that help to
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realize these aspirations.””"” Especially important for understanding Chapaev and Pustota and

22 1bid., 482-3.
23 1bid., 487.
2 1bid., 488.

%3 Reynold and Hawsey, “Buddhism: An Overview,” 1088.
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The Sacred Book of the Werewolf are beliefs concerning dependent origination (discussed below)
and the Four Noble Truths. The first Noble Truth is the truth of suffering, found in every aspect
of existence: “birth, aging, death, grief, lamentation, pain, distress and despair; conjunction with
the hated, separation from the dear; and not getting what one wants.”**® Suffering is linked to the
cycle of reincarnations (samsara). During each experienced life, one’s positive and negative
actions and choices determine one’s karma, thus forging the “chain of causation” which shapes
one’s future lives. Karma is a moral energy and a form of free will, but with consequences. One
must truly understand and then remove suffering before one can break out of the chain of
causation, escape samsara, and achieve tranquility and bliss.

The second Truth is the origination of suffering: passion, delight, power, wealth,
possessions and a resulting desire to continue to enjoy these material trappings of reality (i.e.,
resistance to change). These desires (and with them, suffering) arise from ignorance. In
Buddhism, ignorance means having a false view of reality. One is ignorant if one believes in the
reality of the material world, which is illusory. One can extinguish this ignorance by realizing
that everything in the material world is empty or illusory. According to the doctrine of dependent
origination (pratityasamutpada, sometimes referred to as dependent co-origination or
interdependent co-arising), all things/concepts (or dharmas, in the sense of phenomena and their
properties”®’) have meaning and “existence” only in relation to other dharmas. These concepts

and their meanings are constantly in flux and in negotiation with each other (not unlike the

*% Richard H. Robinson and Willard L. Johnson, The Buddhist Religion: A Historical Introduction
(Belmont, CA: Wadsworth Publishing Company, 1997), 32.

¥ Ibid., 321.

In Buddhism, dharma has many meanings. Its primary meaning is “the teaching of the Buddha; the practice
of those teachings; the attainment of nirvana as a result of that practice; moral law.” This dissertation, however,
refers to dharmas in the sense of “the basic constituents of all phenomena, mental or physical, in the conditioned
realm.”
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semiotic structures of Turii Lotman’s semiosphere, to reference an analogous system). Each
dharma exists only because its inter-relationships with other dharmas cause it to exist. If one
dharma ceases to exist, then the others also cease to exist, since existence is defined by
relationship to the others—not by independent being. Thus, because everything is impermanent
and dependent on another dharma for meaning, all phenomena are said to be empty of individual
self-existence. It also follows that if all things are interdependent, they belong to the same
oneness.

For Buddhists, the response to an awareness of the innate emptiness (Sinyata,; also
termed void, vacuity, or openness, spaciousness) behind reality is simply nonresistance to the
impermanence of the world and our lives. In contrast, resistance to this impermanence
constitutes an attachment and is thus a source of suffering. Attachments only cultivate one’s
personal identity, which is illusory since it is abandoned after a single life incarnation.”® When
one becomes “aware” that suffering has its source in the world illusion and that people and
things are empty of essential being, one can escape from karma and samsara, embrace the void,
and achieve the transcendent state of nirvana.

The Buddha’s third Noble Truth is the cessation of suffering, which states that nirvana
can only be achieved once suffering ceases. To achieve nirvana is to extinguish all passions and
desires through dispassion, renunciation, and nondependence. There are two types of nirvana.
The first, sopadhisesa-nirvana (“nirvana with remainder”), can be achieved in this lifetime and

results in a transformed consciousness, free of negative afflictions. The second type,

%% Not all Buddhist systems deny the empirical self (the center of being, the human monad that proceeds

through the series of life incarnations), but they reject the primacy of the personal identity associated with any one
life incarnation. Buddhism does have a concept of not-self (anatman), but this denies personal identity based on the
attachments that one associates with desires, possessions, power, etc., when, in reality, all of these things are empty
of essential nature. By denying the personal self, you are really subscribing to the idea of “one self”—the idea that
everything in the universe is all one.
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anupadisesa-nirvana (“nirvana without remainder,” sometimes called parinirvana or “final
nirvana”), occurs at the time of death. Both of these states are associated with the “unconditioned

d** It is

cessation of all necessary, conditioned phenomena” and they are thus linked to the voi
only in final nirvana that the human being escapes the chain of samsara and, at the time of death,
dissolves into nothingness. Contrary to what some in the West believe, renouncing all worldly
desires is not a nihilistic concept, but a positive one; only then is the empirical self released from
samsara and able to achieve bliss in nirvana.

The fourth and final Truth is the path of practice that leads to the cessation of suffering:
the Noble Eightfold Path. The Eightfold Path, also called the Middle Way, arose when the
Buddha condemned the two extremes of sensual indulgence and severe asceticism, saying that
both paths were ignoble and useless. The Buddha claimed to have discovered a Middle Way that
“produces vision and knowledge and leads to peace, higher knowledge, Awakening, and
nirvana.”*”° This Middle Way consists of the Eightfold Path of (1) right view, (2) right resolve,
(3) right speech, (4) right action, (5) right livelihood, (6) right effort, (7) mindfulness, and (8)
right concentration.

Ultimately, those who have “awakened” see the world as having no material reality. An
enlightened soul can either enter nirvana at the time of death, leaving the material world behind
permanently, or it can consciously choose to become a bodhisattva, one who (with great
suffering, compassion, and heroism) returns to the suffering world to help others awaken as well.

Although all of these terms are useful for understanding Pelevin’s literary universe, by far

the most important is the Buddhist concept of the void. The void (and its partner, cessation—the

%9 peter Harvey, An Introduction to Buddhism: Teachings, History and Practices, 2nd ed., Introduction to

Religion (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 74.

% Robinson and Johnson, The Buddhist Religion: A Historical Introduction, 32.
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inevitable end of all things, since all worldly existence is impermanent) is a central feature of all
mainstream Buddhist schools and a key aspect of the Supreme Truth of Buddhism. The void,
however, is not easily defined, for the void cannot be quantified: the void neither exists nor does
it not exist. It is neither being (since all things end) nor non-being (since all things have a
beginning). The void might be defined as the transcendental state in which all oppositions are
synthesized and thus negated as oppositional.*”! For some, the void represents the Absolute; for
others (especially philosophically materialist Westerners), it is a nihilistic concept.

A branch of mainstream Mahayana Buddhism, Zen Buddhism, casts additional light on
the subject. Like Mahayana Buddhism, Zen also posits an illusory world of multiplicity which
results from ignorance and desire. One of the suggested ways to rise above this illusion and to
penetrate the Buddha-nature (the potentiality to become enlightened) is to use meditation to
achieve a state in which there is complete absence of thought (i.e., neither thought nor non-
thought). This is one experience of the void, in which the practitioner can potentially awaken his
or her consciousness and achieve intuitive insight.

Zen Buddhism is a more metaphysical version of Mahayana Buddhism and conceives of
the Buddha-nature as the void precisely because it denies all dualities (male/female, good/evil,
living/dead, hot/cold, etc.), which are features of the world illusion. To achieve Buddha-nature is
to understand intuitively the emptiness that lies between states of being and non-being as well as
all other illusory dualities. In Zen, dualism constitutes “a developmental failure, a fundamentally

defensive, fantasized attempt to split off the self from a world of potential suffering. In Zen

! Recall that the vampires in Empire “V” seemed to derive power in the disorienting void between very

pronounced binaries. See chapter 2.

123



. . . . 202
terms, oneness means the absence of dualism’s artificial separation between self and world.”

Buddha-nature is thus neither holy nor unholy, neither good nor evil, neither cause nor effect,
neither enlightenment nor ignorance, neither happiness nor suffering, neither oneness nor
differentiation, neither generation nor annihilation, neither sound nor silence, neither presence
nor absence, neither Buddha nor sentient beings, etc.; it is intrinsic emptiness (Sinyata). This
emptiness nevertheless exists and defines true reality. In an important sense, the void (or at least
the intuitive comprehension of the void) is the Supreme Truth—the sought-for, desired goal.

Most Buddhist thinkers will admit that a complete understanding of sinyata is incredibly
difficult to attain and shatteringly profound if achieved. Sinyata is the “greatest wisdom.” One
thing for certain is that the void is “beyond” all phenomenal, material existence (in that it negates
the illusion that is the phenomenal world, which is structured around its illusionary dualities).
While it cannot be expressed in words or rationally comprehended, the void can—under the right
circumstances—be intuited.

The Buddhist model described above “shapes” Pelevin’s literary universe. Many aspects
of the void would prove appealing to the post-Soviet, Russian mind grappling with radical
change in which familiar words, ideas, and even objects disappear. Barry Magid explains,
“words and ideas have their natural use and function, but...we can all too easily become self-
consciously bogged down in images and expectations, and thereby create an artificial gap
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between our selves and how we express ourselves. To intuit the void, however, one must also

eschew the deficient binary model of the word (signifier + signified), as it is considered

%2 Barry Magid, Ordinary Mind: Exploring the Common Ground of Zen and Psychoanalysis, 2nd ed.

(Boston: Wisdom Publications, 2005), 45; italics in the original.

23 1bid., 54.
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detrimental to the process. Lotman and Uspenskii’s cyclical model of Russian culture also
becomes irrelevant, as it, too, is based on binaries.

As we saw in the previous chapter, Soviet reality as portrayed by Pelevin was full of
words (in the form of propaganda and slogans) that conveyed little to no (or nonsensical)
meaning. After the collapse of the Soviet Union meaningless words and phrases (now in the form
of advertisements) flooded in. Perhaps Eastern teachings would allow Russia to cope with the
mundane world (which requires a physical description) and find transcendence (which has no
need for words). Now, Pelevin seems to suggest, Russia could break free of its own eternal
closed circle, its own historical loop; Russia would no longer be doomed to repeat its history;
Russia could finally embrace the void that has always defined it.

The above discussion provides a brief description of Buddhism and the particular terms
that are relevant in Pelevin’s works. As I analyze the novels Chapaev and Pustota and The
Sacred Book of the Werewolf below, I will refer to these concepts in more detail.

Pelevin has spent much time in Buddhist monasteries in South Korea. In February 2000,
Chosun Ilbo (a major daily newspaper in South Korea) reported that Pelevin had completed his
third trip to South Korea, where he spent three months at the Shinwon Temple at Mt. Kyeryong
in the winter of 1999—2000.>** Judging from the content of his novels, Pelevin is primarily
interested in the Mahayana branch of Buddhism and Zen (a closely-related variant). Some critics
have speculated that Pelevin uses Buddhism ironically in his works (e.g., Shneidman,

Zakurenko, Lipovetsky).”” Pelevin has himself said

294 Seung In-bae, “Russian Novelist Finishes Three Month Retreat,” Chosun Ilbo, February 23, 2000,
http://english.chosun.com/site/data/html_dir/2000/02/23/2000022361543 .html.

% See Mark Lipovetsky, Russian Postmodernist Fiction: Dialogue with Chaos (Armonk, NY: M.E.
Sharpe, 1999); Aleksandr Zakurenko, “Iskomaia pustota,” Literaturnoe obozrenie 3, no. 269 (1998); N. N.
Shneidman, Russian Literature, 1995—2002: On the Threshold of the New Millennium (Toronto: University of
Toronto Press, 2004).
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I can’t...say I’'m a Buddhist in the sense of rigidly belonging to a confession or a sect,

following rituals, et cetera. I only study and practice my mind for which the Dharma of

Buddha is the best tool I know: and it is exactly what the word Buddhism means to me.

And I also totally accept the moral teaching of Buddhism because it is the necessary

condition of being able to practice your mind. But it is not too different from the moral

teachings of other traditions.*”
I will not try to prove or disprove the extent of Pelevin’s commitment to Buddhism. What is
important is his documented and self-avowed engagement with and knowledge of Buddhism and
Buddhist practices.

In all four novels under discussion, the premise that the material world is an illusion that
masks a void is prominent. The void depicted in Generation “P” and Empire “V” is best
described as absence. Where there was previously truth and meaning in symbols, in life, in
materiality, and in one’s own identity, now there is nothing but a void of truth and meaning.
Pelevin’s novels Chapaev and Pustota and The Sacred Book of the Werewolf, however, examine
a different type of void: that of Buddhist sinyata (emptiness). Siinyata dovetails with Pelevin’s
postmodern aesthetics in that it expresses the idea that “any belief in an objective reality
grounded in the assumption of intrinsic, independent existence is untenable.”*"’

Some critics responded predictably to Pelevin’s emphasis on emptiness by accusing him
of nihilism or solipsism. Angela Brintlinger suggests that both Pelevin and the hero of Chapaev
and Pustota “propose a self-absorbed variant of Buddhism in answer to contemporary Russian

99298

social problems.”””" Pavel Basinskii presents Pelevin as irresponsible for suggesting that people

% Viktor Pelevin, interview by Leo Kropywiansky, BOMB, Spring 2002,

http://bombmagazine.org/article/2481/victor-pelevin.

¥7 Dalai Lama, The Universe in a Single Atom (New York: Morgan Road Books, 2005), 46—7; italics mine.

298 Brintlinger, “The Hero in the Madhouse: The Post-Soviet Novel Confronts the Soviet Past,” 44.
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ignore the world’s problems and create their own reality.**” Such association between Buddhism
and nihilism is nothing new. Roger-Pol Droit notes that the nineteenth-century European
philosophical imagination (with the possible exception of Schelling and Schopenhauer) feared
Buddhism, perceiving it as a religion of self-annihilation. Such criticism often arises from a lack
of familiarity with Buddhist principles. Droit posits that, in criticizing Buddhism, European
philosophers were projecting fears about their own time (a “nineteenth century upset by
disturbances of all kinds”) and he extrapolates that the same could be said of our own time (“the
twentieth century and its ‘worship of nothingness,’...its unprecedented wars and massacres, ...its
negation of all that is human.”).””

Several of Pelevin’s previous works feature characters that indeed “ignore the world’s
problems.” For example, Andrei, the hero of the dystopian novella The Yellow Arrow (’Kenmas
cmpena, 1993), is caught in the world of a giant train traveling toward a ruined bridge. Rather
than attempting to work within the closed world of the train, Andrei (eventually) stops the flow
of time with his mind and steps off the train, removing himself from the situation. Similarly, in
the story “Hermit and Six-Toes” (“3arBopnuk u llectunansiii,” 1990), the two eponymous
heroes are chickens in a slaughterhouse who escape their world by learning to fly.

Not surprisingly, Pelevin anticipated a negative reaction from some critics. This much is
clear from the comments of the fictional author of the preface to Chapaev and Pustota, who
writes that, “literary specialists will most likely perceive nothing more in our narrative than yet

another product of the critical solipsism which has been so fashionable in recent years, but the

299 Basinskii, “Iz zhizni otechestvennykh kaktusov,” Literaturnaia gazeta, May 29, 1996,

http://pelevin.nov.ru/stati/o-dva/1.html.

% Droit, The Cult of Nothingness: The Philosophers and the Buddha, 23.
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true value of this document lies in the fact that it represents the first attempt in the history of
culture to embody in the forms of art the Mongolian Myth of the Eternal Non-Return,”"'

Another concept with which Pelevin engages is dependent origination. Dependent
origination is crucial to understanding how Buddhists perceive the world and why this type of
worldview would be appealing to Pelevin, given his negative views on hyper-capitalism, which
we examined in chapter 2. According to Mark C. Taylor, a leading religious studies scholar
engaged with postmodernity, most people see plentitude as their primal state. When confronted
with absence or “lack,” they wrongly treat it as a state that must be overcome.’”> Taylor’s
description of absence as the primal state corresponds to the Buddhist view that the emptiness of
all things is due to dependent origination: “lack™ is considered to be the original state, since
everything is empty. Once one realizes this, one is free from the suffering associated with
attachment and plentitude.

Sinyata and dependent origination are not nihilistic concepts at all but representations of
Buddha-mind or the Absolute. In Pelevin’s novels Chapaev and Pustota and The Sacred Book of

the Werewolf, Pelevin presents two heroes who struggle with postmodern emptiness but struggle

for sunyatd by attempting to transcend the material world.

1 Viktor Pelevin, BLF, ix—x. “CIHeLHaNUCTHI 110 THTEPATYPE, BEPOATHO, YBUIAT B HAIIEM TIOBECTBOBAHUM
BCETO JINIIb 0YE€PEAHON IPOIYKT MOJHOTO B TIOCIEIHHIE TOJIbl KPUTHYECKOTO COJIMIICU3MA, HO TIO/UTMHHAS LIEHHOCTh
9TOTO JOKYMEHTA 3aKJI0UaeTCsl B TOM, YTO OH SIBJISICTCS IIEPBOI B MUPOBOH KYJIBTYpE HONBITKOI OTPa3HuTh
XYJ0KECTBEHHBIMH CPEJCTBAMU APeBHUN MOHTONbCKUM MU} o Beunom Hesosspamenuun.” CIP, 7-8.

By using the phrase “eternal non-return” instead of nirvana, Pelevin juxtaposes the eastern concept of
eternal non-return (i.e., nirvana) found in eastern religions (e.g., Buddhism, Hinduism, Jainism, and Sikhism) with
the western idea of eternal return (or eternal recurrence), which states that with enough time and a finite number of
events, events will eventually repeat themselves. Most often associated with Nietzsche, the concept of eternal return
has its roots in antiquity. In the East, eternal non-return is a positive notion while eternal return is a negative notion,
being associated with samsara. In the West, the idea of eternal return is more ambiguous and depends on the
experiences of the particular life.

92 Mark C. Taylor, Erring: A Postmodern A/theology (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984), 146.
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Chapaev and Pustota: An Attempt at Transcendence

In her 2015 volume Narratives of Nothing, Meghan Vicks notes that, while the emptiness
of Generation “Pepsi” or “pizdets” embodies a “nihilistic form of nothing that results from...the
loss of grand narratives such as Soviet communism and post-Soviet capitalism,” there is a
different sort of void in Pelevin’s work, one representing a “creative form of nothing that may
provide meaning, beauty, agency, and respite to those mired in the nihilistic nothing of the post-

Soviet condition.”*%?

Indeed, the hero of Chapaev and Pustota seems to waver between these two
types of nothingness. Petr Pustota (whose surname means “Void”) toggles between two realities
and two (or more) identities.

In the first reality, Petr is a patient in a Moscow psychiatric hospital in the early 1990s.
He and his other wardmates (a man who calls himself Mariia, the drunk Serdiuk, and the
gangster Volodin) engage in a new type of therapy (turbo-Jungianism; developed by their doctor,
Timur Timurovich Kanashnikov) in which they collectively experience their own delusions in an
effort to overcome their neuroses together.

In the second reality, which takes place in 1918 or 1919 during the Russian Civil War,
Petr is a poet who, on the run from the authorities, assumes a new identity and joins as
commissar to Red Army Divisional Commander Vasilii Chapaev (1887-1919) and his machine-
gunner Anna. Unlike the historical figure of Chapaev, Anna is a fictional character from the

1934 Vasiliev brothers film Chapaev and from dozens of Chapaev jokes that developed later in

the Soviet era.’®* Petr more or less assumes the double role of the Bolshevik commissar and

39 Meghan Vicks, Narratives of Nothing in 20th-Century Literature, 142.

3% The character may be based on Furmanov’s wife, Anna Steshenko, who was assigned to political duties
in Chapaev’s division. The friendly relationship between Chapaev and Furmanov ended when Chapaev engaged in

an affair with Anna.
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writer Dmitrii Furmanov (1891-1926), who had both a professional and a complicated personal
history with Chapaev, and Petr Isaev (1890s—1919), Chapaev’s personal staff officer.

Because Civil War-era Petr lives in 1919 (Timur Timurovich says Petr Pustota is living in
“1918 or 1919”), it is tempting to assume that Post-Soviet Petr lives in 1991. However the events
in the Moscow psychiatric ward take place no earlier than October 1993, since Mariia’s chapter
refers to the shelling of the Russian White House. Petr’s Civil War timeline is also suspect. It
makes sense if Petr’s Civil War reality takes place in 1918: Furmanov joined Chapaev in 1919
and the historical Chapaev and Pet’ka (Petr Isaev) were both killed in 1919. However, Baron
Iungern (who, like Chapaeyv, is portrayed as a Buddhist guru in the novel) tells Petr that he (the
baron) and his men were executed together; in historical reality, the baron was executed in 1921.
It is clear that the Civil War that Pelevin’s Petr is living in does not coincide with the historical
Russian Civil War.

According to Timur Timurovich, Petr’s madness is caused by the collapse of the psyche,
precipitated by the collapse of the Soviet Union. Petr is not able to cope with the new reality of
post-Soviet life, which we only see in glimpses throughout the novel. Timur Timurovich
explains that while “some people actively strive...towards the new...others persist in their
attempts to clarify their non-existent relations with the shadows of a vanished world.”**> While
Timur Timurovich’s theory explains why Petr’s fantasized reality takes place in the past, this
turning to the past is not uncommon among contemporary Russian writers.’’® The doctor also

explains, “The life of a man, a country, a culture and so on, is a series of constant

3% Pelevin, BLF, 33. “OfHH yCTPEMIISIOTCS. ..K HOBOMY, a APYTHE TaK K OCTAKOTCS BBIACHSTH
HECYIIECTBYIOIIE OTHOILEHH C TeHAMH yraciiero mupa...” CIP, 47.

3% For example, Vladimir Sorokin, Vladimir Sharov, and Aleksei Ivanov have all written alternative

histories, while writers such as Petr Aleshkovskii and Boris Akunin have chosen to write historical fiction.
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metamorphoses. Sometimes they extend over a period of time and so are imperceptible,
sometimes they assume acute forms, as in the present case. And it is precisely the attitude to
these metamorphoses that determines the fundamental difference between cultures.”’” Here
Timur Timurovich could be describing Turii Lotman’s theory of “explosion” in culture (see
chapter 1). In this case, an “explosion” in Russian culture occurred when the Soviet Union
collapsed. Even more detrimental, this explosion failed to give birth to a clearly defined
successor model, leaving many Russians (like Petr) with no new identity to assume. As a result,
Petr has created an alternate identity and (through Timur Timurovich’s experimental group
therapy sessions) experiences the identities and delusions of his fellow patients as well.***
Volodin, however, sees Petr’s problem in the following light: ““Your surname is Voyd
[Pustota]...and your madness is caused by your denying the existence of your own personality

309 Forced to make a choice in the end, Petr

and replacing it with another, totally invented one.
attempts to follow Chapaev to a mythologized Inner Mongolia—a place outside of time and

space—by jumping into the rainbow-colored U.R.A.L. (Undefinable River of Absolute Love,

Venosnas pexa abconomnou no6su). However, something prevents Petr from transcending the

7 Pelevin, BLF, 34. “B U3HH 4elOBeKa, CTPAaHb, KYIbTYPhI U TAK Jajee TOCTOSHHO MPOUCXOIST
Metamopdo3sl. VIHOT1a OHM pacTsHYTHI BO BpEMEHH M HE3aMETHBI, HHOT/Ia IPUHUMAIOT OUeHb pe3kne GpopMbl—Kak
ceifuac. M BOT IMEHHO OTHOLIEHHE K 3TUM MeTamMop(03aM OIpeaemseT yOMHHYIO pa3HUIly MEeXAY KylIbTypaMu.”
CIP, 47-8.

3% Ostensibly, Petr experiences the identities of his fellow patients during Timur Timurovich’s therapy
sessions. Several parts of the text, however, indicate that Petr has more than one alternate identity. While watching
the receding train of weavers, Petr thinks “Oh, if only it were really possible...to leave behind me that dark crowd of
false identities which had been tearing my soul apart for so many years!” (BLF, 85). In the “real world” of 1990s
Russia, there “false identities” might include the experiences of Petr’s fellow wardmates, encountered in group
therapy. A Buddhist interpretation would be that Petr is gradually becoming aware of his own past lives. These past
identities would inherently be false because they do not represent the monadic self. There are also instances where
Chapaev seems to be inside Petr’s head (e.g., he reads Petr’s thoughts).

3% pelevin, BLF, 89. “Bama dammmus—ITycrora... M Ballle IOMEIIATeTbCTBO CBA3aHO HMEHHO C TEM, UTO
BBI OTPHIIA€TE CYIECTBOBaHHE CBOEH JINYHOCTH, 3aMEHUB €€ coBepieHHo apyrou.” CIP, 113.
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material plane and he finds himself back where he started at the beginning of the novel—in

1990s Moscow.

Closed Loops and Illusions
As was the case in Generation “P” and Empire “V,” the material world in Chapaev and
Pustota is marked by closed loops. The novel is paradoxical and cyclical in nature—something
that reflects both the Civil War era and post-Soviet reality. When Petr describes the Moscow of
1918-19, the description is full of paradoxes, suggesting a disorienting environment. For
example, although Petr has just finished telling the reader how Tverskoi Boulevard was “exactly
as it had been” two years earlier, he notes,
Some things, however, were different....The bronze Pushkin seemed a little sadder than
usual-—no doubt because his breast was covered with a red apron bearing the inscription:
‘Long Live the First Anniversary of the Revolution’. I felt not the slightest inclination for
ironical comment on the fact that the cheers were intended for an event which could not
by definition last longer than a single day....*"’
In 1990s Moscow, post-Soviet Petr is told, “You belong to the very generation that was
programmed for life in one socio-cultural paradigm, but has found itself living in a quite

3! Petr was raised with a Soviet mentality and now finds himself in a postmodern

different one.
post-Soviet world (just as Civil War Petr was raised with a monarchical mentality and found

himself in a Soviet world). Pelevin highlights Petr’s resulting disorientation by bringing the

reader’s attention to several binary pairs, namely same/different and eternal/temporary. At the

310 . .
BLF, 1. “bpon3oBslit IIymkuH ka3ancs 4yTh edaabHel, 4eM 00BIYHO—OTTOI0, HaBEPHO, YTO Ha TPYAU

y HEro BHCEN KpacHbIN GapTyK ¢ HaAMUCKIo: «Jla 3mpaBcTByeT nepsas rogoBirHa Pesomronuny. Ho Hukakoro
KeJIaHUs UPOHU3UPOBATH IO OBOAY TOTO, YTO 3PABCTBOBATH MPEJIarajJoch roJOBIIUHE, a PEBOIIOMS ObLIa
HAIHCaHa uepe3 «ITb», y MEHs He OblI0—3a MocIe Hee BpeMsl 1 UMell MHOTO BO3MOXKHOCTEH pasrisaeTsh
JIEMOHUYECKUH JTUK, KOTOPBII MpATAJCs 3a BCEMHU 3TUMH KOPOTKHUMHU HellenuuaMu Ha kpacHoMm.” CIP, 10.

311
BLF, 32. “Bsl KaKk pa3 IpUHAAJISKUTE K TOMY IIOKOJCHHIO, KOTOPOE OBLIO 3aporpaMMUpPOBAHO HA
KHU3Hb B OJTHOM COIMANIbHO-KYIBTYPHOI Mapagurme, a 0ka3aaochk B coBepIiieHHo Apyroi.” CIP, 46.
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end of the novel, when Petr is discharged from the psychiatric hospital, he again finds himself on
Tverskoi Boulevard; he recognizes the buildings, but they are now “lit up with messages in some
barbarous artificial language— SAMSUNG’, ‘OCA-CO A’, ‘OLBL.”*'"> Both time periods in
which the novel is set, the Civil War period and the 1990s, are transitional and disorienting for
our hero.

The paradoxical use of binaries contributes to the feeling that Russia is stuck in a timeless
void (see the discussion of Chaadaev’s letters in chapter 1), a sort of national samsdara. In fact,
the heroes of all four novels live in environments dominated by what Sally Dalton-Brown calls a
“closed loop” (see chapter 2). Petr Pustota, while preparing to address the weavers’ regiment,
looks upon the soldiers and notes that

It was painful to look at those men and imagine the dark maze woven by the pathways of

their fates. They had been deceived since childhood, and in essence nothing had changed

for them because now they were simply being deceived in a different fashion, but the
crude and insulting primitiveness of these deceptions—the old and the new—was
genuinely inhuman.’"
This episode, significantly, takes place not in the post-Soviet period where Petr (and an entire
post-Soviet generation) is experiencing an identity crisis, but rather in the Civil War period
where everyone was also experiencing an identity crisis, as the old, imperial regime collapsed
and the new Bolshevik regime imposed a new political system, a new economy, a new “Soviet”
identity. This fragment is similar to the beginning of Generation “P,” in which Tatarskii

describes a generation who “chooses” Pepsi instead of Brezhnev: the concept of “choice” is

deceptive. Here, soldiers are called up to fight for the Red Army against the former Russian

312 BLF, 324. “Ha Kkpbilax 3HaKOMBIX JOMOB. .. 30K aTHCh OFPOMHBIE SIEKTPHUECKHE HAIMICH Ha KAKOM-
10 nuKoM Bonamoke—«SAMSUNGy, «OCA-CO Ax», «OLBI».” CIP, 386.

13 BLF, 74-5. “Bpino TsKeEI0 CMOTpETh Ha 3TUX TIO/eH U MPEACTaBIATh cebe MpauHble MapUIPyThl UX
cyne6. OHu 6bUTH OOMaHYTHI ¢ AETCTBA, U, B CYITHOCTH, AJIS HUX HUYETO He U3MEHMIOCh U3-3a TOT0, YTO TeHephb UX
0OMaHBIBAIN HO-APYrOMY, HO TOHOPHOCTb, U3/€BATENbCKAsd IPUMUTUBHOCTS 3TUX 0OMAaHOB—U CTapbIX, 1 HOBBIX—
nouctuHe Obu1a 0ecuenoseuna.” CIP, 96.
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Imperial Army, in which they formerly served during WWI; in both cases, a higher authority
manipulates their actions. In Generation “P”” and Empire “V,” the Chaldeans and vampires are
doing the manipulating; here, it is the state. Thus the Russians are forever being deceived and are
caught in a never-ending cycle, changing in detail but changeless in essence.

The entire novel is constructed in a cyclical manner. Petr’s movements between his two
realities are not ruptures in time, but rather suggest a continuation or a cyclical, rather than
linear, movement of time. At the end of the third chapter, the warm air in Petr’s train
compartment reminds him of the hot bath he had wanted to take all day. He falls asleep and
when he awakes in the 1990s, he is indeed in a (now cold) bath in the psychiatric hospital. Each
time Petr wakes up there is some connecting factor that ties the two realities together. The novel
as a whole is also organized as one big loop: Petr’s story begins and ends in the same cabaret
(although it has a new name in the 1990s) and with an encounter with Chapaev. After Petr is
released from the hospital, elements of his earlier fantasies start to reappear as he sets out in
search of the Musical Snuffbox cabaret. Petr embarks on his train at “Lozovaia Junction” (the
Civil War site where the Petr of 1919 had distinguished himself in battle). Finally, Petr’s
description of Tverskoi Boulevard at the beginning and end of the novel are nearly identical:

Chapter 1: “Tverskoi Boulevard was exactly as it had been when I last saw it, two years

before. Once again it was February, with snowdrifts everywhere and that peculiar gloom

which somehow manages to infiltrate the very daylight. The same old women were
perched motionless on the benches; above them, beyond the black latticework of the
branches, there was the same grey sky, like an old, worn mattress drooping down towards

the earth under the weight of a sleeping God.”"*

Chapter 10: “Tverskoi Boulevard appeared exactly as it had been when I last saw it—

1% BLF, 1. “Tepckoit GyapBap ObUT IOUTH TAKHM e, KaK U [Ba FOJa HA3a]l, KOT/Ia 5 OCIeHHI pa3 ero
BUJIET—OIIATH OB (peBpalb, CyrpoOsI U MIiIa, CTPaHHBIM 00pa30M MPOHUKABILIAS JaXke B AHEBHOMH cBeT. Ha
cKaMeilkax CHeNH Te ke HeIOBIKHBIE CTapyXH; BBEPXY, HaJl UePHOH CeTKON BETKOH BETBEMH, cepelio To xe Hebo,
IIOXO0Xee Ha BEeTXHMH, 10 3eMJIH IPOBUCIINI 1O TsxecThio crsmero bora matpan.” CIP, 10.
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once again it was February, with snowdrifts everywhere and that peculiar gloom which

somehow manages to infiltrate the very daylight. The same old women were perched

motionless on the benches, watching over brightly dressed children engaged in protracted

warfare among the snowdrifts; above them, beyond the black latticework of the wires, the

sky hung down close to the earth as though it were trying to touch it.”*"
The chapter numbers in which the passages appear (chapters [0]1 and 10) also seem to point to
an endless loop. Even more remarkable is the fact that Petr comments on the similarities of his
most recent visit to the boulevard with a previous visit on both occasions: “Tverskoi Boulevard
was exactly as it had been when I last saw it, two years before [italics mine].” This implies that
the entire events of the novel have occurred before.

In the second encounter at the cabaret, however, Petr does not repeat the same story with
Chapaev; instead he follows him and eventually finds himself in Inner Mongolia, “the place a

person goes to when he manages to ascend the throne that is nowhere.”'®

Petr ultimately decides
that Russia is empty. As he explains to his taxi driver on his way to the cabaret, “It is all quite
simple. Every time the concept and the image of Russia appears in your conscious mind, you
have to let it dissolve away in its own inner nature. And since the concept and the image of
Russia has no inner nature of its own, the result is that everything is sorted out most
satisfactorily.”'” Petr’s description contains elements of the Buddhist idea of dependent

origination. The phenomenon (“concept and image”) of “Russia” has no existence in and of

itself, but is perceived only as a consequence of interaction among other phenomena. Petr has

1% BLF, 323—4. “TBepckoii GyapBap ObUT IOUTH TAKUM XK€, KaK U TOTJa, KOT/IA 5 OCIeIHUI pa3 ero
BUJIET—OIIATH OB (peBpalb, cCyrpoOBI U MIiIa, CTPaHHBIM 00pa30M MPOHUKABIIAS JaXe B AHEBHOMH cBeT. Ha
cKaMeilkax CHJIeNH Te ke HeIOBIKHBIE CTapyXH, CTeperyle IecTpo OJeThIX AeTeH, 3aHATHIX 3aTSKHOM
CyrpoOHOIi BOIHOI1; BBEpXY, Ha/l YePHOI CeTKOM MPOBOOB, BUCENIO Oiu3koe-0n3koe k 3emie He6o.” CIP, 385.

Sy 19 , 233. “Hacuert TOr0, Ky/ia MOTMaJlaeT 4eJ0BeK, KOTOPOMY yAajJoCh B30OWTH Ha TPOH, HAXOSIIUNACS
murge.” CIP, 281.

1" BLF, 326. “A ouenb mpocto. Beskoii pas, KOria B CO3HAHMH MOSIBIISIOTCS MOHATHE U 06pa3 Poccun,

HaJI0 AaTh UM CaMOPACTBOPHUTHLCS B COOCTBEHHOW NPHUPOZE. A TOCKOJIbKY HUKAKOW COOCTBEHHO MPUPOJIBI Y
noHATUS 1 00pas3a Poccuu Her, B pe3ynbTare Poccust okakeTcs oJHOCThI0 00ycTpoeHHon.” CIP, 388.
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come to this conclusion only after receiving considerable instruction from Chapaev on the nature
of illusion.

Although Chapaev never uses specific Buddhist terminology, his explanation of why the
world (including both of Petr’s worlds) is illusory serves as a description of dependent
origination. Toward the end of the novel, Chapaev’s weavers’ regiment has made camp at an
estate in the Urals. While waiting for their next orders, the regiment gets drunk, starts to riot, and
burns down the estate. Petr and Chapaev hide from the weavers in the bathhouse, drink
moonshine, and discuss Petr’s “dreams” of the psychiatric ward and the nature of reality.
Chapaev asks Petr to describe where he wakes up into when he awakens from his dreams. When

Petr replies “I do not know,” Chapaev responds:

Good lad....That’s the very place. As soon as you are swept up in the flow of your
dreams, you yourself become part of it all—because in that flow everything is relative,
everything is in motion, and there is nothing for you to grab hold of and cling to. You
don’t realize when you are drawn into the whirlpool, because you are moving along
together with the water, and it appears to be motionless. That’s how a dream comes to
feel like reality.’'®
When everything (Russia, for instance) is in flux and only defined in terms of other concepts
(such as the West or the East), then all things are empty of self-nature and their permanence is
illusory.
Chapaev had long been trying to teach Petr about the illusory nature of the world. For

example, he hints at this concept when Petr asks whether the vision Chapaev shows him in his

sword is the result of hypnosis. “No more than everything else,” says Chapaev, and nods at the

B BLF , 294. “Bot uMeHHO Tyaa. Kak Tonbpko Te0s moaXBaThIBaeT MOTOK CHOBUJEHUH, ThI caM
CTAaHOBHILIBCS €r0 YacThIO, TOTOMY YTO B 9TOM MOTOKE BCE OTHOCUTENIBHO, BCE IBUKETCS, U HET HUUETO TAKOT0, 3a
YTO MOKHO ObLITO ObI yxBaTHThCs. Korna Tebs 3acacbiBaeT B BOJOBOPOT, Tl ATOT'O HE TOHUMAEIIb, TIOTOMY YTO CaM
JIBIDKEIIBCSI BMECTE C BOJIOH, U OHa Ka)KeTcsl HeMoABMKHOU. Tak Bo cHe mosiBiseTcs oulyiienue peaabHoctu.” CIP,
351.
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319
1.

wall of the armored car, indicating the world beyond the wall.”"~ Later, Chapaev is more direct:

“Everything that we see is located in our consciousness, Petka. Which means we can’t say that
our consciousness is located anywhere. We’re nowhere for the simple reason that there is no
place in which we can be said to be located. That’s why we’re nowhere.”**” In Buddhism,

everything is conditioned (that is, it only exists in relation to everything else). Nothing exists that

b

has a “true existent nature” and so all dharmas (i.e., things) are “like a dream or magical illusion,’

which is what Chapaev tries to teach Petr.>*!

Petr clearly has trouble understanding Baron Tungern’s*** and Chapaev’s lessons, which

is understandable if one recalls Kotovskii’s explanation of the rising and falling wax.**
It’s very difficult for the wax to understand that it is wax—it’s almost impossible to grasp

one’s own primordial nature. How can you notice what has been right there in front of
you since the beginning of time? And so the only thing that the wax does notice is its

1% BLF, 74. “He Gonee, 4eM BCe OCTATbHOE,—CKA3a]l OH U KHBHYII Ha CTEHY, OPa3yMeBasi, BUIIMO, TO,

yTto ObLI0 3a Hell.” CIP, 93.

0 BIF , 144. “Bce, uTo MBI BUAUM, HAXOAUTCA B HallleM cO3HaHUH, [leTbka. [ToaTOMy cka3aTh, 4TO Hallle
CO3HAHUE HAXOJUTCS TNIe-TO, HeNb3sl. Mbl HAXOUMCS HUTJE IPOCTO TIOTOMY, YTO HET TAKOTO MECTa, PO KOTOpoe
MO>KHO OBLITO OBI CKa3aTh, UTO MBI B HeM HaxoauMcs. Bot moatomy mbl aurae.” CIP, 176.

321 Harvey, An Introduction to Buddhism, 117.

322 Pelevin references the historical figure Baron von Ungern-Sternberg (1885-1921), an anti-Bolshevik
Civil War leader who restored the monarchy in Mongolia but was the de facto ruler of the kingdom for a short time
in 1921. He eventually wanted to free Russia of the Bolsheviks and restore the monarchy. The baron’s brutality
earned him the nicknames “the bloody baron” and “the mad baron.” He followed his own mystic variety of
Buddhism that (among other peculiarities) justified executing the weak so they might be reborn as stronger beings in
their next life. In 1921 his own men betrayed him to the Red Army and he was executed. Pelevin changes his name
to Tungern, perhaps in association with Carl Jung (Iung, in Russian).

32 The historical Grigorii Kotovskii (1881-1921) was a former bandit turned Soviet general. In the novel,
Kotovskii is still a military man but, like Petr, he is an “acolyte” of Chapaev’s and prefers discussing philosophical
questions. At the end of the novel, Petr suggests that the entire world is a product of the cocaine-using Kotovskii’s
mind.
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temporary form. But the form is arbitrary every time it arises, influenced by thousands
and thousands of different circumstances.”**

In Kotovskii’s metaphor, an individual human being is the waxen form that is constantly
changing its form, with each rise and fall, birth and death, representing a cycle of samsara.**
Petr, like the wax in the lamp, cannot understand anything beyond his present material form.

In all four of the novels treated in this dissertation the characters live in illusory worlds.
In chapter 2, we saw that illusion is perpetuated by advertising and hyperconsumerism. Both
Tatarskii and Rama were able to escape one closed loop (that of the human masses trapped in a
vicious cycle of desire and spending) only to end up in a secondary closed loop, also marked by
illusion. Tatarskii becomes part of the power structure that keeps the masses in thrall to their
consumerist desires, yet he serves a higher power (which we later discover to be the anonymous
dictatorship of the vampires). Similarly, Rama escapes the fate of regular human beings who are
“milked” for their bablos by becoming a vampire. Yet the vampires ultimately serve the
mysterious “tongues,” which take up residence in their bodies. Both Tatarskii and Rama may
have transcended one loop, but they have entered a secondary loop where choice is still an
illusion—Pepsi is replaced with Coca-Cola.

In Chapaev and Pustota (and The Sacred Book of the Werewolf), however, the goal is to

escape all closed loops by escaping the material world, all aspects of which are illusory. Petr

3% Pelevin, BLF, 199. “Ho Bech (JOKYC B TOM, 4TO BOCKY OUEHb CIIOKHO IOHATh, 4TO OH BOCK. OCO3HATH
CBOIO M3HAYAIIbHYIO IPUPOY MMPAKTUYECKU HEBO3MOXKHO. Kak 3aMeTHTh TO, YTO ¢ Hadaja BpeMeH ObUIO Tepe]
cambIMu T1a3amu? Jlaxke Toraa, koraa emie He 0bl10 HUKakuX riaB? [103ToMy eJMHCTBEHHOE, YTO BOCK 3aMEUaeT,
9TO CBOIO BpeMeHHYI0 (opmy. M OH [yMaeT, 4To OH U ecTh 3Ta popma, moHumaere? A ¢popma pou3BoIbHA—
KaXXJIpIi pa3 OHa BO3HUKAET O] IEWCTBUEM ThICAY U ThICSY 00cTosTeNnbeTB.” CIP, 242.

%% Aristotle describes the human soul using a similar metaphor. “He said that our body was like a lump of
wax and a piece of string; the soul was the arrangement of these into the shape of a candle with its wick. In this
metaphor, the essence of the candle—its ‘soul’—isn’t some additional thing added to wax and string, it is simply its
functional organization: the assemblage of its parts in such a way that it can function in giving light.” Cited in
Magid, Ordinary Mind: Exploring the Common Ground of Zen and Psychoanalysis, 60.
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does not understand that both of his realities are illusory and that he (and Russia) is seemingly
doomed to repeat the past in the closed loop of samsara until he (and Russia) comes to that

realization.

The West

Transcending binaries and dualities is essential in order to achieve spiritual awakening.
The binary that Pelevin engages most in Chapaev and Pustota is that of East/West—a familiar
binary in Russian culture. Although eastern thought predominates in the novel, several key
characters are associated with the West. For example, Evgeny Pavlov speculates that Petr’s
doctor, Timur Timurovich, is associated with Egor Timurovich Gaidar, architect of the
controversial “shock therapy” economic reforms in Russia that were designed to rapidly
transform Russia’s economy into a western-style market economy.**® Pelevin, notorious for his
puns, is associating a psychiatrist using unconventional treatment on his patients with the
economic shock therapist.

Timur Timurovich is a materialist and is well acquainted with western psychological
theory and philosophy. He identifies Petr’s problem as his eastern rather than western outlook.
As evidence, he cites Petr’s obsession with China (which Petr denies): in Confucian China, each
step forward into the future is considered a step away from their Golden Age and is thus

degenerative. In the Hegelian West, however, progress and moving forward into the future are

2% Evgeny Pavlov, “Judging Emptiness: Reflections on the Post-Soviet Aesthetics and Ethics of Viktor

Pelevin’s Chapaev i Pustota,” in Russian Literature in Transition, eds. lan K. Lilly and Henrietta Mondry
(Nottingham, UK: Astra Press, 1999), 94.

Timur Timurovich also brings to mind the Turko-Mongol conqueror Tamerlane (1336-1405, known as
Timur in Persian) therefore linking him with the East and perhaps the historic Baron von Ungern-Sternberg (1886—
1921), who attempted to revive the Mongol Empire in 1921. Edith Clowes believes that while Baron Iungern is an
Asianized European, Timur Timurovich is a Europeanized Central Asian. See Edith Clowes, “Illusory Empire:
Viktor Pelevin’s Parody of Neo-Eurasianism,” in Russia on the Edge.: Imagined Geographies and Post-Soviet
Identity (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2011), 80.

139



considered the ideal—moving from less perfect to more perfect. Timur Timurovich explains,
“The same thing occurs at the level of the individual personality, even if individual progress
takes such petty forms as redecorating an apartment or changing an old car for a new one. It
makes it possible to carry on living—but you don’t want to pay for any of this....You despise the
positions that the times require us to adopt. And precisely this is the cause of your tragedy.”**’
Timur Timurovich’s logic equates materialism with progress, which suggests (as is evident in
Generation “P”) that one can never be satisfied. The Westerner must continually purchase and
“trade up” to feel that any progress is taking place.

The character most associated with the West is a young man who calls himself Mariia,
after the 1989 Mexican telenovela Simplemente Maria, which become popular in Russia as
Prosto Mariia. In Mariia’s group therapy session, she seems to be aware that she is a television
show character. She makes reference to being in the hearts of millions and to trying to ignore the

328 Because her own life is that of a TV star, Mariia thinks that all the

“whirring of the camera.
smoke and explosions along the embankment is the filming of a movie when in actuality it is the
shelling of the Russian White House (1993). Sensing that the city is suffering, Mariia thinks that
it needs a strong hand to deliver it from evil. After having a vision with the words “Bridegroom,”
“Visitor,” and “Alchemical Wedlock,” Mariia holds her arms out toward the West (as she senses
that her “bridegroom,” her savior, would come from that direction). Her savior soon appears in

the form of Arnold Schwarzenegger—specifically an amalgam of his characters from the films

The Terminator (1984), True Lies (1994), and, finally, Junior (1994).

327 Pelevin, BLF, 35. “To e caMoe IPOMCXOUT HA YPOBHE OTAEIbHOI THUHOCTH, JaKe €CITH 3TOT
UHAMBUIYANbHBIA Iporpecc IpUHUMaET Takue MeIKue (hopMel, KakK, CKakeM, pEMOHT KBapTHPHI HIIU CMEHA OJHOTO
aBTOMOOWMIIS APYyTruUM. DTO JaeT BO3MOXKHOCTD XKUTh Aajblle. A Bbl HE XOTUTE IUIATUTh 32 3TO «AaJbIIey....Bel
Ipe3upaeTe Te NO03bl, KOTOPBIE BpeMs OBEJIeBAaeT HaM NMPHUHATh. 11 UMEHHO B 9TOM NpuuuHa Bamiei tparegun.” CIP,

49.

28 BLF, 42. “Crpexouymyio kamepy” CIP, 58.
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Many critics read Mariia’s story as an allegory of Russia’s potential “alchemical
wedlock” with the West. Although the character Mariia is taken from a Mexican soap opera, in
Chapaev and Pustota she, too, is a symbol of Russia. Stephen Hutchings points out that, at the
time, both Mexico and Russia were both aspiring members of the capitalist world order.’** This
desire is apparent when Mariia becomes angry with Petr in the workroom of the psychiatric
hospital: ““What I’d do with anyone who doubts the reality of the world,” Maria unexpectedly
interrupted, ‘is put them away for ever. They don’t belong in the madhouse, they should be in

prison. Or worse.””*°

The specific object the patients are discussing is a Mercedes-600, which
they determine probably belongs to some bandit who killed many people in order to afford it. For
Mariia, the material ownership of such a car must be justified or else the bandit’s victims have
died in vain.

It is not difficult to imagine the Mexican Mariia playing the role of Russia and the
Austrian Arnold playing the role of the West. The following passage depicts Mariia (Russia)
being jerked and dragged behind Arnold (the West): “He approached the plane. Sunk in thought,
Maria remained standing on the spot until she was jerked forward in turn—rather as if
Schwarzenegger were a tractor and she were some piece of agricultural machinery casually

hooked on to it.”*!

Mariia has no agency in this scenario. Her encounter with Arnold ends
abruptly when, after confusing Mariia’s enthusiasm for a band called Jihad Crimson with the

terrorist group Crimson Jihad from 7rue Lies, he jettisons Mariia from his Harrier jet by firing

32% Stephen Hutchings, “Introduction,” in Russia and its Other(s) on Film, ed. Stephen Hutchings
(Basingstoke, England: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), 17.

330 .
Pelevin, BLF, 107. “A s Obl TeX,—He0XHUJIaHHO BMeIIancs Mapus,—KTO B pealbHOCTH MUpPa
COMHeBaeTcsd, Boobuie 051 cyaui. ViM He B cymaclealieM JoMe MecTo, a B TiopbMe. M eme xyxe rae.” CIP, 134.
331
BLF, 51. “IlIBaprenerrep mouren kK camosieTy. Ilornomniennas cBouMu MelciasiMu Mapus He cpasy
CTPOHYJIACh C MECTa, U €€ AEePHYIIO0 BIepe], kak 0yaTo llIBaprenerrep 611 TPAaKTOPOM, @ OHa—HaCIeX
IMPULEIUIEHHBIM CeIbCKOX03AHCTBeHHBIM arperatom.” CIP, 68.

141



the rocket she is snagged on. If Russia (Mariia) shows any affinity for the East (in this case the
fictional terrorist group Crimson Jihad), the West has no use for her. Pelevin may also be
suggesting that an alchemical wedlock with the West would place Russia in a subservient

position and, ultimately, lead to chaos and destruction, as it did for Mariia. ***

The East

In Chapaev and Pustota, most of the Eastern elements appear in Petr’s dialogues with
Chapaev and Baron ITungern. Chapaev is sympathetic to Petr’s dilemma of being trapped between
two realities. He tries to make Petr understand that it is impossible to tell which is reality and
which is a dream because all of life is a dream. Chapaev tells Petr the story of the Chinese
philosopher Tzu-Chuang (c. 369 BCE—c. 286 BCE), who often dreamt he was a butterfly and did
not know whether he (Tzu-Chuang) was dreaming of being a butterfly or if the butterfly was
dreaming of being Tzu-Chuang. In Chapaev’s version of the story, Tzu-Chuang is a Communist
and is eventually awoken by being shot in a firing squad. Chapaev tells Petr,

If they wake you up from your nightmares the same way they did that Chinaman, Petka,

... all that’ll happen is that you’ll drop from one dream into another. You’ve been flitting

to and fro like that all eternity. But if you can understand that absolutely everything that

happens to you is a dream, then it won’t matter a damn what kind of dreams you have.

And when you wake up afterwards, you’ll really wake up—forever. If you want to, that
. 333
is.

3% As Simplemente Maria is a Latin American telenovela, one could argue that Mariia may represent
Russia as a post-colonial state. By joining in wedlock with the Arnold, Russia would be culturally colonized by the
West, creating a mutant or hybridized culture. From a semiotic view, Lotman’s semiosphere also describes the
creation of “new” cultural content when it is translated across boundaries.

333 Pelevin, BLF, 206—7. “Eciu OT TBOMX KOIIMApoB Tebs pa30yIsaT TAKMM e CIIOCOOO0M, KaK 3TOro
KHTanna, I1eTeKa,. .. Thl BCErO-TO HaBCEro NONAaellb U3 OAHOIO CHa B Ipyrou. Tak Tl U MOTancs BCo Be4HOCTb. Ho
€CJIX THI NOIMeITb, YTO a0COMIOTHO BCE MPOUCXOIEe ¢ TOOOH—3TO MPOCTO COH, TOTAA OYAET COBEPIICHHO
HEBaXXHO, YTO TeOe MPUCHUTCA. A KOTJa [OCIe STOr0 ThI IPOCHEIILCS, Thl IPOCHEMIbCA yKe Mo-HacTosAmemMy. 1
HaBcerga. Eciou, koneuno, 3axouenin.” CIP, 250.

142



The final awakening that Chapaev speaks of is Buddhist enlightenment, the embrace of
emptiness. And there is reason to think that both Chapaev and Baron ITungern are enlightened,
and possibly different aspects of the same person.***

Pelevin did not randomly choose the historical figure of Chapaev for his novel: like the
Buddha, many stories and legends surround both Chapaev and the baron (albeit of a different

sort).”*>

Because of the proliferation of legends surrounding the two characters, it is impossible
to know which details are true and which are false—which fits with the Buddhist idea of non-
duality and the idea of reality being subjective. Baron Iungern is also the subject of many stories
and legends. When Petr suspects that the baron might be about to awaken him in the same way
he did Tzu-chuang, he confronts him about it, and the baron replies, “Oh, come now....Chapaev

must have been telling you all sorts of horror stories. That’s not what I'm really like.”**

Finally,
Baron Tungern (and Chapaev) can travel from one reality to the next. The baron takes Petr from
Civil War-era Russia to his realm, which he calls Valhalla—a dark field with endless

campfires—each representing a different reality.”®’ At the end of the novel, Chapaev, too, has

traveled to retrieve Petr from 1990s Moscow before they both depart for Inner Mongolia.

3% Edith Clowes argues that the Baron/Chapaev constitute a spiritual leader in Petr’s Civil War-era reality,

and Timur Timurovich in Petr’s post-Soviet reality. See Clowes, Edith. "Illusory Empire: Viktor Pelevin's Parody of
Neo-Eurasianism." In Russia on the Edge: Imagined Geographies and Post-Soviet Identity, 68-95. Ithaca, NY:
Cornell University Press, 2011.

3% The same is true of Pelevin. He is the subject of numerous rumors and myths in the media and fan
fiction on his website. See Introduction.

338 pelevin, BLF, 213. “Hy uto BbI...Yanaes HeG0Ch IOHAPACCKA3BIBAT BaM BCSKHX Y’KacoB. S He Takoil.”
CIP, 258.

337 The Baron’s Valhalla has features of Buddhist bardo—an intermediate state between cycles of samsara
where one is aware of previous past-lives. Valhalla cannot be associated with Inner Mongolia or transcendence
because the baron states “In order to reach ‘nowhere’ and ascend that throne of eternal freedom and happiness, it is
enough to remove the single dimension which still remains—the one, that is, in which you see me and yourself.
Which is what my own wards are attempting to do. But their chances are very slim, and after a certain period of time
they are obliged to repeat the weary round of existence.” BLF, 223.
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Serdiuk, another patient in Petr’s ward, is also heavily influenced by the East, specifically
Japan. In Serdiuk’s narrative, the East is associated with emptiness. Serdiuk secures a job
interview with the firm of a certain Mr. Kawabata in Moscow. When he surfaces above the
Nagornaia metro station, he sees a region of the city that he describes as “unusual’:

If he looked to the west, where the green fence was, he saw a normal panoramic

cityscape, but if he turned his gaze to the east, his field of view was entirely filled with a

vast stretch of emptiness, with a few street lamps towering above it like gallows trees. It

was as though Serdyuk had found his way precisely to the secret border between post-
industrial Russia and primordial Rus.***
Here, the West is a site of urbanization and dynamism, while the East is vast emptiness and
quiescence.

During the job interview, Kawabata educates Serdiuk on the essential emptiness of all
things—words in particular. He does this using an icon, which Kawabata attributes to the futurist
David Burliuk (1882—1967) but which does not exist outside the novel. The “icon” consists of
the word “God” written in stencil. Kawabata points out the empty spaces left by the stencil and
notes:

It would have been no trouble to colour them in—but then the result would have been so

different. Yes indeed, most certainly. A person begins by looking at this word, from the

appearance of sense he moves on to the visible form and suddenly he notices the blank
spaces that are not filled in with anything—and only there, in this nowhere, is it possible
to encounter what all these huge, ugly letters strive to convey, because the word “God”

denominates that which cannot be denominated....There are many who have attempted to
speak of this in words. Take Lao-tzu. You remember—about the wheel and the spokes?

“YroObl OKa3aThCS B HUTJE U B30WTU HA 3TOT TPOH OECKOHEUHOM CBOOOIBI U CUACTHS, JOCTATOYHO yOpaTh
TO €IMHCTBEHHOE MIPOCTPAHCTBO, KOTOPOE €Ille OCTAETCs, TO €CTh TO, II€ BB BUAUTE MEHs U cebs camoro. Uto u
MBITAIOTCS CAIENaTh MOM MoAoneuHble. Ho maHcoB y HUX Majio, ¥ uepe3 Kakoe-TO BpeMsl UM MPUXOAUTCS MOBTOPSTh
YHBUIBIH KpyT cymectBoBanus.” CIP, 269-70.

¥ BLF, 158. “CTonno mocMoTpeTh Ha 3amaj, Ty/a, Te 3eeHel 3a00p, K mepe/l IIa3aMu OTKPHIBAIACH
o0bIyHast ropojickast maHopama. Ho crouio mocMoTpeTs Ha BOCTOK, U B TIOJI€ 3pEHUS MOMaAaao TOIbKO OTPOMHOE
roJjioe 1noJie, Haj KOTOPBIM TOPYao HECKOIbKO MOX0XKHUX Ha BUCETHUIIBI (oHapei—ciioBHO CepIrok monal npsmMo Ha
CEKPETHYIO IPaHHIly MeXAy MOCTUHAYCTpHanbHOi Poccueil u u3nadansHol Pycero.” CIP, 192.
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Or about the vessel whose value is determined solely by its inner emptiness? And what if
I were to say that every word is such a vessel, and everything depends on how much
emptiness it can contain?>>’
Kawabata refers to the founder of Taoism Lao-tzu’s (d. 531 BCE) remarks in the Tao Te Ching:
“Thirty spokes gathered at each hub; / absence makes the cart work. / A storage jar fashioned out

of clay; / absence makes the jar work.”**

This conception of void shatters the binary model of a
word where every signifier has a signified by focusing on the empty space that exists between
the signifier and signified. It also demonstrates that there is great power in these empty spaces
(see discussion of the void between binaries in chapter 2). Lao-tzu’s comments also circumvent
the postmodernist position where a signifier’s signified is endlessly deferred by positing that the
ultimate truth is the lack of signified; in other words, meaning is found in emptiness.

This same principle of the “vessel” being secondary to the emptiness it contains applies
to actions as well. When Kawabata laments the lack of suitable conditions for the hara-kiri
(Japanese ritual suicide) ritual, he notes, “Of course, you understand that the most important

341
7°% Kawabata’s

thing in any ritual is not the external form, but the internal content that fills it.
views reflect an ancient principle found in Chinese and Japanese ink drawings (but also other

forms of art, architecture, and even theater) known as ma. Ma is an interval of empty space and

3% BLF, 167-8. “Hx He cocTaBUIO GBI TPY/[a 3aKPACUTh, HO TOT/[A 9Ta PaboTa He Obina GBI TEM, YeM OHa
sBisieTcs ceifuac. VimeHHo Tak. YenoBek HaUMHAET IUIAJETh Ha 3TO CJIOBO, OT BUIUMOCTH CMBIC/IA IEPEXOAUT K
BUANMOM (popMe U BAPYT 3aMedaeT MyCTOThI, KOTOPBIE HE 3all0JHEHbl HUYeM,—H TaM-TO, B 3TOM HHIJIE,
€MHCTBEHHO U MOXKHO BCTPETUTH TO, HA YTO TIIATCS yKa3aTh 3TH OTPOMHBIE YPOAIUBBIE OYyKBBI, IOTOMY YTO CIIOBO
«bory yka3sIBaeT Ha TO, Ha YTO yKa3aTb HENb34....MHOT0 KTO MBITAJCS CKa3aTh 00 3TOM cioBaMu. X0Ts ObI JIao-
1361. [ToMHUTE—TIpO KOJNEeco u crnuubl? My mpo cocyn, IIEeHHOCTh KOTOPOTo ONPeAenseTcsl TOJIBKO ero BHyTpeHHe
IIyCTOTOM? A eciH s CKaxy, 4TO JIF000e CI0BO—TAaKOH K€ COCYJ] U BCE 3aBHCUT OT TOT0, CKOJIBKO ITyCTOTHI OHO
moxeT BMecTuth?” CIP, 204.

3 Lao Tzu, Tao Te Ching, trans. David Hinton (Berkeley, CA: Counterpoint, 2015), 51.

3 Pelevin, BLF, 191. “Bbl, KOHEUHO, IOHUMAETE, YTO TJIABHOE B TIOOOM pUTyaje—HE ero BHEIIHEe

odopmieHHe, a TO, UeM OH HamoiHeH u3Hytpu.” CIP, 232.
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time. Ma can also be referred to as a way of seeing, one that privileges that which is intangible or
unsayable.

Kawabata is careful to explain that this type of void is not found in western religious
painting and that this “gaping void” lies in the depths of both the Russian and Japanese soul,
which is why Kawabata says, “What Russia really needs is an alchemical wedlock with the
East.”*** Pelevin even gives us a taste of what this grotesque alchemical wedlock between Russia
and Japan might look like in the following description of the entertainment Kawabata provides
his guest:

Immediately one of the panels in the wall slid to one side and Serdyuk became aware of a

rather wild-sounding music. Behind the panel, in a small room that looked more like a

broom cupboard, there was a group of four or five girls wearing long colourful kimonos

and holding musical instruments. For a moment Serdyuk thought they weren’t actually
wearing kimonos, but some kind of long, badly cut dressing-gowns belted at the waist
with towels and tucked up so as to look like kimonos, but then he decided that dressing-
gowns like that were essentially kimonos after all. The girls waved their heads from side
to side and smiled as they played. One had a balalaika, another one was banging together

a pair of wooden Palekh spoons, and another two were holding small plastic harmonicas

which made a fearful, piercing squeaking noise....***

Soon after, Kawabata informs Serdiuk that their clan (corporation) is finished due to a hostile
takeover by a competing business. The only way they can save their honor is by committing

hara-kiri. Serdiuk finally gets the courage to plunge the blade into his stomach, however

Kawabata (who is supposed to render him a final service by cutting off his head and ending his

M BIF , 168-9. “IlosToMy 5 cuuTalo, 4To TO, 4TO HEOOX0AUMO Poccuu Ha camoM jene,—I3To
anxumuueckuit 6pak ¢ Boctokom.” CIP, 205.

3 BLF, 178. “Toruac ofHa U3 maHeseil B CTEHe OThexana B cTopony, 1 CepIIoK yCIbIIIal 3BYKH
JIOBOJIBHO TUKOW MY3BIKHU. 3a MaHEINbI0, B HeOOIbIIONH KOMHATe, CKOpee ITOXO0XKeH Ha UyliaH, CTOSIM YeThIpe WIH
IATh JEBYIIEK B JUIMHHBIX Pa3HOI[BETHBIX KUMOHO, C My3bIKaJIbHBIMI HHCTPYMEHTaMHU B pyKaX. B mepBriit MOMEHT
Cepatok mogymai, 94To Ha HUX He KUMOHO, a CKopee KaKue-TO JUIMHHBIE IUNI0OXO CKPOEHHBIE XalaThl, IepeMOTaHHbIe
B TaJIUH MOJIOTEHI[AMHU U MOJBEPHYTHIE TAKUM 00pa30oM, 4TOOBI MOXOIUTh HA KUMOHO,—HO IIOTOM PEIlNI, 4TO
TaKHe XalaTsl, B CYIHOCTH, U €cTh KUMOHO. IlokaunBast roJ0BaMH U3 CTOPOHBI B CTOPOHY U yJIBIOasICh, A€BYIIKU
urpanu—y ojgHoi Obl1a Oananaiika, ele ogHa MOCTYKHUBada pacUCHBIME J0xkKaMmu u3 Ilanexa, a y IBYX IpyTux B
pykax OBbLIN MaJeHbKHE MJIaCTMAaCCOBbIE FTAPMOIIKY, U3/JaBaBIINE IPOH3UTENbHBIHN Ky TKUi 3ByK...” CIP, 216-7.
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suffering) is overheard in the background trying to sell his car. That Kawabata conflates the
traditional notion of clan with his business and that he muddies the ritual of hara-kiri by
haggling over the phone with a potential buyer signals to the reader that perhaps the East is not

unlike the West in its materialism.

Escape to Inner Mongolia

As the novel nears its end, Chapaev, Petr, and Anna can no longer remain with their
regiment in the Urals due to increasing unrest in the weavers’ regiment. Chapaev instructs Anna
to use the “clay machine gun,” a weapon made using the little finger of the Buddha Anagama.
Anagama did not waste time explaining things to his students, he just pointed at things and their
true nature was revealed. In other words, they would turn into emptiness and disappear. The act
of pointing is very powerful. It eliminates utterance, thus also eliminating a distinction between
signifier and signified and leaving only the object’s true character, which is empty. One day
Anagama pointed at himself and he disappeared except for his little finger. The finger fell into
Chapaev’s hands and he uses it to construct the clay machine gun—when the gun is pointed at an
object, it disappears.

When the weavers’ rioting overwhelms Chapaev, Petr, and Anna, Chapaev instructs
Anna to use the clay machine gun. When she does, the entire surrounding world disappears and
the trio is left surrounded by emptiness, “nothing was visible except an indistinct, even light,

29344

which it would be hard to describe in any way.””™" When Petr begins to panic about what the

three of them would do on a tiny island surrounded by emptiness, Chapaev reminds him that

344 o o o o
BLF, 306. “3a ero rpaHurieil He ObIJI0O HIUETO—TaM OBLI TOJIBKO POBHBII HESPKHH CBET, PO KOTOPHIH
TPYAHO OBLIO XOTh YTO-HUOYIH cka3ate.” CIP, 365.
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“any form is just emptiness” and “emptiness is any form.”** Chapaev instructs Petr to close his
eyes and when he opens them he sees a beautiful, flowing stream of all the colors of the rainbow.
Chapaev calls the stream the Undefinable River of Absolute Love (Vcrosnas pexa abcorromnoii
noobeu), or U.R.A.L. Both Anna and Chapaev jump into the stream and disappear, leaving Petr
alone.

This episode plays with the Chapaev mythology. The precise nature of Chapaev’s death
is murky, but there is some historical consensus that he died while being rafted from the western
side to the eastern (Bukharan) side of the Ural River after being wounded by White Cossacks.
Based on other rumors about his death, the 1934 film shows him shot while trying to swim the
Ural River (considered the boundary between Europe and Asia and thus neither West nor East)
and disappearing. The site of Chapaev’s disappearance is important, because Chapaev disappears
into a non-binary, a void. Buddhist enlightenment seeks this very same non-binary state—a fact
that was presumably not lost upon Pelevin.

Petr suddenly realizes he is tired and starts to think that perhaps “since the very beginning
of time I had been doing nothing but lie on the bank of the Ural, dreaming one dream after
another, and waking up again and again in the same place,” a desciption of samsdra.’*® He
knows that if he falls asleep on this bank again, he’ll just awaken into another dream. Petr then
throws himself into the U.R.A.L.

I hardly felt anything at all; the stream was simply on every side of me now, and so there

were no more sides. I saw the spot from which this stream originated—and immediately

recognized it as my true home. Like a snowflake caught up by the wind, I was born along
towards that spot. At first my movement was easy and weightless, and then something

* BLF, 308. JIro6as opMa—aTO MyCTOTa. ... A TO 3HAUMT, UTO MyCTOTA—>TO 06ast hopma.” CIP, 367.

¢ BLF,310. “MHe BApyT NPHILIO B FOJIOBY, YTO C HAYATA BPEMEH s IPOCTO JIeXy Ha Gepery Ypana u
BUKY CMEHSIIOIIME JIPYT ApYyTa CHbI, OMSTh U ONSTh NpockInasich 3aeck xe.” CIP, 369.
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strange happened; I began to feel some incomprehensible friction tugging at my calves
and my elbows, and my movement slowed. And no sooner did it begin to slow than the
radiance surrounding me began to fade, and at the very moment when I came to a
complete standstill, the light changed to a murky gloom, which I realized came from an
electric bulb burning just under the ceiling.>*’
Although Petr enters the U.R.A.L. and should achieve transcendence according to Chapaeyv,
something prevents from him from reaching the place he senses is his “true home.” Instead, Petr
awakens at the end of the twentieth century in the psychiatric hospital, with Timur Timurovich
congratulating him on achieving complete “catharsis.” After Petr’s release from the ward,
however, it seems as if he had indeed (as he thought earlier) woken up in the same place, only to
start all over again. He visits the Musical Snuffbox cabaret (now renamed John Bull), causes
another scene there, and again encounters Chapaev. Only this time, Chapaev does not take him

on as his commissar in the Civil War. Rather, he and Petr end up in Inner Mongolia at the very

end of the novel.

Transcendence Deferred

Petr has several mentors who try to guide him. Timur Timurovich believes that Petr
needs to accept post-Soviet reality and western-style materialism in order to be truly cured.
Mariia, the most materialistic of the hospital patients, does just that and is the first to be

discharged from the hospital. The baron and Chapaev represent the path of the East and, as the

7 BLF, 310. “Sl He MOYYBCTBOBAI MI0YTH HUYErO—POCTO TeMePh OH ObLI CO BCEX CTOPOH, M MOITOMY
HHUKaKHX CTOPOH yXe He Obu10. 51 yBHIENT TO MeCTO, I/ie HAYMHAJICS 3TOT HOTOK,—H Cpa3y MOHSUI, YTO 9TO U €CTh
Mo# Hactosiuui oM. CIIOBHO NOAXBaueHHAsi BETPOM CHEXHHKA, 5 TOHEecCs K 9Toi Touke. CHavana Moe IBUKEHHE
OBUIO JIETKUM W HEBECOMBIM, a IIOTOM ITPOHM30IILIO YTO-TO CTPAHHOE: MHE CTAJIO Ka3aThCs, YTO HEMOHITHOE TPEHUE
TSHET Ha3aj MOM T'OJICHH U JIOKTH M MO€ JIBIKEHHUE 3aMeUIIeTCs. A KaK TOJbKO OHO 3aMeJJTHIIOCh, OKpYIKaBIIee
MEHS CHSIHUE CTaJI0 MEPKHYTh, U B MOMEHT, KOT/Ia 51 OCTAHOBHJICSI COBCEM, CBET CMEHMJICS TYCKJION ITOJTyThMOiA,
HCTOYHHUKOM KOTOPOH, KaK sl BAPYT HOHSI, OblIa TopeBIlas MO MOTOJIKOM 3eKTpuueckas gamma.” CIP, 369-70.
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baron tells Petr, they hope that they can count Petr among their company one day.*** Chapaev
tells Petr that every form is emptiness. Real freedom can only be achieved by seeing the world as
it really is—an illusion in matter. At the end of the novel, Petr himself has adopted the eastern
mindset of Chapaev and the baron; he realizes that it is impossible to distinguish between what is
real and what is an illusion, because reality is itself an illusion.

In many ways, this ending of the novel is ambiguous. Was Petr simply suffering from
psychosis the entire time? Which represents transcendence—the U.R.A.L. or Inner Mongolia? If
Petr has made it to Inner Mongolia—*"“the place a person goes to when he manages to ascend the
throne that is nowhere,” has he achieved enlightenment at the end of the novel?**’ Or if he has
failed to learn his lessons, has Chapaev returned as a bodhisattva to guide him until he can reach
Inner Mongolia? After all, it seems that while Petr has transcended his Civil War-era life cycle,
he still awakes in the very real world of post-Soviet reality. Pelevin’s use of the closed loop
theme and non-linear time in the novel suggest that time may not be just cyclical, but helical. In
other words, the return of Chapaev could mark the start of another round of samsara for Petr,
with Chapaev helping him get one step closer to his goal.

I argue that while Petr attempts to transcend earthly reality by jumping into the U.R.A.L.,
he fails in his attempt to achieve his true home, “the origin of the stream”; slowed down by
“friction,” he is sent back to post-Soviet reality to try again. That Petr will eventually transcend
the material plane is an argument that I believe Pelevin’s later novel, The Sacred Book of the

Werewolf, helps support.

38 BLF, 234. CIP, 282.

W BLF , 233. “Hacuert TOro, Ky/a MomaJiaeT 4eJ0BeK, KOTOPOMY yAajJoCh B30OWTH Ha TPOH, HAXOSIIUNACS
aurge.” CIP, 281.
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The Sacred Book of the Werewolf

Unlike Petr Pustota, the hero of Pelevin’s later novel, The Sacred Book of the Werewolf
(2004), is able to transcend the material world.**® The novel’s hero is an ancient werefox named
A Khuli (literally “Fox A” in Chinese), who takes the form of a teenage girl and works as a
prostitute in Moscow. Pelevin’s hero is based on the Chinese huli jing—a mythical fox spirit that
can take the form of a human (usually a beautiful female) and can be either good or bad. A Khuli
never actually engages in sexual acts with her clients, but rather hypnotizes her clients with her
tail. She is not all that different from Tatarskii in Generation “P” or the vampires of Empire
“V”’: she perpetuates illusions (of love and sex) so that her human clients will continue to give

her money.

Ilusion

Like most of Pelevin’s novels, The Sacred Book of the Werewolf continues the debate
about what is “reality” and what is “illusion.” As in Generation “P,” the idea that words cannot
express any “real” meaning is a theme in this novel. More than a thousand years earlier, A Khuli
learned several important lessons from the Yellow Master—a monk she met in a Chinese
monastery. The most important of these were: (1) “One should not become attached to words.
They are only required as fleeting footholds. If you attempt to carry them with you, they will
drag you down into the abyss. Therefore, they should be cast off immediately”; and (2) “Words

are like anchors—they appear to provide a reliable grasp on a teaching, but in reality they only

3% The Russian title of the novel is Sviashchennaia kniga oborotnia. Oboroten’ (o60opomensw) refers to any

shape-shifter. A werewolf is an oboroten’ but so is a werefox and witches, sorcerers, demons, and other supernatural
beings who have that particular power. This is important in explaining why a werefox would be searching for a
“super-werewolf”: it is an oboroten’ (shape-shifter) searching for a sverkhoboroten’ (super shape-shifter).
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hold the mind in captivity. That is why the most perfect teachings dispense with words and
symbols.”!

Buddhism recognizes that signifiers (i.e., words and images) can overpower the mind
with expectations of an object’s inner essence (its signified). Since no dharma has independent
essence (see description of dependent origination above), its signified is always changing and so
words and images are “dead husks,” as A Khuli expresses it.*>* It was for this reason that

Chapaev had explained to Petr how the Buddha Anagama “didn’t waste any time on explanations,

he simply pointed at things with the little finger of his left hand, and their true nature was

d 99353

instantly reveale These objects revealed their true nature by disappearing entirely. A Khuli

also uses the pointing method. When her boyfriend Aleksandr asks her what exists in this world,

she simply raises a finger. She explains, “There’s no need to discuss what does exist. It’s right

there in front of you anyway. It’s enough just to point to it.”*>*

A Khuli also quotes Ludwig Wittgenstein as having said that “names are the only things

d 99355
)

that exist in the worl a statement she agrees with but notes that a name’s meaning can

31 Viktor Pelevin, The Sacred Book of the Werewolf, trans. Andrew Bromfield (New York: Viking, 2008),
305—6. “IIpuBs3pIBaTECS K cI0BaM He ciefyeT. OHH HY>KHBI TONBKO KaK MTHOBEHHas TOUKa OMopsl. Eciu Th
MOTBITACIIBCS IOHECTH UX ¢ COOOH, OHU YBIIEKYT TeOs B ponacTh. [loaToMy uxX crieayer cpasy ke oTOpOCHUTh.”
“CnoBa NOg0OHBI IKOPIM—KaXKETCsl, YTO OHU MO3BOJIAIOT HA/IE)KHO YKPENUTHCS B HCTHHE, HO HA JIelie OHHU JIUIIb
Jlepkat yM B mieHy. [loaToMy camble coBeplleHHbIE YUeHHs 00X0AsTCs 03 CIOB U 3HAKOB.” Sviashchennaia kniga
oborotnia (Moscow: Eksmo, 2004), 350—1. Hereafter The Sacred Book of the Werewolf will be abbreviated SBW
and Sviashchennaia kniga oborotnia will be abbreviated SKO.

332 SBW, 263. “Y Test 0OCTaHyTCSA MEPTBBIC KOPKH CIIOB, @ ThI Oy/I€IIb JyMaTh, 4TO B HHX T0-IPEKHEMY
4T0-TO 3aBepHYTO.” SKO, 303.

3 BLF, 305. “OH He TpaTHJI BpeMeHH Ha 00BSICHEHHS, a IPOCTO yKA3bIBAT HA BEI[M MU3HHIIEM CBOEH
JIEBOU PyKH, U cpa3y xke MOCIe 3TOro MPposIBIIIACk UX HCTUHHAs npupoxaa.” CIP, 364.

34 5B W, 266. “O ToM, 4TO €cTb, paccyxaaTh He Hajgo. OHO U Tak mepes riaazaMu. Ha Hero 1octaTouHo
IpOCTO yKa3aTh namsieM.” SKO, 306.

35 SBW, 3. “B MHpE ecTb ToJIbKO uMeHa.” SKO, 8.

This quotation, which is likely not an exact quote, is a nod to Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations,
where he comments on the concepts of both naming and language games.
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change even if the name itself does not. Here she refers to her own Chinese name, which sounds
like an expletive in Russian. A Khuli points out that she was given this name before this
particular expletive existed in the Russian language and before the Russian language even
existed. Language is so unreliable that werefoxes consider all philosophical problems to be non-
existent; “there is only a suite of interconnected linguistic cul-de-sacs created by language’s
ability to reflect the [T]ruth.”*>® Because all arguments are built from terms that are logically
dependent on one another (as all language is), emptiness lies at the base of all philosophical
directions.”’ Buddhists acknowledge that although language is unreliable, it is necessary for the
exchange of ordinary knowledge. Language, however, will not allow one access to higher
knowledge.**®

The main source of illusion in the novel lies not only in the microcosmic level of words
and their inability to convey meaning, but also in the surrounding world, whether that world is a
temporary state created by the tail of a werefox or a seemingly permanent but actually illusory
material world created by ourselves. Through her studies of Buddhist texts, A Khuli is already
aware of the emptiness lying beneath the phenomenal world. She is a prime candidate for
enlightenment, but her problem lies in her inability to come to terms with the nature of her
being—a werefox who, by nature and anatomical design, cannot do other than produce further
illusion. At the beginning of the novel, A Khuli is not unlike Tatarskii and Rama in that she is a

producer of illusion—she spins a “web of illusion” around her clients. A Khuli, however, is also

%% Translation edited. SBW, 226. “EcTb TobKO aH(HIAAa THHIBUCTHYECKUX TYITMKOB, BEI3BAHHBIX
HECIIOCOOHOCTBIO A3bIKa 0Tpa3uts Mctuny.” SKO, 260.

31T P. Kasulis, Zen Action/Zen Person (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1985), 24.

¥ Magid, Ordinary Mind: Exploring the Common Ground of Zen and Psychoanalysis, 54.
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aware that the world around her is an illusion but is uncertain whether the possibility of escaping
it exists for her as a were-creature.

Even outside the bedroom, the werefox’s external appearance is a masquerade. A Khuli
explains, “in order to make ourselves acceptable to our contemporaries, we adopt a new
personality to match our face, exactly like altering a dress to suit a different fashion.”**” A
Khuli’s description of changing her appearance is a metaphor for postmodern humans, who
adopt new personalities and beliefs to suit their needs. Although A Khuli justifies her shifting
appearance by citing her age and the logical necessity of changing with the times, she is not
unlike these fickle humans. For example, she also tells the reader that she cannot help but parrot
back different views and beliefs that she hears from others. She explains,

We foxes have one serious shortcoming. If someone says something memorable to us, we

almost always repeat it in conversation with other people, regardless of whether what was

said was stupid or clever. Unfortunately, our mind is the same kind of simulator as the
sack of skin under our tail that we use as a prick-catcher. It’s not a genuine “organ of
thought”—we have no need for that.**
Like her outer appearance A Khuli’s mind, she claims, just mimics whatever input it happens to
be exposed to. By comparing it to a “simulator,” A Khuli may be making the comment that the
mind is really emptiness, a lesson Chapaev demonstrated when he shot Kotovskii’s lamp and
inkwell (both stand-ins for the “mind” in Kotovskii’s metaphor of the drop of wax).

A Khuli connects the illusions she uses when working with her clients to the Buddhist

idea that the entire world is an illusion. When she seduces a client, A Khuli creates an entirely

339 Pelevin, SBW, 4. “Uto0bl yroauTh COBpeMEHHUKAM, MBI IOJITOHAEM ce0e M0 JINYMKO HOBOE «51», COBCEM
KaK CHIMTOE o Apyroi Moje mnatee.” SKO, 10.

0 SBW, 136. “Y Hac, IHC, eCTh OJMH Cephbe3HbIH He0CTaTOK. Eciu HaM roBOpAT uT0-HUOY b
3allOMHHAIOIIEeCs, MBI IOYTH BCErja MOBTOPSEM 3TO B pPa3roBope ¢ IPYTUMH, HE BayKHO, TJIyIbIE 9TO CJIOBa WIN
yMmHBbIe. K coxaneHuio, Halll yM—TaKoH ke CUMYJIATOP, KaK KOXKaHbIH MEIIOK-XyeyJIOBUTENb y HAC O XBOCTOM.
DTO He HACTOSIIUN «OpPTaH MBICITU»—OHO HaM HU K uemy.” SKO, 159.
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illusory situation. The client sees what he believes is a barely legal redheaded girl and only
believes he is having sex with her while the werefox absorbs the human’s sexual energy. If the
fox gets distracted, however, it is possible for the client to “slip off the tail” and see the truth. A
Khuli describes this scenario as follows,
One of my sisters used to say that when a client slips off the tail during an unsuccessful
session, for a few seconds he sees the truth. And for a man this truth is so unbearable that
the first thing he wants to do is kill the fox responsible for revealing it to him, and then he
wants to kill himself...But other foxes say that in that brief second the man realizes that
physical life is a stupid and shameful mistake. And the first thing he tries to do is to thank
the fox who has opened his eyes. And after that he corrects the error of his own
existence.>®'
A Khuli implies that “slipping off the tail” may be like an instantaneous Buddhist awakening.
And yet, A Khuli’s cynicism is clear. She diminishes her role in the suicide of a Sikh
businessman by introducing the possibility that her client’s “slipping off the tail” is really an eye-
opening, spiritual experience for him. This is apparent in the glib way she describes an action
that ultimately ends in a man taking his own life, “And if he is so profligate that he actually kills

himself, does that mean that we’re to blame?”*%

Closed Loops
Just as Petr Pustota was caught in the seemingly endless loop of samsara, both humans

and werefoxes are caught in various types of closed loops in The Sacred Book of the Werewolf.

%1 SBW, 33. “KT0-TO M3 CeCTpHUEK TOBOPUI—KOI/Ia BO BPeMs HEYIauHOTO CEaHCa KITMEHT COCKAKHBACT C
XBOCTa, OH HECKOJILKO CEKYHJI BUJUT UCTHHY. U 3Ta MCTHHA Tak HEBEIHOCHUMA JJIsl YeJIOBEKa, YTO OH MEPBBIM JICTIOM
X04eT yOUTB JINCY, N3-3a KOTOPOH OHa €My OTKPBLIACh, @ TOTOM—Ce0sI CaMoro... A Apyrue JUChl TOBOPSAT, YTO
YEJIOBEK B ATy CEKYHJY ITOHUMaeT: (hu3uuecKas )KU3Hb €CTh TIynas ¥ MocThlAHas omrbka. M nmepBeiM eoM oH
cTapaeTcs 0TOJIarOapHUTh JIUCY, KOTOpask OTKPBLIA eMy Tha3a. A 3aTeM y»Ke UCHpPaBIsieT OMHOKY COOCTBEHHOTO
cymectBoBanus.” SKO, 42.

392 6B W, 19. “U ecnau cBoel pacTOUUTENBHOCTHIO OH JOBOJIUT ce0sl 1O CMEPTHU, CTOUT JIU OOBUHATH HAC?”
SKO, 217.
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For example, Pelevin describes one of A Khuli’s clients, Pavel Ivanovich, as being “caught in a
closed circle” of his own creation.*®® Over the centuries, werefoxes watched as humans
continued to traverse their closed circles. A Khuli likens the process to the following verses from

Nabokov’s “Paris Poem” (“Ilapmxkckas mosma,” 1943):

Life is irreversible —

It will be staged in a new theater,

In a different way, with different actors.
But the ultimate happiness

Is to fold its magic carpet

And make the ornament of the present

Match the pattern of the past...***

A Khuli claims that this poem refers to werefoxes, who (due to their long lifespans) time and
again watch an “endless performance” played by “human actors who behave as if they were the

first people ever to perform on stage.”* In less idealistic terms, “time after time the human heart

363 SBW, 44. “Tlomyuancs 3aMkHyThii kpyr” SKO, 55.

%% SBW, 49. Original: “B 3Toif xu3Hu, 6oraTtoil y3opamu / (HEIOBTOPHOM, MOCKOIBKY OHA / MO-APYyroMy, ¢
JIPYTHMH aKTepamH, / OyZeT B HOBOM TeaTpe JaHa), / s movel Obl 3a JIyylllee CYaCThe/TaK CIIOKHUTh €€ IUBHBIH KOBEp
/ 4T00 mpHIIeNncs y30p HacTosero / Ha Obutoe, Ha npexxHui y3o0p;” (Bragumup Habokos, “Ilapmkckas mosma”).

Note that in Pelevin’s original text he changes Nabokov’s “Ha npexxuuii y3op” (meaning “earlier,” which
implies a future) to “Ha npouuslit y30p” (meaning “past” without necessarily implying a future). One cannot know
whether this misquotation was intentional, but the implication that one may have no future is very Buddhist (i.e., one

may be able to break free of the eternal chain of samsara).

%5 SBW, 49. “MbI AeiiCTBUTEIBHO 63 KOHIIA CMOTPHM TPEICTABICHHE, HCIIOTHIAEMOE CYSTIHBBIMH
aKTepaMU-IIIOAbMHU, KOTOpPBIE YBEPEHBI, UTO UTPAIOT ero Ha 3emie nepebivu.” SKO, 61.
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believes in the same old deception, dashes straight at the cliffs of the world and is smashed to

pieces against them. And then it dashes at them again, and again— just like the first time.”**

A Khuli’s sister I Khuli inextricably links this cyclicality with the West. She describes

life in London in the following way:

There are three roles you can play here—the buyer, the seller, or the product on the shelf.
To be a seller is vulgar, to be a buyer is boring (and you still have to earn your living as a
seller), and to be the product is repulsive. Any attempt to be anything else actual means
“not to be,” as the market forces are quick to teach any and every Hamlet. All the rest is
simply show .’

In other words, as we saw in Generation “P” and Empire “V,” western identity is tied to
hypercapitalism—where all spheres of life are described by market terminology. A Khuli
explains to her sister that all of Russia (or at least the elite) is also trapped in one of these circles.

She writes,

The elite here is divided into two branches, which are called “the oligarchy” (derived
from the words “oil” and “gargle”) and “the apparat” (from the phrase “upper rat”). “The
oligarchy” is the business community, which grovels before the authorities, who can
close down any business at any moment, since business here is inseparable from theft.
And “the upper rat” consists of the authorities who feed on the kickbacks from business.
The way it works is that the former allow the latter to steal because the latter allow the
former to thrive.’*®

3% SBW, 89. “Uenosedeckas Ayl pa3 3a pa3oM BEPHT B OJMH U TOT K€ OOMAH, HECETCS Ha CKAIIbl MHPA 1
pacmbaeTcst 0 HuX HacMepThb. M cHOBa HeceTcsl, HeceTca—Kak B MepBsIif pas.” SKO, 106.

7 SBW, 139. “Ha camoM Jeie, 371ech y TeGs MOXKET GBITh TPH POIH—IIOKYIIaTelIs, IPOABIa ¥ TOBAapa Ha
npuiiaBke. BEITh MpoaBIOM—IIONUIO0, MOKYHATENeM—CKY4YHO (M BCe paBHO MPUAETCS NoApadaThIBaTh MPOAABIIOM),
a TOBapOM—IIpOTUBHO. JIro0ast mombITKa OBITH YEM-TO APYTHM O3HAa4aeT Ha JieJie TO CaMoe «He OBITB», C KOTOPBIM
PBIHOYHBIE CUIIBI OBICTPO 3HAKOMST Jitoboro I'amiiera. Bee octanpHOe nmpocto cnekTaxib.” SKO, 162-3.

368 SB W, 85. “Onuta 31eCh NENUTCS Ha IBE BETBH, KOTOPHIC HA3bIBAIOT «XYi cocaeTn» (MckakeHHOe «high
society») u «ammapaT» (MCKaXeHHOe «upper rat»). «Xy# cocaeTu»—3T0 OM3HEC-KOMMBIOHUTH, TPECMBIKAOLIeeCs
nepe BIacTbi0, CIIOCOOHOH 3aKphITh 110001 OU3HEC B JII0O0N MOMEHT, IIOCKOJIBKY OM3HEC 3/1€Ch HEOTAEIUM OT
BOPOBCTBA. A «allapaT»—aTO BIACTh, KOTOPask KOPMUTCSI OTKATOM, ITOJIy4aeMbIM ¢ Ou3Heca. BBIXoauT, 4to
IepBbIe JAI0T BOPOBATh BTOPBIM 3a TO, YTO BTOPBIE AAal0T BOpoBaTh MepBeIM.” SKO, 101.

The translator has chosen to use “oligarchy” instead of the vulgar “khui” for high (society), which does not
translate into English.
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A Khuli’s comments reflect contempt not only for the cyclical nature of human existence, but
more specifically for capitalism, which by its very nature consists of never-ending cycles of
supply and demand through the manipulation of advertising (creating a false reality).

I Khuli goes on to describe the “secret horror of life” in the West in the following way:

When you buy yourself a blouse or a car, or anything else, you have in your mind an

image, implanted by advertising, of some wonderful place you will go wearing that

blouse or driving that car. But there is no such wonderful place anywhere, apart from in
the advertising clip, and this black hole in reality is lamented by every serious
philosopher in the West.**
A Khuli acknowledges that this attitude has spread to Russia as well. She later muses on the
nature of reality and lists “having a dollar equivalent” as one of the definitions of the word
“real .

The closed loops described by the werefox sisters lead to “black holes in reality” and are
similar to the loops found in Generation “P.” 1 Khuli’s statement reflects Tatarskii’s discovery
that content creators “manipulate reality in front of people’s eyes so that freedom comes to be
symbolised by an iron, or a sanitary [napkin] with wings, or lemonade. That’s what they pay us
for. We pawn this stuff off on them from the screen, and then they pawn it off on each other, and

on us who write the stuff....”*"!

Like the content creators in Generation “P” or the vampires in
Empire “V,” A Khuli considers herself part of this capitalist cycle of exploitation. As a werefox,

she practices a form of psycho-sexual vampirism by absorbing her client’s sexual energy to keep

%9 SBW, 139. “3uaeus, B ueM TaiiHbIHA ykac 3aemHeil xu3nu? Koraa Tel mokymnaenrs cee KopTOUKy, HIH
MalliHy, WK YTO-TO elle, y Te0s B yMe NPUCYTCTBYET HaBEesIHHBII pekiiaMoii 00pa3 Toro Mecra, Ky/ia Thl TOH/eIb
B 3TOW KO(TOYKE WM MOeAeIIb Ha 3Toi MammHe. Ho Takoro Mecra HeT HUTJe, KpOME KaKk B PEKJIaMHOM KIIUIIE, U
9Ty YEPHYIO JbIPY B PEAIbHOCTH OILIAKMBAIOT BCe cepbesHble (uiocodsl 3amana.” SKO, 163.

305p W, 229. “Umeronuii nonnapoBsiii skBuBanent.” SKO, 263.
3 Pelevin, HZ, 102. “A Mbl, KONUpaiTepsl, TAK MOBOPAYMBAEM PealbHOCTh Hepes| IIazaMu target people,

YTO CBOOOAY HAUMHAIOT CHUMBOJIM3UPOBATH TO YTIOT, TO MPOKJIAAKa C KPBUIBIIIKAMH, TO TUMOHA. 3a 3TO HaM U
maatsaT. Mbl BIapuBaeM UM 9TO € SKpaHa, a OHU MTOTOM BIIPABAIOT 3TO IPYT APYTY U HaMm, aBTopam....” GP, 135.
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herself “enchanting and eternally youthful.” In addition to receiving life force from her clients,
she receives monetary payment as well! A Khuli herself does not consider what she does
vampirism, describing a recent experience with a client quite callously: “Is this vampirism? I'm
not sure it is. We simply pick up what the irrational human being carelessly discards.”’*> While
she is more forgiving of her own action, A Khuli describes her sister I Khuli precisely in
vampiric terms: “[I Khuli] was punished by the guardian spirits, and she began keeping a low
profile, specializing in rich aristocrats, whom she milked dry in the peace and quiet of their
country estates, away from the eyes of the world.””* Recall that Enlil of Empire “V” also used

the term “milking” to describe how the vampires feed off humans.

A Khuli’s Search for an Exit

Perhaps A Khuli thinks more highly of herself than of her sister werefox because she is
actively striving for enlightenment. The reader learns early in the novel (from a letter that A
Khuli receives from her sister I Khuli) that A Khuli has long been on a spiritual journey and is
seeking something higher. A Khuli often seems jaded by her own lifestyle, a lifestyle that is the
inevitable consequence of being a werefox. I Khuli asks her sister, “How are you getting on? Are
you still into moral self-improvement? Searching for the exit from the labyrinths of the illusory
world?”7* A Khuli believes the way out of this world is connected to the “super-werewolf,” a

figure based on a legend that predicts the coming of a messiah for all were-creatures. In one

72 SBW, 19. “Bammupusm? He yBepena. MbI Belib IPOCTO IIOAGHPAEM TO, 4eM Pa3GpacHBAETCS
HepasyMHbIiT uenosek.” SKO, 27.

1 SBW, 38. “U Xynu. .. Haka3alu 1yXH-OXPAHHTENH, H OHA CTaNa JEpIKaThCs B TCHH, CIICIUATH3UPYACH Ha
60raThIX apHCTOKpaTaX, KOTOPBIX OHA HE3aMETHO JUIS MHpa BbAaWBaja B THIINHE 3arOPOAHBIX Momectuil.” SKO,
47.

7 SBW, 79. “Kak moxusaems? [To-IpeKHEMY 3aHHMACIIHCS HPABCTBEHHBIM
caMoycoBeplIeHCcTBoBaHueM? HIments BEIXOA U3 IAOUPHHTOB HILTI030pHOT0 Mupa?” SKO, 95.
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version of the legend, the super-werewolf is a Savior who will redeem all werewolves at the end
of time. According to Jung, putting one’s faith in an entity outside of the self is characteristic of
the extroverted western mind. A Khuli’s werewolf-cum-FSB officer boyfriend Aleksandr
Sharikov comes to believe that /e is this super-werewolf of legend.’”

A Khuli rejects the idea that the super-werewolf is an entity that manifests physically.
She believes the super-werewolf is simply a metaphorical expression for a particular
introspective state of mind that is potentially accessible to all werewolves. In her correspondence
with her sister I Khuli, A Khuli insists that no messiah will ever come to were-creatures, “But
each of us can change ourselves by exceeding our own limits.”*’® A Khuli will eventually attain
this state of mind and disappear from the material world, transcend it, after she realizes two
things: (1) that the super-werewolf is whatever a werewolf (or any other were-being) sees deep
inside him-/herself, even if what the individual sees is the void, and (2) that the key to the

process of transcendence is love.

Buddhist Elements in the Novel

Although Pelevin does not engage with the East/West binary in this novel to the same
extent he does in Chapaev and Pustota, elements of the binary are still present. The balance
between eastern and western in this novel is more eastern. The West can be seen in the
werefoxes’ cynical remarks about capitalism and in Aleksandr’s constant reinvention of his

image and his rebranding himself to further his career. The East is present in A Khuli’s spiritual

373 A reference to the character in Bulgakov’s Sobach e serdtse. Aleksandr’s real surname is Seryi, but he

becomes fascinated with a “Comrade Sharikov,” who is spoken of but never appears in the novel. Aleksandr may be
interested in Sharikov because, like himself, Sharikov is a combination of two creatures (although Sharikov is the
product of vivisection and is not a were-creature).

376 Pelevin, SBW, 129. “Ho xaxablii ©3 HaC MOKET U3MEHHUT ceOsl, BBIIS 3a coOCTBeHHbIE peaensl.” SKO,
151.
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development, her interest in sacred Buddhist texts, her encounter with the Yellow Master, and
her desire to transcend the material world.

A Khuli tells Aleksandr that her path to enlightenment began 1200 years ago (although
she was already familiar with sacred Buddhist texts then) when she met the Yellow Master. Her
journey is one that began with illusion (as a werefox who produces illusion) only to culminate in
emptiness. The Yellow Master tells her that “life is a promenade through a garden of illusory
forms that seem real to the mind which does not see their true nature.”’’ A Khuli, in turn, passes
this information on to Aleksandr. Aleksandr, however, has trouble learning this valuable lesson
and is disappointed when A Khuli tells him that the super-werewolf (that he has come to believe
is himself) is actually found deep inside the nothingness that is in us all. The fact that the super-
werewolf is so powerful is because he is pure potentiality, proving “that nothing can become
anything at all.”"

Aleksandr is not unlike Petr in that they both have trouble learning valuable lessons. Both
being Russian, their “eastern” side is open to understanding these teachings but their “western”
side gets in the way. One example of this is that Aleksandr appropriates the idea of the super-
werewolf and uses it to advance his career at the FSB. He takes the name Nagual Rinpoche. A
“nagual” is a shape shifter in Mesoamerican folklore and Rinpoche is a Tibetan honorific
reserved for respected teachers (lamas). Likewise, his outer appearance (signifier) changes—

when a kiss from A Khuli transforms him into a black dog rather than a grey wolf—but

37T SBW, 301. “¥Ku3Hb—>TO IPOryJIKa MO Cay HILTIO30PHBIX (JOPM, KOTOPBIE KaXKyTCs pealbHbBIMU YMY, He
BUJsIEMY cBoell mpupoasl.” SKO, 346.

378 SBW, 310. “OT0 HEUYEro MOXKET CTaTh 4eM yroauo.” SKO, 355.
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Aleksandr’s inner essence (signified) remains the same.*”

In other words, he adopts an eastern
or mystical signifier (in name) but rejects the signified.

At times, A Khuli seems to put too much emphasis on her inner, spiritual world at the
expense of the outer, illusory world, a common critique of Buddhism. Her sister accuses her of
ignoring the external world: “You know, it seems to me you have become too bogged down in
introspection. Think —if everything that is most important were inside ourselves, then why
would we need the external world?*** Similarly, when A Khuli prepares to reflect on the surge
of shameful deeds she has committed in her lifetime (including the most recent episode with the
Sikh), she seems to brush off her actions.

At the same time I was serenely aware that what was taking place was simply the

insubstantial play of reflections, the rippling of thoughts that is raised by the habitual

draughts of the mind, and that when these ripples settled down, it would be clear that
there were no draughts and no reflections, and no mind itself —nothing but that clear,
eternal, all-penetrating gaze in the face of which nothing is real .**'

This nihilistic logic, when taken to its conclusion, is perilously close to Ivan Karamazov’s

conclusion that if God does not exist “everything is permitted.” Although it is not uncommon in

meditation to let go of one’s troubles or anxieties by reframing them as all part of life, A Khuli

37 As a grey wolf or a black dog there is a disconnect between Aleksandr’s outer form (signifier) and his
inner self (signified), but perhaps A Khuli’s transformative kiss has bestowed upon Aleksandr a more fitting
signifier. A black dog has demonic significance in folklore and is often a death omen. Historically, black dog heads
are associated with the oprichniki—Ivan the Terrible’s secret police. At the same time, the dog is known for its loyal
service to humans and is a much less powerful symbol than a wolf—perhaps a dig at Aleksandr’s pettiness.

%0 pelevin, SBW, 141-2. “Thbl 3HaeIIb, MHE KaXKeTCs, Thl CIMIIKOM YBA3/1a B MHTpOCHeKun. [Toxymait,
ecyu ObI Bce caMOe BaXKHOE 3aK/II0UaIOCch B HAC CaMUX, 3aueM ObLI Obl HyxeH BHemHuit mup?” SKO, 165.

1 SBW, 145. “U B To e caMoe BpeMs s 6e3MATEKHO 0CO3HABAIIA, UTO MPOUCXOAIIee—IIPOCTO HIpa
OTpaXXeHU, psIOb MBICIIeH, KOTOPYIO TOHST IIPUBBIYHBIE CKBO3HIKH YMa, U, KOT/Ia 9Ta psiOb pa3riiainTcs, CTaHeT
BUJIHO, YTO HE CYIECTBYET HU CKBO3HSKOB, HU OTPAXXECHUH, HM CAMOT'0 YMa—a TOJIbKO 3TOT SICHBII, BEUHBIH,
BCEIPOHUKAIONIUI B30p, Iepea KOTOPBIM HeT Hu4ero Hacrosmero.” SKO, 169.
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dismisses her sins by affirming that nothing in the material world is real.’® Ignoring the material
world completely disregards an important aspect of Buddhism—compassion for all living
things.”® In the “Samyutta Nikaya” (“Connected Discourses,” a Buddhist scripture in the Pali
Canon) the Buddha states that because the process of the transmigration of souls has no fixed
beginning point, it is difficult to find a being who has not been your own mother, father, brother,
etc., at one time in the past. This is a common sutra used to teach compassion and loving
kindness for all living things. One must also consider the first Noble Truth in Buddhism —that of
suffering. By causing others to suffer, one accumulates bad karma.

Throughout the novel, A Khuli has been spiritually “stuck.” She fluctuates between
excessively engaging with the materialistic world or retreating too far into her own spiritual
world. She understands emptiness and the concept of the super-werewolf, yet something has
prevented her from attaining enlightenment. While trying to explain the nature of emptiness to
Aleksandr, she finally comes to understand what was missing in her understanding of emptiness.
She discovers that love is the source of transcendence. Love inherently precludes solely existing
in one’s inner world because it requires more than one person. Upon realizing this, A Khuli
experiences a revelation; she then excuses herself and spends several days in deep mediation.
She comes to the following conclusion: “A snake biting its own tail....The inviolable link
between the tail and the mind —that is the foundation on which the world as we know it stands.

There is nothing that can intervene in this circle of cause and effect and disrupt it. Except for one

%2 Magid, Ordinary Mind: Exploring the Common Ground of Zen and Psychoanalysis, 51.

¥ Historically there have been some Buddhists sects, for instance the Hongzhou Chan School of the Tang
period, that are known for its radical nondualism —believing that all actions (both good and bad) can express

Buddha-nature.
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thing. Love.”*" Here Pelevin implies that the world is not doomed to remain in a closed circle
forever. Love can break one out of the loop.

The love that A Khuli describes is not that of sexual love; sexual love is love that is
directed from subject (self) to object and thus perpetuates duality and attachment. A Khuli
explains to Aleksandr:

—‘If you think about it properly, there’s nothing real anywhere,’ I said. ‘There’s only the

choice with which you fill emptiness. And when you feel happy for someone else, you

fill emptiness with love.’

—‘Whose love? If there isn’t anybody anywhere, then whose love is it?’

—*That doesn’t matter to emptiness....”>>
If you love someone, your relationship to yourself changes. You disappear in order to project
yourself onto the other. You no longer exist; your ego no longer exists. The object (Aleksandr)
no longer has to be there; A Khuli has already emptied herself of her self (in other words, her
ego). Aleksandr, however, is still thinking dualistically—he asks A Khuli where the love is
coming from, i.e., who is the subject doing the loving. The question is irrelevant and shows that
he does not understand.

Love in Buddhism is about loving-kindness, compassion, joy for others; love’s goal is to

rid others of ignorance so that they may achieve enlightenment. A bodhisattva, for instance, out

of love and compassion chooses to repeat the chain of samsara so that he or she may help others

% Pelevin, SBWW, 330. “3mes kycaet ce6s 3a XBoCT. ... HeHapymuMas CBA3b XBOCTA H COBHAHHSI—
(GyH/IaMEHT, Ha KOTOPOM IIOKOUTCS MHP, KaK MBI ero 3HaeM. HH4To He MOXeT BMeIIaTbCs B 9TO IPHYMHHO-
CJIeICTBEHHOE KOJIBI0 U pa3opBaTh ero. Kpome ognoro. JIro6su.” SKO, 377.

The image of a snake biting its own tail is used in Generation “P” to describe the closed loop of
consumption in which humans are trapped.

%5 SBW, 283.

—Ecnu pa3obpatbcs, HUTJE HET HUYETo HACTOSIIEero,—cKas3aia s.—ECTb TONBKO TOT BEIOOD, KOTOPBIM ThI
3amoiHsen b nycToTy. M xoraa Tel pagyeuibes 3a APYroro, Thl 3aMO0IHIEIb TyCTOTY JI000BbIO.

—UYgeii m000BbI0? ECiM HUTJIE HUKOTO HET, Ybs TOT/1a JIIOOOBH?

—A myctore 310 6e3paznuuHo.” SKO, 325.
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break free of the chain.**® By the time A Khuli sorts this out for herself, Aleksandr has left her;
she can no longer direct her love toward him, but (as she mentions above) this does not matter,
for love does not need to be directed; it radiates toward all. It is an intransitive form of love,
transcending the binary of subject/object. A Khuli decides to leave the material world behind, but
in a final act of love she leaves behind a teaching for her fellow were-creatures so that they, too,
might “cure themselves of death and rebirth.”**’ This teaching is the novel we have just read, The
Sacred Book of the Werewolf.

The concept of “love” is treated very differently in The Sacred Book of the Werewolf than
in Chapaev and Pustota. In Chapaev and Pustota, Petr’s only love is his physical attraction to
Anna and their only sexual encounter occurs in Petr’s dream. Chapaev attempts to teach him that
all of his feelings are just constructs of the mind, which does not exist, but Petr fails to learn this
lesson. Volodin gets closer to the true nature of love when he describes monks who have attained
an “eternal high.” When his friend Kolian asks what the monks are “trippin’ on,” Volodin
answers, “It has various names. In general, I suppose you could call it grace. Or love.”**® The
only love similar to that which A Khuli experiences is the “infinitely powerful love” that Petr
senses from the rainbow stream, U.R.A.L.

In the beginning of The Sacred Book of the Werewolf, love is narrowly defined in a
materialistic way: as a prostitute, A Khuli trades physical love for money. In reality, she is only
selling her customers the idea of sex. This is similar to what the copywriters do in Generation

“P”: although they sell material goods, they are nonetheless goods packaged with an idea tied to

% See Shohei Ichimura, Buddhist Critical Spirituality: Prajiia and Siinyata (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass,
2001).

¥ pelevin, SBW, 302. “Kak H3/ednThCs OT cMepTeii 1 poskaeHHuii....” SKO, 346.

%8 BLF, 245. “Tlo-passomMy. BoobIie MOKHO CKa3aTh, 4TO 3T0 MUIOCTh. Wi m0608b.” CIP, 294,
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one’s sense of identity (e.g., wear Gucci fragrance in order to “be a European”). What the
customer actually buys is a simulacrum—something that has no basis in reality. Over the course
of The Sacred Book of the Werewolf, love acquires transcendent qualities for A Khuli. She tells
Aleksandr that although all forms are empty, you can choose to fill that emptiness with love. She
eventually discovers that there was no feeling in her more powerful than love. Because she is
creating the image of the illusory world for herself with her tail, the feeling of love was the only
thing stronger than this simulacrum and therefore love was the key to breaking out of the illusory
world.

How do we know that A Khuli achieves enlightenment at the end of the novel? Unlike
the conclusion of Chapaev and Pustota, the ending of The Sacred Book of the Werewolfis far
less ambiguous. At the end of the novel, A Khuli rides her bicycle off a ramp in Bittsevskii Park
and, with love in her heart, shouts her own name before seemingly disappearing from the
material plane. Although no explanation follows her disappearance, the reader has been told at
the beginning of the novel that certain events occurred in Bittsevskii Park at the exact time and
location of A Khuli’s disappearance. “Members of the public observed a bluish glow above the
treetops, ball lightning and a large number of five-coloured rainbows. Several of the rainbows
were also spherical in form (according to the testimony of eyewitnesses, the colors in them

seemed to shine through each other).”*’

These descriptions are remarkably similar to a
phenomenon in Tibetan Buddhism known as “rainbow body.” When a great master achieves

complete knowledge, his death is accompanied by the appearance of a rainbow and bright light.

The master will typically have given instructions for his body to remain undisturbed for several

389 .

SBW, xi. “I'paxaHe HaOIIOAAIN HaJ JEPEBbIMHU rody00BaTOE CBEUEHHE, IIapOBbIe MOTHUU U
MHOXECTBO MATUIBETHBIX panyr. HexoTopsle U3 paayr ObuIM mapooOpa3HEIMU (110 TOKa3aHUSIM CBUAETENEH
MIPOHUCIIECTBHUS, IBETA B HUX KaK ObI MPOCBEUUBAIIU IPYT CKBO3b Apyra).” SKO, 3.
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days. When the rainbow has disappeared, so has the master’s body, leaving behind only hair,
nails, and clothing.**’

Pelevin has dramatized “rainbow body” by having A Khuli enter into what the Yellow
Master called the “Rainbow Stream.” Her body immediately disappears but others report seeing
the rainbow and bright light in the form of ball lightning. Her clothing is also left behind. This
taking leave of the material world in association with rainbows is also reminiscent of the rainbow
“stream” of the U.R.A.L river in Chapaev and Pustota. The U.R.A.L. river of “absolute love” is
the portal to one’s “true home”; Petr does not pass through it, but A Khuli apparently does.

Both Chapaev and A Khuli depart this world near some object that represents Russia’s
ambiguous position between East and West. Chapaev jumps into the Ural River, which is
generally considered the boundary between Europe and Asia. A Khuli disappears leaving behind
a t-shirt that says “CKUF” on the front. The scholarly introduction to the novel asserts:

What we are presented with here is not an anagram of the English word ‘fuck’, as M.

Leibman asserts in his monograph, but a representation of the Russian word ‘ckug’, i.e.

Scythian. This surmise is confirmed by the phrase ‘yes, we are asiatics’ on the back of the

T-shirt—a clear allusion to Alexander Blok’s poems ‘Scythians’....>"!

Blok’s poem, which emphasizes Russia’s location between Europe and Asia, includes the line
“Everyone go, go to the Ural!” (“Unute Bce, naute Ha Ypain!”)—a phrase that links the U.R.A.L
in Chapaev with A Khuli’s transcendence.

Because the imagery surrounding the heroes of both novels is so similar, I have come to

read the ambiguous ending of Chapaev and Pustota in a more informed way. It is my belief that

Petr attempted to depart the material world, but something held him back. Love was also the key

3% John Powers, Introduction to Tibetan Buddhism (Ithaca, NY: Snow Lion Publications, 2007), 392.
31 Pelevin, SBW, xii. “MOKHO TIPETIONOKUTE, 4TO Mepes HaMu He aHarpamma «fucky», Kak yTBepi/IaeT B

cBoei MmoHorpaduu M. JleitbmaH, a cIoBO «CKH(». ITO MOATBEPKAALT CTPOKA «Ia, A3UAThl MbD» HA CIIHHE
¢GyTO0IKN—HECOMHEHHas allIo3us Ha cTuxoTBopeHue A. bioka «Ckugem....” SKO, 4.
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to transcendence in Chapaev and Pustota—Chapaev, Anna, and Petr all jump into the
Undefinable River of Absolute Love (Vcrosnas pexa abconomnoui nooeu) and depart their
material plane of existence. Petr, however, is not able to transcend, perhaps because he has not
learned Buddhist loving kindness and compassion. The only love Petr feels is the sexual
attraction he has for Anna, which Buddhism considers a source of attachment. Anna may have
achieved transcendence when jumping into the U.R.A.L. because she left behind a yellow rose (a
common symbol of separation) for Petr. Because Petr did not learn this lesson, because he was
unable to transcend, Chapaev must return, yet again. Chapaev assumes the role of bodhisattva,
who out of great love and compassion, has come (presumably) to help guide Petr once more. The
reader can only assume that Petr eventually transcended the material plane because he sets off

for Inner Mongolia with Chapaev at the end of the novel.

Conclusion—Transcendence in the Rainbow Stream

Chapaev and Pustota and The Sacred Book of the Werewolf are structured differently.
Chapaev and Pustota is about one Russian man’s search for new meaning in a new reality,
mirrored in his country’s search for new meaning. In the end, both Petr and Russia have failed to
choose an alchemical wedlock with either the West or the East. They have not learned the
lesson—one must learn to experience absolute and unconditional love for humanity before
transcending the material world. Instead, Petr leaves post-Soviet Russia behind, follows
Chapaev, and repeats the cycle of samsara until he eventually reaches Inner Mongolia. When we

last see Petr in the novel, he believes the world is an illusion. He has not, however, figured out
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how to reconcile this notion with the fact that (as his taxi driver says) “this world nonetheless
exists.””

The Sacred Book of the Werewolf, on the other hand, largely tells the story of one
individual’s spiritual journey, but the novel implies that Russia must embark on a similar
spiritual journey. A Khuli ironically says, “The substance of life doesn’t change much from one
culture to another, but the human soul requires a beautiful wrapper. Russian culture, though, fails

393 In another instance, A Khuli states

to provide one, and it calls this state of affairs spirituality.
that the beauty of the Russian soul lies precisely in the fact that it does not have this type of outer
wrapper. She tells her sister, “Just imagine, you have absolutely no idea how to drive, and you’re
surrounded by the open steppe and the sky. I love Russia.”*** This image is very similar to
Gogol’s metaphor of Russia as a runaway winged-troika at the end of Dead Souls (Mepmeuwie
oywu, 1842), despite one image being static and the other dynamic. It does not matter whether
the vehicle is at a standstill or careening out of control: Russia still does not know where she is
going and/or has no way of getting there.

A Khuli is not Russian but Chinese and her scope is global—werefoxes are everywhere.
As a non-Russian, she does not have the complex history of being caught between the East and
the West, but she seems to have the experience of both. She tries to serve as spiritual guru for her

Russian boyfriend Aleksandr, but he only superficially accepts some of her teachings to promote

his career path. She may have more success in transcending because of the dual nature inherent

92 BLF, 327. “HecMOTps Ha CBOKO KaXyILyIOCsS aGCYPAHOCTb, JKECTOKOCTh B GECCMBICIEHHOCTh, 3TOT MUP
BCe K€ CyIecTByeT, He Tak 1u?” CIP, 389.

393 SBW, 118; italics in the original. “UenoBeueckoit ayle HyXkHa KpacuBas oGepTKa, a pyccKas KyIbTypa
ee He IpeAycMaTpHUBaeT, Ha3bIBas TaKoe MOJIOXKEeHUe el dyxognocmouio.” SKO, 138.

3% SBW, 162. “IIpeacTaBb, Thl COBCEM HE yMeellb BOIHTh, a BOKPYT CTemb i He6o. 5 mo6i0 Poccuio.”
SKO, 188.
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in being a were-creature (animal/human) and because were-creatures already have an intimate
knowledge of illusion. She also has an advantage in her long lifespan. Werefoxes can live for up
to 40,000 years and they retain memories of most of their experiences, unlike human beings who
(in the Buddhist paradigm) live many lives but do not retain memories of their previous lives. As
a werefox from the East, A Khuli has the perspective that allows her to see beyond the
materialism that is difficult for western human beings to see through.

In the end, A Khuli is able to break out of the cycle of samsara and transcend because
she discovers that love is the key to reconciling the material world with nothingness. Petr has
trouble transcending in the course of the novel, but he intuits that Chapaev holds the explanation
and follows him at the end of the novel.

Although both Petr and A Khuli use eastern techniques to try to achieve the void only A
Khuli succeeds in doing so. Petr fails to transcend, but he should still be set apart from Tatarskii
and Rama. While Tatarskii and Rama are aware of illusion, they both make a conscious choice to
perpetuate it. They embrace illusion and gain (temporary) power in this world from the
experience. Petr intellectually knows that the world is an illusion, that the path to transcendence
is available to him, and he tries (yet fails) to achieve it.

Petr fails because his mindset is still western from a Jungian perspective. A Khuli finds
the key to the Rainbow Stream (the void) by looking inside herself. Aleksandr will never enter
the Rainbow Stream because he believes his redemption will come from an external source—the
super-werewolf, a messianic creature that he mistakenly believes is himself. As Jung
commented, Westerners seek redemption outside of themselves. Petr cannot find the void

because he has not searched within himself (the irony being that his surname is Pustota—
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”Void”). Like Aleksandr, Petr seeks this redemption in his external relationships with Timur
Timurovich, Chapaev, and Baron Iungern.

Chapaev even advises Petr to take a look at who he (Petr Pustota) really is in reality, a
suggestion that frightens Petr. Chapaev eventually tells Petr that the answer to “Who am 17 is “I
don’t know.” The key to Petr’s identity crisis is to adopt this Buddhist, non-self (anatman)—a
fluid identity that will allow Petr to /ive in the ever-changing post-Soviet world, not avoid it by
creating his own world. In the end, Petr chooses not to look inside himself/the void (Pustota). As
he sits on a bench in 1990s Moscow, surrounded by signs and symbols that carry no meaning for
him (signifiers without signifieds), he asks himself, “And have you any idea what it is like, my

23% Rather than transcend the material world by

dear sir, when you have nowhere left to go
embracing the void (nowhere) as A Khuli does, Petr chooses to remain in a world of his own
making.

Petr wants to find his “golden joy”’—shapes and forms in the material world which
express the beauty of life. For Petr, these signifiers should express some kind of truth
(signifieds). He does not understand that there is no truth to be found—meaning cannot be
derived from the material world. As a result, Petr continuously retreats inside himself into a
solipsistic world of his own making, which is exclusionary and narcissistic; love cannot flourish
here. This is different from looking inside himself (i.e., inside Pustota, the void that is the totality

of the universe). Anna asks Petr, “If everything that you can see, feel and understand is within

you, in that kingdom of “I” [a reference to the title of one of Petr’s volumes of poetry], does that

395 . . . o
BLF, 324; italics mine. “A 3HaeTe 71 Bbl, MIJIOCTHBBIN TOCYIaph, YTO 3TO TAKOE, KOT/1a HEKyAa OOJIbIIIe
unru?” CIP, 386.
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mean that other people are quite simply not real?”**® A Khuli experiences the same conundrum
when she meditates on her past sins, justifying them by telling herself that the whole world is an
illusion. When Chapaev asks him what he has learned from the baron, Petr responds that “there
is nothing but me”—an idea that Chapaev finds laughable.’”’ Petr still needs to learn to love the
world in which he lives, which is the key to transcendence. In the end, the place Petr ends up in
is not radiant, but perhaps Chapaev will succeed in showing Petr the correct path in their next

round of existence together.

9 BLF. , 283. “Ecnu Bce, 4TO BBl MOXETE YBUIETH, TOUYBCTBOBATh U MOHSITH, HAXOJUTCS B BaC CaMUX, B
9TOM BallleM HapcTBe «S», To 3Ha4UT ApyrHe mpocTo HepeanbHbI?” CIP, 339.

37 BLF, 270. “A ects TonbKO 51.” CIP, 324.

Petr might have misunderstood the baron: it is not wrong to say that there is nothing but “pustota” in the
world.
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Conclusions

Searching for Identity in the Void

The discussion about what it means to be Russian seems to have always occupied a place
in Russian society. Today, however, this same debate is occurring within a political entity that
for the first time claims to be a nation rather than an empire, and a democracy rather than an
autocracy. James Billington notes that “new freedom in post-Soviet Russia permitted a much-
wider range of thinkers than ever before to participate in the most many-sided public discussion
in history of the nature and destiny of Russia.”*** Any major writer who reaches huge audiences
and asks important questions about identity is important in such a context. Viktor Pelevin is such
a writer. Regardless of whether critics and reading audiences consider Pelevin’s works to be

serious literature or pop culture, they deserve attention. Pelevin’s works reflect Russian cultural

3% James H. Billington, Russia in Search of Itself (Washington, D.C.; Baltimore: Woodrow Wilson Center;

Johns Hopkins University Press, 2004), xiii.
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mores and, in turn, influence culture. The fact that several phrases and terms from his novels
have become popular in everyday speech is one indication of this.*”

In my study I chose to examine four Pelevin novels written in a period closely associated
with Russia’s most recent search for identity. The years 19962006 represent an ambiguous
period for Russian identity—the years before Generation “P” was firmly established as
“Generation Putin.” In these four novels, Pelevin seemed to move between marked positive and
negative poles in his exploration of Russian identity, offering rich material for comparison.
Finally, I limited my study to a ten-year period, separated by a decade from the present, for
practical reasons. After the publication of Empire “V” in 2006, Pelevin became much more
prolific, publishing a new novel or collection every year. When studying the works of a living
author, it is far too precarious a task to offer cultural analysis of the author’s current work and
events themselves while they are still unfolding. I will save analysis of Pelevin’s more recent
novels for future examination; this will give me an opportunity to evaluate the validity of the
conclusions I have reached in this study.

My initial interest in the void was stimulated by my readings about the Eurasianist
movement—both the classical Eurasianist movement of the 1920s and the neo-Eurasianist
movement that became visible during Gorbachev’s glasnost’ period in response to issues of
Russian identity. An intriguing aspect of Eurasianism was the fact that many contemporary
writers and public figures in Russia often use the language of Eurasianism to discuss current
Russian identity. One concept in particular stood out in this discussion—that of “the void.” The
void is a place where many scholars locate Russia—outside of time and outside of space. It is

everything and it is nothing. I wanted to understand better why this was so and what it meant.

3% Examples from Generation “P” include the phrases “wow impulse” (Bay-ummyisc) and “lave” (1aB»),

which stands for liberal values.
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While other authors mention the void, Pelevin offered the greatest scope for exploring my
interest—his novels address philosophical, semantic, spatial, and temporal voids.

Although Pelevin does not make explicit a decisive direction suitable for Russia, what he
does not say is important. Russian literature has a long history of writing in the metaphorical
spaces between the lines or words, another example of the power of the void. Even though
Viktor Pelevin is writing in periods when censorship is much less of an issue than it once was, he
respects this literary tradition. Pelevin may also be influenced by certain strains of twentieth-
century critical theory that decry any attempt by the writer to depict the reality we live in with
words. For example, Michel Foucault’s discourse analysis (which looks at power relationships as
expressed through language) or Theodor Adorno, who wrote that “Writing poetry after
Auschwitz is barbaric,” serve as examples.

Pelevin’s novels and stories repeatedly reveal his awareness of recent trends in linguistic

400 The West formulated a semiotic model of communication in which the

and literary thinking.
word consists of signifier and signified. Everything is said and (in general) ambiguity and
paradox are avoided. Such a model, built on western epistemological thought since Kant, made
sense for the low-context societies of the West. Now, in the postmodern era, the model seems to
be broken. This may be one reason why Pelevin is dissatisfied with the western model of
signification.

Pelevin is more sympathetic to the models offered by the high-context societies of the

East. Eastern beliefs allow for paradox and ambiguity; they encourage contemplation of the void

or silence between the words. In this model, linguistic description offers only relative, not

* In many of his works, Pelevin engages in an ongoing dialogue with philosophical thinkers past and

present. The most notable example of this is his novella “Macedonian Criticism of French Thought” (“Makenonckas
KpuTHKa (paHiry3ckoit mbicnu,” 2003).
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absolute, truth. Absolute truth lies elsewhere. The Indian philosopher Nagarjuna, for example,
posits a gap between language and true reality (absolute truth). Buddhism in particular, with its
emphasis on silence, paradox, and wordless instruction via gestures like pointing, privileges lack,
or emptiness. The West fears silence, solitude, and emptiness (which it sees as a lack that isolates
the individual) and fills the perceived voids with language, sound, and other people. When those
break down, the gap between language and reality reveals the existential abyss to western eyes.

Pelevin rejects both a western and eastern path for Russia, but he does not offer his own
solution—at least not yet. He is certainly not the first Russian author to have difficulty coming
up with a new “Russian idea.” I previously described how nineteenth-century authors and
philosophers responded to Peter the Great’s westernization program in their works, pondering
the destiny of Russia and trying to carve out its place relative to the West. Chaadaev saw
Russia’s imitation of other great cultures as an obstacle to becoming a great culture itself. Later,
Chaadaev was convinced that Russians “have a vocation to solve a great many of the problems
of social order, to bring about the fulfillment of a great many of the ideas which have taken their
rise in societies of the past, and to give an answer to questions of great importance with which
mankind is concerned.”*”' Chaadaev himself, however, did not speculate how exactly Russia
would manage to solve these problems. This kind of Russian messianism pervaded many works
of many nineteenth-century including those of Pushkin, the Slavophiles, Gogol, Dostoevsky,

Solov’ev, and Tolstoy.*"?

1 Cited in Nikolai Berdyaev, The Russian Idea (New York: MacMillan, 1947), 37.

*2 Berdyaev, The Russian Idea, 5.
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Pelevin does not claim to advocate a program for the Russian national idea. In an
interview in 1999, Pelevin claimed that people do not need national ideas, only ideologists do.**’
Pelevin’s goal is to arrive at a worldview that works for him. His novels, however, make it clear
that Pelevin is no fan of Russia imitating either the East or the West. As Carl Jung pointed out,
the eastern and western worldviews are both

one-sided in that they fail to see and take account of those factors which do not fit in with

their typical attitude. The one underrates the world of consciousness, the other the world

of the One Mind. The result is that, in their extremism, both lose one half of the universe;
their life is shut off from total reality, and is apt to become artificial and inhuman.***
The only identifiable agenda that Pelevin is pushing in his novels seems to be for readers to
reclaim agency—by interpreting the ambiguities of the story of his novels and of Russia’s
narrative and history in ways that make sense to them.**> One can only become a “super-
werewolf” by searching deep inside oneself and accepting whatever one might find—even if one
finds is the void.

At the beginning of this dissertation I asked whether the void in post-Soviet literature was
caused by the postmodern condition or by something specific rooted in Russian culture. Pelevin
comes from a long tradition of writers and thinkers engaging with the “void” in Russian
literature. While aggressive simulacra associated with postmodernism increased the prominence

of the void in the last half-century, I demonstrated that these simulacra have existed in Russia

since at least the time of Peter I (r. 1682—1725). Because voids existed in Russian culture well

403 “HaHI/IOHaHLHaﬂ HJcd HYyXXHa HE JII0ASIM, a UACOJI0TaM. I/I,HCO.HOFI/I HYXXHBI IO 60J'II)IIIOMy CUYCTY TOJIBKO

camuM cebe.” Anna Narinskaia, “Mirom pravit iavnaia lazha,” Ekspert, March 22, 1999,
http://www.guelman.ru/slava/writers/pel_int.htm.

404 Carl G. Jung, “Psychological Commentaries on ‘The Tibetan Book of the Great Liberation’ and ‘The
Tibetan Book of the Dead,’” 493.
495 Recall Pelevin has said that Buddhism, for him, is not about strictly adhering to a particular confession.
He stated, “I only study and practice my mind for which the Dharma of Buddha is the best tool I know.” See chapter
3 for citation.
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before the dominance of postmodernism, I lean toward the conclusion there is something
distinctive in Russian culture that lends itself to a preoccupation with emptiness. At the very least
the void functions as a powerful mythologem in the larger cultural “myth of Russia” and “the
Russian idea.”

Remythologizing the Russian void for post-Soviet readers is one of the achievements of
the four novels. The “negative void” in Pelevin’s novels Generation “P” and Empire “V” is
characteristic of the emptiness that underlies not only the symbols and language of the now
defunct Soviet system, but also the advertisements and language of western-style models. It is
the result of the severing of the signifier from the signified. This severing of word from meaning,
creating an “empty signifier,” complicated communication and the search for identity at the very
moment when post-Soviet Russians found their identities in greatest flux. Many symbols and
terms of the Soviet period were gone, and so was Soviet identity. Hollow western-style
advertisements promised a new identity based around the consumer goods one purchased. These
advertisements turned out to be simulacra—images with no basis in reality. They masked a void.

The postmodern late-capitalist period is marked by a free play of signifiers—with
missing or unstable signifieds. Late capitalism, as described by Fredric Jameson, emphasizes
consumption—commercialization has encroached on all aspects of life. The effects of
hyperconsumerism have lead to a devaluation of spiritual, intellectual, and humanistic values,
resulting in the destruction of one’s essential humanity. Jameson associates late capitalism and
postmodernism with schizophrenia (in a Lacanian sense):

Schizophrenic experience is an experience of isolated, disconnected, discontinuous
material signifiers which fail to link up into a coherent sequence. The schizophrenic thus
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does not know personal identity in our sense, since our feeling of identity depends on our
sense of the persistence of the “I” and the “me” over time.**°

The prevalence of unstable signifiers, according to Jameson, assaults one’s personal identity
because one is incapable of continuously registering one’s “self” through time.

Pelevin’s novels portray Russia’s turn to hyperconsumerism not as a natural consequence
of the newly established free market but rather a conspiracy perpetrated by secret, elite groups to
manipulate and control the masses. Humans in both Generation “P” and Empire “V” are
ensnared by capitalistic psychic vampires who have surrendered their humanity in order to profit
and feed off human energy. In Generation “P,” the Chaldeans manipulate humanity by
controlling what is on television—not only advertisements but even politicians are all scripted in
an effort to keep a five-legged dog named Pizdets (catastrophe) from awakening. (The dog may
be read as a metaphor for the masses who are to remain sleepy and docile.) The only thing that
matters in the world of Generation “P,” is image—"the way they see you™ as Tatarskii’s
scenario for The Gap reads. Signifiers (external forms) are the only things that matter, not
signifieds (content, meaning). The novel is full of example of “empty” signifiers with no real
content. For example, Tatarskii is instructed to wear a fake Rolex watch to a meeting with a
client for the sake of appearance, one can purchase spirituality at stores such as The Path to
Yourself, Tatarskii’s co-worker Maliuta only acts like an anti-Semite because he thinks it is what
a Russian patriot acts like, etc.

In Empire “V,” the Chaldeans serve vampires who use “glamour” and “discourse” to
enslave all humans and keep them in an inescapable cycle of consumption that produces the

chemical bablos on which the vampires are dependent. Rama is aware that humans live in a

4% Fredric Jameson, “Postmodernism and Consumer Society,” in The Anti-Aesthetic: Essays on

Postmodern Culture, ed. Hal Foster (Seattle: Bay Press, 1983), 119.
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world of images that compel them to purchase goods and continue to earn money so they can
throw it away on even more consumer goods, leaving them in a hollow closed loop. Throughout
the novel, Rama laments the loss of his soul and contemplates trying to help humans. By the end
of Empire “V,” however, Rama accepts his dominance over humanity because it allows him
access to power and all of the bablos in the world. His actions, however, are manipulated by even
higher beings, the tongues, who make the vampires dependent on bablos and thereby provide the
tongues with a living host.

Both novels showcase the breakdown of the binary semiotic sign. Signifiers (images)
have become more important than signifieds (reality) and very often there is nothing but a void
beneath signifiers. The lack of signifieds, or real meaning, leaves the characters in all of
Pelevin’s novels disorientated because ultimately it implies a lack of concrete values underlying
reality. Tatarskii and Rama both feel like their worlds have been turned upside down. Tatarskii is
told by the sirruf that he may feel like he is ascending a tower, but he is really descending into a
topheth. When Rama is told his vampire status will raise him to great heights, he complains that
he feels like he is at the bottom of a pit. Meaning is constantly being negated, reversed, or at the
very least, renegotiated.

The novels Chapaev and Pustota and The Sacred Book of the Werewolf reflect Pelevin’s
“positive void.” The same void precipitated by the post-Soviet, postmodern period permeates
these novels: both heroes are searching for meaning in life and their identities are in flux. In
these novels Pelevin indicates that the void is not the problem but rather the solution. By
engaging with Mahayana Buddhism, Pelevin resolves the problem of western-generated

hypermaterialism and pervasive simulacra. In Buddhism, all signifiers and signifieds are illusory,
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a concept which one must accept in order to reach nirvana. The problem of the breakdown of the
binary sign becomes moot.

Petr Pustota rejects the post-Soviet world in which he finds himself and toggles between
two identities—the post-Soviet Petr and the Civil War-era Petr. A clue as to why Petr is having
such trouble adjusting lies in his profession. Civil War-era Petr is a decadent poet who is trying
to find his “golden joy”—meaning to be found in particular patterns, lines, and forms that
express the “beauty of life.”*"’ In other words, Petr desperately seeks meanings (signifieds) in the
signs and symbols surrounding him (signifiers), only to find none. We are not told Petr’s post-
Soviet profession in Pelevin’s novel. In Tony Pemberton’s 2015 film adaptation Buddha’s Little
Finger, however, Petr is also a poet in the post-Soviet period and (like Tatarskii) must give up

writing and work in a kiosk to make ends meet.**®

Both Petrs are living in time periods of great
social change, where there is a void of meaning behind words and images. As a man of letters
who finds profound meaning in words and symbols, it makes sense that Petr has trouble adapting
to his new environments.

In order to fill the void left by the collapse of the previous regime, Petr considers options
for a new individual and, by extension, a new national identity by experiencing his fellow

wardmates’ delusions in their group therapy sessions. Russia can form an alchemical wedlock

either with the West or the East, neither of which seem to suit Russia. Unsure how to process the

7 pelevin, BLF, 104. “HanpumMep, B CKITaJKaX IITOPHI WIH CKATEPTH, B PUCYHKE 000€B H T.1. pa3IHuaeT
JIUHUH, Y30PbI U GOPMBI, JAIOIUE «KPACOTY KU3HU». DTO, 110 €r0 CIIOBAM, SIBISIETCS €ro «30J10ToH ynaueit»....”
CIP, 130; underlined in the original.
%8 Tony Pemberton showed his script to Pelevin, who said he liked what the director had done with the
novel but there were 5 pages of the script that managed to “almost destroy the whole thing.” Pelevin gave
Pemberton extensive notes on what he thought the director should do. Pemberton says he implemented some of
Pelevin’s changes but the film ultimately “is Pelevin, but it’s not Pelevin.” Boris Karadzhev and Grigorii
Ryabushev, Pisatel’ ‘P.’ Popytka identifikatsii, (Moscow: Kinostudiia “KLIO,” 2015). Available on YouTube,
accessed August 6, 2017, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zjgTvPZkcyw.
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post-Soviet world, Petr decides that the entire world is an illusion and escapes to an alternate
reality of his own making.

In The Sacred Book of the Werewolf, A Khuli’s identity crisis stems from the
irreconcilability of her desire to transcend the material world and the limitations of her being a
werefox—a creature whose survival depends on manipulating human desire for material and
carnal pleasures. A Khuli is aware that all material images are illusory because it is part of her
anatomy as a werefox to manipulate these images so that humans see what they want to see.
From her interaction with the Yellow Master, she learns that words cannot reliably reflect the
world or certain ideas. A Khuli thus understands and is comfortable with the void that lies
beneath signifiers, yet she has trouble finding a way to achieve nirvana.

Unlike Petr Pustota, A Khuli eventually discovers that the key to transcending the
material world and achieving the void is love. A Khuli empties herself (i.e., creates a void within
herself) by engaging in Buddhist loving kindness (compassion) and, by doing so, finds the key to
the Rainbow Stream—the ultimate void that will deliver her from samsara.

One of the questions I set out to answer was why Pelevin wavers between a positive and
negative void. Although Pelevin finds the negative void associated with western values wanting,
he is not satisfied that the positive void suggested by eastern values is “the whole answer.” If it
were, he would have stopped writing about it. Instead, the void continues to be a major theme in
his works. The void is both positive and negative and both aspects are reflected in contemporary
Russian culture.

Pelevin is still exploring what possibilities the void holds; he is honing his own creative

program of identity construction and perhaps views his personal quest as part of a larger, national

182



search for identity. Exploring the void provides him, as an author, with space to create and
explore new realities—it is a powerful creative tool that Pelevin has been reluctant to give up.

Pelevin, although arguably presenting a more sympathetic picture of eastern values than
of western values, is not saying that Russia needs to choose one identity or another, as this would
amount to nothing more than imitation—a strategy that has not always worked well for Russia.
Instead, Pelevin suggests that Russia needs to find its own path and the way to do this is to
follow his example and engage with multiple paradigms.

99 ¢

Vitaly Chernetsky refers to this as “heterotopia,” “a condition when multiple textual

regimes come into contact to create a new symbiotic entity, a chronotope of coexistence that is

d.”*" In all four novels, Pelevin engages with

simultaneously asserted and ironically subverte
numerous paradigms, the most prominent being western and eastern cultural paradigms. The
important aspect of Pelevin’s heterotopic experiments, however, is agency. Pelevin is
unsympathetic to his characters who seek meaning in authoritative, preexisting cultural
paradigms, regardless of whether these paradigms are eastern or western.*'” For example Maria
and Serdiuk are depicted in a much more negative light than those who try to negotiate their own
paths using the “self-liberating power of the mind,” as Petr or A Khuli attempt to do.

Returning to the conclusion that Russian culture is uniquely occupied with the void—
what might this mean for Russian culture? One possibility is that, instead of trying to fill the void

with something, Russia should accept the void as its natural state. This concept is similar to

Roman Jakobson’s and Nikolai Trubetskoi’s concept of markedness in linguistics (to return to a

9 Vitaly Chernetsky, Mapping Postcommunist Cultures: Russia and Ukraine in the Context of

Globalization (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2007), 90.
1% See Edith Clowes’ discussion of Chapaev and Pustota in Edith Clowes, “Illusory Empire: Viktor

Pelevin’s Parody of Neo-Eurasianism,” in Russia on the Edge: Imagined Geographies and Post-Soviet Identity
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2011).
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semiotic paradigm for a moment). Jakobson and Trubetskoi developed markedness as a way of
explaining binary oppositions in phonological and grammatical markings (e.g., if looking at
nasality, a feature could be marked for nasality (+nasal) or unmarked for nasality).*'' Russia has
a complicated relationship with binaries, particularly the East vs. West binary. Perhaps, rather
than striving to become “marked” as +West or +East, Russia might consider that it is simply
“unmarked” for either.

This theory is similar to one proposed by Dostoevsky in his “Pushkin Speech” of 1880.

% <6

Dostoevsky suggests that Pushkin’s greatness lies in his works’ “universality” and “pan-

humanity,” two features which Dostoevsky claims are “truly Russian.” He explains that Peter the
Great’s reforms were not merely utilitarian imitations of the West, but something much loftier

and uniquely Russian:

... The Russian People...accepted the reforms in just the same spirit—not merely one of
utilitarianism but having certainly sensed almost at once some further and incomparably
more elevated goal than immediate utilitarianism; I must repeat, of course, that they
sensed that goal unconsciously, yet also directly and as something absolutely vital. It was
then that we at once began to strive toward a truly vital reunification, toward the
universal brotherhood of peoples! It was not with hostility (as should have been the case,
it would seem) but with friendship and complete love that we accepted the genius of
other nations into our soul, all of them together, making no discriminations by race,
knowing instinctively almost from our very first step where the distinctions lay, knowing
how to eliminate contradictions, to excuse and reconcile differences....Indeed, the
mission of the Russian is unquestionably pan-European and universal. To become a real
Russian, to become completely Russian, perhaps, means just (in the final analysis—
please bear that in mind) to become a brother to all people, a panhuman, if you like.*'?

*'N.S. Trubetzkoy, Principles of Phonology, trans. Christiane A. M. Baltaxe (Berkeley and Los Angeles:
University of California Press, 1969).
412 Fyodor Dostoevsky, A Writer’s Diary, trans. Kenneth Lantz, vol. 2 (Evanston, IL: Northwestern
University Press, 1993), 1293—4. “...pycckuii Hapox He U3 OJHOTO TOJIBKO YTHINTapU3Ma MPUHSI pedopMy, a
HECOMHEHHO YK€ OLIYTHB CBOUM IIPEAYYBCTBHEM IIOYTH TOTYAC JK€ HEKOTOPYIO JalbHEHIy0, HECpaBHEHHO OoJiee
BBICHIYIO LeJTb, YeM ONMKaNIINi yTHINTapU3M,—OIIYTHB 3Ty LIeJIb, ONSATh-TaKH, KOHEYHO, TIOBTOPSIO 3TO,
Oecco3HaTelbHO, HO, OTHAKO )K€, U HEMOCPEACTBEHHO U BIIOJIHE KU3HEHHO. Beab MBI pa3oM ycTpeMUIIUCh TOT/Ia K
caMoMy JKM3HEHHOMY BOCCOEJMHEHHMIO, K AMHEHHUIO BceuenoBeyeckoMy! Mbl He Bpax/1eOHO (Kak, Ka3aJloch,
JIOJDKHO OBI OBIJIO CIYYUTHCS), @ JPYIKECTBEHHO, C IOJIHOIO JIIOOOBUIO PUHSIIN B AYLIY HAIly [€HUH YY)KUX HAILUH,
BCEX BMECTE, He JieJasl IPEUMYILECTBEHHBIX IUIEMEHHBIX Pa3INYHuid, yMes HHCTHHKTOM, IIOYTH C CaMOT'0o NepBOTo
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This Russian quality of universal receptivity described by Dostoevsky is similar to Chaadaev’s
“Apologie d’un Fou,” in which he argues (perhaps disingenuously) that Peter’s reforms have
made Russia a “blank piece of paper” representing pure receptivity. It is also reminiscent of
Vladimir Solov’ev’s view that the role of Russia in world history was to free the West from its
excessive positivism and utilitarianism and to reconcile the East with the West, the spiritual with
the material.

Or perhaps Pelevin, by condemning an alchemical wedlock with either the East or the
West, is advocating that Russia find its own way forward as Petr Pustota did. If the void
represents both pure emptiness and pure potential, why should Russia not be able to find a
unique national identity? Petr’s quest has been ongoing for several lifetimes; Russia’s quest will
take as long or longer.

Unfortunately, the question of Russian identity is one of Russia’s “eternal questions.”
Pelevin is unlikely to solve the question himself, but he is far from finished with his search for

new meaning in post-Soviet Russian life.

Contributions

The preceding chapters have examined the void in Pelevin. Although my research relies
on all available Pelevin scholarship, this dissertation contributes to this scholarship in several key
ways. First, it looks at Pelevin’s void not just in the current post-Soviet context but also in the

larger tradition of Russian culture. I argue that Pelevin is in dialogue with the long-standing

1iary pasiu4arh, CHUIMaTh IPOTUBOPEYNUs, U3BUHATH U IPUMUPSATH pa3auyusl....Jla, Ha3HaYEHHE PYCCKOIO 4eII0BEKa
eCTb OeccIIOpHO BeeeBporelickoe U BceMupHoe. CTaTh HACTOSIIUM PYCCKUM, CTaTh BIIOJIHE PYyCCKHM, MOXET OBITb,
U 3HAYUT TOJBKO (B KOHIIE KOHI[OB, 3TO IIOAYEPKHUTE) CTATh OPaTOM Bcex JIOAEH, BCEYeI0BEKOM, €CIIU XOTUTe.”
Fedor Dostoevskii, Sobranie sochinenii v piatnadtsati tomakh, vol. 14 (Leningrad: Nauka, 1995), 438-9.
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debate of Russia’s identity vis-a-vis the binary of East vs. West. While Pelevin agrees with past
Russian thinkers that choosing an eastern or western path would amount to imitation, the only
“middle way” he has suggested is “nothingness.” Either the void is Pelevin’s final answer, or (as
I suggest above) he is still searching for his solution.

Secondly, I considered two novels that have received comparatively little scholarly
attention—FEmpire “V” and The Sacred Book of the Werewolf. To some extent, Pelevin’s later
works are less critically acclaimed and so these two novels have not received as much attention
as Chapaev and Pustota and Generation “P.” Some critics accuse Pelevin of self-plagiarism and
perhaps do not want to bother reading novels that share the same themes as his earlier works.

Although I agree that the later two novels are not Pelevin’s strongest work, I found them
valuable because they demonstrate how Pelevin’s conceptions of the void, hypercapitalism, and
Buddhism have developed over time. Because Pelevin’s works comment on the same themes
(and, in some cases, seem to share the same universe), I was able to come to a different
conclusions about his earlier work. For example, most scholars read the ending of Chapaev and
Pustota in two ways: (1) Petr solipsistically decides to create and live in his own universe or (2)
Petr achieves nirvana. By examining A Khuli’s transcendence at the end of The Sacred Book of
the Werewolf, 1 determined that Petr may ultimately reach nirvana, but this is not depicted in the
novel, leading one to assume he must repeat the cycle of samsara at least one more time (and
perhaps many times) with the help of Chapaev.

Finally, very few sources have seriously considered the Buddhist factor in Pelevin’s
work. In the past, several critics have doubted the veracity of Pelevin’s Buddhism (see chapter
3), suggesting that Buddhism serves as another text subject to postmodernist play. Understanding

Buddhism’s concept of void, non-self, and illusion are key in understanding Chapaev and
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Pustota and The Sacred Book of the Werewolf. The reason A Khuli had difficulty finding
enlightenment is because her ego-self prevented her from practicing loving kindness. Once she
emptied herself completely in her love for Aleksandr, A Khuli understood and was able to
disappear from the material plane.

The Buddhist concept of dependent origination explains why Buddhism appeals to a
postmodernist like Pelevin. Dependent origination says that nothing has independent essence
(i.e., a signified) because it is only a consequence of interaction among other phenomena and all
phenomena are constantly changing. In the postmodern world, where signifiers “float” or “slip

beneath” one another endlessly, a concept of dependent origination could be appealing.

Further Research

One major topic that deserves future exploration is the relationship among the void,
Russian nihilism, and postmodernism. Russian nihilism has always been premised on the
destruction of existing truths and values (political, religious, moral, etc.). Nihilism’s answer to
“By what values/truths should we live?” is also “nothingness.” The most basic, encyclopedia
definition of nihilism points out: “In the 20th century, nihilism encompassed a variety of
philosophical and aesthetic stances that, in one sense or another, denied the existence of genuine
moral truths or values, rejected the possibility of knowledge or communication, and asserted the

9413

ultimate meaninglessness or purposelessness of life or of the universe.”" ~ The denial of any

413 Encyclopaedia Britannica, s.v. “Nihilism,” accessed July 25, 2017,
https://www .britannica.com/topic/nihilism.

For a more detailed philosophical discussion of nihilism’s moral skepticism, sense of the meaninglessness
of life, and atheism, see Robert G. Olson, “Nihilism,” in The Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 8 vols. (New York,
London: Macmillan, 1967), 5:515-17. Works on nihilism and postmodernity by D. M. Levin, Gianni Vattimo,
Ashley Woodward, and others suggest interesting directions, but do not address the Russian context.
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overarching system of truth or values and the inability to effectively communicate using
language are both qualities associated with postmodernism and Buddhism.

Revolutionary anarchist Mikhail Bakunin’s (1814—1876) 1842 essay “Reaction in
Germany” was a major influence on the nihilist movement. It contains the pronouncement, “Let
us therefore trust the eternal Spirit which destroys and annihilates only because it is the
unfathomable and eternal source of all life. The passion for destruction is a creative passion,

t00'95414

This destruction is very similar to the void in Pelevin—it is both a destructive and
creative force. Pelevin highlights this destructive, nihilistic void with his novels Generation “P”
and Empire “V,” but he has also made it his mission to replace this barren, sterile, oppressive
nihilism with something that acknowledges Russia’s “void” but that is not negatively nihilistic—
the liberating, Buddhist sinyata.

After examining the void in Pelevin’s novels from 1996-2006, an obvious question is
“How does Pelevin treat the void in his later works?”” Pelevin has been called a self-plagiarist for
writing on the same topics over and over again but as time passes and more works emerge, they
may offer material for tracking the evolution of Pelevin’s personal description of the void, his
quest for identity, and the role of the void in that quest.

Originally, I set out to examine not just thematic voids in Pelevin’s texts but semantic
voids as well. In chapter 1, for example, I mentioned his story “Ukhriab,” in which Pelevin
creatively incorporates the invented word “ukhriab” into the end of one word and the beginning
of another—Ileaving a gap between the two words (e.g., “ymsut 1Byx psiounkoB” “he gobbled up

two grouses”). Knowing Pelevin’s penchant for word play and the prominence of gaps and voids

in his works, there must be more examples like this. These kinds of semantic voids, in which the

*14 Mikhail Bakunin, “The Reaction in Germany,” in Bakunin on Anarchy, ed. Sam Dolgoff (New York:
Vintage Books, 1972).

188



space, or “void,” between two words serves as a link that creates a neologism that can in turn be
endowed with more content, deserves further exploration.

I believe comparing Pelevin’s use of the void with that of other contemporary Russian
authors would also be productive. Vladimir Sorokin’s early novels such as The Queue (Ouepeos,
1983) or Roman (Poman, 1985-89) highlight a conceptualist type of emptiness in which
simulacra are deconstructed and there is a breakdown in the text itself. Hans Giinther has written
about Vladimir Makanin’s novel Underground, or A Hero of Our Time (AnoezpayHo, uiu eepoii
nawezo spemenu, 1999) using the concept of kenosis (from the Greek kends—“empty”’).*"
Viktor Erofeev has also acknowledged a breakdown in the relationship between the signifier and
signified, and Iurii Buida has written a novel (The Zero Train, /[on /Jomuno, 1993) about a
mysterious train, a “Potemkin village” that serves as a metaphor entire Soviet project. Finally,
Olga Slavnikova’s 2010 novel Light-headed (Jleckas 2onosa) features a hero with an empty
space in his head, which is blamed for causing all sorts of catastrophes for the Russian state.
These authors represent just a sampling of writers in Russia who have engaged with the void.

Finally, where is the void in post-Soviet film? Is it also reflected in other arts (in graphic
and musical arts, for example)? In his 2006 dissertation, Gerald McCausland examines the void
in Ivan Dykhovichnyi’s 1992 film Moscow Parade (a French-Russian co-production, known in
Russian as IIpopsa [Abyss]), in which a writer succumbs to suicide after attempting to describe
the void. This film also deals with renegotiating individual and national identity in the wake of

the collapse of the Soviet Union. It would be interesting to explore films with similar themes.

*15 Hans Giinther, “Post-Soviet Emptiness (Vladimir Makanin and Viktor Pelevin),” Journal of Eurasian

Studies 4 (2013): 100-6.
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Final Thoughts

Pelevin’s “void” is important because it simultaneously represents metaphysical despair
and a search for new values to resolve it. While the broken binary semiotic model of word =
signifier + signified may not seem significant in theory, it has palpable consequences in the real
world. Language is the way we communicate and create meaning from our surroundings. When
language breaks down, it leaves a void—the process of creating meaning is disturbed, affecting
one’s relationship to one’s self and to the surrounding world (personal and national identity).

When language is separated from meaning, we experience a loss of any sense of Truth.
Pelevin presents this loss as having two variants. For Pelevin, the western, postmodern void
represents the terror of an inability to locate oneself in the world. The eastern, Buddhist void
represents a transcendence of the material world—a path that is more appealing than the western
void, but arguably not a perfect fit for Russia. What if the eastern void is an escape from the hard
work of engaging with the world in this life rather than a true transcendence of the world?

As someone who engages with both postmodernism and Buddhism, one would think that
Pelevin would be comfortable living in a world with no higher Truth, but this is not the case. The
nostalgia that some critics perceive in some of Pelevin’s works is not nostalgia for the Soviet
regime, but rather for a time when one still had a grip on reality, where one’s feet were planted
on terra firma. When the Soviet Union collapsed, Russians found themselves living in a world
where not just one system had disappeared (i.e., the Soviet Union), but al/ systems (i.e., the
postmodern rejection of all totalizing systems). Soviet values had disappeared and the new,
postmodern, late capitalist world in which Russians found themselves living made it impossible

to acquire a new set of all-encompassing, national values.
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While I answered the questions I had at the start of my research, Pelevin’s reluctance to
give up on his search for Truth has only left me with more questions than can be resolved in the

space of a dissertation.
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