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B.B. Epodees!
SiNck the turn of the century, Vladimir Sorokin has frequently noted
his affinity with the Romantic perception of the world: Boo6me s po-
MaHTUK, XOTsI BO MHOTOM U IJiea/IiCT. S He ObUI IparMaTUKOM HUKOTIAA,
JIETKOMBICTIEHHO OTHOCWJICS K AeHbraM. S ueloBeK yBIeKaroLjuiics, 1
B 9TOM fl POMAHTUK.” Sl pPOMaHTUK ¥ He 000 KOIAThCsA BO BHYTPEH-
HOCTAX [OIepHOIt mocTaHoBKM]..> I pOMaHTMK M HMKOT[A MUCTUKOI
He yBiekasncs.* Sorokin considers Romantic traits to be the foundation
of the Russian mentality: MbI [pycckue] poMaHTUKY, BepUM B UfIeasIbl,
Jypeca, cBeTnoe Oypmymee.’

1 “This is a dish prepared by a disappointed Romantic.” Viktor Erofeev, 1996, “Russkie
tsvety zla,” V labirinte prokliatykh voprosov, Moscow, pp. 232-50; p. 248.

2 “Tam mostly a Romantic, although in many ways I am an idealist as well. I have never
been a pragmatic and I have always had a carefree attitude towards money. I am a
person who likes to enjoy himself and that makes me a Romantic.” Vladimir Sorokin
in Anonymous, 2001, “Interv’iu,” Km.ru, 6 December 2001, http://www.km.ru/glav-
noe/2001/12/06/intervyu-s-izdatelem/vladimir-sorokin, accessed 3 August 2012. If
not stated otherwise, all translations are mine.

3 “I am a Romantic and I do not like to delve into the bowels [of opera staging]...”
Vladimir Sorokin in Leila Guchmazova, 2005, “Po Bol’'shomu,” Itogi 10, pp. 63-65;
p. 65.

4 “IamaRomantic and I have never been interested in mysticism.” Vladimir Sorokin in
Aleksandr Neverov, 2002, “Proshchai, kontseptualizm!” Itogi 11, pp. 49-51; p. 49.

5 “We [Russians] are Romantics, we believe in ideals, miracles and a brighter future.”
Vladimir Sorokin in Igor’ Gavrikov, 2005, “Doktor Sorokin,” Litsa 9, pp. 86 -91; p. 91.
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When talking about Romanticism, Sorokin is referring not to an artis-
tic movement but rather to a “Romantic feeling.” In the words cited above,
what he understands by a “Romantic feeling” is an aspiration towards the
sublime and the ideal, as well as a holistic perception of reality. According
to Michael Ferber, the editor of A Companion to European Romanticism
from 2006, there is no “common denominator” for all Romantics. A bet-
ter way to understand this movement is to adopt Ludwig Wittgenstein’s
notion of “family resemblances” and compile a list of distinctive traits:

In a family of 10 people, for instance, there may be five or six distinc-
tive facial or bodily features that recur among them, but it might turn
out that two or even three members share none of them. They might
each have two of the traits, but the other members of the family each
have four or five of them, so there are many overlaps, and when you
have had a good look at, say, five members of the family, you can pick
out the other five from a crowd.

One of these distinctive Romantic traits is the conflict between the ideal
and reality. Hereinafter, when referring to Romanticism, we will address
it not as an epoch but from a typological point of view. The first scholar to
notice Romantic traits in the poetics of the Moscow Conceptualists was
Boris Groys. While Sorokin is not mentioned in Groys’article “Moskovskii
romanticheskii kontseptualizm” and his relationship with that artistic
movement remains complicated,” some statements from Groys work
are relevant to the problem we are going to explore here. Groys states:
Pycckoe MCKYCCTBO OT MKOHBI O HAIINX [JHEN XOUeT TOBOPUTH O MUpe
UHOM. [...] VlckyccTBO ecTb miA HUX [MOCKOBCKMX KOHIIENITYa/lNCTOB]
BTOp)KeHIIe MIpPa MHOTO B HALll MUP, ITOfJIE)KAalIlee OCMBIC/IEHNIO.®

The world of Sorokin’s works is often dichotomist and is based on a
conflict between two contradicting artistic realities. The author applies

6 Michael Ferber, 2005, “Introduction,” A Companion to European Romanticism, Mal-
den, Mass., pp. 1-9; p. 6.

7 For more details, see my Absurdopediia russkoi zhizni Vladimira Sorokina, St Peters-
burg, 2012, pp. 35-39.

8 “Russian art, from the icons to the present day, wants to talk about the other world.
[...] For them [the Moscow Conceptualists], art is an intrusion by the other world
into our world, and it needs to be understood.” Boris Groys, 2003, “Moskovskii ro-
manticheskii kontseptualizm,” Iskusstvo utopii, Moscow, pp. 168-86; pp. 185-86.
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this principle in many different ways: from binary stylistic constructs in
Pervyi subbotnik (The First Saturday Workday, 1979-84) to merging fu-
turistic and archaic imagery in Goluboe salo (Blue Lard, 1999) and Den’
oprichnika (Day of the Oprichnik, 2006); from the opposition between
the ways of life of Soviet apparatchiks and dissidents in Tridtsataia liubov’
Mariny (Marina’s Thirtieth Love, 1982-84) to the conflict between “meat
machines” and “people of the Light” in Trilogiia (Ice Trilogy,2002-2005);
from Siamese twins in Mesiats v Dakhau (A Month in Dachau, 1990) to
clones in Blue Lard and Deti Rozentalia (Rosenthal’s Children, 2005). In
a number of works, there also appears an image of the ideal that embod-
ies the ultimate values of this or that artistic reality. It alternates with an
image of the anti-ideal as a representation of reality’s negative and mon-
strous features. Chasing the ideal in vain, whatever disguise it takes, or
its sudden loss, the tragic destruction of the ideal or idyllic world, are also
recurrent themes. These four components—conflict between two contra-
dicting artistic realities, images of the ideal, images of the anti-ideal and
the recurrent theme of chasing the ideal in vain—constitute a Romantic
paradigm in Sorokin’s ceuvre.

Romantic dualism in “The Norm’ and “The First Saturday Workday’

In the novel Norma (The Norm, 1979-83) the concept of Romantic dual-
ism (pomanTudeckoe gBoeMupue) is expressed as a collision between the
utopia produced by Socialist Realism and the reality of Soviet life. In the
story “Padezh” (“Cattle Plague,” the core of part three of The Norm), a
poverty-stricken and dilapidated communal farm is compared to a “neat
and skilfully fabricated” model of the farm. The creator of this model,
the chairman of the communal farm, Tishchenko, virtually turns into
a Hoffmann-like Romantic hero—helpless, pitiful and awkward in real
life, he secretly dreams of the ideal world where there is exemplary “or-
der.” In the catalogue “Stikhi i pesni” (“Poems and songs,” part seven
of The Norm), Soviet poetry, including poems with elements of “revolu-
tionary Romanticism,” forms a bizarre symbiosis with “the prose of life,”
which is represented in many ways—from naturalistic chronicles to the
absurdist grotesque.

9 Vladimir Sorokin, 2002, “Padezh,” Sobranie sochinenii v trekh tomakh, vol. 1, pp.
168-202;p.171.
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The artistic strategy embodied in this catalogue is developed in
the collection of short stories and tales The First Saturday Workday.
According to the author, ectp mBa momoca—xaoc 1 MopAAOK. MeHA
06a OHNM IPUBIEKAIOT, KAK MarHUT. MeHsA KadaeT MeXJY KeCTKUMM
¥ XaOTUYeCKMMU CTPYKTypaMu. B 9TOM M craceHme: cerogHs OfHO,
saprpa—apyroe.” In The First Saturday Workday the pole of order is oc-
cupied by the genre and stylistic clichés of Socialist Realism. Whereas
Sorokin felt extremely hostile towards the Soviet system, in the 1980s
and the early 1990s he admired Socialist Realist art, in which he found
“inhuman beauty” (He4yenoBeyeckas Kpacora)." He sees Socialist Realist
literature as the ideal world, and enthusiastically worked on recreating
this world in The First Saturday Workday. The opposite pole is the chaos
of daily life, which is perceived in a purely Romantic way as a “menac-
ing world” (cTpaurubiit Mmup): CMOTpUM BOKPYT: JOMA, TIOAY, MAIINHBI,
TepeBbs, JOPOTH, )KMBOTHBIE, HaceKoMble. YTo aT0? 3auem? Ilouemy?
Mup ¢opm crpamen. OH myraeT CBOMM CyliecTBOoBaHMeM.” As in the
catalogue “Poems and songs,” the ways of representing this world vary
from ameMeHTBI HOPHO- WM XKECTKOI TUTEpaTypsl® to zaum’, the gro-
tesque and the absurd.

“The fall from grace of Soviet man [...] from the Socialist Realist Eden
to the infinite chaos of the world,” described by Aleksandr Genis,* is at
the same time the writer’s own “fall from grace.” Ivan Popov states:

IImcaTens myraer Xaoc peanbHON NeiiCTBUTENBHOCTH. VI 0TTOTO emy
Tak 6/11M3Ka KTaccuyecKas IMTepaTypa M MacCoBOe MCKYCCTBO, IIpef-

10 “There are two poles—chaos and order. Both of them attract me like a magnet. I swing
between rigid and chaotic structures. This is what rescues me—today one, tomorrow
the other.” Vladimir Sorokin in Petr Vail’ & Aleksandr Genis, 1992, “Vesti iz onko-
logicheskoi kliniki,” Sintaksis 32, pp. 138-43; p. 142.

11 Vail’ & Genis, 1992, p. 141.

12 “Welook around—houses, people, cars, trees, roads, animals, insects. What are they?
What are they for? Why? The world of forms is ghastly. It frightens us with its very
existence.” Vladimir Sorokin, 2002, “Morphophobia,” Sobranie sochinenii v trekh
tomakh, vol. 1, pp. 709-10; p. 709.

13 “Elements of pornographic or coarse literature” Vladimir Sorokin, 1992, “Tekst kak
narkotik,” Sbornik rasskazov, Moscow, pp. 119-26; p. 121.

14 DpexomageHne COBETCKOTO deIOBeKa, [...| M3 colpeanncTHdeckoro JpeMa B
6eccBs3ublit xaoc mupa. Aleksandr Genis, 1997, “Beseda desiataia. Pole chudes: Vik-
tor Pelevin,” Zvezda 12, pp. 230-33; p. 230.
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CTaBJIAIOLME Pea/IbHOCTDb KaK YeTKOCTD U YIIOPAL04eHHOCTD. C 3TOi!
o3uLuy abCypHO-HACUIbCTBEHHDIE Pa3BsI3KIU ero MPOU3BefeHuIl
MOKHO MHTEPIPETUPOBATh KaK BbIPA)KEHME II0[ICO3HATETBHOIO
CTpaxa I0TepU UJIea/IbHOIO IMTEPATYPHOTO MIIPa, IPOBOLMPYIOIIE-
r0o SMOLMOHA/IbHOE IePEXXMBaHME.

However, the idealness of the Socialist Realist world is also perceived by
the author as its artificialness, unnaturalness and falsity. Sorokin labelled
Stalinist literature a “monster with a sugary-sweet, doll-like face” and
“putrid entrails.”® What we in fact have here is the anti-ideal disguised
in ideal clothing; skilfully done in its own right, but a lifeless substitute
called upon to replace true spirituality. This is why destroying this deceit-
tul, false world, which is nevertheless very similar to the ideal, is a tragic
inevitability. It leaves the author and the reader alone with the “menac-
ing” world, beyond which there is nothing more than vacuous empti-
ness. These tragic overtones are dampened down beyond recognition in
The First Saturday Workday—they can, however, be detected in Sorokin’s
later works.

In the short story “Iu” from the collection Pir (The Feast, 2000), the
main character DANNO is haunted by a strange vision—a white dove with
its belly cut open flying towards him, decomposing along the way. From
the bird flows a “wave of tenderness” covered by the “smell of rotting en-
trails™ Tony6p pasnaraercsi CTO/Ib CTPEMUTEIBHO, YTO 10 MEHS 0JIeTaeT
TOJIDKO €T'0 CKeJIeT, MalllyIINil KOCT/IABBIMU KPBUIbAMH, U3 NIePbeB KO-
TOPBIX XXMPHBIM I'pajioM cblmioTcs yepsu.” This macabre vision comes
up again in the libretto of the opera Rosenthal’s Children: anticipating

15 “The writer is frightened by the chaos of real life, and this is why he feels such an af-
finity with classical literature and art for the masses, which represent reality as some-
thing precise and ordered. From this point of view, the absurdist and forced resolu-
tions of his works may be interpreted as an expression of a subconscious fear of losing
the ideal literary world, which causes emotional distress.” I.V. Popov, 2006, “Russkii
literaturnyi diskurs v tvorchestve Vladimira Sorokina,” Semiozis i kul’tura 2, ed.
L.E. Fadeeva, Syktyvkar, pp. 242-47; pp. 246-47.

16 CoBeTcKas CTalIMHCKas IUTepaTypa—|[...] MOHCTp CO ClaljaBbIM, HAIITYKATypeH-
HBIM JIML[OM, ¥ I C/ieJIaJl IIOIIBITKY B3IJISIHYTh Ha €ro THIIble oTpoxa [...] Vladimir
Sorokin in Gavrikov, 20035, p. 89.

17 “The dove decomposes so rapidly that all that reaches me is its skeleton, flapping
bony wings with a thick coating of worms.” Vladimir Sorokin, 2002, “Iu,” Sobranie
sochinenii v trekh tomakh, vol. 3, pp. 427-50; p. 429.
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his fast-approaching death, Wagner’s clone dreams about a divine swan
swirling in the blue of the sky with snow-white wings that are suddenly
overwhelmed by death worms.

The image of a beautiful swan bearing death first appears in a key
scene of the film Moskva (Moscow, 2001; script by Sorokin, 1997). In
the film, the businessman Mike, who is passionate about Russian ballet,
climbs onto the stage of the Bol’shoi Theatre carrying two bouquets of
flowers. A ballerina is on stage and just about to finish her performance
of The Dying Swan. Suddenly there is a sniper shot, and the terrified
dancer crawls into the wings, splattered with Mike’s blood. Mike dies on
the path to his ideal —the art of Russian ballet. The ballerina in the pure
white dress splattered with blood is equivalent to the “inhuman beauty”
of Socialist Realism, steeped in the stench of its “putrid entrails.” It is
a crystallized figurative embodiment of the narrative strategy, which is
characteristic of many of Sorokin’s works.

This context clarifies the meaning of an odd image that appears at
the end of the short story “Sorevnovanie” (“Competition”) from The
First Saturday Workday. The pyramid made from lard with pus inside is
nothing other than a figurative model of the Socialist Realism canon that
hides the atrocious (pus) under a (pseudo-)ideal disguise. The actions of
Vasilii Petrovich, who cuts the pyramid in two, express the author’s nar-
rative strategy. The process of the pus exuding from Socialist Realism is
depicted as joyless: the pyramid lying on a “pale bedsheet” (na 61egnoI
npocTbiHe) is put onto a “melancholic log” (rpycthas komopa), Vasilii
Petrovich cuts it with a “sad axe” (meuanpublii Tonop) and brushes away
a tear.”®

The image of the “norm” as an embodiment of the anti-ideal

Ideal and anti-ideal elements in Sorokin’s works are frequently concen-
trated in symbolic images around which the plot revolves. The frighten-
ingly true-to-life scenes of coprophagy that brought the author contro-

18 The author will return to this image in the short story “Avaron” from Pir. At its cul-
mination, the glass coffin with Lenin’s embalmed body compresses into an equilat-
eral pyramid and begins to shine with a “soft purple light,” and from its lateral side a
purple Worm—Satan—smoothly stretches itself out. In “Avaron” Sorokin intricately
links ontological evil, the authoritarian traditions of Russian regimes and commu-
nist ideology with Socialist Realist literature.
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versial fame are, in fact, a condensed artistic expression of the negative
and monstrous phenomena of reality.

In the first part of the novel The Norm, the characters eat briquettes
made of child faeces on a daily basis. The image of the “norm” is usu-
ally interpreted as an embodiment of the perverted essence of Soviet
ideology.” In the text, however, there are no indications that the “norm”
is specifically Soviet, and this presents an obstacle to a straightforward,
allegoric decoding of the grotesque image. Interviewing Sorokin in1998,
literary observer Mikhail Novikov asked:

Kunra Hammcana tak, 4TO YMTaaaCh TOTAA KakK mamdrer, 3T0 6510
obm4eHme y)xacHoro cTposi. Ceilyac ee 4nTaellb ¥ IOHMMAelb, YTO
BCe JIe/Io Tocepbe3Hee 1 NocnoxHee. Kak Bbl fyMaeTe, HOpMa—3TO
HeOOXOAVMBII T KOMIIOHEHT 00lLiecTBeHHOro ycrpolictBa? To ecTsb
He/b3s1 XUTb B OOI[eCTBe 1 He «BBIKYIINBATbh» CBOIO €KETHEBHYIO
HOPMY.

Sorokin replied: Tymalo, ato mpo6iema eue riny6xe. COOCTBEHHO, Helb-
351 )KUTD Ha 9TOIT 3eMJie, He mmoefiast HopMbL.>® One can conclude: the im-
age of the “norm” expresses not so much the absurdity of Soviet reality
as the existential absurdity of human life as such.” The protagonist of
A Month in Dachau laments:

I BMOKeHMsI CKOMBKO aBTOMAaTKM3MOB 3yOHas IieTKa HOXKHMIIBL /IS
YCOB LIVITYMKI J/Is1 HOI'Tell pacyecka BOT HAlllM BEUHBIE TOPabOTH-

19 For instance: Aleksandr Genis, 1997, “Sovetskaia metafizika,” Vavilonskaia bashnia,
Moscow, pp. 98-104; p. 103. Mikhail Ryklin, 1994, “Roman Vladimira Sorokina:
norma, kotoruiu my s”eli,” Kommersant” 180, p. 13.

20 “Novikov: “The book was written in such a way that it was read like a pamphlet, it
was a denunciation of a terrible regime. When you read it now you understand that
the whole case is more serious and complicated. In your opinion, is the norm an
inevitable part of any society? In other words, is it impossible to live in society and
not ‘consume’ your daily norm?” Sorokin: I think that the problem lies even deeper.
As a matter of fact, you can’t live on this earth without eating the norm’” Vladimir
Sorokin ¢ Mikhail Novikov, 1998, “My ne vstanem ni pod kakim pamiatnikom,”
Kommersant” 161, p. 10.

21 This is a major problem for absurdist literature in general, cf. fatality and imprison-
ment in Franz Kafka’s Der Prozef$ (The Trial) and Das Schlof§ (The Castle), meaning-
less and endless waiting in Samuel Beckett’s En attendant Godot (Waiting for Godot),
or everyday trials in Albert Camus’ La Chute (The Fall).
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TeNM ¥ leppufia MpaB KaxK/0e aBTOMATIYeCKOe IBVKEHUE TEKCTY-
QJIPHO KaXK[BIIl TEKCT TOTAMTAPEH MBI B TEKCTE a CIeOBATE/IbHO B
TOTaIUTapu3Me Kak MyXu B Mefy |[...]**

In this case the hero Vladimir Georgievich Sorokin expresses the au-
thor’s thoughts, since more than 10 years later—in 2003 —the writer will
almost literally reiterate the statement:

YenoBek JBMIKETCA B HAIIPAB/IEHMM CYACThs, HO Ha YT K HEMY Ha
HEM OCTAETCs BUCETh, KAK HA €XKe, JePbMO—3TO HAIIM aBTOMATU3-
MBL [...] YesoBek XUBET B YCIOBUAX HACUINA U HACKIMEM, KaK KO-
Map B 6aHKe ¢ MefoM. MBI IoNro 6apaxtaeMcs B 9TOV XKVUSHM U He
MO>XeM BbIOpaThCs.?

The figurative identification of automatisms with faeces has a linguistic
dimension. In the “new Russian” language of Blue Lard, the word kal
(“faeces”) means “popular quotation.” YKoma oH, a He xo3stuH. /b roHa
pasBen—says Mokin in “Cattle Plague,” referring to the ridiculous orders
of the chairman Tishchenko.?* Later, Mokin makes the harsh accusation
against Tishchenko that he had “pissed and shitted on everyone,” and
this can also be understood as a hint at his turbulent legislation. In the
seventh part of The Norm, a “historical talk between Duchamp and Dali
about the sale of shit by one pop-artist” is mentioned —they were obvi-
ously discussing Merda d’artista (Artist’s Shit, 1961) by Piero Manzoni.

22 “Movements lots of automatisms toothbrush moustache scissors nail clipper comb
these are our everlasting enslavers and derrida is right every automatic movement is
textual every text is totalitarian we are in a text hence in totalitarianism like flies in
honey [...]” Vladimir Sorokin, 2002, “Mesiats v Dakhau,” Sobranie sochinenii v trekh
tomakh, vol. 1, pp. 745-65; p. 758.

23 “A person moves towards happiness but on the way he is burdened like a hedgehog
carrying shit—these are our automatisms. [...] A person lives in violent circum-
stances and by violence, like a mosquito in a honey jar. We have been floundering
in this life for so long and we cannot get out.” Vladimir Sorokin & Daniel-Dylan
Béhmer, 2003, “Es war schon immer gefihrlich ein russischer Schriftsteller zu sein,”
Der Spiegel, 11 October 2003, http://www.spiegel.de/kultur/literatur/interview-mit-
wladimir-sorokin-es-war-schon-immer-gefaehrlich-ein-russischer-schriftsteller-zu-
sein-a-269164-druck.html, accessed 6 August 2012. Russian translation: 2003, “Byt’
pisatelem v Rossii vsegda bylo opasno,” Der Spiegel, 13 October, http://www.inosmi.
ru/inrussia/20031013/19 6241.html, accessed 6 August 2012.

24 “He is an asshole, not a master. Look at all this shit.” Sorokin, 2002, p. 170.
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The conceptualistic and pop-artistic strategy of dealing with the “norm”
can be conveyed by Sorokin’s words about Lev Landau (a protagonist of
II’ia Khrzhanovskii’s film Dau (Dau, 2011; script by Sorokin)): Ou ee,
HOPMY, 11 He eI Ha CaMOM Jeste HuKorga. [lotomy 4to oH 6611 Gppuk. On
HOPMOI1 KOHITIMPOBAJI, Ma3as CTeHbl, nucas e ¢popmynbl. Takum 06-
pa3oM OH IIPeofIoIeBa/l COBETCKYIO P€aJIbHOCTD.»

The image of the “blue lard” as an embodiment of the ideal
The category of the ideal is artistically expressed in Sorokin’s works in the
images of lard and ice, finalized as the “blue lard” from the eponymous
novel and the “Heaven Ice” in Ice Trilogy. Asked why “soft” and “eluding”
substances occupy a central role in many of his texts, the writer said: ato
HOfICO3HATE/IbHASL POMAHTUYECKasl, MOXeT OBbITb, yTOIMYeCKas Mfes
BBIAE/IUTD aOCOMIOT HEKMIL, KOTOPOTrO He XBaTaeT B Hallleil K U3HL.>

The image of lard first appears in the aforementioned short story
“Competition.” The expression “pus and lard” (ruoit n cano) is used in
the short story “Pamiatnik” (“The Monument”) from the same collec-
tion, alongside “defamation of lard ice” (1ennbmoBaHMe eAsiHOTO caa).”
Later, the expression “blue lard” appears in the play Doverie (Confidence,
1989)* and in Dostoevsky-trip (1997)— “heavy leaden lard” (rsxenoe
cBUHIIOBOE caso).” In the Blue Lard novel this matter accumulates in
the bodies of the clones of great writers after they finish their “script-
process.” The “blue lard” is here the quintessence of literature, of the very
phenomenon of literariness, a material substitute for a spiritual matter:
roay6oe cajmo—Iie/ib BCSIKOTO TBOPUYECTBA, COBIBLIASICSA MeUTa XYLOXK-

25 “In fact, he never actually ate the norm. Because he was a freak. He juggled with the
norm, smeared walls with it, wrote formulas by it. That was his way of overcoming
Soviet reality.” Vladimir Sorokin ¢ Andrei Arkhangel’skii, 2012, “Proiskhodit oby-
dlenie elit,” Ogonek 4, 30 January, http://www.kommersant.ru/doc/1857067, accessed
6 August2012.

26 “It’s a subconscious Romantic, maybe even utopian idea of singling out something
absolute that we lack in our life.” Vladimir Sorokin, 2006, “My vse otravleny litera-
turoi,” Arba.ru, http://www.arba.ru/art/849/7, accessed 6 August 2012.

27 Vladimir Sorokin, “Pamiatnik,” Sobranie sochinenii v trekh tomakh, vol. 1, pp. 701-
706; pp. 703-704.

28 Vladimir Sorokin, 2007, “Doverie,” Kapital: polnoe sobranie p’es, pp. 37-74; p. 58.

29 Vladimir Sorokin, 2007, “Dostoevsky-trip,” Kapital: polnoe sobranie p’es, pp. 303—
36; p. 319.
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HIKA, Tpefien 60)KeCTBEHHOTo peobpakenns. Jleno B ToM, 4To romyboe
CajI0—3TO PYCCKUII Tpaaib: AyX, CTABIINII IJIOTHIO.>

The “blue lard” balances on the cusp of material and spiritual, physi-
cal and metaphysical realities: Cano cBeTnI0CH HEXXHO-TONMYOBIM, HI Ha
YTO He IOXOXKVUM CBETOM. [...] DTOT HEOOBIUHBIN U He3eMHOLL céem 3a-
craBuI 6parbeB CMONKHY T It is Sorokin’s blaue Blume which the writ-
er endows with incredible characteristics that express his understanding
of the key features of literature:

ITO BelleCTBO YCTPOEHO IO-APYroMy, 4eM Bce cyliee Ha 3emie. OHO
He MO)KeT HU HarpeBaTbCs, HU OXJIaXKIATbCs U BCEIrfja TaKoe XKe Te-
IIJ7I0€, KaK Hallla KpOBb. Ero MOXXHO pe3aTh, OHO Pa3pesxkercs, MOX-
HO pBaTb—OHO pas3opsercsa. Ho ecnn ero BIOXKUTH B pacKaJeHHYIO
Heyb, OHO He CTOPUT ¥ He HarpeeTCsl, eCY ONMyCTUTD B NefIAHYI0 Maii-
Hy—He oxnagutcs. OHo BeuHo. V Bcerga OymeT TaKuM XKe TEIIBIM,
KaK KpoBb miofieit. Ero MO>XHO pa3npoOutb u pasBesTb 110 BETPY,
HO YacTHIbI €r0 BCe PaBHO OYAYT B MUpe, U JjaXKe eC/Iy MUP Halll
3aMep3HeT JIefsTHOM IO VM MPEeBPATUTCS B HblIa0liee COMH-
Le—rony6oe caso HaBCera OCTAHeTCs B HeM.?

Why was such an earthly object as lard chosen for the artistic embodi-
ment of a highly spiritual activity? Lard is pig fat and fat is the energy re-
serve for an animal. Likewise, classics form a stable complex of ideas and

30 “The blue lard is the goal of any creative work, an artist’s dream come true, the end of
the divine transfiguration. The fact is that the blue lard is the Russian Holy Grail: the
spirit transformed into flesh.” Aleksandr Genis, 1999, “Strashnyi son,” Radio Svo-
boda, http://archive.svoboda.org/programs/OTB/1999/OBT.03.asp, accessed 6 August
2012.

31 “The blue lard was shining with a tender blue, one-of-a-kind light. [...] This unusual
and unearthly light forced the brothers to fall silent.” (Emphasis added.) Vladimir
Sorokin, 2002, “Goluboe salo,” Sobranie sochinenii v trekh tomakh, vol. 3, pp. 7-302;
pp-106 and 110.

32 “This substance is organized unlike anything else on Earth. It cannot heat up or cool
down and is always as warm as our blood. You can cut it and it will get cut, you can
tear it and it will get torn. But if it is placed in a glowing furnace it will not burn down
and heat up, if it is dropped into an ice-hole it will not cool down. It is eternal. And it
will always remain as warm as people’s blood. You can break it into pieces and scatter
it in the wind, but its particles will still be in the world, and even if our world freezes
over like a block of ice or turns into a glowing sun, the blue lard will remain in it
forever.” Sorokin, 2002, p. 139.
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images that is used by subsequent generations. The inexhaustibility and
imperishability of classical works of art is literally conveyed in the novel:
the existence of the “blue lard” has fostered “the fourth law of thermo-
dynamics” and in time it will allow the creation of a reactor of perpetual
energy?® The natural colour of lard is white or tender pink, but Sorokin
makes it blue in keeping with the archetypal colour of ideal images which
has its roots in the colour of the sky (“blue flower,” “blue bird,” “blue
blood™*). There is also a “clone-pigeon post” (k710H-ronMy6MHAs OYTA)*
in the novel which indirectly links the “blue lard” with the pigeon as an
ancient symbol of purity and spirituality (in Russian the words for ‘blue’
(goluboi) and ‘pigeon’ (golub’) have the same root).

The epigraph to Blue Lard is taken from La vie de Gargantua et de
Pantagruel (Gargantua and Pantagruel), written by Frangois Rabelais in
the sixteenth century, and the text of the novel is filled with physiological
imagery and obscenities. This brings out another meaning of the word
“lard” in Russian—the adjective sal’nyi can mean “obscene,” “cynical.”
There is also a clear association in the novel with homosexuality—the
“blue lard” is being created by the queer (in Russian slang goluboi) Boris
Gloger. Sorokin states: Hacrosmuit 1uTepaTop—aTO He M3TOTOBUTEND
KOH(eT. DTO HeKull MoNb30BaTe/Ib MUPA, MUP He TOIBKO U3 PafOCTHO-
T0, BO3BBILIEHHOTO, H&KHOTO ¥ KOM(POPTHOTO COCTOUT, HO C TAKMM JKe
IpaBOM—M13 CIIy>KeOHOro, 13 OTBpaTUTeIbHOro Toxe* According to
the writer, Russian literature of the nineteenth and first part of the twen-
tieth century lacks corporal imagery: }3-3a NOBBIIIEHHOJ KOHI|EHTpA-
LMY Uiell B PyCCKOM pOMaHe IJIOTH IIOYTY He ocTaBanoch MecTa.” That
is why, by imitating the styles of Russian classical writers in the novel,
Sorokin completes their creations with sexual scenes, obscenities and the
depiction of physiological functions.

33 Sorokin, 2002, pp. 107-108.

34 In the novel Hitler refers to the liquid “blue lard” as “blue blood” that will save the
world (Sorokin, 2002, p. 288).

35 Sorokin, 2002, p.18.

36 “A true man of letters is not a confectioner. He is a certain user of the world, and the
world consists not only of joyful, sublime, tender and comfortable things, but, with
the same right—of duty, of disgusting things too.” Vladimir Sorokin, 2005, “Litera-
tor—eto ne izgotovitel’ konfet,” Evreiskoe slovo 14, p. 8.

37 “The Russian novel concentrated so many ideas that there was no room for the flesh.”
Vladimir Sorokin, 2005, “Ot sostavitelia,” Russkii rasskaz XX veka, Moscow, pp. 5-8; p. 5.
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The corporal connotations mentioned above, however, do not under-
mine the sublime nature of the “blue lard.” This substance is depicted in
the novel as the embodiment of Schiller’s “ideally beautiful.” Many char-
acters try to take possession of the “blue lard,” including Stalin and Hitler,
and this is a clear metaphor for how art is used by totalitarian regimes.
But while nobody really knows how the “blue lard” should and can be
used, even so, all the characters suspect that it possesses colossal power.
Sorokin believes: mporecc koM6uHNMpOBaHNsA [OYKB] BecbMa 3arafodeH.
Hukro He 3HaeT, 4TO Takoe TBOPYECTBO U 3adeM oHO. OFHAKO 000Ii-
TUCH 6e3 Hero Mbl 1oka He Mo>keM.>® At the same time the writer states:
TexcT—odvenp mMourHoe opyxue. OH TMIHOTU3UPYET, & MHOTAA— IPO-
cro mapanusyet® The fact that wonderful “blue lard” is accumulated in
the bodies of monstrous clones conveys one more important idea:

TeKcTbI U Te0, KOTOPOE UX MOPOJIVIIO, —TOCTATOYHO Pa3HbIe BEIIN.
Sl 3HaI OFHOTO TOHKOTO II09Ta, KOTOPBI KaK dYelmOBEK—XKYT-
KNI TaKo!l KOMMYHanbHbINI MOHCTP. [...] Iloatomy Omaropmaputp
Py6unuiTeiiHa 3a TO, 9YTO OH ITIOPOAM/I 3TU TEKCTDI, J/Is1 MeHs bec-
CMBICTIEHHO, TIOCKOJIBKY 3TO HECO3HATEbHBII IIPOLIeCC.*

At the end of the novel, the postmodernist cultural situation in Russia is
depicted in a grotesque and estranged way: the ideally beautiful, miracle-
working “blue lard” is used for vulgar and utilitarian purposes by a dull
young man. His patchwork cloak, made out of 416 pieces of “blue lard,”
metaphorically embodies the centonical principle of composing texts
that gained popularity among postmodernist artists and is actively used
in the novel itself. The frustratingly trivial picture of reality stands in
clear contrast with the totalitarian epoch, terrifying but full of the hero-

38 “The process of combining [letters] is very enigmatic. Nobody knows what creativity
is and what it is for. So far, however, we have been unable to live without it.” Sorokin
in Neverov, 2002, p. 50.

39 “A text is a very powerful weapon. It hypnotizes and sometimes even paralyses.” So-
rokin, 1992, p. 121.

40 “Texts and the body that produced them are quite different things. I know one subtle
poet who as a person is such a scary communal monster. [...] That’s why it is nonsensi-
cal for me to thank Rubinstein for generating these texts, because it’s an unconscious
process.” Vladimir Sorokin & Tat’iana Voskovskaia, 1998, “Nasilie nad chelove-
kom—eto fenomen, kotoryi menia vsegda pritiagival...,” Russkii zhurnal, 3 April,
http://old.russ.ru/journal/inie/98-04-03/voskov.htm, accessed 6 August 2012.
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ism and greatness that are so aesthetically attractive to Sorokin. In the
words of Petr Vail’: B ppaHBIX, MHOTO)XaHPOBBIX, PA3HOCTU/IBHBIX COYM-
HeHusax COpPOKMHA OTYETIMBO BMUIHA TATA MYCTh K M/TIO30PHOMY, HO
LIe/IbHOMY OBITHIO IIPeXXHUX IoKoneHuit.* In a perspicacious review of
the novel, Arkadii Ippolitov wrote:

Poman «[onyboe camo» —o4eHb HEXXHOE TBOPEHIE, IONTHOE TPEMeT-
HOTO MfieaIn3Ma U TONyOMHOI Bepbl B BeIMUIe YeJIOBEIeCKOTO AyXa.
[...] «Tony6oe cano» mokasbIBaeT, YTO BCeM YeTOBEYECTBOM JIBUKET
TOJIBKO JKe/laHue 00/IafaHm s [y XOBHOCTBIO. YTBEPIK/JaTh TaKOe BCer-
Ia OBIIO OBOJBHO CMEJIO, a Ceifyac 1 BOOOIEe KaXKeTCsl, YTO HUKTO
He 11oBepuT. [...] OHO [MCKYCCTBO] BaskHee MIEONOTUN U IOMUTHKIL.
OHo BaxkHee uctopun, 60ppObl M Bo3Me3aus. B Mupe HeT HM4ero
Ba)KHee JIMTEpaTypbl, yTBepXKaaeT Bragumup COpPOKUH, U C 3TUM
He/Nb35 He COINIaCUThCA.*

The tragic unattainability of the ideal

The artistic world of Vladimir Sorokin is in fact a tragic world in which
the “norm” is plentiful and easy to reach, while the “blue lard” always
remains a dream. This is most clearly confirmed by his novel Roman
(A Novel, 1985-89) which is set at the very end of the nineteenth centu-
ry—in 1898-1904.4 This period of time was primarily chosen due to the
author’s historiosophical concept, according to which the Russian revo-

41 “In Sorokin’s ragged, multi-genre and stylistically diverse writings a propensity to-
wards the possibly illusory but integral existence of past generations can clearly be
seen.” Petr Vail’, 1996, “Pokhval’noe slovo shtampu, ili Rodnaia krov’,” Inostrannaia
literatura 1, pp. 232-34; p. 233.

42 “The novel Blue Lard is a very delicate creation, full of gentle idealism and dovelike
faith in the greatness of the human spirit. [...] Blue Lard argues that the whole of
humanity is driven only by the desire to possess spirituality. Stating such things has
always been quite daring, and nowadays it seems as if nobody at all believes it. [...]
It [art] is more important than ideology and politics. It is more important than his-
tory, struggle and retribution. Nothing else in the world is as important as literature,
Vladimir Sorokin insists, and we cannot but agree.” Arkadii Ippolitov, 1999, “Simvo-
lika tsveta i simvolika tela,” Novyi mir iskusstva s, p. 37.

43 First noted by Ol'ga Bugoslavskaia in her thesis: O.V. Bugoslavskaia, 2001, “Postmo-
dernistskii roman: printsipy literaturovedcheskoi interpretatsii: ‘Roman’ V. Sorokina
i ‘Poslednii son razuma’ D. Lipskerova,” (author’s abstract of the thesis), Moscow, p. 7.
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lutions were produced by classical Russian literature**—and the first rev-
olution shook Russia in 1905. The wooden bell into which Tat’iana, the
protagonist’s wife, “calls” in order to incite him into committing mur-
ders can be taken as an unambiguous reference to the newspaper Kolokol
(The Bell, 1857-67), published by Aleksandr Gertsen and Nikolai Ogarev
(which also explains the choice of wood as the material for the bell, since
paper is made from cellulose derived from wood). In 1860 the newspa-
per featured the notorious Pis’mo iz Provintsii (Letter from the Province),
in which a certain “Russian person” wrote—“Call on Russia to take the
axe!” The novel’s protagonist brings this statement to life and brutally
kills all the inhabitants of Krutoi Iar, using an axe given to him by the
rural paramedic Kliugin—a supporter of the revolutionary-democratic
ideology.

The end of the nineteenth century is the author’s favourite historic
era, in his own words: Eciu 6 1 mor, s 661 X0Ten oka3aTbcs B Poccuu
koH1a XIX Beka. B aToM sA3bIKe, C TI0AbMU, KOTOPblE MOT'YT JJOCTOIHO
BBIPa)KaTb CBOM MBIC/IU 1 IOCTOIHO BecT cebs. B ropopax, rje e3asT Ha
nomaznsx. e faMbl KpacuBO OfeBalOTCA. TO MO 9flaKas IMYHAA YTO-
nus.® This neo-romantic period attracts Sorokin with its clear ethic and
aesthetic guidelines. B Te BpeMeHa ellje yMeny UCKPEHHO MTI0OOUTD ObIIN
JKUBBI MieasIbl Oblna CUIbHA Bepa M060Bb K POAVHE K POSUTENAM BCe
TO YTO LVHWYHBIN ABAJIIATHII BEK 3a/IM/T KPOBBIO I BTONTAT B TPSI3b,*°
laments the autobiographical hero of A Month in Dachau while reading

44 TIpuMepHO B KOHIIE [IeBATHA/IIATOTO BeKa y HAC MPOM3OIIIA INTEPATYPHAS PEBO-
monust. JluTeparypa 3axBaTuia BIacTb B 9TOI cTpaHe. Obe pyccKiue peBOIOLNN,
CTAJIMHCKUIT TePPOP, a TIOTOM I NePeCTPOIKa—BCe 9TO IOCTIeACTBIA TUTEPATYP-
HoIt rereMonnn. “Somewhere at the end of the nineteenth century, we experienced
a literary revolution. Literature seized power in this country. Both Russian revolu-
tions, Stalin’s terror and after that perestroika—all of this was caused by the literary
hegemony.” Vladimir Sorokin in Tat’iana Voskovskaia, 2003, “Liubov’ sil’'nee litera-
tury,” Konservator 18, p. 17.

45 “If I could, I would love to be in Russia at the end of the nineteenth century. In that
language, with people who could express their thoughts and conduct themselves in
a dignified manner. In cities where people ride on horseback. Where women dress
nicely. This is my own kind of personal utopia.” Vladimir Sorokin in Vladislav Gorin,
2011, “Tirannozavr leg na briukho,” Sol’ 9, pp. 88-91; p. 91.

46 “In those times people still knew how to love sincerely ideals were alive love for thy
country and for one’s parents was strong everything that the cynical twentieth cen-
tury covered in blood and trampled into the dirt.” Sorokin, 2002, p. 756.
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Turgenev’s Veshnie vody (Torrents of Spring, 1872).#” In the novel Roman,
not only the genre and stylistic canon of the classical Russian novel de-
stroyed, so is the author’s ideal—both the aesthetic and lifestyle ideal.

The tragic unattainability of the ideal forms a consistent absurd pro-
to-plot in Sorokin’s work. Novels which are as stylistically different from
one another as Ochered’ (The Queue, 1983), Serdtsa chetyrekh (Four Stout
Hearts, 1991) and Metel’ (The Snowstorm, 2010) are united by their move-
ment towards a target that is perpetually slipping out of reach. In the
relatively optimistic The Queue, the protagonist achieves his subtopian
idyll, obtaining a woman and special access to goods without having to
queue, but in the profoundly pessimistic The Snowstorm, Doctor Garin’s
insistence on fulfilling his duty brings him the “very difficult and harsh”
(ouens TsKKO€, cypoBoe) fate of a disabled person.+®

The novel Day of the Oprichnik begins with Komiaga’s dream about a
white stallion that leaves him “forever more, everlastingly, irrevocably,”
while he needs it “like the very air.® This dream, a recurring story, lays
bare the remainder of what is human in the soul of the protagonist, whom
the totalitarian machine has transformed into a real monster. Boo6ue,
s IOBOJIBHO KPUTMYECKM HACTPOEH K HaueMy mupy. [...] Mup cospan
He fi7151 cqacThbsi. OHO MHOT/A CHUCXOAUT, HO pefiko, Sorokin once said.s°
And, in another context: 9tor Mup cauukom Tsxen. HeHane)XHOCTD,
WITI030PHOCTD, HI Ha YTO He/lb3sI OllepeThCsl. Pa3Be 4TO Ha cMepTh.S

Fleeting contact with the ideal gives Sorokin’s characters a moment
of supreme happiness, but in the end it invariably leads to death. In the

47 'The harsh sadomasochistic context in which a well-known love story is mentioned
provokes an ironic attitude to this sentence. At the v show Na noch’ gliadia (Pervyi
kanal, 21 March 2012), however, Sorokin named Torrents of Spring as a literary piece
about love that he would advise his grandson to read at the age of 15. The image of the
protagonist of A Month in Dachau is based on the author’s own identity, and that is
why, in a number of the hero’s phrases (not all of them are ironically defamiliarized),
the author’s voice can be heard.

48 Vladimir Sorokin, 2010, Metel’, Moscow, p. 301.

49 Hascerpga yxogut, [...] yXogut HaBekyu, yXoguT 6eCIIOBOPOTHO [...] Kak BO3AYX.
Vladimir Sorokin, 2006, Den’ oprichnika, Moscow, p. 5. Eng.: Vladimir Sorokin,
2011, Day of the Oprichnik, transl. J. Gambrell, New York, p. 3.

50 “I have a rather critical view of our world. [...] The world was not created for happi-
ness. It does show us mercy sometimes, but only rarely.” Sorokin, 1998, p. 10.

51 “This world is too difficult. Insecurity, illusoriness, you can’t rely on anything. Except
for death.” Sorokin in Vail’ & Genis, 1992, p. 143.
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short story “Avaron” from The Feast, Petia Lur’e meets the Divine Worm
and shudders with delight>* Having encountered the divine through the
infernal world, the protagonist loses interest in the material world and
also loses interest in life: Y>kacnHas ckop6p mapanusosana Ilerio. Iens
TSHY/IA eTo Haszaf, B mepmaviii mup. Ho Ilets He xoTen Tymas® With the
words “let it shine” (mycTb cusert) the hero dies>*

In the short story “Loshadinyi Sup” (“Horse Soup”) from The Feast,
the “invisible food” becomes more real and important to Ol’ga than the
material meal, which she believes to be burdened with “lethal sever-
ity” (cMeprenbHas TsKecTh).® Burmistrov, nicknamed “Horse Soup” by
Ol’ga, opened up the world of emptiness to her, and his murder reveals to
Ol’ga the true “essence” of reality: Eit Bopyr crano Bce BujjHO B Mupe. U
Bce OBIJIO TsKenmoe 11 MepTBoe. [...] B romose y Hee merna cyxas mycrora.
[...] MepTBblit Mup 06TeKan OJIro ¥ pacCTyNacs paBHOJYIIHON TSXKKOM
Bopoit>® The inability to gain the much-desired emptiness leads the hero-
ine to her death>

In Ice Trilogy the Heaven Ice brings death to all those who come into
contact with it. Sister Khram recalls:

52 In this short story Sorokin invokes the ancient tradition of depicting Satan as a
worm. The most famous literary work with this imagery is Dante’s Divina Commedia
(Divine Comedy, 1308-21). Virgil calls Satan “the fell worm, who mines the world”
(in H.-W. Longfellow’s translation).

53 “Aterrible grief paralysed Petia. A chain pulled him back, to the dead world. But Petya
did not want to go there.” Vladimir Sorokin, 2002, “Avaron,” Sobranie sochinenii v
trekh tomakh, vol. 3, pp. 364-82; p. 378.

54 Sorokin, 2002, p.378.

55 Vladimir Sorokin, 2002, “Loshadinyi Sup,” Sobranie sochinenii v trekh tomakh,
vol. 3, pp. 451-92; p. 477.

56 “Suddenly everything in the world became visible to her. And everything was heavy
and lifeless. [...] Dry emptiness rang in her head. [...] The dead world flowed around
Olga and parted like indifferent and dense water.” Sorokin, 2002, pp. 487-89.

57 In this short story Sorokin artistically explores the concept of emptiness that oc-
cupied a central place in Russian Conceptual art. «ITycroe>—He BpeMeHHas UK
IPOCTPAHCTBEHHAs Iay3a, a OGECKOHEYHO HAIpsIKeHHOEe IO/e, COofiepikaliee B
MOTEHLMYU BCe GOraTCTBO pasHOOOPA3HBIX CMBICIOB M 3HAYEHUIl»,—yTBeprKAa
Anppeit Monacteipcknit. “Empty’ is not a pause in time or space, but an infinitely
strained field, containing in its potency the entire wealth of diverse senses and mean-
ings,” stated Andrei Monastyrskii. See Slovar’ terminov moskovskoi kontseptual’noi
shkoly, 1999, compiled by A. Monastyrskii, Moscow, p. 75.
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MBbI paboTanu Kak ofiep>KMMble: JIesTHbIe MOIOTBI CBUCTENN, TPelja-
7Y KOCTH, CTOHAJIN ¥ BBIIU TIOfiM. BHU3Y, 3Ta)KOM HI>Ke HelTpepbIBHO
rpeMenit BBICTpenbl—TaM BoOuBamyu MycThinek. Vx 65110 Kak Bcer-
na—99%. VI TObKO OJMH IIPOLIEHT COCTABIIANM XMBble. Ho ckonbko
PafoCTy JOCTABIISII HAM 3TU eJVUHNIIBI U3 COTeH!

At the end of Ice Trilogy, however, the “living” literally form a mountain
of corpses—the attempt to become rays of the Primordial Light ends in
the deaths of all members of the brotherhood.

In an in-depth analysis of Ice Trilogy, Alla Latynina drew a paral-
lel between this work and the Hans Christian Andersen’s Romantic tale
Sneedronningen (The Snow Queen, 18 45):

Ceppue Kas, oneneHes, genaercst 6ecue/IOBEIHBIM, 6€CIyBCTBEHHBIM
U paBHOZLYIIHBIM, HO, OTTanBas OT c/ie3 [epabl, oOpeTaeT yenopede-
CKYI0 BO3MOXKHOCTb COYYBCTBOBaTb, cocTpajarb. Y CopokuHa Ha-
060poT: cepplie HPOOY>X/AaeTcsi OT CHa U 0OpeTaeT CIIOCOOHOCTD Io-
BOPUTD IO yAApaMM JIESTHOIO MO/IOTA. >

In Ice Trilogy a Gnostic neomyth is superimposed onto Romantic dual-
ism—the world is governed by evil, but the path to the Absolute is only
open to 23,000 selected beings. The cult of the “hidden life of the heart”
(sokrovennaia zhizn’ serdtsa, Vissarion Belinskii), the juxtaposition of the
taciturn “person of feelings” and the coldly rational “person of words,”
the subject of the “natural person” and the escape from a corrupt civili-
zation—all these Romantic and pre-Romantic ideas find a paradoxical
embodiment in Ice Trilogy.

58 “We worked as though possessed: the Ice hammers whistled, bones cracked, people
moaned and wailed. One floor below us shots rang out incessantly—the empties
were being finished off. As always, they comprised ninety-nine percent. Only one
percent remained alive. But how much joy we received from each one of a hundred!”
Vladimir Sorokin, 2002, “Led,” Sobranie sochinenii v trekh tomakh, vol. 3, pp. 603-
814; pp. 760-61; Eng. Vladimir Sorokin, 2011, Ice Trilogy, transl. J. Gambrell, New
York, p. 418.

59 “Having turned to ice, Kai’s heart becomes inhuman, insensitive and indifferent, but,
as it is thawed by Gerda’s tears, it acquires the human ability to feel compassion and
sympathy. With Sorokin it is the opposite way round—the heart wakes up from sleep
and acquires the ability to talk under the blows of an ice hammer.” A.L. Latynina,
2006, “Sverkhchelovek ili neliud’?,” Novyi mir 4, pp. 135-42; p. 136.
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A certain “belief in ideals” thus accompanies Vladimir Sorokin
throughout his literary career. The opposition between the ideal and re-
ality stands at the very foundation of his artistic world. It is hard to find a
joyful description of daily life in his works. The real world is mostly seen
by the author as violent, enslaving, ghastly and repulsive. The persistent
aspiration to break through the material, carnal essence of the world and
reach the Absolute is the inner pathos of his works of art.

As atrue Romantic, Sorokin feels affinity with fantasy worlds without
any borders and with awesome and horrifying phenomena. These phe-
nomena are not natural or supernatural as in the classic Romantic tradi-
tion; they are predominantly acts of extreme violence and totalitarian
ideologies that are aesthetically attractive to the author. The problematic
correlation between fruitless efforts to reach the ideal and violent acts
lies at the centre of the writer’s creative pursuits, and this makes his post-
Romantic conception unique.

The ideal, whatever disguise it assumes, embodies the ultimate values
of this or that artistic reality, and it attracts Sorokin’s heroes like a magnet.
The story lines of The Queue, Shchi (Cabbage Soup, 1995-96), Four Stout
Hearts, Blue Lard, Ice Trilogy, The Snowstorm and many other works by
Sorokin are basically a fight to take possession of the ideal. In most cases,
the “inhuman beauty” of the ideal reveals itself literally, which results
in the deaths of heroes and/or the triumph of violence. Thus the aspira-
tion towards the sublime is seen by the author as ambivalent, since it can
easily result in a triumph of violence and totalitarianism, whether in the
form of Soviet, Nazi or sectarian ideology.

At the same time the unattainability of the ideal, or its sudden loss, is
perceived by the characters and by the author himself as tragic, and this
results in scenes of profound intensity in A Month in Dachau, Cabbage
Soup, “Avaron,” “Horse Soup,” Rosenthal’s Children, etc. And a world that
is deprived of the ideal, as in the first part of The Norm or in Ice Trilogy, is
depicted as utterly disgusting and repulsive.

Herein lies the tragic dilemma of Sorokin’s ceuvre.



