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TsKKOe Ie/mo rocyrapcTBeHHoe. ..}

Vladimir Sorokin, Den’ oprichnika

IN Den’ oprichnika (Day of the Oprichnik, 2006), Vladimir Sorokin cre-
ated a fictional universe in the near future which is dominated, para-
doxically, by the national ideology, religious prescriptions, power struc-
tures and, not least, cultural values, literary genres and linguistic style of
sixteenth-century Russia. In this version of Russia’s future—character-
ized by Maiia Kucherskaia as “kvass patriotism” (kBacHOII TaTpHOTI3M)
taken to its logical conclusion*—Sergei Uvarov’s famous nineteenth-
century trinity of caMmojiep>KaBue, IIpaBoC/IaBue, HAPOJHOCTD (autocracy,
Orthodoxy, nationality) seems finally to have been successfully imple-
mented? With one reservation: certain Chinese invasions into territory

1 “Itishard work to serve the state.” Vladimir Sorokin, 2006, Den’ oprichnika, Moscow,
p- 8. All subsequent quotations are from this edition, referred to as po. Since the
epigraph quote is omitted in the published English translation, the translation here is
my own.

2 Maiia Kucherskaia, 2006, “V chuzhom piru pokhmel’e,” Vedomosti 8 (290), 2 March,
http://friday.vedomosti.ru/arts.shtml?2006/08/16/111096, accessed 7 December 2012.

3 Cf. Dirk Uffelmann, 2009, “The Compliance with and Imposition of Social and
Linguistic Norms in Sorokin’s Norma and Den’ oprichnika,” From Poets to Padonki:
Linguistic Authority and Norm Negotiation in Modern Russian Culture (Slavica Ber-
gensia 9), eds. I. Lunde ¢ M. Paulsen, Bergen, pp. 143-67; p. 158. Marina Aptekman
has analysed Sorokin’s novel as a direct response to and a postmodern parody of Petr
Krasnov’s reactionary novel Za Chertopolokhom (Behind the Thistle, 1927, repub-
lished 2002): Marina Aptekman, 2009, “Forward to the Past, Or Two Radical Views
on the Russian Nationalist Future: Pyotr Krasnov’s Behind the Thistle and Vladimir
Sorokin’s Day of an Oprichnik,” Slavic and East European Journal 53 (2), pp. 241-60.



COLLECTIVITY AND INDIVIDUALITY 267

and language are actually threatening the Russian nation, and chiming
better with former and recently revived (by Aleksandr Dugin and others)
ideas of a Eurasian rather than Russian empire.

On top of this nationalist-Eurasian tension, the novel’s neo-tradition-
alist “retro-future™ is characterized by several contradictions. Since elec-
tricity and other modern inventions have not been abandoned, a series of
technical devices, as well as their science-fiction counterparts, clash with
wooden houses, traditional cooking and historical clothing; moreover,
sophisticated designer drugs are used in combination with old-fashioned
bathhouse rituals, and the characteristic dog’s head and broom of the
oprichniks are to be found fastened to their hyper-tech Mercedes. The
examples are numerous and add greatly to the novel’s humorous effect.
No less remarkable and humorous are the clashes between the (quasi-)
old Russian language and the modern devices mentioned above, in the
form of retro-modern words (Mo61I0, ITy3bIPb BECTEBOII, «MEPIH»), as
well as the comical but also horrifying incongruence of, on the one hand,
the oprichniks’ puristically prescribed, clean-mouthed speech and pious
Orthodox prayers and, on the other, their callously violent acts.®

In this article, however, I will focus on yet another kind of contra-
diction in Day of the Oprichnik, one which is singularly rooted in the
problematic individuality of the protagonist and first-person narrator,

4 The term retrobudushchee, applied by Mark Lipovetsky to Sorokin’s novel Metel’
(The Snowstorm, 2010), is no less appropriate for the fictional universe of Day of
the Oprichnik. Mark N. Lipovetsky, 2012, “Sovetskie i postsovetskie transformatsii
siuzheta vnutrennei kolonizatsii,” Tam, vautri: praktiki vnutrennei kolonizatsii v
kul’turnoi istorii Rossii, eds. A. Etkind, D. Uffelmann ¢ II'ia Kukulin, Moscow, pp.
809-45; p. 839.

5 “mobilov,” “news bubble,” “Mercedov.” See for example po 5, 8, 13, and in translation:
Vladimir Sorokin, 2011, Day of the Oprichnik, transl. J. Gambrell, New York, pp. 3, 6,
9. In the following, I will refer to Gambrell’s translation as Eng. po.

» «

6 Cf. Uffelmann onthe “schizoid splitbetween signifierand referent” (Uffelmann, 2009,
p. 165) and Danilkin: TocypapcTBeHHOE perynmpoBaHue pedeBOil JeATENbHOCTU
[...]—BoT, cobcTBeHHO, rmaBHOe QaHTacTHYecKoe pomyijeHne «OIpUYHUKA» U
OJ{HOBPEMEHHO IIePBEIIIINIT MICTOYHIK KOMIYECKOTO B POMaHe: OIPUYHIUKY PbsHO
CIefsAT 3a cobmiofieHreM Taby, KOTOpPble HAPYLIAIOT 3[ieCh IIPEX/e BCEro Bparm
Poccun. “The state regulation of speech activity [...]—this is, in fact, the main fan-
tastic postulation of The Oprichnik” and at the same time the primary source of
humour in the novel: the oprichniks keep zealous watch over the observance of ta-
boos, which are violated first and foremost by Russia’s enemies.” Lev Danilkin, 2006,
“Vladimir Sorokin: Den’ oprichnika,” http://www.srkn.ru/criticism/ldanilkin.shtml,
accessed 26 October 2012.
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the oprichnik Andrei Komiaga. My reading will be a combination of nar-
ratological, psychological and corporeal-symptomatological analyses.
Thus, I will consider the question of collectivity versus individuality in
relation to the narrative situation, to the protagonist’s mind and behav-
iour and, not least, to the effects of their conflicting imperatives on both
his mind and body.

Bringing to life how a strict medieval rule is re-established by force in
the 2020s, the novel is to a great extent about the imposition of social and
linguistic norms,” norms that contemporary readers recognize from ide-
ologies and state initiatives in present-day Russia, but which are here tak-
en to the extreme. The future oprichniks, Ivan the Terrible’s terror-guard
revived to serve the Gosudar’ (His Majesty), are central to the imposition
of these norms, and the brotherhood’s customs and rituals—linguistic,
social and other—represent no less than the ideal collective of the novel’s
society. These customs and rituals confine and define Komiaga, as a char-
acter and as a narrator. However, since he narrates from within the terror-
guard elite, the novel is not only one of Sorokin’s perpetrator texts;® it is
also an experiment in modern (novelistic) textual representation of a pre-
modern ritualized collectivity. As I will show, Komiaga is to a large extent,
but not completely, submerged in the collective. Throughout the narra-
tive we are allowed several glimpses of his individuality, of his singular
body and mind—as distinct from the collective body he is representing.
As in Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn’s Odin den’ Ivana Denisovicha (One Day in
the Life of Ivan Denisovich, 1962), whose title Sorokin’s novel refers to, we
are presented with an individual, personal perspective on a typical day
within the fences of an authoritarian regime. Not only do the glimpses of
Komiaga’s personality somewhat relieve the situation for the reader, who
finds him/herself in the company of a torturer, they also give us a hint of
the costs the individual has to pay in this kind of regime, even if s/he is
not primarily a victim. It seems that the perpetrator Komiaga may in fact
have something in common with the prisoner Ivan Denisovich, and that
he may be driven by other forces in addition to those defined from above.

7 Uffelmann, 2009, pp. 154-55.

8 Cf. Dirk Uffelmann’s terminology and definition of “Tidtertexte” and “Opfertexte,”
Dirk Uffelmann, 2006, “Léd tronulsia: The Overlapping Periods in Vladimir So-
rokin’s Work from the Materialization of Metaphors to Fantastic Substantialism,”
Landslide of the Norm: Language Culture in Post-Soviet Russia (Slavica Bergensia 6),
eds. I. Lunde ¢ T. Roesen, Bergen, pp. 100-25; p. 109.
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Collectivity
Komiaga’s day has its routines, its fixed routes and its structure, as out-
lined by his job in the oprichnina and dominated by the collective acts,
mottos and genres of the oprichniks. Repeated greetings and battle cries
include: Cnoso n geno (Work and Word!); Toitza (Hail!); Tope pomy
cemy! (Woe to this house!); Toitga! Uncrka! (Hail! Purge!); Beimerai!
Beimerait! (Sweep them out! Sweep them out!).® Moreover, the deeds of
the oprichniks are often summed up by Komiaga in proverbs that liter-
ally describe these deeds, but simultaneously justify them by invoking an
axiomatic level: Kpyro 'ocymapp Haut 3a cron6osbix B3sics. Hy, u npa-
BIIbHO. CHABINN TOJIOBY, 110 BOJIOCAM He IUIaYyT. B3siics 3a ry)x—He
TOBOPY, ITO He [II0K. A Komu 3aMaxHynca—pybu! (Do 18).°

Several levels of authority endorse the oprichniks’ mottos, prov-
erbs and acts: their boss Batia, the supreme ruler His Majesty and the
Orthodox Church. The latter authority is firmly established, when the
oprichniks end their working day with church and prayer, materializing
yet another proverb: Koneri— ey Benery. Ciernar 1e/10— MOJIICH CMeJIO.
(po 36)" Komiaga, moreover, calls upon his faith when repeatedly con-
cluding his reflections, as well as the whole narrative, with the affirma-
tion: V1 cnaBa Bory (And thank God).”

Apart from modelling his protagonist’s speech after the prescribed
language norm,” and having him perform fixed rituals and adhere to a

9 See for example Do 19, 25, 35,182, 201-02; Eng. p0 15,19, 28,155, 170-71.

10 “His Majesty is tough with the nobility. All right and proper. When you’ve lost your
head, you don’t fret about your hair. In for a penny, in for a pound. If you raise the
axe, let it fall!” Eng. Do 14. The last proverb is an autocitation from Roman (A Novel,
1985-89), in which the metaphor is materialized repeatedly.

11 “All’s well that ends well. When work is done—we pray in the sun.” Eng. po 28.

12 DO 14, 43,120,164,175, 185,190, 223; Eng. p0O 10, 35,103, 141,149, 158,162, 191.

13 37106011 11 CKpeXXeTOM 3yOOBHBIM UCXOMST MMbepasibl OC/Ie 3HAMEHNUTOTO 37-T0 YKa-
3a Tocymapesa 06 yro/oBHOI OTBETCTBEHHOCTH C HeITPeMEHHbBIM ITyO/IMIHbBIM Tele-
CHBIM HaKa3aHNeM 3a HelleH3yPHBII0 OpaHb B 0OIIECTBEHHBIX U IPMBATHBIX MECTax.
(po 80) “Our liberals are dripping with anger and grinding their teeth after His Majes-
ty’s famous Decree 37, which criminalized obscene language in public and private, and
made obligatory public corporal punishment the sentence.” Eng. po 66. Apparently,
the job of the oprichniks is not considered difficult enough to allow them the outlet of
profanities: ITaauam 1 apMeiickum crapmmnHaM B Poccuu pyraTbcst 0-MaTepHOMY
paspeuero. Crenan Tocyapp Halll /s HUX UCK/TIOYEHUE BBUJLY TsDKeTIOi Ipodec-
cun. “Executioners and army elders in Russia are allowed to curse. His Majesty ex-
empted them in recognition of their difficult professions.” po 147; Eng. po 125.
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traditional Russian lifestyle and its maxims, Sorokin even lets Komiaga
enjoy the normative genres of the neo-traditional culture, as defined by
His Majesty and enforced by Kul’turnaia Palata (the Culture Chamber)
and Slovesnaia Palata (the Literary Chamber)." Thus, tears well up in
his eyes when he listens to a traditional Russian song about the steppe,
Oi, ty step’ shirokaia,” just as they do at the sight of the beautiful, white
Kremlin, the heart of the Russian land.”® Likewise, he takes an honest
interest in the (exaggeratedly “kvass-patriotic”) novelties of Russian lit-
erature” and consults Vasilii Surikov’s Boiarynia Morozova (1887) in the
Tretiakov Gallery when his spirits are low,” while shunning Aleksandr
Afanas’ev’s obscene Russkie zavetnye skazki (Bawdy Russian Tales, nine-
teenth century)” and deriding postmodernist performances by under-
ground and exiled artists who spread their, in his view, abominable poi-
son on Western “teleradio” channels.*

Embodying the ideal collective, the oprichnina of 2028 is also an
exclusive brotherhood, into which the individual is lifted, in which he
almost dissolves, and without which, should he be excluded, he would be
a cripple:

B onpuunnny He yxopsar. Ee He Bbi6upator. OHa Tebst BhIOMpAaeT.
Vnu, TouHee, Kak TOBOPUT caM baTs, KOrga IofonbeT-oHoxaeT: «B
OIIPUYHUHY BHOCUT, KaK BOTHOI». OX, kak BHOCcUT! Tak BHeceT, YTO
rO/I0Ba 3aKPY>XUTCs, KPOBYLIKA B XKMJIaX 3aKUIIUT, B O4aX CIIONO0XU

14 DO 60,103; Eng. po 51, 89.

15 “Oy, the steppe is broad and wide.” 3BeHuT mecHs Tax, YTO CIe3bl HABOPAUNBAIOTCH.
“The song resounds, and I can feel tears welling up.” po 16; Eng. po 12.

16 Yypen Kpemis nipu sicuoit oroge! [...] Crnessl moBepuyucs... “The Kremlin is glo-
rious in clear weather! [...] Tears well up in my eyes...” Do 107-08; Eng. 0 93-94.
The motif of the white Kremlin is later expanded in Sakharnyi Kreml’ (Sugar Kremlin,
2008), where Komiaga’s contemporaries enjoy licking sweet white sugar models of
the main symbol of state power.

17 DO 104-06; Eng. po 88-91. Examples of such book titles are: Bereza belaia (White
Birch), Ottsy nashi (Our Fathers), Pokorenie tundry (The Taming of the Tundra),
Rossiia—rodina moia (Russia—My Motherland).

18 DO 144-45 Eng. po 123.

19 DO 32; Eng.po 25,

20 DO 78-81;142-45; Eng. Do 65-67; 121-23. Interestingly enough, even though Ko-
miaga’s derision actually echoes the protests of Idushchie vmeste (Walking Together)
against Sorokin’s books in 2002, Sorokin has not included himself among the post-
modernists parodied in these passages.
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KpacHble 3aMenbKaoT. Ho 1 BbIHECTVM MOXKET BO/HA Ta. BbiHeceT B
OflHOYACbe, becnosopomo. BoT aTo—xyxe cMepTH. VI3 OIpUIHNMHBIL
BBINTACTb—BCe OJIHO, YTO 00€ HOTM MOTEPSATDH. BCIO XM3HD IOTOM He
XOJUTb, & ITO/I3aTh IPUAETCH... (DO 42)*

The total integration of the oprichnina as a collective has two signifi-
cant and remarkable culminations during the day in question. In the
first common climax, the oprichniks are of one mind, when the trip they
experience when using a sophisticated goldfish drug takes the shape of
a jointly hallucinated, seven-headed dragon, Gorynych.*> Afterwards
Komiaga concludes: PblOkM—KO/NIEKTVBHOE HENO, B ORMHOYKY UX
[0/1b30BaTh— Ay pPaKkoM ObITh. (DO 99)» In the second climax, the oprich-
niks are of one body, when they line up in Batia’s bathhouse, linked to-
gether by anal penetration, to form the rycenuria onpuunas:

Myznpo, ox mygpo npupyman barsa c eycenuyeii. [lo Hee Bce 1o mapam
pasOuBaNCh, OTYETO y)Ke TeHb pa3Opojia ONACHOTO Ha ONPUYHUHY
NoXunacp. Temepp >XKe MapHOMY HACHXKJEHMIO IIpeJieNl TIONTOXKEH.
Bmecre TpynumMcs, BMecTe M HacaaXKJaeMcs. (D0 203)%

Komiaga obviously enjoys being at one with the collective during these
ecstasies.

21 “You don’t join the oprichnina. You don’t choose it. It chooses you. Or, more precisely,
as Batya himself says when he’s had a bit to drink and snort: “The oprichnina pulls
you in like a wave.” Oh, how it pulls you in! It pulls you in so fast that your head spins,
the blood in your veins boils, you see red stars. But that wave can carry you out as
well. It can carry you out in a minute, irrevocably. This is worse than death. Falling
out of the oprichnina is like losing both your legs. For the rest of your life you won’t
be able to walk, only to crawl...” Eng. po 34-35. This description of the oprichnina
echoes what is commonly known to be the esprit de corps of the FSB or siloviki in
contemporary Russia.

22 DO 91-98; Eng. po 77-83.

23 “Fish are a collective affair; only an idiot uses them alone.” Eng. po 8s.

24 “oprichnik caterpillar” po 201; Eng. po 170.

25 “Wisely, oh so wisely, Batya arranged everything with the caterpillar. Before it, every-
one broke off in pairs, and the shadow of dangerous disorder lay across the oprich-
nina. Now there’s a limit to the pleasures of the steam. We work together, and take
our pleasure together.” Eng. po 173.
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The carnival collective

Before tracing the individual Komiaga amidst this collective mind and
body, I would like to briefly discuss its character in terms of carnival.
Significantly, the oprichnik brotherhood, with its collective rituals and
blind obedience to His Majesty, has a foil, a gender-balancing caricature
double, in the protégées of the Gosudarynia (Her Highness), a group
of carnival-like freaks and clowns dancing, singing and calling out to
their “Mamo” when Komiaga comes to visit.® This serves to underline,
I believe, that the rituals of the oprichniks may be read through a post-
Bakhtinian, carnivalistic prism.” Their raids and killings, bathhouse vis-
its, meals and parties are full of grotesque bodies and orifices, obscene
jokes and acts, even the occasional reversal of roles (when the mute and
deaf servants whip and manhandle the inner oprichniks in Batia’s bath-
house after the evening repast*®). In fact, Mikhail Bakhtin briefly men-
tioned the carnivalistic traits of the historic Oprichnina in his book on
Rabelais:

He nopeiBast co 3BOHOM KOJIOKOJIOB, [ pO3HBIIT He MOT 0601 TUCD 1 63
3BOHA II'YTOBCKUX 6Y6€H'~U/IKOB; oa>xe BO BHEIITHEeN CTOpOHE OpraHu-
3alyi OIIpMYIHNMHBI ObI/IV 57IEMEHTBI KapHaBa/IbHbIX (bOpM (BI'UIOTI) oo
TaKOT0, HaIlpMMep, KapHABaIbHOTO aTpUOYTa, KaK Memia), BHyTPeH-
HMIT Ke OBIT OIPUIHUHBI (€€ KM3HD 1 TUPBHI B ATIEKCAaHIPOBCKOII CI0-
60/1€) HOCUJI pe3KO BbIPa>KeHHDIN KapHaBa/IbHBIIL 11 [TO-IIIOLA/JHOMY
SKCTEPPUTOPUAIBHBIN XapaKTep.”

26 DO 170-71; Eng. p0 145-46.

27 'The carnivalistic nature of Sorokin’s oprichnina has been noticed by several review-
ers and scholars, see for example Aptekman, 2009, p. 253.

28 D0 187-94; Eng. n0 160-65.

29 Mikhail Bakhtin, 2010, “Tvorchestvo Fransua Rable i narodnaia kul’tura sredne-
vekov’ia i Renessansa,” Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 4(2), Moscow, pp. 7-508; p. 290.
“While not breaking with the tradition of church bells, Ivan could not do without the
jingle of the fools’ bells; even the outward attributes of the opritchina [sic] had some
carnival elements, for instance, the broom. The opritchniks’ inner way of life and the
banquets in the Alexandrovskaya Sloboda had a distinct grotesque aspect, as well as
an extraterritorial character, similar to the freedom of the marketplace.” Mikhail
Bakhtin, 1968, Rabelais and His World, transl. H. Iswolsky, Cambridge, Mass., Lon-
don, p. 270.
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Moreover, a folk-carnivalistic atmosphere similar to Sorokin’s version
surrounds the oprichniks when they are depicted dancing and singing in
Sergei Eisenstein’s film Ivan Groznyi (Ivan the Terrible, part 2, 1946), as
well as when they are seen installing sadistic market-place amusements
in Pavel Lungin’s recent film Tsar’ (The Tsar, 2009).

Despite the merry laughter accompanying the actions of Sorokin’s
oprichnina, it is not so much a liberating carnival, such as the Bakhtinian
carnival has often been understood, as it is repressive. In an existential
rather than historical sense, the ritualistic life of Sorokin’s oprichnina
may be regarded as a carnival corresponding to the darker readings of
Bakhtin, by the so-called carnival revisionists.3° Thus, Konstantin Isupov
has read Bakhtin’s carnival concept as essentially tragic, since the hu-
man being is forgotten in it and Boris Groys has discussed Bakhtin’s
carnival laughter as being born out of the belief that the people are some-
thing bigger than the individual, a belief in the truth of totalitarianism.
According to Groys, Bakhtin remained blind to these potentials for
abuse. Mikhail Ryklin, on the contrary, has suggested that Bakhtin was
in fact satirical and Aesopian in his book on Rabelais, that he was suspi-
cious of carnival ecstasy and alert to the parallels between carnival and
Stalinist Terror

If we regard the oprichnina brotherhood as a totalitarian carnival,
with roles and functions defined and imposed from above, and no indi-
vidual or human identity beyond these roles, it becomes clear that while
they may on some level enjoy their collective trips and copulations and
laugh their merry laughter, they are, as individuals, tragically caught in a

30 Caryl Emerson, 1997, The First Hundred Years of Mikhail Bakhtin, Princeton, N.J.,
p-18o.

31 bBaxTuHCKas KOHI[eNIusA KapHaBaja, P Bceil ee 6eCCIIOPHOI IPUBIEKATENbHO-
ctu u obasHUY, TparM4YHa IO CBOEIl CYTH, B Hell deloBek 3a6bIT. “Bakhtin’s con-
cept of carnival, for all its indisputable attractiveness and fascination, is essentially
tragic, for the human being is forgotten in it.” Konstantin Isupov, 1991, “Mikhail
Bakhtin i Aleksandr Meier,” M. M. Bakhtin i filosofskaia kul’tura XX veka: problemy
Bakhtinologii 2, ed. K.G. Isupov, St Petersburg, pp. 60-121; p. 66. English translation
from Emerson, 1997, p. 186.

32 Boris Groys, 1989, “Mezhdu Stalinym i Dionisom,” Sintaksis 25, Paris, pp. 92-97,
and Boris Groys, 1997, “Totalitarizm Karnavala,” Bakhtinskii sbornik 3, eds. V.L.
Makhlin et al, Moscow, pp. 76 -8o0.

33 Mikhail Ryklin, 1990, “Tela terrora (tezisy k logike nasiliia),” Bakhtinskii sbornik 1,
eds. D. Kujundzi¢ & V.L. Makhlin, Moscow, pp. 60-76.
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limiting premodern regime which defines their every word, act, reaction
and vision. Komiaga knows that there is no way out: ITo-gpyromy menepo
Hemb3dA. [...] DTo—cnoBa ussecmmovle. VIX 3aBcerpa HaIIM TOBOPAT.
Cnoxcunocy Tak. In one word: ITonoxerno tak. (Do 23, 29)* However, al-
though by the end of the day Komiaga is barely alive from driving around
completing his tasks and, not least, from being forced into performing
obligatory collective rituals, he has in fact allowed us small glimpses of
his (weak) individuality.

Individuality

As observed by Andreas Tretner, Komiaga’s reporting of his day, more
particularly of his acts of violence, demonstrates how he explicitly de-
fends the existing rule of violence, and how he armours himself with
self-imposed insensitivity* Most remarkably, Komiaga repeatedly and
insistently reminds himself of the importance of the collective deeds. He
does this in incantations such as: Baxxuoe geno. Hy>xnoe neno. Xoporuee
meno,* by invoking the power of the state through its mere adjective
rocypapcrBerHoe,” or by concluding categorically: Hago cnyxuts geny
BEJINKOMY.*

Komiaga succeeds quite well in this armouring and carries out his
obligations without fault. Nevertheless, he sometimes actually struggles
to represent and express the imposed cultural norm, and it is this aspect
of his narratorial and psychological subjection to the social and linguistic
norms that I will now focus on. It is my claim that this discreet struggle
opens up small cracks in the pre-modern, medieval fence of the narrative.

Komiaga’s individual struggle sometimes reveals itself in the form
of a debilitating obtuseness, caused by overidentification with the cul-

34 “That’s the way it always goes nowadays. [...] These are famous words. We always say
them. That’s the custom.” “That’s the way it’s usually done.” Eng. po 17-18, p. 22, em-
phasis in the original.

35 “Panzerung, selbstverordnete Fiihllosigkeit.” Andreas Tretner, 2007, “Komjagas K16-
ten: Der Tag des Opritschniks aus der Nahsicht des Ubersetzers,” Kultura 2, pp. 12-14;
p- 13.

36 “Important work. Necessary work. Good work.” po 31; Eng. po 24.

37 Jlerno 910 HY>KHOE, TOCYJaPCTBEHHOE; [...] BaykHOE 9TO fIesI0, rocypapcTseHnoe. “It’s
necessary business, state business.” “[...] it’s an important affair, an affair of state.” po
102,107; Eng. po 87, 93.

38 “We have to serve the great ideal.” po 223; Eng. po 191.
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tural norms he represents and imposes. For example, a certain birch
poem—which adheres thematically to the “kvass patriotism,” but is also
recognisable to the reader as a parody of Sergei Esenin (1895-1925)—rep-
resents a poetic, metaphoric liberty that Komiaga decides he cannot al-
low. His (to modern readers comic) resistance to figurative speech lays
bare the extent of his internalization of the ruling norm of literalness:

Bepese packpoBunu 60k—
TOIIOP 3a3YOPEHHBIIL.
ITo nme3BuIo cTekaer CoOK,
30BET K 3ayTPEHN.

ITost us HoBbix. Hudvero, ¢ HactpoenueM... OFHO He MOHATHO
—II04eMy COK Oepe3oBblil 30BeT K 3ayTpenn? K sayTpeHu 3BOH Ko0/mo-
KOJIbHBII 3BaTh JJO/KEH. (DO 156)%

In another instance, during the censoring of a theatre show, Komiaga
over-identifies with the greater wisdom (by definition) of his superiors
in the hierarchy. This leads to an exaggerated minimalization of himself
and of his erudition, again with comic effect, given the vulgar nature of
the idea that so humbles him: somebody from the inner circle adeptly
analyses exactly what must be done to an act about oil pipes and sending
farts in the direction of the West.

Bor uto 3Haunt—BHYyTpeHHero Kpyra denosek! Cpasy B KopeHb
3put! B3I€X0M-TO PycCKMM MOKHO ¥ TOpOJia €BpOIIeliCKMe OTamIn-
BaThb! 3agymanuch Bce. V A Ha cBOJ YM IOTNEH:A: He TOKyMeKasl 10
odeByAHOM Bemy. C APyTOli CTOPOHBI—TI'YMaHNUTAPUIL 5 IO 06pa3o-
BaHuio... (do 68)+

39 ““The birch bark’s been bled/With a jagged axe blade,/Down, down the sap runs, Call-
ing to matins.//One of the new poets. Not bad, it creates a certain mood. .. One thing
I don’t get, though: how does birch sap call to matins? Church bells should call to
matins.” Eng. po 133.

40 “Now that’s a member of the Inner Circle for you! He sees right to the bottom of
things! You can heat European cities with Russian farts! Everyone grows thoughtful.
I blame my brain: I didn’t catch on to an obvious thing! But then, my education was
in the humanities .. .” Eng. po 57.
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Komiaga’s over-identification with imposed norms and consequent self-
minimizing reach their peak when he visits a kiosk and reflects on the
regime’s strict market control and its logic:

Xopoura 6bi1a ujes orua I'ocynapesa, ynokoitnoro Hukonas ITna-
TOHOBMYA, 10 IMKBU/JALMY BCEX HO3EeMHBIX CyllepMapKeTOB I 3a-
MEHBI UX Ha pyccKue napbku. VI 4T00bI B KaXX/JOM JTapbKe—IIO JIBe
Bellly, A5 BeIO6opa HapogHoro. Myzpo ato u riyboko. V6o Hapon
Hawl, 60roHocell, BEIOMPATh U3 ABYX FOMKEH, a He U3 TPeX U He U3
TPUALATU TpeX. BblOupas us AByX, HapoJ OKOII JYIIEeBHBII 00pe-
TaeT, YyBEPEHHOCTDIO B 3aBTPAIlIHEM JJHE HAIIMTHIBAETCS, IMIIHET CY-
eTbl 6eCIIOKOITHOI 136eraet, a ClefoBaTe/IbHO — Y008/1emE0Psenics.
A ¢ TakUM HaponoM, y006/emeopeHHbIM, BeUKIE e/la COTBOPUTD
MOXHO. (DO 102-103)%

So far Komiaga finds everything fine and in the service of the common
good. But then he has a thought of his own, and as a result his identifica-
tion with the norm must necessarily take the form of self-minimizing:

Bce xopomuio B /apbKe, TOKMO OJHOTO IIOHATb He B CMJIaX IO/OBa
MOSI—OTYEro BceX MPOAYKTOB II0 Nape, KaK TBapeil Ha HoeBoM KoB-
vere, a ceIp—opauH, «Poccurickuit»? Jloruka mos 3mecp GeccuapHa.
Hy, na He Hamero yma sTo geno, a l'ocymapesa. Tocymapio us Kpemnsa
Hapoj BujHee, 0003puMeil. ITO MbI TYT IIO/3aeM, KaK BOIIN, Cye-
TUMCS, BEPHBIX ITyTell He Befasd. (DO 103)%

41 “His Majesty’s father, the late Nikolai Platonovich, had a good idea: liquidate all the
foreign supermarkets and replace them with Russian kiosks. And put two types of
each thing in every kiosk, so the people have a choice. A wise decision, profound.
Because our God-bearing people should choose from two things, not from three or
thirty-three. Choosing one of two creates spiritual calm, people are imbued with cer-
tainty in the future, superfluous fuss and bother is avoided, and consequently—eve-
ryone is satisfied. And when a people such as ours is satisfied, great deeds may be
accomplished.” Eng. po 88, emphasis in original.

42 “Everything about the kiosk is fine; there’s only one thing I can’t wrap my head
around. Why is it that all the goods are in pairs, like the beasts on Noah’s Ark, but
there’s only one kind of cheese, Russian? My logic is helpless here. Well, this sort of
thing isn’t for us to decide, but for His Majesty. From the Kremlin His Majesty sees
the people better, they’re more visible. All of us down below crawl about like lice, hus-
tling and bustling; we don’t recognize the true path. But His Majesty sees everything,
hears everything. He knows who needs what.” Eng. po 88.
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Apart from mocking Uspenskii and Lotman’s famous tract on Russian
cultural binarities,® this passage, in which Komiaga counters his own
doubts by asserting his preference not to have freedom of choice and thus
expressing his love of the prison he is in, is reminiscent of certain pas-
sages in Fedor Gladkov’s early Socialist-Realist novel Tsement (Cement,
1925), where the collective ideology is similarly represented in inner mon-
ologues. Just as Komiaga reduces himself to a louse, the protagonist of
Cement, Gleb Chumalov, thinks of himself as an ant, his wife Dasha sees
herself as a speck of dust, and, most memorably, the former Menshevik
Sergei Ivagin insists on his own non-existence as an individual even after
being excluded from the Party: Byner 11 OH BoccTaHOBIIEH, M1 HET—3TO
He M3MEHMT ferna: ero, Cepres VBaruHa, kKak 060CO0/ICHHOI TMYHOCTH,
HeT. ECTh TO/MBKO mapTusi, ¥ OH—TONBKO HMYTOXKHAsI YacTHUI[A B ee
BenukoM opranusme.* In Gladkov’s novel, which is very much about the
imposition of new norms of socialist collectivity, individual characters
thus paradoxically insist on their own lack of individuality, much to the
same tragicomic effect as Sorokin’s first-person, novelistic representation
of an equally radical collectivity.* Another illuminating parallel to indi-
vidual negotiations of Soviet-era collectivity and imposed norms may be
found in historical diaries from Stalinist times. Many of these diarists,
according to Jochen Hellbeck, did not “turn against the goals and values
propagated by the state,” but, on the contrary, “revealed an urge to write
themselves into their social and political order.™*

It should be clear from the above that Komiaga does not exactly as-
sert his individuality, but he does single it out when he points to his own
insignificance. Likewise, while he is obviously an integrated part of the
collective body of oprichniks, as epitomized by the blissful “oprichnik

43 Cf. Uffelmann, 2009, p. 157, fn 48.

44 “Whether he would be re-admitted or not made no difference; he, Serge Ivagin, as a
personality did not exist. There was only the Party and he was an insignificant item in
this great organism.” Fedor Gladkov, 1958, “Tsement,” Sobraniie sochinenii v vos'mi
tomakh, vol. 2, Moscow, p. 265; Feodor Gladkov, 1929, Cement, transl. A.S. Arthur &
C. Ashleigh, London, p. 296.

45 In a similar vein, Aptekman has likened Komiaga’s character to a typical Socialist-
Realist positive hero (who, in turn, would often be presented as a Slavic folklore char-
acter, a bogatyr’), and has pointed to his use of violence as ritualized actions rather
than individual evil acts. Aptekman, 2009, pp. 251-52.

46 Jochen Hellbeck, 2006, Revolution on My Mind: Writing a Diary under Stalin, Cam-
bridge, Mass., pp. 4-5. Thanks to Dirk Uffelmann for pointing out this parallel.
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catarpillar,” his individual, physical body also occasionally makes itself
felt. In contrast to the strong, physically enhanced and invincible body of
the oprichnina, his own body shows signs of fatigue and decay:

I'nsxych B 3epkaso. JIMLo omyxso cjaerka, BOCKpbUINA HOCA B CU-
HUX IPOXXMJIKAX, BOJIOCHI BCKJIOKOYeHbl. Ha BuCcKax nepBas cefyHa.
Panosato fi/1s1 Moero BospacTa. Ho—cnysx6a Hallra Takas, HU4ero He
nonuirenns. TAXKoe fie0 rocyjlapcTBeHHoe. .. (DO 8)%

Similarly, his hangover announces its presence during the concert per-
formance of a well-known Soviet song Slyshu golos iz prekrasnogo dale-
ka (“I hear a voice arising, lovely in the distance”). As opposed to the
programmed sentimentality that made Komiaga cry when he listened
to the song about the steppe, or contemplated the Kremlin, here he ex-
plains his reaction in a way that (humorously) situates his individual,
hurting body in the corps of purely ideologically-minded censors: Cresbt
HABOPAYMBAIOTCA. Y MeHsI, KOHEUHO, 9TO noxmesnvHoe. (DO 63)*

The truth of Komiaga’s body—to use his own expression about his
servant Fedka’s smell*—is that it is being worn out by the whole oprich-
nik carnival, culminating in a nightly drilling ceremony which he had
hoped to avoid and which causes him to be carried home in a semi-un-
conscious state. Remarkably, in this state, he also reveals feelings, desires
and dreams that go beyond those of the collective: he fantasizes about
the splendour of Her Highness’ breast, about her White Fat (mamo namura
JKupa Benaro®), and, as he falls asleep, he is met by his own, familiar
dream, not about a seven-headed dragon but about a single, beautiful
white stallion (6eblit KOHB).>

47 “Ilook at myself in the mirror. My face is slightly puffy, the flare of my nostrils covered
with blue veins; my hair is matted. The first touch of gray streaks my temples. A bit
early for my age. But such is our job—nothing to be done about it. [It is hard work to
serve the state.]” Eng. po 5.

48 “Tears well up in my eyes. It’s the hangover, of course.” Eng. po 54, emphasis in original.

49 Ot QefbKM yTPOM MaxXHET XyXKe, YeM BedepoM. DTO—npasda ero Teia, 1 OT Hee
HuKkypa He geremncs. “Fedka smells worse in the morning than in the evening. That’s
the truth of his body, and there’s nothing to be done about it.” po 7; Eng. po 5, em-
phasis in original.

50 DO 220; Eng.p0 188.

51 DO 223; Eng. po 191.
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Dream of the oprichnik
The dream about the white stallion frames Komiaga’s day, for it is from
the same dream that he wakes up in the morning, just like so many other
mornings, we are told:

CoH Bce TOT XXe: U0y no nomo beckpatiHemy, pycckomy, 3a 20pU3oHm
YX005TU4eMY, BUNCY 6en020 KOHS 6nepedu, udy K Hemy, 4y, 4mo KOHb
amom ocobuvill, 6ceM KOHAM KOHb, Kpacasey, 8edyH, ObiCmpoHoe; no-
cnewarn, a 002Hamv He MO2y, YOblcmpsiio wiae, Kpuuy, 308y, NOHUMAIO
80pYye, 4Mo 6 MoM KoHe— 6CS JHU3HD, 6CS CYObOA MOS, 8¢S YOaa, 4mo
HyJMceH OH MHe Kak 8030YX, bezy, bezy, beey 3a HUM, A OH 6ce MAK e He-
CNEewHO YOansaemcs, Hu4ez0 U HUK020 He 3amedas, HA8cez0a YXooum,
YX00um om meHs, yXooum Haeeku, yxooum 6ecnosopomuo, yxooum,
yxooum, yxooum... (Do 5)%

The unique and essential stallion disappears, together with Komiaga’s
sense of poetic metaphors, throughout his business hours, although there
is in fact one hint that it is potentially present whenever he lets his con-
sciousness slip. During Komiaga’s first assignment of the day, his obliga-
tory rape of a disloyal nobleman’s wife initially follows the verbal rhythm
of the oprichnina greetings, mottos and sayings, but, as ejaculation draws
near, and spurred by a stallion-with-no-rider metaphor to legitimize the
need for duty and control, the rhythm gradually changes from trance-
like and ritualistic to more gropingly hypnotic, much like his pursuit
of the dream stallion. In other words, we are given another glimpse of
Komiaga’s disorientated, individual self in his orgasm:

Bes sToro mema Hae3d Bce OfHO, YTO KOHb 0e3 Hae3mHMKA... 0e3
Y3IBL... KOHb O€Jblil, KOHb... KPAaCUBBIil... YMHBIIL... 3aBOPO>KEH-
HBIIA. .. KOHb... HE)KHbBIJI KOHb-OTOHb... CIAIKMIL... CAXapHBIIl KOHEK

52 “Always the same dream: I'm walking across an endless field, a Russian field. Ahead,
beyond the receding horizon, I spy a white stallion; I walk toward him, I sense that
this stallion is unique, the stallion of all stallions, dazzling, a sorcerer, fleet-footed; I
make haste, but cannot overtake him, I quicken my pace, shout, call to him, and real-
ize suddenly: this stallion contains—all life, my entire destiny, my good fortune, that
I need him like the very air; and I run, run, run after him, but he recedes with ever
measured pace, heeding no one or thing, he is leaving me, leaving forever more, ever-
lastingly, irrevocably, leaving, leaving, leaving...” Eng. po 3, emphasis in original.
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6e3 Hae3[jHUKA... 11 6e3 y3AbL... Oec y3Ibl... ¢ 6ecoM OenbIM... ¢ Oe-
COM CIIaJJKUM. .. C 6€COM CaXapHO Y3[bL. .. C 6€COM CaXapHOI Y31bL. ..
¢ 6ecoM caxapHOIt y3bl... ¢ 6€COM CaXapHOI y3[bl... JAIAKO U JO
II51-a-a-a-a-a-aaaaaasfibl-bl-bl-bI-bI-bI-bI-bI-bI-bI! (DO 31)%

The horse motif is recurrent and central in Sorokin’s ceuvre* Not aspir-
ing to any general interpretation in folkloristic, biblical or other terms,
nor to the possibly more specific symbolism of the stallion in Day of the
Oprichnik, 1 confine myself to suggesting that this horse represents Andrei
Komiaga’s individual, or personal drive, which may thus be clearly identi-
fied as separate from the imposed norms and the fixed rituals. As such,
the dream stallion is directly opposed not only to the seven-headed drag-
on Gorynych® and to the caterpillar of interlinked oprichniks, but also to
the kennel hounds that fuck (sic) the willing fox in the bard Artamosha’s
scandalous song about Her Highness,* as well as to the Bonku comnarsie
(“sniveling wolves”), the group of select oprichniks whom Batia blesses
with his intoxicated night speech about Russia’s mission”’—and possibly

53 “Without this work, a raid is like a stallion without a rider... without reins... a white
stallion, white knight, white stallion... beautiful... brilliant... bewitched stallion... a
tender stallion-galleon... a sugar-sweet stallion with no rider... no reins... no reins...
with a white fiend... a sweet fiend... a fiend of sugar reigns... no rider... no rain, no
galleon-stallion, galopping and no reins, no sugar reins, no sugary rains... galleon,
galloping where the white sugar fiend reigns and the distant sugar rains, faraway, the
reins galloping, trotting, sugar reins, galloping, cantering, sugary, cantering to the
sugary, to the canterer, how faaar to the sugary caaaantering cuuuuuunnnnnntttt!”
Eng. po 24, emphasis in original.

54 The horse motif—and the eternal, unsuccessful chase connected to some of its in-
cidences—is also one of the few links between Day of the Oprichnik and The Snow-
storm, in which the related image of the endless Russian field is expanded. A possible
intertext in both works is Aleksandr Malinin’s song, “Belyi kon™ (“White stallion,”
words by Mikhail Gus’kov), which was popular in the late 1980s and early gos. The
song’s refrain goes: Besblit KOHb, Ge/IbLIl KOHD, 51 T€6s HOTepsi1./Benblit KOHb OT MeHs
II0 CTeny ycKaKal./Benblit KOHb, 6e/blil KOHb, HOTePsI A KOHsL,/ TO/IbKO CHer, 6eblit
cHer ykpbiBaeT MeHA. (“White stallion, white stallion, I have lost you./The white stal-
lion galloped away from me across the steppe./White stallion, white stallion, I have
lost the stallion,/Only the snow, the white snow is covering me.”) See http://malinins.
narod.ru/white_horse.html, accessed 11 January 2013.

55 Significantly, the collective drug-vision dragon “straddles the wind like a dashing
stallion” (Ocenmanu ero ga Kax n1uxa KoHsA). DO 95; Eng. po 8o.

56 DO 147-52; Eng. p0 125-29.

57 DO 211-13; Eng. p0 179-81.
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also to all the fresh dog’s heads attached to the oprichnik Mercedovs.*
Unlike all these animals, the stallion is unique, white and beautiful, as if
of another world, and the vision of it is rendered by our narrator Komiaga
in an exceptional, more modern and more poetic style.

The white stallion is the most remarkable expression of Komiaga’s in-
dividual dream and drive, and of its impossibility given the monstrous
regime he serves. Even Komiaga’s surname seems to underscore this im-
possibility, since it resembles a blend of the words for work horse (ko-
niaga) and for coma (koma)—an apt image of our hard-working hero,
who, conscientiously and often drugged, keeps on performing his role in
the totalitarian carnival. Supported by small glimpses of Komiaga’s weak
individuality throughout his account of the day, the image of the white
stallion forces the cracks in the pre-modern narrative wide open and al-
lows the incongruity between collective norm and individual dream to
become a fundamental issue. And this particular incongruity plays an
important part in establishing the dark carnival and dark humour in
Day of the Oprichnik, alongside other more straightforwardly humorous
contradictions.

Komiaga’s individuality problem, moreover, lightens the reader’s
heavy burden of co-responsibility and makes us laugh at and maybe even
pity, rather than fear, the oppressor and perpetrator whom Sorokin has
given us as our guide through his infernal future Russia. Sorokin’s novel
thus succeeds in diagnosing dangerous backward-looking tendencies in
contemporary Russia,” but because they are portrayed from within and
from a personal perspective, in other words because the novel is a refined
piece of modern literature, they are also exposed as ridiculous, and their
spokesman as, to some extent, a victim of circumstance and of himself.

58 Possibly linking the dogs and the wolves, the dog’s head attached to Komiaga’s car
this very morning is that of a wolthound (Bonkoznas, po 13; Eng. po 9). Moreover, one
of the oprichniks searching the nobleman’s house, while knocking on the oven, jokes
that he is the grey wolf (cepsrit Bonk) from the fairy tale (Do 28; Eng. po 22).

59 According to the author himself, events in Russia seem, unfortunately, to have made
some aspects of his dystopia come true, see transcript of roundtable discussion in
this volume. See also Nikolai Aleksandrov, 2012, “Vladimir Sorokin: ‘Grotesk stal
nashim glavnym vozdukhom,” Colta.ru, http://www.colta.ru/docs/9285, accessed 18
November 2012.



