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            Introduction

         
 
         
            For  things  not  to  be  perverse,
            
 
            We  should  live  life  in  reverse.
            
 
            ALEKSANDR VVEDENSKY1
            

         
 
         Russian literature seems to enjoy a particular propensity for throwing up ‘new’ writers from its past – not to mention from its present; writers with something unexpected to say to the modern reader. These may have languished in obscurity from some point of the nineteenth century, or suffered repression in the twentieth. They may derive from the romantic movement or from modernism. In some cases, their main works may have remained unknown until decades after their death – the most striking example must be Mikhail Bulgakov’s The  Master  and  Margarita,  first published 1966/7, over a quarter of a century after its author had died. In others, the very existence of both works and (even) author was virtually unknown for many years. Such is the case with Daniil Kharms (1905–42).
         
 
         ‘Daniil Kharms’ was the principal – and subsequently, constant – pen-name of Daniil Ivanovich Yuvachov. Son of a minor St Petersburg political, religious and literary figure, he was to achieve a certain local renown himself in the 1920s and ’30s as Leningrad eccentric and writer of (mainly) children’s stories. Among his other pseudonyms was ‘Daniil Dandan’ – see the three stories in this selection dated 18 September 1934 (pp. 47-52 below). The predilection for the name Kharms is thought to derive from the tension between the English words ‘charms’ and ‘harms’ (plus the German ‘scharm’), but it may also owe something to the similarity in sound to Sherlock Holmes (pronounced ‘Kholms’ in Russian), particularly in its variant form of ‘Kharms-Shardam’.
         
 
         From 1925 Kharms began to appear at poetry readings, and gained membership of the Leningrad section of the All-Russian Union of Poets (one of many predecessors to the eventual Union of Soviet Writers, formed in 1932.) A small body of his verse appeared in a Poets’ Union anthology of 1926 and in an almanac of 1927. These were the only publications of ‘adult’ work which Kharms achieved in his entire lifetime. In 1927 he joined with like-minded experimental writers (including Vvedensky and the important poet Nikolay Zabolotsky, 1903–58) to form OBERIU, a literary group which took as its name the acronym of Ob”edineniye  real’nogo  iskusstva  or the Association of Real Art.
         
 
         Born of an interest in Futurist aesthetics and Formalist critical approaches, the Oberiuty  considered themselves a ‘left flank’ of the literary avant-garde. Their publicity antics, including a roof-top appearance by Kharms, caused minor sensations, but the group succeeded in presenting a highly unconventional theatrical evening, ‘Three Left Hours’, in January 1928. The programme included a performance of Kharms’s absurdist drama, ‘Yelizaveta Bam’.2 Among OBERIU catch-phrases were ‘Art Is a Cupboard’, and ‘Poems Aren’t Pies; We Aren’t Herring’. However, in the Stalinizing late ’20s, the time for propagating experimental modernism had passed, and there was no reasonable expectation of tolerance towards such activities. Hostile publicity ensured the hurried disbandment of OBERIU after a number of further appearances.
         
 
         From 1928 onwards Kharms and Vvedensky published only works of children’s literature, and by 1940 Kharms had in fact published eleven books for children. Nothing out of the ordinary was safe even in this field of literary activity, though he managed to employ a number of OBERIU-type devices in his ‘playful’ approach. This OBERIU approach had been denounced generally in a Leningrad newspaper in 1930 as ‘reactionary sleight-of-hand’ and, at the end of 1931, Kharms (with others) was arrested and accused of ‘deflecting the people from the building of socialism by means of his trans-sense  verses’. A short period of exile in Kursk followed: the times were still relatively mild. Little work was to be had thereafter. Kharms and Vvedensky survived the main purges of the 1930s. However, the outbreak of war brought new dangers, and Kharms was arrested in Leningrad in August 1941. He died in prison (probably of starvation) the following February. Both he and Vvedensky were subsequently exonerated and ‘rehabilitated’ during the Khrushchev period.
         
 
         In a number of texts, Kharms seems to have anticipated starvation and arrest. Indeed, he can lay claim to the title of hunger’s laureate, as this translation of an unrhyming but rhythmic verse-fragment shows:
         
 
         
            
               This is how hunger begins:
 
               The morning you wake, feeling lively,
 
               Then begins the weakness,
 
               Then begins the boredom;
 
               Then comes the loss
 
               Of the power of quick reason,
 
               Then comes the calmness
 
               And then begins the horror.

            

         
 
         Kharms’s arrest came, reportedly, when the caretaker of the building he lived in called him down in his bedroom slippers ‘for a few minutes’. One story current in Leningrad is that he was charged with involvement in some sort of terrorist conspiracy.
         
 
         From 1962 the children’s stories began to be reprinted in the Soviet Union, together with isolated first publications of a few short humorous pieces for adults. Simultaneously Kharms came to be mentioned in memoirs, and the odd scholarly paper devoted to the Oberiuty  appeared. Until Mikhail Gorbachev’s policy of glasnost’  took real effect, however, only a small fraction of Kharms’s literary output had achieved Soviet publication. Abroad, an awareness of Kharms and the Oberiuty  began to surface in the late 1960s, both in eastern Europe and in the west. One instance of especial interest in the present context is the inclusion of five pieces in the Dublin-based magazine Atlantis.3   Sporadic publication of the Russian texts in émigré journals followed, and a book-length collection appeared in 1974, yet textual doubts have arisen, especially in connection with the earlier publications.4 In 1978 in Bremen (West Germany) publication of an annotated collected works of Daniil Kharms commenced under the imprint of the Verlag K-Presse (the Kafka Press!) and under the editorial control (from Leningrad) of Mikhail Meylakh and Vladimir Erl’.5 The introduction to this series was delayed ‘for technical reasons’, and the whole project came to an abrupt but temporary halt with the summer 1983 arrest of Meylakh for alleged activities ostensibly unconnected with his OBERIU publishing programme. In this connection, it is reported by an unimpeachable source that British-made handcuffs are in common use in the Gulag. Happily, glasnost’  has seen the release of Meylakh in the 1987 amnesty and, along with other perhaps more astonishing miracles, a flood of minor Kharms publications in 1987 and 1988, culminating in a substantial book-length selection edited by Anatoliy Aleksandrov. OBERIU evenings and Kharms ‘mono-spectaculars’ are suddenly almost commonplace. Moscow News  in September 1988, in its Russian and English issues alike, was proclaiming Kharms an international figure: suddenly his photograph was publicly available in the Soviet Union. A Yugoslav director has made a surreal film called ‘The Kharms Case’, while Islington’s Almeida Theatre staged an Oberiuty  evening in 1984 – perhaps to balance, if not to unlock, the handcuffs.
         
 
         Any remotely definitive assessment of Kharms’s achievement as a writer must await full publication of his oeuvre  and other research. For the moment one can make little more than preliminary and somewhat impressionistic comments. The prose miniature is a more familiar genre in Russian than in other literatures. Among writers very different to Kharms there are – from the nineteenth century alone– the feuilletons  of Dostoyevsky, the prose poems of Turgenev, and the shortest stories of Garshin and Chekhov. In the twentieth century one thinks of short pieces by Zamyatin, Olesha and Zoshchenko and – more recently – the aphoristic writings of Abram Tertz (pseudonym of Andrey Sinyavsky) and the prose poems of Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn.
         
 
         In spirit, Kharms clearly belongs to a tradition of double-edged humour that extends from the word-play and irrelevancy of Gogol and the jaundiced mentality of Dostoyevsk’s ‘underground’ anti-heroes to the recent intertextual parody of Tertz/Sinyavsky and the satirical absurd of Voinovich. In relation to the experimental period of Soviet prose in the early 1920s, and its legacy, he also has affinities (stylistic, linguistic, thematic, and philosophical) with Platonov. In ‘The Sabre’, a verse and prose sequence of 1929, Goethe, Blake, Lomonosov, Gogol, Koz’ma Prutkov and Khlebnikov are each given an honourable mention by Kharms. A contemporary favourite of his was Knut Hamsun, while on the wider plane it is hardly necessary to mention the various modernist, dadaist, surrealist, absurdist and other avant-garde movements of western Europe. Borges could have, and Beckett and Kafka have, frequently occurred in comparative discussions of Kharms.6 Kharms, the black miniaturist, is an exponent not so much of the modernist End of the Word (cf. Joyce) as of a postmodernist, infantilist End of the Story – the latter in a sense which is perhaps genuinely analogous to Beckett. Such a trend is usually taken to be a post-war, nuclear-age phenomenon. However, the Holocaust and Hiroshima may have been felt in anticipation in the Leningrad of the bleak 1930s.
         
 
         Yet Kharms seems somehow different from all of these famous authors, especially in his adoption at various levels of what might best be described as a poetics of extremism. Most striking to readers will be the recurrence of Kharms’s strange and disturbing obsessions: with falling, accidents, chance, sudden death, victimization and other forms of apparently mindless violence. These again are frequently carried to extremes, or toyed with in a bizarre manner which could scarcely be unintentional. We may invoke psychology, or Kharms’s attitude to language, to communication, to surrounding reality; but my impression strongly is that the ancestry of these Kharmsian ‘incidents’ lies in a multitude of genres, both literary and non-literary – the fable and parable, the fairy story and children’s story, the philosophical and dramatic dialogue, pantomime, the comic monologue, carnival and the silent movie. All seem to be present somewhere, in compressed form and devoid of explanations and other standard trappings. Kharms, indeed, serves up, transforms or aborts the bare bones – sometimes literally! – of the sub-plots, plot fragments and authorial devices of world literature, from the narratives of antiquity and classical European fiction to the play on plot and the metafictions of the present period: from The Satyricon  to Cervantes to Calvino.
         
 
         In the modern idiom, apart from theatre of the absurd and theatre of cruelty, Kharms’s fictions anticipate in some primaeval way almost everything from the animated screenplay and the cartoon strip to the video-nasty. To put it another way, the prose of Kharms, with its skeletal terseness, has the stark but at times compelling quality of the old wireless (the cat’s whiskers) as against the comprehensive vacuousness on offer from the colour television of many a more accepted fictional form.
         
 
         But surrounding reality is internal also. Kharms turns his surgical glance on both the extraordinary world around him and on its representations, past and present. He operates, in the main, against a Leningrad background, commenting in sardonic and despairing fashion on the period in which he lived. Names figure prominently, and some can be glossed more readily than others. The piece entitled here ‘Aleksey Tolstoy’ was written in 1934, the year of the first congress of the Union of Soviet Writers, and the personalities named were all prominent writers of the day.7 There are friends as well as rogues: Aleksandr Vvedensky has already been noted, and in the same spirit one should record that ‘From a Letter to K. V. Pugachova’ is addressed to Klavdiya Vasil’evna Pugachova, an actress in TYUZ (Theatre for Youthful Spectators) who, by moving to Moscow, became the addressee of letters from Kharms in Leningrad. The Yakov Semyonovich of ‘Five Unfinished Narratives’ is Ya. S. Druskin, musicologist and philosopher, a friend of the author’s. These real-life references blend with tho literary in such pieces as ‘Pushkin and Gogol’, where the enshrining of well-respected worthies in Soviet print is parodied. This practice of Kharms’s may stem from specific cases of glorification in Soviet journalism – the relating of Kharms’s work to contemporary sources has yet to begin. For instance, no date is available for the story ‘An Historical Episode’ (featuring Ivan Susanin, a patriotic hero of 1612), but it is tempting to presume that it may well have been written in 1937, the year of the revival of Glinka’s opera (A Life  for  the Tsar,  renamed Ivan  Sunanin)  with its newly sanitized-sovietized libretto.
         
 
         I have chosen the term ‘Incidents’ to translate Kharms’s sluchai,  a common Russian word which may be translated by a variety of English words – case, event, incident, occurrence, opportunity, occasion, chance. From 1936 he was engaged on a cycle or series of very short prose pieces which he specifically called sluchai,  and I have grouped together in Section I those pieces I have translated which are about a page or less in length. Those of greater length form Section III, ‘Stories’; those presented wholly in dramatic form are ‘Dialogues’ in Section II. Otherwise the ordering tends to be chronological. Four examples of the non-fictional prose are presented in the final section: ‘On the Circle’ was chosen as being a fairly comprehensible (and symbol-free) representative of his mathematical-philosophical work, while the last item (a letter) may give some readers an inkling of an insight into Kharms’s own literary attitude. Of course, in connection with a body of work mainly written without thought of publication, any order now imposed is bound to be to some degree arbitrary.
         
 
         That, as Kharms would say, is all. Now read on!
 
         
             

         
 
         Neil Cornwell, 
 Rome, January 1987 – Bristol, April 1989
         
 
         
      
            Notes
 
            1. Aleksandr Vvedensky (1904–41), a talented friend and close associate of Kharms; he moved to the Ukraine in the mid 1930s – see the letter from Kharms included in Section IV below – and was arrested in Khar’kov in September 1941. He died the following December.
            
 
            2.  Together with this play, Kharm’s longest composition is a novella ‘The Old Woman’ – English translations of both are included in George Gibian’s anthology, see ‘Further Reading’, p. 101 below.
            
 
            3.  Of the translations printed here, the greater part appear in English for the first time. The following first appeared in Atlantis  No. 6 (Winter 1973–4): – ‘The Plummeting Old Women’, ‘Four Illustrations of How a New Idea Disconcerts a Man Unprepared for It’, The Trunk’, ‘Makarov and Peterson’ and ‘The Cashier’. Others have been published in Poetry  and  Audience  vol. 23 (1977), The  Urbane  Gorilla vol. 8 (1978), and Long  Pen,  1983. ‘The Drawback’ was first published in W. J. Mc Cormack (ed.), In  the  Prison  of  His  Days:  A  Miscellany  for Nelson  Mandela  on  His  70th  Birthday  (Mullingar: Lilliput Press, 1988).
            
 
            Grateful acknowledgment is made to the editors of these publications for permission to reprint items in the present collection.
            
 
            4. Russian texts of the works translated here may be found in – Grani No. 81 (1971); Daniil Kharms Izbrannoye  (ed. George Gibian) Würzburg: Jal-Verlag, 1974; Kontinent  No. 24 (1980); NRL:  Neue Russiche  Literatur  Almanac 2–3, Salzburg, (1979–80); Russika  1981: literaturnyy  sbornik,  New York, 1982; Poiski  5-6, 1983; Russkaya mysl’No.  3550, 3 January 1985; and Aleksandr Vvedensky, Polnoye sobraniye  sochineniy  (ed. M. Meylakh) Ann Arbor: Ardis, 1980 and 1984, 2vols.
            
 
            Many of these have subsequently achieved publication in the USSR, particularly during 1988. At the end of that year a valuable selection under the title Polyot  v  nebesa  (ed. by A. Aleksandrov) was published in Leningrad.
            
 
            5.  Four volumes have appeared (two in 1978, a third in 1980 and a fourth in 1988) containing the poetry written up to 1939. Nine or even ten volumes are ultimately planned, indicating the existence of far more material than is at present known. For Meylakh’s 2-vol. complete works of Vvedensky, see n. 3 above.
            
 
            6.  For example, on Kafka and Kharms see the item by Milner-Gulland listed under ‘Further Reading’, p. 101 below.
            
 
            7.  ‘Aleksey Tolstoy’ is one example of a few texts translated here where no title was available in the original – see also ‘I Had Raised Dust’ – and the practice of using the opening words or some such device for the purpose of identification has been adopted.
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            The Plummeting Old Women

         
 
         A certain old woman, out of excessive curiosity, fell out of a window, plummeted to the ground, and was smashed to pieces.
         
 
         Another old woman leaned out of the window and began looking at the remains of the first one, but she also, out of excessive curiosity, fell out of the window, plummeted to the ground and was smashed to pieces.
         
 
         Then a third old woman plummeted from the window, then a fourth, then a fifth.
         
 
         By the time a sixth old woman had plummeted down, I was fed up watching them, and went off to Mal’tseviskiy Market where, it was said, a knitted shawl had been given to a certain blind man.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Four Illustrations of How a New Idea Disconcerts a Man Unprepared for It
            

         
 
         
            
               
                       
                                                                                                                                                                          
                        
                           	 
                           	l
                           	 
                        

                        
                           	WRITER
                           
                           	I’m a writer. 
                        

                        
                           	READER
                           
                           	In my opinion you’re shit!
                        

                        
                           	 
                           	 
                           	(The  writer  stands  for  a  few minutes,  shaken  by  this  new  idea, and  falls  down  in  a  dead  faint.  He is  carried  out.)
                           
                        

                        
                           	 
                           	 
                           	 
                        

                        
                           	 
                           	2
                           	 
                        

                        
                           	ARTIST
                           
                           	I’m an artist. 
                        

                        
                           	WORKER
                           
                           	In my opinion you’re shit!
                        

                        
                           	 
                           	 
                           	(The  artist  turns  as  white  as  a sheet,  sways  like  a  thin  reed  and unexpectedly  expires.  He  is  carried out.)
                           
                        

                        
                           	 
                           	 
                           	 
                        

                        
                           	 
                           	3
                           	 
                        

                        
                           	COMPOSER
                           
                           	I’m a Composer. 
                        

                        
                           	VANYA RUBLYOV
                           
                           	In my opinion you’re …!
                        

                        
                           	 
                           	 
                           	(The  composer,  breathing  heavily, sank  back.  He  is  unexpectedly carried  out.)
                           
                        

                        
                           	 
                           	 
                           	 
                        

                        
                           	 
                           	4
                           	 
                        

                        
                           	CHEMIST
                           
                           	I’m a chemist. 
                        

                        
                           	PHYSICIST
                           
                           	In my opinion you’re …!
                        

                        
                           	 
                           	 
                           	(The  chemist  said  not  another word  and  collapsed  heavily  to  the floor.)
                           
                        

                      
                  

               

            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            A Sonnet

         
 
         A surprising thing happened to me: I suddenly forgot which comes first – 7 or 8.
         
 
         I went off to the neighbours and asked them what they thought on the subject.
         
 
         Just imagine their and my surprise when they suddenly discovered that they too couldn’t recall how to count: 1, 2, 3, 4, 5 and 6 they remembered, but they’d forgotten what followed.
         
 
         We all went to the overpriced food shop, the Gastronom on the corner of Znamenskaya and Basseynaya street, and put our quandary to the cashier. The cashier smiled sadly, pulled a little hammer out of her mouth and, twitching her nose a bit, said – I should think seven comes after eight whenever eight comes after seven.
         
 
         We thanked the cashier and joyfully ran out of the shop. But then, having thought about the cashier’s words, we got depressed again, since her words seemed to us to be devoid of any sense.
         
 
         What were we to do? We went to the Summer Garden and started counting the trees there. But, getting as far as 6, we stopped and began to argue: in the opinion of some, 7 came next, and in the opinion of others – 8.
         
 
         We would have argued for ages, but fortunately then some child fell off a park bench and broke both jaw-bones. This distracted us from our argument.
         
 
         And then we dispersed homewards.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            The Optical Illusion

         
 
         Semyon Semyonovich, with his glasses on, looks at a pine tree and he sees: in the pine tree sits a peasant showing him his fist.
         
 
         Semyon Semyonovich, with his glasses off, looks at the pine tree and sees that there is no one sitting in the pine tree.
         
 
         Semyon Semyonovich, with his glasses on, looks at the pine tree and again sees that in the pine tree sits a peasant showing him his fist.
         
 
         Semyon Semyonovich, with his glasses off, again sees that there is no one sitting in the pine tree.
         
 
         Semyon Semyonovich, with his glasses on again, looks at the pine tree and again sees that in the pine tree sits a peasant showing him his fist.
         
 
         Semyon Semyonovich doesn’t wish to believe in this phenomenon and considers this phenomenon an optical illusion.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            The Trunk

         
 
         A thin-necked man climbed into a trunk, shut the lid behind him and began gasping for breath.
         
 
         – So – said the thin-necked man, gasping for breath – I am gasping for breath in this trunk because I’ve got a thin neck. The lid of the trunk is down and isn’t letting any air in. I shall be gasping for breath, but all the same I won’t open the lid of the trunk. I shall be gradually dying. I shall see the struggle of life and death. The battle which takes place will be an unnatural one, with the chances equal,  because under natural conditions death triumphs, and life, doomed to death, merely struggles in vain with the enemy, clinging until the last minute to a futile hope. But in the struggle which will take place now, life will be cognizant of the means of victory: to achieve this life will have to force my hands to open the lid of the trunk. We shall see who will win! Only there’s an awful smell of napthalene. If life triumphs I shall powder all the things in the trunk with makhorka.* So, it has begun: I can’t breathe any more. I’m finished, that’s clear. There’s no saving me now! And there are no lofty thoughts in my head. I’m suffocating!
         
 
         – Hey! What’s that then? Something just happened but I can’t make out exactly what. I saw something or heard something …
         
 
         – Hey! Something happened again. My God! There’s nothing to breath. It seems I’m dying …
         
 
         – And now what’s that then? Why am I singing? My neck seems to be hurting … But where’s the trunk? Why can I see all the things in the room? And I seem to be lying on the floor! But where’s the trunk?
         
 
         The man with the thin neck got up from the floor and looked round. The trunk was nowhere around. On the chairs and on the bed lay things which had been pulled out of the trunk, but the trunk was nowhere around.
         
 
         The thin-necked man said:
 
         – So, life has triumphed over death by means unknown to me.
         
 
         
            * cheap, coarse tobacco.
            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Kalindov

         
 
         Kalindov was standing on tip-toe and peering at me straight in the face. I found this unpleasant. I turned aside but Kalindov ran round me and was again peering at me straight in the face. I tried shielding myself from Kalindov with a newspaper. But Kalindov outwitted me: he set my newspaper alight and, when it flared up, I dropped it on the floor and Kalindov again began peering at me straight in the face. Slowly retreating, I repaired behind the cupboard and there, for a few moments. I enjoyed a break from the importunate stares of Kalindov. But my break was not prolonged: Kalindov crawled up to the cupboard on all fours and peered up at me from below. My patience ran out; I screwed up my eyes and booted Kalindov in the face.
         
 
         When I opened my eyes, Kalindov was standing in front of me, his mug bloodied and mouth lacerated, peering at me straight in the face as before.
         
 
         (1930)

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            The Story of the Fighting Men

         
 
         Aleksey Alekseyevich held Andrey Karlovich down in a crushing lock and, having smashed him in the mug, let him go.
         
 
         Andrey Karlovich, pale with fury, flung himself at Aleksey Alekseyevich and banged him in the teeth.
         
 
         Aleksey Alekseyevich, not expecting such a swift onslaught, collapsed on the floor, whereupon Andrey Karlovich sat astride him, pulled his set of dentures from his mouth and gave Aleksey Alekseyevich such a going over with them that Aleksey Alekseyevich rose from the floor with his face completely mutilated and his nostril ripped open. Holding his face in his hands, Aleksey Alekseyevich ran off.
         
 
         Whereas Andrey Karlovich gave his dentures a rub, inserted them in his mouth with a click of the teeth and, having satisfied himself as to the replacement of his dentures, he took stock of his surroundings and, not seeing Aleksey Alekseyevich, set off in search of him.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Mashkin Killed Koshkin

         
 
         Comrade Koshkin danced around Comrade Mashkin.
 
         Comrade Mashkin followed Comrade Koshkin with his eyes.
         
 
         Comrade Koshkin insultingly waved his arms and repulsively shook his legs.
         
 
         Comrade Mashkin put on a frown.
 
         Comrade Koshkin twitched his belly and stamped his right foot.
         
 
         Comrade Mashkin let out a cry and flung himself at Comrade Koshkin.
         
 
         Comrade Koshkin tried to run away, but stumbled and was overtaken by Comrade Mashkin.
         
 
         Comrade Mashkin struck Comrade Koshkin on the head with his fist.
         
 
         Comrade Koshkin let out a cry and fell to his hands and knees.
         
 
         Comrade Mashkin put the boot in to Comrade Koshkin under the belly and once more struck him across the skull with his fist.
         
 
         Comrade Koshkin measured his length on the floor and died.
         
 
         Mashkin killed Koshkin.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Aleksey Tolstoy

         
 
         Ol’ga Forsh went up to Aleksey Tolstoy and did something. Aleksey Tolstoy also did something.
         
 
         At this point Konstantin Fedin and Valentin Stenich leapt outside and got down to looking for a suitable stone. They didn’t find a stone but they found a spade. Konstantin Fedin cracked Ol’ga Forsh one across the chops with this spade.
         
 
         Then Aleksey Tolstoy stripped off and, going out on to the Fontanka, began to neigh like a horse. Everyone said – there goes a major contemporary writer, neighing. – And nobody touched Aleksey Tolstoy.
         
 
         (1934)

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            What They Sell in the Shops These Days

         
 
         Koratygin came to see Tikakeyev but didn’t find him in.
 
         At that time Tikakeyev was at the shop buying sugar, meat and cucumbers.
         
 
         Koratygin hung about by Tikakeyev’s door and was just thinking of scribbling a note when he suddenly looked up and Tikakeyev himself was coming, carrying in his arms an oilskin bag.
         
 
         Koratygin spotted Tikakeyev and shouted:
 
         – I’ve been waiting a whole hour for you!
 
         – That’s not true – said Tikakeyev – I’ve only been out of the house twenty-five minutes.
         
 
         – Well, I don’t know about that – said Koratygin – except that I’ve already been here a whole hour.
         
 
         – Don’t tell lies – said Tikakeyev – you should be ashamed to lie.
         
 
         – My dear fellow! – said Koratygin – Be so good as to be a little more particular with you expressions.
         
 
         – I consider … – began Tikakeyev, but Koratygin interrupted him:
         
 
         – If you consider … – he said, but at this point Tikakeyev interrupted Koratygin and said:
         
 
         – A fine one you are!
 
         These words put Koratygin into such a frenzy that he pressed a finger against one of his nostrils and through his other nostril blew snot at Tikakeyev.
         
 
         Then Tikakeyev pulled the biggest cucumber out of his bag and hit Koratygin across the head with it.
         
 
         Koratygin clutched at his head with his hands, fell down and died.
         
 
         That’s the size of the cucumbers sold in the shops these days!
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            There Once Was a Man

         
 
         There once was a man whose name was Kuznetsov. He left his house to go to a shop to buy some carpenter’s glue so as to stick a stool.
         
 
         When Kuznetsov was walking past an unfinished house, a brick fell off the top and hit Kuznetsov on the head.
         
 
         Kuznetsov fell, but straight away jumped to his feet and felt over his head. On Kuznetsov’s head a huge lump had come up.
         
 
         Kuznetsov gave the lump a rub and said:
 
         – I, citizen Kuznetsov, left the house to go to the shop to… to… to…. Oh, what on earth’s happened? I’ve forgotten why I was going to the shop!
         
 
         At this point a second brick fell off the roof and again Kuznetsov was struck on the head.
         
 
         – Akh! – cried Kuznetsov, clutching at his head and feeling a second lump on his head.
         
 
         – A likely story! – said Kuznetsov. – I, citizen Kuznetsov, left the house to go to… to go to… to go to… where was I going!
         
 
         Then a third brick fell from the top on to Kuznetsov’s head. And on Kuznetsov’s head a third lump came up.
         
 
         – Oh heck! – yelled out Kuznetsov, snatching at his head. – I, citizen Kuznetsov, left the… left the…left the cellar? No. Left the boozer? No! Where did I leave?
         
 
         A fourth brick fell from the roof, hit Kuznetsov on the back of the head and a fourth lump come up on Kuznetsov.
         
 
         – Well, now then! – said Kuznetsov, scratching the back of his head. – I… I… I… Who am I? I seem to have forgotten what my name is…. A likely story! Whatever’s my name? Vasiliy Petukhov? No.  Nikolay Sapogov?  No.  Panteley Rysakov? No. Well, who the hell am I?
         
 
         But then a fifth brick fell off the roof and so struck Kuznetsov on the back of the head that Kuznetsov forgot everything once and for all and, crying ‘Oh, oh, oh!’, ran off down the street.
         
 
         If you wouldn’t mind! If anyone should meet a man in the street with five lumps on his head, please remind him that his name is Kuznetsov and that he has to buy some carpenter’s glue and repair a broken stool.
         
 
         (1 November 1935)

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            They Call Me the Capuchin

         
 
         They call me the Capuchin. For that I’ll tear the ears off whomsoever it may be necessary, but meanwhile I get no peace from the fame of Jean-Jacques Rousseau. Why did he have to know everything? How to swaddle infants and how to give young girls in marriage! I would also like to know everything. In fact I do know everything, except that I am not so sure of my theories. About infants, I certainly know that they should not be swaddled at all – they should be obliterated. For this I would establish a central pit in the city and would throw the infants into it. And so that the stench of decomposition should not come from the pit, it could be flooded every week with quicklime. Into the same pit I would stick all Alsatian dogs. Now, about giving young girls in marriage. That, in my view, is even simpler: I would establish a public hall where, say, once a month all the youth would assemble. All of them between seventeen and thirty-five would have to strip naked and parade up and down the hall. If anyone fancied someone, then that pair would go off into a corner and there examine each other in detail. I forgot to say that they would all have to have a card hanging from the neck with their name, surname and address. Then, a letter could be sent to whomever was to someone’s taste, to set up a more intimate aquaintance. Should any old man or woman intervene in these matters, I would propose killing them with an axe and dragging them off to the same place as the infants – to the central pit.
         
 
         I would have written more on my current theories, but unfortunately I have to go to the shop for tobacco. When walking on the street, I always take with me a thick knotty stick. I take it with me in order to batter any infants who may get under my feet. That must be why they called me the Capuchin. But just you wait, you swine, I’ll skin your ears yet!
         
 
         (12 October 1938)

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            The Artist and the Clock

         
 
         Serov, an artist, went to the Obvodny Canal. Why did he go there? To buy some india-rubber. What did he want india-rubber for? To make himself a rubber band. And what did he want a rubber band for? In order to stretch it. That’s what for. And what else? This is what else: the artist Serov had broken his clock. The clock had been going well, but he picked it up and broke it. What else? Nothing else. Nothing, this is it, in a nutshell! Keep your filthy snout out when it’s not needed! And may the Lord have mercy on us!
         
 
         Once there lived an old woman. She lived and loved, until she got burnt up in her stove. Served her right, too! The artist Serov, at least, was of that opinion …
         
 
         Huh! I would write some more, but the ink-pot has suddenly gone and disappeared.
         
 
         (22 October 1938)

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            I Had Raised Dust

         
 
         I had raised dust. Children were running after, me, tearing their clothing. Old men and old women fell from roofs. I whistled, I roared, my teeth chattered and I clattered like an iron bar. Lacerated children raced after me and, falling behind, broke their thin legs in their awful haste. Old men and old women were skipping around me. I rushed on! Filthy, rachitic children, looking like toadstools, got tangled under my feet. Running was hard going. I kept remembering things and once I even almost fell into the soft mush of old men and women floundering on the ground. I jumped, snapped a few heads off toadstools and trod on the belly of a thin old woman, who at this emitted a loud crunch and softly muttered – They’ve worn me out. – Not looking back, I ran on further. Now under my feet was a clean and smooth pavement. Occasional streetlamps lit my way. I ran up to the bath-house. The welcoming bath-house flickered in front of me and the cosy but stifling bath-house steam was already in my nostrils, ears and mouth. Without undressing, I ran straight through the changing-room, then past the taps, the tubs and the planks, to the shelf. A hot white cloud surrounds me, I hear a weak but insistent sound. I seem to be lying down.
         
 
         And at this point, a mighty relaxation stopped my heart.
 
         (1 February 1939)

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            The Red-Haired Man
 
            (or ‘Blue Notebook No. 10’)

         

         There was a red-haired man who had no eyes or ears. Neither did he have any hair, so he was called red-haired theoretically.
         

         He couldn’t speak, since he didn’t have a mouth. Neither did he have a nose.
         

         He didn’t even have any arms or legs. He had no stomach and he had no back and he had no spine and he had no innards whatsoever. He had nothing at all! Therefore there’s no knowing whom we are even talking about.
         

         In fact it’s better that we don’t say any more about him.

         (1937)

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Rehabilitation

         
 
         Without boasting, I can tell you that, when Volodya struck me across the ear and spat in my face, I really got him, so that he won’t forget it. It was only after that that I hit him with the primus and it was evening when I hit him with the iron. So he didn’t die by any means straight away. This doesn’t prove that I cut his leg off as early as the afternoon. He was still alive then. Whereas Andryusha I killed simply from inertia, and I can’t hold myself responsible for that. Why did Andryusha and Yelizaveta Antonovna fall into my hands anyway? They had no business springing out from behind the door. I am being accused of bloodthirstiness; they say I drank blood, but that’s not true: I licked up the pools of blood and the stains – it is a man’s natural urge to wipe out the traces of even the most trivial of crimes. And also I did not rape Yelizaveta Antonovna. In the first place, she was no longer a virgin; and secondly I was having dealings with a corpse, so she has no cause for complaint. What about the fact that she just happened to have to give birth? Well, I did pull out the infant. The fact that he was not long for this world anyway, well that’s really not my fault. I didn’t tear his head off; it was his thin neck that did that. He was simply not created for this life. It’s true that I stomped their dog to pulp around the floor, but it’s really cynical to accuse me of murdering a dog when in the immediate vicinity, it might be said, three human lives had been obliterated. The infant I don’t count. Well, all right then, in all this (I can agree with you) it is possible to discern a degree of severity on my part. But to consider it a crime that I squatted down and defecated on my victims – that is really, if you’ll excuse me, absurd. Defecation is an urge of nature and consequently can in no sense be criminal. All things considered, I do understand the misgivings of my defence counsel, but all the same I am hoping for a complete acquittal.
         
 
         ([10 July] 1941)

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            II
 
            DIALOGUES

         

         
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Pushkin and Gogol

         
 
         
            
                    
                           
                                  
                        	GOGOL
                                     
                        	(falls  out  from  the  wings  on  stage  and  quietly lies  there)
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	PUSHKIN
                                     
                        	(appears  on  stage,  stumbles  over  Gogol  and  falls): What the devil! Seems I’ve tripped over Gogol!
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	GOGOL
                                     
                        	(getting  up):  What a vile abomination! You can’t even have a rest. (Walks  off,  stumbles  over Pushkin  and  falls):  Seems I’ve stumbled over Pushkin!
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	PUSHKIN
                                     
                        	(getting  up):  Not a minute’s peace! (Walks  off, stumbles  over  Gogol  and  falls):  What the devil! Seems I’ve tripped over Gogol again!
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	GOGOL
                                     
                        	(getting  up):  Always an obstacle in everything! (Walks  off,  stumbles  over  Pushkin  and  falls):  It’s a vile abomination! Tripped over Pushkin again!
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	PUSHKIN
                                     
                        	(getting  up):  Hooliganism! Sheer hooliganism! (Walks  off,  stumbles  over  Gogol  and  falls):  What the devil! Tripped over Gogol again!
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	GOGOL
                                     
                        	(getting  up):  It’s sheer mockery! (Walks  off, stumbles  over  Pushkin  and  falls):  Tripped over Pushkin again!
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	PUSHKIN
                                     
                        	(getting  up):  What the devil! Well, really, what the devil! (Walks  off,  stumbles  over  Gogol  and falls):  Over Gogol!
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	GOGOL
                                     
                        	(getting  up):  Vile abomination! (Walks  off, stumbles  over  Pushkin  and  falls):  Over Pushkin!
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	PUSHKIN
                                     
                        	(getting  up):  What the devil! (Walks  off,  stumbles over  Gogol  and  falls  into  the  wings):  Over Gogol!
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	GOGOL
                                     
                        	(getting  up):  Vile abomination! (Walks  off  into wings;  from  offstage):  Over Pushkin!
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	              
                        	          
                     
     
                   
               
 
                (curtain)
               

            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Clunk

         
 
         Summer. A writing table. A door to the right. A picture on the wall. The picture is a drawing of a horse, the horse has a gypsy in its teeth. Olga Petrovna is chopping wood. At every blow Olga Petrovna’s pince-nez leaps from her nose. Yevdokim Osipovich is seated in an arm-chair smoking.
         
 
         
            
                    
                           
                                  
                        	OLGA PETROVNA
                                     
                        	(strikes  with  the  chopper  at  the  log, which,  however,  does  not  as  much  as splinter)
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	YEVDOKIM OSIPOVICH
                                     
                        	Clunk!         
                     
         
                                  
                        	OLGA PETROVNA
                                     
                        	(putting  on  her  pince-nez,  swipes  at the  log)
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	YEVDOKIM OSIPOVICH
                                     
                        	Clunk!         
                     
         
                                  
                        	OLGA PETROVNA
                                     
                        	(putting  on  her  pince-nez,  swipes  at the  log)
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	YEVDOKIM OSIPOVICH
                                     
                        	Clunk!         
                     
         
                                  
                        	OLGA PETROVNA
                                     
                        	(putting  on  her  pince-nez,  swipes  at the  log)
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	YEVDOKIM OSIPOVICH 
                                     
                        	Clunk!         
                     
         
                                  
                        	OLGA PETROVNA
                                     
                        	(putting  on  her  pince-nez):  Yevdokim Osipovich! I implore you, don’t keep saying that word ‘clunk’.
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	YEVDOKIM OSIPOVICH
                                     
                        	Very well, very well.         
                     
         
                                  
                        	OLGA PETROVNA
                                     
                        	(striking  with  the  chopper  at  the  log)
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	YEVDOKIM OSIPOVICH
                                     
                        	Clunk!         
                     
         
                                  
                        	OLGA PETROVNA
                                     
                        	Yevdokim Osipovich. You promised not to keep saying that word ‘clunk’.
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	YEVDOKIM OSIPOVICH
                                     
                        	Very well, very well, Olga Petrovna. I won’t any more.
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	OLGA PETROVNA
                                     
                        	(striking  with  the  chopper  at  log)
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	YEVDOKIM OSIPOVICH
                                     
                        	Clunk!         
                     
         
                                  
                        	OLGA PETROVNA
                                     
                        	(putting  on  her  pince-nez):  This is disgraceful. A grown-up, middle-aged man, and he doesn’t understand a simple human request.
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	YEVDOKIM OSIPOVICH
                                     
                        	Olga Petrovna! You may carry on with your work in peace. I won’t disturb you any more.
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	OLGA PETROVNA
                                     
                        	I implore you, I really implore you: let me chop this log at least.
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	YEVDOKIM OSIPOVICH
                                     
                        	Chop away, of course you can, chop away.
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	OLGA PETROVNA
                                     
                        	(striking  with  chopper  at  log)
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	YEVDOKIM OSIPOVICH
                                     
                        	Clunk!         
                     
     
                   
               

            

         
 
          
         Olga Petrovna drops the chopper, opens her mouth, but is unable to say anything. Yevdokim Osipovich gets up from the arm-chair, looks Olga Petrovna up and down and slowly walks away. Olga Petrovna stands immobile, mouth open, and gazes after the retreating Yevdokim Osipovich.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         (slow  curtain)
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Makarov and Petersen
 
            (subtitled ‘No. 3’)

         
 
         
            
                    
                           
                                  
                        	              
                        	MAKAROV 
                                     
                        	Here, in this book, is written all concerning our desires and their fulfillment. Read this book, and you will understand how empty are our desires. You will also understand how easy it is to fulfil another’s desire and how difficult to fulfil one’s own desire.
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	              
                        	PETERSEN  
             
                                     
                        	You didn’t half say that solemnly. That’s how Indian chiefs speak.
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	              
                        	MAKAROVA  
             
                                     
                        	This is such a book that it must be spoken of in elevated tones. When I so much as think of it I take off my hat.
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	              
                        	PETERSEN  
             
                                     
                        	Do you wash your hands before you touch it, then?
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	              
                        	MAKAROV  
             
                                     
                        	Yes, and the hands must be washed.         
                     
         
                                  
                        	              
                        	PETERSEN  
             
                                     
                        	You ought to wash your feet, to be on the safe side.
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	              
                        	MAKAROV  
             
                                     
                        	That was most unwitty and rude.         
                     
         
                                  
                        	              
                        	PETERSEN  
             
                                     
                        	But what is this book?         
                     
         
                                  
                        	              
                        	MAKAROV  
             
                                     
                        	The name of this book is secret…         
                     
         
                                  
                        	              
                        	PETERSEN  
             
                                     
                        	Tee-hee-hee!         
                     
         
                                  
                        	              
                        	MAKAROV  
             
                                     
                        	This book is called MALGIL.      (Petersen  disappears.)
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	              
                        	              
                        	          
                     
                  
                                  
                        	              
                        	MAKAROV  
             
                                     
                        	Good Lord! What’s this, then? Petersen!         
                     
         
                                  
                        	VOICE OF 
             
                                     
                        	PETERSEN  
             
                                     
                        	What’s happened? Makarov! Where am I?
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	              
                        	MAKAROV  
             
                                     
                        	Where are you? I can’t see you.         
                     
         
                                  
                        	VOICE OF 
             
                                     
                        	PETERSEN  
             
                                     
                        	And where are you? I can’t see you either. What are these spheres?         
                     
         
                                  
                        	              
                        	MAKAROV  
             
                                     
                        	What can we do? Petersen, can you hear me?         
                     
         
                                  
                        	VOICE OF 
             
                                     
                        	PETERSEN  
             
                                     
                        	I can hear you! But whatever’s happened? And what are these spheres?
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	              
                        	MAKAROV  
             
                                     
                        	Can vou move?         
                     
         
                                  
                        	VOICE OF 
             
                                     
                        	PETERSEN  
             
                                     
                        	Makarov! Can you see these spheres?         
                     
         
                                  
                        	              
                        	MAKAROV  
             
                                     
                        	What spheres?         
                     
         
                                  
                        	VOICE OF 
             
                                     
                        	PETERSEN  
             
                                     
                        	Let me go! … Let me go! … Makarov!                  (Silence.  Makarov  stands  in horror,  then  grabs  the  book  and opens  it.)
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	              
                        	              
                        	          
                     

                                  
                        	              
                        	MAKAROV  
             
                                     
                        	(reads):…  ‘Gradually man loses his form  and becomes a sphere. And, once a  sphere, man loses all his desires.’
                                 
                     
     
                   
               

            

         
 
         
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            The Hunters

         
 
         Six men went hunting, but only four returned.
 
         Two, in fact, hadn’t returned.
 
         Oknov, Kozlov, Stryuchkov and Motylkov returned home safely, but Shirokov and Kablukov perished on the hunt.
         
 
         Oknov went around very upset the whole day and wouldn’t even talk to anyone. Kozlov walked round behind Oknov with great persistence, badgering him with all manner of questions, by which means he drove Oknov to a point of extreme irritation.
         
 
         
            
                    
                           
                                  
                        	KOZLOV
                                     
                        	Do you fancy a smoke?         
                     
         
                                  
                        	OKNOV
                                     
                        	No!         
                     
         
                                  
                        	KOZLOV
                                     
                        	Do you want me to bring you that thing over there?
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	OKNOV
                                     
                        	No!         
                     
         
                                  
                        	KOZLOV
                                     
                        	Perhaps you’d like me to tell you a funny story?
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	OKNOV
                                     
                        	No!         
                     
         
                                  
                        	KOZLOV
                                     
                        	Well, do you want a drink? I’ve got some tea and cognac here.
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	OKNOV
                                     
                        	Not content with just having smashed you over the skull with this stone, I’ll rip your leg off as well.
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	STRYUCHKOV AND MOTYLKOV What are you doing? What are you doing?
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	KOZLOV
                                     
                        	Pick me up from the ground.         
                     
         
                                  
                        	MOTYLKOV
                                     
                        	Don’t you get excited now, that wound will heal.
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	KOZLOV
                                     
                        	And where’s Oknov?         
                     
         
                                  
                        	OKNOV
                                     
                        	(ripping  away  at  Kozlov’s  leg):  I’m right here.
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	KOZLOV
                                     
                        	Oh, my gosh! he-elp!         
                     
         
                                  
                        	STRYUCHKOV AND MOTYLKOV Seems he’s ripped the leg off him!
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	OKNOV
                                     
                        	Ripped it off and thrown it over there!         
                     
         
                                  
                        	STRYUCHKOV
                                     
                        	That’s atrocious!         
                     
         
                                  
                        	OKNOV
                                     
                        	Wha-at?         
                     
         
                                  
                        	STRYUCHKOV
                                     
                        	. . ocious …         
                     
         
                                  
                        	OKNOV
                                     
                        	What’s that?         
                     
         
                                  
                        	STRYUCHKOV
                                     
                        	N-n… nothing.         
                     
         
                                  
                        	KOZLOV
                                     
                        	How am I going to get home?         
                     
         
                                  
                        	MOTYLKOV
                                     
                        	Don’t worry, we’ll fix a wooden leg on you!         
                     
         
                                  
                        	STRYUCHKOV
                                     
                        	What are you like at standing on one leg?         
                     
         
                                  
                        	KOZLOV
                                     
                        	I can do it, but I’m not too good at it.         
                     
         
                                  
                        	STRYUCHKOV
                                     
                        	That’s all right, we’ll support you.         
                     
         
                                  
                        	OKNOV
                                     
                        	Let me get at him.         
                     
         
                                  
                        	STRYUCHKOV
                                     
                        	Hey, no. You’d better go away!         
                     
         
                                  
                        	OKNOV
                                     
                        	No, let me through!… Let me!… Let… That’s what I wanted to do.
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	STRYUCHKOV AND MOTYLKOV How horrible!
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	OKNOV
                                     
                        	Ha, ha, ha.         
                     
         
                                  
                        	MOTYLKOV
                                     
                        	But where is Kozlov?         
                     
         
                                  
                        	STRYUCHKOV
                                     
                        	He’s crawled off into the bushes!         
                     
         
                                  
                        	MOTYLKOV
                                     
                        	Kozlov, are you there?         
                     
         
                                  
                        	KOZLOV
                                     
                        	Glug-glug!         
                     
         
                                  
                        	MOTYLKOV
                                     
                        	Now look what’s become of him!         
                     
         
                                  
                        	STRYUCHKOV
                                     
                        	What’s to be done with him?         
                     
         
                                  
                        	MOTYLKOV
                                     
                        	Well, we can’t do a thing with him, now. In my view, we’d better just strangle him. Kozlov! Hey Kozlov! Can you hear me?
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	KOZLOV
                                     
                        	O-oh, yes, but only just.         
                     
         
                                  
                        	MOTYLKOV
                                     
                        	Don’t you upset yourself mate, we’re just going to strangle you. Wait a minute, now! … There, there, there we are.
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	STRYUCHKOV
                                     
                        	Here we are, and again! That’s the way, yes! Come on, a bit more … Now, that’s that!
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	MOTYLKOV
                                     
                        	That’s that, then!         
                     
         
                                  
                        	OKNOV
                                     
                        	Lord have mercy on him!.         
                     
     
                   
               

            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Comprehensive Research

         
 
         
            
                    
                           
                                  
                        	YERMOLAYEV
                                     
                        	I have been at Blinov’s and he gave me a demonstration of his strength. I’ve never seen anything like it. The strength of a wild animal! It was awful to behold. Blinov lifted up a writing table, swung it about and tossed it all of four metres away from him.
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	DOCTOR
                                     
                        	It would be interesting to research this phenomenon. Such facts are known to science, but the reasons for it are not understood. Where such muscular strength comes from, scientists are not yet able to say. Introduce me to Blinov. I’ll give him a research pill.
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	YERMOLAYEV
                                     
                        	What sort of a pill is it that you are intending to give Blinov?
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	DOCTOR
                                     
                        	Pill? I don’t intend to give him a pill.         
                     
         
                                  
                        	YERMOLAYEV
                                     
                        	But you only just said yourself that you were intending to give him a pill.
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	DOCTOR
                                     
                        	No, no. You are mistaken. I didn’t mention a pill.
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	YERMOLAYEV
                                     
                        	Well, excuse me, but I heard you mention a pill.
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	DOCTOR
                                     
                        	No.         
                     
         
                                  
                        	YERMOLAYEV
                                     
                        	What do you mean – no?         
                     
         
                                  
                        	DOCTOR
                                     
                        	I didn’t say that.         
                     
         
                                  
                        	YERMOLAYEV
                                     
                        	Who didn’t say it?         
                     
         
                                  
                        	DOCTOR
                                     
                        	You didn’t say it.         
                     
         
                                  
                        	YERMOLAYEV
                                     
                        	What didn’t I say?         
                     
         
                                  
                        	DOCTOR
                                     
                        	You, it seems to me, didn’t finish saying something.
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	YERMOLAYEV
                                     
                        	I don’t understand. What didn’t I finish saying?
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	DOCTOR
                                     
                        	Your speech pattern is very typical. You swallow your words, you don’t complete the utterance of your initial thought, you hurry and then you stutter.
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	YERMOLAYEV
                                     
                        	When did I stutter? I speak quite fluently.         
                     
         
                                  
                        	DOCTOR
                                     
                        	Ah, but that’s where you’re wrong. Do you see? You’re even starting to come out in red blotches from the tension. Your hands haven’t gone cold yet?
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	YERMOLAYEV
                                     
                        	No, but so what?         
                     
         
                                  
                        	DOCTOR
                                     
                        	Yes, that was my supposition. I think you’re already having trouble breathing. You’d better sit down, before you fall down. That’s right. Now have a rest.
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	YERMOLAYEV
                                     
                        	But what for?         
                     
         
                                  
                        	DOCTOR
                                     
                        	Sh! Don’t strain your vocal chords. Now I’m going to alleviate your fate.
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	YERMOLAYEV
                                     
                        	Doctor! You frighten me.         
                     
         
                                  
                        	DOCTOR
                                     
                        	My dear friend! I want to help you. Here, take this. Swallow it!
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	YERMOLAYEV
                                     
                        	Oh. Ooh! What a vile, disgusting taste! What is it you’ve given me?
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	DOCTOR
                                     
                        	Nothing, it’s all right. Calm down. It’s a sure remedy.
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	YERMOLAYEV
                                     
                        	I’m hot and everything seems to be turning green.
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	DOCTOR
                                     
                        	Yes, that’s right, my dear friend, In a minute, you’ll die.
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	YERMOLAYEV
                                     
                        	What are you saying? Doctor! Oh! I can’t! Doctor! What have you given me? Oh, Doctor!
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	DOCTOR
                                     
                        	You have swallowed the research pill.         
                     
         
                                  
                        	YERMOLAYEV
                                     
                        	Save me. Oh. Save me. Oh. Let me breathe. Oh. Save …. Oh. Breathe …
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	DOCTOR
                                     
                        	He’s gone quiet. And he’s not breathing. That means he’s dead already. He has died, not finding on earth the answers to his questions. Yes, we physicians must comprehensively research the phenomenon of death.
                                 
                     
     
                   
               
 
               (21 June 1937)
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            Five Unfinished Narratives

         
 
         Dear Yakov Semyonovich,
 
         
             

         
 
         1. A certain man, having taken a run, struck his head against a smithy with such force that the blacksmith put aside the sledge-hammer which he was holding, took off his leather apron and, having smoothed his hair with his palm, went out on to the street to see what had happened. 2. Then the smith spotted the man sitting on the ground. The man was sitting on the ground and holding his head. 3. – What happened? – asked the smith. – Ooh! – said the man. 4. The smith went a bit closer to the man. 5. We discontinue the narrative about the smith and the unknown man and begin a new narrative about four friends and a harem. 6. Once upon a time there were four harem fanatics. They considered it rather pleasant to have eight women at a time each. They would gather of an evening and debate harem life. They drank wine; they drank themselves blind drunk; they collapsed under the table; they puked up. It was disgusting to look at them. They bit each other on the leg. They bandied obscenities at each other. They crawled about on their bellies. 7. We discontinue the story about them and begin a new story about beer. 8. There was a barrel of beer and next to it sat a philosopher who contended: – This barrel is full of beer; the beer is fermenting and strengthening. And I in my mind ferment along the starry summits and strengthen my spirit. Beer is a drink flowing in space; I also am a drink, flowing in time. 9. When beer is enclosed in a barrel, it has nowhere to flow. Time will stop and I will stand up. 10. But if time does not stop, then my flow is immutable. 11. No, it’s better to let the beer flow freely, for it’s contrary to the laws of nature for it to stand still. – And with these words the philosopher turned on the tap in the barrel and the beer poured out over the floor. 12. We have related enough about beer; now we shall relate about a drum. 13. A philosopher beat a drum and shouted: – I am making a philosophical noise! This noise is of no use to anyone, it even annoys everyone. But if it annoys everyone, that means it is not of this world. And if it’s not of this world, then it’s from another world. And if it is from another world, then I shall keep making it. 14. The philosopher made his noise for a long time. But we shall leave this noisy story and turn to the following quiet story about trees. 15. A philosopher went for a walk under some trees and remained silent, because inspiration had deserted him.
         
 
         (27 March 1931)

      

      
    

  
    
       
         
            Pakin and Rakukin

         
 
         – You, cut out that snottering! – said Pakin to Rakukin.
 
         Rakukin wrinkled up his nose and looked most uncordially at Pakin.
         
 
         – What are you looking at? Seen enough yet? – asked Pakin.
         
 
         Rakukin chewed at his lips and, indignant in his revolving arm-chair, began looking the other way. Pakin drummed on his knee with his fingers and said:
         
 
         – What a fool! I’d like to take a good stick to his skull.
 
         Rakukin stood up and started to walk out of the room, but Pakin quickly leapt up, caught up with Rakukin and said:
         
 
         – Wait a minute! Where d’ye think you’re rushing off to? Better sit down, I’ve something to show you.
         
 
         Rakukin stopped and looked distrustfully at Pakin.
 
         – What, don’t you believe me? – asked Pakin.
 
         – I believe you – said Rakukin.
 
         – Well then, sit down here, in this arm-chair – said Pakin.
 
         And Rakukin sat down again in his revolving arm-chair.
 
         – So, then – said Pakin – what are you sitting in that chair for, like a fool?
         
 
         Rakukin moved his legs about and began a rapid blinking of the eyes.
         
 
         – Don’t blink – said Pakin.
 
         Rakukin stopped blinking and, adopting a hunched posture, drew his head in to his shoulders.
         
 
         – Sit straight – said Pakin.
 
         Rakukin, continuing to sit hunched up, stuck out his belly and extended his neck.
         
 
         – Ee – said Pakin – I couldn’t half give you a smack in the kisser!
         
 
         Rakukin hiccupped, puffed out his cheeks, and then carefully emitted the air through his nostrils.
         
 
         – Now, you, stop that snottering! – said Pakin to Rakukin.
         
 
         Rakukin extended his neck even more and again began an extremely rapid blinking of the eyes.
         
 
         Pakin said:
 
         – If you, Rakukin, don’t stop that blinking immediately, I’ll give you a good boot in the chest.
         
 
         Rakukin, so as not to blink, twisted his jaws, extended his neck still further, and threw his head back.
         
 
         – Uh, what an execrable sight you are – said Pakin. A mug like a chicken’s, a blue neck, simply revolting.
         
 
         At that instant, Rakukin’s head was lolling back further and further and, finally, all tension lost, it collapsed on to his back.
         
 
         – What the devil! exclaimed Pakin – What sort of a conjuring trick is that supposed to be?
         
 
         Looking at Rakukin from Pakin’s position, it could quite easily be assumed that Rakukin was sitting there with no head at all. Rakukin’s Adam’s apple was sticking up in the air. Unwittingly one might well think that it was his nose.
         
 
         – Eh, Rakukin! – said Pakin.
 
         Rakukin was silent!
 
         – Rakukin! – repeated Pakin.
 
         Rakukin didn’t reply and continued to sit motionless.
 
         – So – said Pakin – Rakukin’s snuffed it.
 
         Pakin crossed himself and left the room on tip-toe.
 
         About fourteen minutes later a small soul climbed out of Rakukin’s body and threw a malevolent look at the place where Pakin had just been sitting. But then the tall figure of the angel of death came out from behind the cupboard and, taking Rakukin’s soul by the hand, led it away somewhere, straight through houses and walls. Rakukin’s soul ran after the angel of death, constantly glancing malevolently back. But then the angel of death stepped up the pace and Rakukin’s soul, leaping and stumbling, disappeared into space beyond the turning-point.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            On Phenomena and Existences No. 1

         
 
         The artist Michelangelo sits down on a heap of bricks and, propping his head in his hands, begins to think. Suddenly a cockerel walks past and looks at the artist Michelangelo with his round, golden eyes. Looks, but doesn’t blink. At this point, the artist Michelangelo raises his head and sees the cockerel. The cockerel does not lower his gaze, doesn’t blink and doesn’t move his tail. The artist Michelangelo looks down and is aware of something in his eye. The artist Michelangelo rubs his eyes with his hands. And the cockerel isn’t standing there any more, isn’t standing there, but is walking away, walking away behind the shed, behind the shed to the poultry-run, to the poultry-run towards his hens.
         
 
         And the artist Michelangelo gets up from the heap of bricks, shakes the red brick dust from his trousers, throws aside his belt and goes off to his wife.
         
 
         The artist Michelangelo’s wife, by the way, is extremely long, all of two rooms in length.
         
 
         On the way, the artist Michelangelo meets Komarov, grasps him by the hand and shouts – Look!..
         
 
         Komarov looks and sees a sphere.
 
         – What’s that? – whispers Komarov.
 
         And from the sky comes a roar – It’s a sphere.
 
         – What sort of a sphere is it? – whispers Komarov.
 
         And from the sky, the roar – A smooth-surfaced sphere!
 
         Komarov and the artist Michelangelo sit down on the grass and they are seated on the grass like mushrooms. They hold each other’s hands and look up at the sky. And in the sky appears the outline of a huge spoon. What on earth is that? No one knows. People run about and lock themselves into their houses. They lock their doors and their windows. But will that really help? Much good it does them! It will not help.
         
 
         I remember in 1884 an ordinary comet the size of a steamer appearing in the sky. It was very frightening. But now – a spoon! Some phenomenon for a comet!
         
 
         Lock you windows and doors!
 
         Can that really help? You can’t barricade yourself with planks against a celestial phenomenon.
         
 
         Nikolay Ivanovich Stupin lives in our house. He has a theory that everything is smoke. But in my view not everything is smoke. Maybe even there’s no smoke at all. Maybe there’s really nothing. There’s one division only. Or maybe there’s no division at all. It’s hard to say.
         
 
         It is said that a certain celebrated artist scrutinized a cockerel. He scrutinized it and scrutinized it and came to the conclusion that the cockerel did not exist.
         
 
         The artist told his friend this, and his friend just laughed. How, he said, doesn’t it exist, he said, when it’s standing right here and I, he said, am clearly observing it.
         
 
         And the great artist thereupon hung his head and, retaining the same posture in which he stood, sat down on a pile of bricks.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         That’s all.
 
         
             

         
 
         Daniil Dandan, 18 September 1934

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            On Phenomena and Existences No. 2
            

         

         Here’s a bottle of vodka, of the lethal spirit variety. And beside it you see Nikolay Ivanovich Serpukhov.
         

         From the bottle rise spirituous fumes. Look at the way Nikolay Ivanovich Serpukhov is breathing them in through his nose. Mark how he licks his lips and how he screws up his eyes. Evidently he is particularly partial to it and, in the main, that’s because it’s that lethal spirit variety.
         

         But take note of the fact that behind Nikolay Ivanovich’s back there is nothing. It’s not that there isn’t a cupboard there, or a chest of drawers, or at any rate some such object: but there is absolutely nothing there, not even air. Believe it or not, as you please, but behind Nikolay Ivanovich’s back there is not even an airless expanse or, as they say, universal ether. To put it bluntly, there’s nothing.
         

         This is, of course, utterly inconceivable.

         But we don’t give a damn about that, as we are only interested in the vodka and Nikolay Ivanovich Serpukhov.
         

         And so Nikolay Ivanovich takes the bottle of vodka in his hand and puts it to his nose. Nikolay Ivanovich sniffs it and moves his mouth like a rabbit.
         

         Now the time has come to say that, not only behind Nikolay Ivanovich’s back, but before him too – as it were, in front of his chest – and all the way round him, there is nothing. A complete absence of any kind of existence, or, as the old witticism goes, an absence of any kind of presence.
         

         However, let us interest ourselves only in the vodka and Nikolay Ivanovich.
         

         Just imagine, Nikolay Ivanovich peers into the bottle of vodka, then he puts it to his lips, tips back the bottle bottom-end up, and knocks it back – just imagine it, the whole bottle.
         

         Nifty! Nikolay Ivanovich knocked back his vodka and looked blank. Nifty, all right! How could he!
         

         And now this is what we have to say: as a matter of fact, not only behind Nikolay Ivanovich’s back, nor merely in front and all around him, but also even inside Nikolay Ivanovich there was nothing, nothing existed.
         

         Of course, it could all be as we have just said, and yet Nikolay Ivanovich himself could in these circumstances still be in a delightful state of existence. This is, of course, true. But, as a matter of fact, the whole thing is that Nikolay Ivanovich didn’t exist and doesn’t exist. That’s exactly the whole thing.
         

         You may ask: and what about the bottle of vodka? In particular, where did the vodka go, if a non-existent Nikolay Ivanovich drank it? Let’s say that the bottle remained. Where, then, is the vodka? There it was and, suddenly, there it isn’t. We know Nikolay Ivanovich doesn’t exist, you say. So, what’s the explanation?
         

         At this stage, we ourselves become lost in conjecture.

         But, anyway, what are we talking about? Surely we said that inside, as well as outside, Nikolay Ivanovich nothing exists. So if, both inside and outside, nothing exists, then that means that the bottle as well doesn’t exist. Isn’t that it?
         

         But, on the other hand, take note of the following: if we are saying that nothing exists either inside or outside, then the question arises: inside and outside of what? Something evidently, all the same, does exist? Or perhaps doesn’t exist. In which case, why do we keep saying ‘inside’ and ‘outside’?
         

         No, here we have patently reached an impasse. And we ourselves don’t know what to say.
         

         
             

         

         Good bye for now.

         
             

         

         Daniil Dandan, 18 September 1934

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            On Equilibrium

         
 
         Everyone now knows how dangerous swallowing stones is. A friend of mine even coined the expression ‘Dan-ex-ston’, which means: ‘It’s dangerous to extract stones.’ And a good thing too. ‘Dan-ex-ston’ can be easily remembered and, as required, instantly recalled.
         
 
         He worked, this friend of mine, as a stoker on a steam-engine. He travelled either the northern line or to Moscow. He was called Nikolay Ivanovich Serpukhov and he smoked Rocket cigarettes at thirty-five kopecks a packet, and always said that they made him cough less, while those costing five roubles, he says, ‘always make me choke’.
         
 
         And so Nikolay Ivanovich once chanced to get in to the restaurant in the Yevropeyskaya Hotel. Nikolay Ivanovich sat at a table and at the next table some foreigners were sitting munching apples.
         
 
         At this point Nikolay Ivanovich said to himself – This is interesting – said Nikolay Ivanovich – A man’s life this!
         
 
         Barely had he said this to himself when from out of the blue a Fairy appeared in front of him, saying:
         
 
         – My good man, what do you need?
 
         Well, of course, in a restaurant you do get confusion from which, it may be said, this unknown diminutive lady may have sprung. The foreigners even ceased munching their apples.
         
 
         Nikolay Ivanovich himself rather had the wind up and spoke rather off-handedly, so as to give her the brush-off – I’m sorry – he said – but I don’t really require anything in particular.
         
 
         – You don’t understand – said the unknown lady – I – she said – am what is called a Fairy. In the merest jiffy I’ll lay on whatever you fancy.
         
 
         Nikolay Ivanovich happened to notice that a citizen in a grey two-piece was listening intently to their conversation. The maître  d’hotel  was rushing through the open doors and behind him some other specimen with a cigarette in his mouth.
         
 
         – Bloody hell! – thought Nikolay Ivanovich – there’s no telling what’s going on.
         
 
         And there was indeed no telling what was going on. The maître  d’hotel  was leaping around the tables, the foreigners were rolling up the carpets and generally the devil only knew what! They were all doing whatever they felt like!
         
 
         Nikolay Ivanovich ran out to the street and didn’t even pick up his hat from the custody of the cloak-room; he ran out on to Lassalle Street and said to himself: – Dan-ex-ston! It’s dangerous to extract stones – Nothing like this ever really happens, surely!
         
 
         And arriving home, Nikolay Ivanovich told his wife – Don’t be alarmed, Yekaterina Petrovna, and don’t get worried. Only there’s no equilibrium in the world. It’s just an error of some kilogram and a half over the universe as a whole, but it’s really a surprising thing, Yekaterina Petrovna, totally surprising!
         
 
         
             

         
 
         And that’s all.
 
         
             

         
 
         Daniil Dandan, 18 September 1934

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            A Knight

         
 
         Aleksey Alekseyevich Alekseyev was a real knight. So, for example, on one occasion, catching sight from a tram of a lady stumbling against a kerbstone and dropping a glass lampshade for a table-lamp from her bag, which promptly smashed, Aleksey Alekseyevich, desiring to help the lady, decided to sacrifice himself and, leaping from the tram at full speed, fell and split open the whole of his phizog on a stone. Another time, seeing a lady who was climbing over a fence catch her skirt on a nail and get stuck there, so that she could move neither backward nor forward, Aleksey Alekseyevich began to get so agitated that, in his agitation, he broke two front teeth with his tongue. In a word, Aleksey Alekseyevich was really the most chivalrous knight, and not only in relation to ladies. With unprecedented ease, Aleksey Alekseyevich could sacrifice his life for his Faith, Tsar and Fatherland, as he proved in the year ’14, at the start of the German war, by throwing himself, with the cry ‘For the Motherland!’, on to the street from a second-floor window. By some miracle, Aleksey Alekseyevich remained alive, getting off with only light injuries, and was quickly, as such an uncommonly zealous patriot, dispatched to the front.
         
 
         At the front, Aleksey Alekseyevich distinguished himself with his unprecedentedly elevated feelings and every time he pronounced the words ‘banner’, ‘fanfare’, or even just ‘epaulettes’, down his face there would trickle a tear of emotion.
         
 
         In the year ’16, Aleksey Alekseyevich was wounded in the loins and withdrew from the front.
         
 
         As a first-category invalid, Aleksey Alekseyevich had no longer to serve and, profiting from the time on his hands, committed to paper his patriotic feelings.
         
 
         Once, chatting to Konstantin Lebedev, Aleksey Alekseyevich came out with his favourite utterance – I have suffered for the Motherland and wrecked my loins, but I exist by the strength of conviction in my posterior subconscious.
         
 
         – And you’re a fool! – said Konstantin Lebedev. – The highest service to the Motherland is rendered only by a LIBERAL.
         
 
         For some reason, these words become deeply imprinted on the mind of Aleksey Alekseyevich and so, in the year ’17, he was already calling himself a  liberal  whose  loins  had suffered  for  his  native  land.
         
 
         Aleksey Alekseyevich greeted the Revolution with delight, notwithstanding even the fact that he was deprived of his pension. For a certain time Konstantin Lebedev supplied him with cane-sugar, chocolate, preserved suet and millet groats. But when Konstantin Lebedev suddenly went missing no one knew where, Aleksey Alekseyevich had to take to the streets and ask for charity. At first, Aleksey Alekseyevich would extend his hand and say: – Give charity, for Christ’s sake, to he whose loins have suffered for the motherland. – But this brought no success. Then Aleksey Alekseyevich changed the word ‘motherland’ to the word ‘revolution’. But this too brought no success. Then Aleksey Alekseyevich composed a revolutionary song, and, if he saw on the street a person capable, in Aleksey Alekseyevich’s opinion, of giving alms, he would take a step forward and proudly, with dignity, throw back his head and start singing:
         
 
         
            
               To the barricades
 
               We will all zoom!
 
               For freedom
 
               We will ourselves all maim and doom!

            

         
 
         And, jauntily tapping his heels in the Polish manner, Aleksey Alekseyevich would extend his hat and say – Alms, please, for Christ’s sake. – This did help and Aleksey Alekseyevich rarely remained without food.
         
 
         Everything was going well, but then, in the year ’22, Aleksey Alekseyevich got to know a certain Ivan Ivanovich Puzyryov, who dealt in sunflower oil in the Haymarket. Puzyryov invited Aleksey Alekseyevich to a cafe, treated him to real coffee and, himself chomping fancy cakes, expounded to him some sort of complicated enterprise of which Aleksey Alekseyevich understood only that he had to do something, in return for which he would receive from Puzyryov the most costly products of nutrition. Aleksey Alekseyevich agreed and Puzyryov, on the spot, as an incentive, passed him under the table two caddies of tea and a packet of Rajah cigarettes.
         
 
         After this, Aleksey Alekseyevich came to see Puzyryov every morning at the market, and picking up from him some sort of papers with crooked signatures and numerous seals, took a sleigh, if it were winter and if it were summer a cart, and set off as instructed by Puzyryov, to do the rounds of various establishments where, producing the papers, he would receive some sort of boxes, which he would load on to his sleigh or cart, and in the evening take them to Puzyryov at his flat. But once, when Aleksey Alekseyevich had rolled up in his sleigh at Puzyryov’s flat, two men came up to him, one of whom was in a military great-coat, and asked him – Is your name Alekseyev? – Then Aleksey Alekseyevich was put into an automobile and taken away to prison.
         
 
         At the interrogation, Aleksey Alekseyevich understood not a thing and just kept saying that he had suffered for his revolutionary motherland. But, despite this, he was sentenced to ten years of exile in the northern parts of his fatherland. Having got back in the year ’28 to Leningrad, Aleksey Alekseyevich began to ply his previous trade and, standing up on the corner of Volodarskiy, tossed back his head with dignity, tapped his heel and sang out:
         
 
         
            
               To the barricades
 
               We will all zoom!
 
               For freedom
 
               We will ourselves all maim and doom!

            

         
 
         But he did not even manage to sing it through twice before he was taken away in a covered vehicle to somewhere in the Admiralty direction. His feet never touched the ground.
         
 
         And there we have a short narrative of the life of the valiant knight and patriot, Aleksey Alekseyevich Alekseyev.
         
 
         (1934–36)

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            A Story

         
 
         Abram Demyanovich Pantopasov cried out loudly and pressed a handkerchief to his eyes. But it was too late. Ash and soft dust had gummed up Abram Demyanovich’s eyes. From then on Abram Demyanovich’s eyes began to hurt, they were gradually covered over with repulsive scabs, and Abram Demyanovich went blind.
         
 
         As a blind invalid, Abram Demyanovich was given the push from his job and accorded a wretched pittance of thirty-six roubles a month.
         
 
         Quite clearly this sum was insufficient for Abram Demyanovich to live on. A kilo of bread cost a rouble and ten kopecks, and a leek cost forty-eight kopecks at the market.
         
 
         And so the industrial invalid began more and more to concentrate his attention on rubbish bins.
         
 
         It was difficult for a blind man to find the edible scraps among all the peelings and filth.
         
 
         Even finding the rubbish itself in someone else’s yard is not easy. You can’t see it with your eyes, and to ask – Whereabouts here is your rubbish bin? – is somehow a bit awkward.
         
 
         The only way left is to sniff it out.
 
         Some rubbish bins reek so much you can smell them a mile away, but others with lids are absolutely impossible to detect.
         
 
         It’s alright if you happen upon a kindly caretaker, but the other sort would so put the wind up you that you’d lose your appetite.
         
 
         Once Abram Demyanovich climbed into someone’s rubbish bin and when he was in there a rat bit him, and he climbed straight back out again. So that day he didn’t eat anything.
         
 
         But then one morning something jumped out of Abram Demyanovich’s right eye.
         
 
         Abram Demyanovich rubbed the eye and suddenly saw daylight. And then something jumped out of his left eye, too, and Abram Demyanovich saw the light.
         
 
         From that day on it was all downhill for Abram Demyanovich.
         
 
         Everywhere Abram Demyanovich was in great demand.
 
         In the People’s Committee for Heavy Industry office Abram Demyanovich was a minor sensation.
         
 
         And so Abram Demyanovich became a great man.
 
         (8 January 1935)

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            The Fate of a Professor’s Wife

         
 
         Once a certain professor ate something which didn’t agree with him and he began to vomit.
         
 
         His wife came up to him, saying – What is it?
 
         But the professor replied – It’s nothing. – His wife retreated again.
         
 
         The professor reclined on the divan, had a little lie down, felt rested and went off to work. At work there was a surprise for him: his salary had been docked; instead of 650 roubles, he only had 500. The professor ran hither and thither – but to no avail. The professor went to the Director, and the Director threw him out. The professor went to the accountant, and the accountant said – Apply to the Director. – The professor got on a train and went off to Moscow.
         
 
         On the way the professor went down with ’flu. He arrived in Moscow and couldn’t get out on to the platform.
         
 
         They put the professor on a stretcher and carried him off to hospital.
         
 
         The professor lay in hospital no more than four days and then died.
         
 
         The professor’s body was cremated, the ashes were placed in an urn and sent off to his wife.
         
 
         So the professor’s wife was sitting drinking coffee. Suddenly a ring. What’s that? – A parcel for you.
         
 
         The professor’s wife was really pleased; smiling all over her face, she thrust a tip into the postman’s hand and was soon unwrapping the parcel.
         
 
         She looked in the parcel and saw an urn of ashes, with a message – Herewith all that remains of your spouse.
         
 
         The professor’s wife didn’t understand a thing; she shook the urn, held it up to the light, read the message six times – finally she worked out what was afoot and was terribly upset.
         
 
         The professor’s wife was very upset, cried for three hours and then went off to inter the urn of ashes. She wrapped the urn in a newspaper and took it to the First Five-Year Plan Garden, formerly the Tavricheskiy.
         
 
         The professor’s wife chose the most out-of-the-way path and was just intending to bury the urn, when suddenly a watchman came along.
         
 
         – Hey! – shouted the watchman. – What are you doing here?
         
 
         The professor’s wife was frightened and said:
 
         – I just wanted to catch some frogs in this jar.
 
         – Well – said the watchman – that’s all right, only watch it, and keep off the grass.
         
 
         When the watchman had gone, the professor’s wife buried the urn, trod the earth down around it and went off for a stroll round the gardens.
         
 
         In the gardens, she was accosted by some sailor – Come on, let’s go for a little sleep – he said.
         
 
         She replied – Why should one sleep in the daytime? – But he stuck to his guns: sleep and more sleep.
         
 
         And the professor’s wife really did feel like sleeping.
 
         She walked along the streets and she felt sleepy. People were running all around her in blue, or in green – and she just felt sleepy.
         
 
         So she walked and slept. And she dreamed that Lev Tolstoy was coming towards her, holding a chamber pot in his hands. She asked him – What’s that, then? – and he pointed to the chamber-pot, saying: – Here, I’ve really done something and now I’m taking it to show the whole world. Let everyone see it – he said.
         
 
         The professor’s wife also had a look and saw that it seemed no longer to be Tolstoy, but a shed, and in the shed was a hen.
         
 
         The professor’s wife tried to catch the hen, but the hen hid under a divan, from which it looked out, now in the form of a rabbit.
         
 
         The professor’s wife crawled under the divan after the rabbit and woke up.
         
 
         She woke and looked round: she really was lying under a divan.
         
 
         The professor’s wife crawled out from under the divan – and saw her own room. And there stood the table with her undrunk coffee. On the table lay the message – Herewith all that remains of your spouse.
         
 
         The professor’s wife shed a few more tears and sat down to drink up her cold coffee.
         
 
         Suddenly a ring. What’s that? Some people walk in and say – Let’s go.
         
 
         – Where? – asked the professor’s wife.
 
         – To the lunatic asylum – they reply.
 
         The professor’s wife began to shout and to dig in her heels, but the people grabbed her and took her off to the lunatic asylum.
         
 
         And there, on a bunk in a lunatic asylum, sits a completely normal professor’s wife, holding a fishing rod and fishing on the floor for some invisible fish or other.
         
 
         This professor’s wife is merely a pitiful example of how many unfortuates there are in life who do not occupy in life the position that they ought to occupy.
         
 
         (21 August 1936)

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            The Cashier

         
 
         Masha found a mushroom, picked it and took it to the market. At the market, Masha was hit about the head, and there were further promises that she could be hit about the legs as well. Masha took fright and ran off.
         
 
         Masha ran to the co-operative store and wanted to hide there behind the cash-desk. But the manager caught sight of Masha and said:
         
 
         – What’s that you’ve got in your hands?
 
         And Masha said: – A mushroom.
 
         The manager said: – Why, you’re a fine one, now! How would you like me to fix you up with a job?
         
 
         – Oh, you won’t fix me up – said Masha.
 
         – I’ll fix you up here and now! – said the manager. And he fixed Masha up with a job, turning the handle on the cash-till.
         
 
         Masha turned and turned away on the handle on the cash-till and suddenly died. The police arrived, drew up a report, and ordered the manager to pay a fine of fifteen roubles.
         
 
         – What’s the fine for? – asked the manager.
 
         – For murder – replied the police. The manager took fright, hastily paid the fine and said: – All right, only take this dead cashier out of here straight away.
         
 
         At this point the sales assistant from the fruit section said: – No, wait a minute, you’ve got it wrong, she wasn’t the cashier. She only turned the handle on the cash-till. That’s the cashier sitting there.
         
 
         – It’s all the same to us – said the police – we’ve been told to take a cashier out of here, so we’ll take one out.
         
 
         The police started towards the cashier. The cashier thereupon lay down on the floor behind the cash-desk and said: – I won’t go.
         
 
         – Why won’t you go, you silly woman? – said the police.
         
 
         – You’re going to bury me alive – said the cashier.
 
         The police started to try and lift the cashier up from the floor, but try as they might, they couldn’t lift her, as she was extremely stout.
         
 
         – Grab her by the legs – said the sales assistant from the fruit section.
         
 
         – No – said the manager – this cashier acts as my wife. I must therefore ask you not to expose her from the rear end.
         
 
         – Do you hear? – said the cashier – don’t you dare expose me from the rear end.
         
 
         The police took hold of the cashier under the arms and dragged and heaved her out of the co-operative store.
         
 
         The manager ordered the sales assistants to tidy up the store and get business under way. – But what are we going to do with this dead woman? – said the sales assistant from the fruit section, pointing at Masha.
         
 
         – Good gracious me – said the manager – we’ve made a mess of the whole thing! Well, what in fact are we going to do with the dead woman?
         
 
         – And who’s going to sit at the cash-till? – asked the sales assistant.
         
 
         The manager clutched his head with both hands. He sent apples scattering along the counter with his knee and said: – What’s happened is monstrous!
         
 
         – Monstrous! – echoed the sales assistants in chorus. 
         
 
         Suddenly the manager scratched his moustache and said: – Ha, ha, I’m not so easily nonplussed. We’ll seat the dead woman behind the till, and perhaps the public won’t realize who’s sitting there.
         
 
         They seated the dead woman at the cash-deck, stuck a cigarette between her teeth to give her a greater resemblance to the living, and for additional verisimilitude gave her the mushroom to hold in her hands.
         
 
         The dead woman sat there looking quite alive, except that her facial colouring was very green, and one eye was open, while the other was completely closed.
         
 
         – Never mind – said the manager – she’ll do.
 
         And the public was already knocking at the doors, highly agitated that the shop had not been opened. In particular, one matriarchal figure in a silk coat was shouting her head off: she was shaking her purse and aiming a back heeler at the door-handle. And behind the matriarchal figure some old woman with a pillow-case on her head was shouting and swearing, calling the manager of the co-operative store a stingy old swine.
         
 
         The manager opened the doors and admitted the public. The public charged straight to the meat section, and then to where the sugar and pepper were sold. But the old woman made straight for the fish section, and on the way glanced at the cashier and stopped.
         
 
         – Good Lord – she said – Holy goats!
 
         And the matriarchal figure in the silk coat had already been round every section, and was rushing to the cash-desk. But no sooner had she glimpsed the cashier than she stopped dead, stood in silence and just looked. And the sales assistants also stayed silent and looked at the manager. And the manager peered out from behind the counter, waiting to see what would happen next.
         
 
         The matriarchal figure in the silk coat turned to the sales assistants and said: – Who’s that you’ve got sitting behind the cash-till?
         
 
         And the sales assistants stayed silent, as they didn’t know what to say.
         
 
         The manager also stayed silent.
 
         At this point people came running from all sides. Already there was a crowd on the street. Janitors from nearby houses appeared on the scene. Whistles were heard blowing. In a word, an absolute scandal.
         
 
         The crowd was prepared to stand there outside the store until evening at least. But someone said that old women were plummeting out of a window on Ozerniy Pereulok. Then the crowd outside the store thinned out, because a lot of people went over to Ozerniy Pereulok.
         
 
         (31 August 1936)

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            The Memoirs of a Wise Old Man

         
 
         I used to be a very wise old man.
 
         Now I am not quite right; you may consider me even not to be at all. But the time was when any one of you would have come to me and, whatever burden may have oppressed a person, whatever sins may have tormented his thoughts, I would have embraced him and said – My son, take comfort, for no burden is oppressing you and I see no bodily sins in you – and he would scamper away from me in happiness and joy.
         
 
         I was great and strong. People who met me on the street would shy to one side and I would pass through a crowd like a flat iron.
         
 
         My feet would often be kissed, but I didn’t protest: I knew I deserved it. Why deprive people of the pleasure of honouring me? I myself, being extraordinarily lithe of body, even tried to kiss myself on my own foot. I sat on a bench, got hold of my right foot and pulled it up to my face. I managed to kiss the big toe. I was happy. I understood the happiness of others.
         
 
         Everyone worshipped me! And not only people, but even beasts, while even various insects crawled before me and wagged their tails. And cats! They simply adored me and, somehow or other gripping each other’s paws, would run in front of me whenever I was on the staircase.
         
 
         At that time I was indeed very wise and understood everything. There was not a thing that would nonplus me. Just a minute’s exertion of my colossal mind and the most complicated question would be resolved in the simplest possible manner. I was even taken to the Brain Institute and shown off to the learned professors. They measured my mind by electricity and simply boggled. – We have never seen anything like it – they said.
         
 
         I was married, but rarely saw my wife. She was afraid of me: the enormity of my mind overwhelmed her. She did not so much live, as tremble; and if I as much as looked at her, she would begin to hiccup. We lived together for a long time, but then I think she disappeared somewhere. I don’t remember exactly.
         
 
         Memory – that’s a strange thing altogether. How hard remembering is, and how easy forgetting! That’s how it often is: you memorize one thing, and then remember something entirely different. Or: you memorize something with some difficulty, but very thoroughly, and then you can’t remember anything. That also happens. I would advise everyone to work a bit on their memory.
         
 
         I always believed in fair play and never beat anyone for no reason, because, when you are beating someone, you always go a bit daft and you might overdo it. Children, for example, should never be beaten with a knife or with anything made of iron, but women – the opposite: they shouldn’t be kicked. Animals – they, it is said, have more endurance. But I have carried out experiments in this line and I know that this is not always the case.
         
 
         Thanks to my litheness, I was able to do things which no one could do. For example, I managed to retrieve by hand from an extremely sinuous sewage pipe my brother’s earring, which had accidently fallen there. I could, for example, hide in a comparatively small basket and put the lid on myself.
         
 
         Yes, certainly, I was phenomenal!
 
         My brother was my complete opposite: in the first place, he was taller and, secondly, more stupid.
         
 
         He and I were never very friendly. Although, however, we were friendly, even very. I’ve got something wrong here: to be exact, he and I were not friendly and were always on bad terms. And this is how he and I fell out. I was standing beside a shop: they were issuing sugar there, and I was standing in the queue, trying not to listen to what was being said around me. I had slight toothache and was not in the greatest of moods. It was very cold outside, because everyone was standing in quilted fur coats and they were still freezing. I was also standing in a quilted fur, but I was not freezing myself, though my hands were freezing because I had to keep taking them out of my pockets to adjust the suitcase I was holding between my knees, so that it didn’t go missing. Suddenly someone struck me on the back. I flew into a state of indescribable indignation and, like greased lightning, began to consider how to punish the offender. During this time, I was struck a second time on the back. I pricked up my ears, but decided against turning my head and pretended that I hadn’t noticed. I just, to be on the safe side, took the suitcase in my hand. Seven minutes passed and I was struck on the back a third time. At this I turned round and saw in front of me a tall middle-aged man in a rather shabby, but still quite good, military fur coat.
         
 
         – What do you want from me? – I asked him in strict and even slightly metallic voice.
         
 
         – And you, why don’t you turn when you’re called? – he said.
         
 
         I had begun to think over the content of his words when he again opened his mouth and said: – What’s wrong with you? Don’t you recognize me or something? I’m your brother.
         
 
         I again began to think over his words when he again opened his mouth and said:
         
 
         – Just listen, brother mine. I’m four roubles short for the sugar and it’s a nuisance to have to leave the queue. Lend me five and I’ll settle up with your later.
         
 
         I started to ponder why my brother should be four roubles short, but he grabbed hold of my sleeve and said: – Well, so then, are you going to lend you own brother some money? – and with these words he undid my quilted fur for me himself, got into my inside pocket and reached my purse.
         
 
         – Here we are – he said. – I’m taking a loan of a certain sum, and your purse, look, here it is, I’m putting back in your coat. – And he shoved my purse into the outer pocket of my fur.
         
 
         I was of course surprised at meeting my brother so unexpectedly. For a while I was silent, and then I asked him: – But where have you been until now?
         
 
         – There – replied my brother, waving in some direction or other.
         
 
         I started thinking over where this ‘there’ might be, but my brother nudged me in the side and said: – Look, they’ve started letting us in to the shop.
         
 
         We went together as far as the shop doors, but inside the shop I proved to be on my own, without my brother. Just for a moment, I jumped out of the queue and looked through the door on to the street. But there was no sign of my brother.
         
 
         When I again wanted to take my place in the queue, they wouldn’t let me in and even pushed me gradually out on to the street. Holding back my anger at such bad manners, I went off home. At home I discovered that my brother had taken all the money from my purse. At this stage I got absolutely furious with my brother, and since then he and I have never made it up.
         
 
         I lived alone and granted admittance only to those who came to me for advice. But there were many of these and it turned out that I knew peace neither by day nor by night. Sometimes I would get so tired that I would lie down on the floor and rest. I would lie on the floor until I got cold; then I would jump up and start running round the room, to warm up. Then I would again sit down on the bench and give advice to all in need of it.
         
 
         They would come in to me one after the other, sometimes not even opening the doors. I used to enjoy looking at their excruciating faces. I would talk to them, hardly able to stop myself laughing.
         
 
         Once I couldn’t contain myself and burst out laughing. They rushed in horror to escape – some through the door, some through the window, and some straight through the walls.
         
 
         Left on my own, I drew myself up to my full majestic height, opened my mouth and said:
         
 
         – Prin tim pram.
 
         But at this point something in me cracked and, since then, you might consider that I am no more.
         
 
         (1936–38)

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
            An Historical Episode

         

         Ivan Ivanovich Susanin (that same historical personage who laid down his life for the tsar and was subsequently extolled by Glinka’s opera) once went into a Russian hostelry and, having sat down at a table, ordered himself an entrecôte. While the hostelry host grilled the entrecôte, Ivan Ivanovich snatched at his beard with his teeth and fell to thinking, as was his wont.
         

         Thirty-five notches of time elapsed and mine host brought Ivan Ivanovich his entrecôte on a round wooden platter. Ivan Ivanovich was hungry and, as was the custom of the time, grabbed the entrecôte with his hands and began to eat it. But, in his haste to satisfy his hunger, Ivan Ivanovich fell upon the entrecôte so greedily that he forgot to pull his beard out of his mouth and consumed along with the entrecôte a clump of his own beard.
         

         And thereby arose great unpleasantness, as not fifteen notches of time had elapsed when a powerful gripe attacked Ivan Ivanovich’s stomach. Ivan Ivanovich leaped up from the table and charged into the yard. Mine host began shouting to Ivan Ivanovich: – Lo, what a tufty beard you have. – But Ivan Ivanovich, paying no attention to anything, ran on into the yard.
         

         Then the boyar Kovshegub, sitting in a corner of the hostelry drinking malt liquor, banged his fist on the table and yelled: – Who be he? – And mine host, bowing low, answered the boyar: – He be our patriot Ivan Ivanovich Susanin.
         

         – You don’t say – said the boyar, drinking up his malt liquor.
         

         – Care for a bit offish? – asked mine host.

         – Frig off! – shouted the boyar and loosed a ladle at mine host. The ladle whistled past the head of mine host, flew out the window to the yard and smashed Ivan Ivanovich, sitting there in eagle-like pose, right in the teeth. Ivan Ivanovich clutched at his cheek with one hand and rolled on his side.
         

         At this point Karp ran out of the stables on the right and, jumping over a trough in which, amid the slops, lay a pig, with a yell ran off towards the gates. Mine host looked out from the hostelry. – What are you bawling for? – he asked Karp. But Karp, not answering at all, ran away.
         

         Mine host went out to the yard and spotted Susanin lying motionless on the ground. Mine host approached closer and looked him in the face. Susanin stared back at mine host.
         

         – So, be you in one piece? – asked mine host.

         – One piece, yea, but I’m worried what might clobber me next – said Susanin.
         

         – No – said mine host – don’t worry. It were the boyar Kovshegub who half killed you, but he’s gorn now.
         

         – Well, thankee God for that! – said Ivan Susanin, getting up off the ground. – A valiant man I may be, but I don’t care to risk my guts for nowt. So I hugged the ground and waited: what next? First sign, and I’d have crawled right off on my guts all the way to Yeldyrin Dwellings …. Ee-eck, what a swollen cheek. Oh my Gawd! Half me beard’s torn off!
         

         – Oh, ye were like that before – said mine host.

         – What d’yer mean it were like it before? – screamed the patriot Susanin. – What, you reckon I go around so, with a tufty beard?
         

         – Aye, so – said mine host.

         – Oh, a pox on you – muttered Ivan Susanich.

         Mine host narrowed his eyes and, arms aflail, he sailed into Susanin in full flail across the ear. The patriot Susanin collapsed, rooted to the spot. – Take that! Pox yourself! – said mine host and retired within his hostelry.
         

         For a few notches of time Susanin lay on the ground listening but, hearing nothing suspicious, he cautiously raised his head and took stock. There was no one in the yard, unless we count the pig, which, having scrambled out of the trough, was now rolling in a filthy puddle. Ivan Susanin, with backward glances, stealthily approached the gates. Luckily the gates were open and the patriot Ivan Susanin, writhing wormlike over the ground, crawled off in the direction of Yeldyrin Dwellings.
         

         Here then is an episode from the life of the celebrated personage who laid down his life for the tsar and was subsequently extolled in Glinka’s opera.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            A Nasty Character

         

         Sen’ka bashed Fed’ka across the chops and hid under the chest of drawers.
         

         Fed’ka got Sen’ka out from under the chest of drawers with a poker and tore off his right ear.
         

         Sen’ka slipped through Fed’ka’s hands and, holding his torn-off ear, ran off to the neighbours.
         

         But Fed’ka caught up with Sen’ka and coshed him over the head with the sugar-basin.
         

         Sen’ka collapsed and, seemingly, died.

         Then Fed’ka packed his things in a suitcase and went away to Vladivostok.
         

         
             

         

         In Vladivostok Fed’ka became a tailor; strictly speaking, he was not exactly a tailor, because he made only ladies’ underwear, principally drawers and brassiéres. The ladies had no inhibitions with Fed’ka; right in front of him they would hitch up their skirts and Fed’ka would take their measurements.
         

         Fed’ka, as one might say, didn’t half see some sights.

         
             

         

         Fed’ka was a nasty character.

         Fed’ka was the murderer of Sen’ka.

         Fed’ka was a lecherous devil.

         Fed’ka was a glutton, because every evening he ate a dozen cutlets. Fed’ka grew such a belly on him, that he made himself a corset and took to wearing it.
         

         Fed’ka was an unscrupulous man: he took money from children he met in the street, he tripped up old men and he terrorized old women by raising his hand to them and, when a frightened old woman shied to one side, Fed’ka would pretend that he had only raised his hand to scratch his head.
         

         It ended when Nikolay went up to Fed’ka, bashed him across the chops and hid under a cupboard.
         

         Fed’ka got Nikolay out with a poker from under the cupboard and ripped open his mouth.
         

         Nikolay ran off with his ripped mouth to the neighbours, but Fed’ka caught up with him and clubbed him with a beer-mug. Nikolay collapsed and died.
         

         Fed’ka gathered his things and went away from Vladivostok.
         

         (Written in two devices, 21 November 1937)

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Fedya Davidovich

         
 
         Fedya kept prowling round the butter-dish and finally, seizing the moment when his wife was bending over to cut a toe-nail, quickly, in a single movement, he took all the butter out of the butter-dish with his finger and shoved it into his mouth. As he was covering the butter-dish, Fedya accidentally clattered the lid: his wife straightened up immediately and, spotting the empty butter-dish, pointed at it with the scissors, saying in a severe tone:
         
 
         – The butter’s not in the butter-dish. Where is it? Fedya’s eyes flashed in surprise and, extending his neck, he had a look into the butter-dish.
         
 
         – That’s butter you’ve got in your mouth – said his wife, pointing the scissors at Fedya. Fedya began shaking his head in denial.
         
 
         – Aha – said his wife – you say nothing and shake your head because you mouth’s full of butter.
         
 
         Fedya’s eyes widened in astonishment and he waved his hands dismissively at his wife, as if to say – What do you mean? It’s nothing of the kind. – But his wife said:
         
 
         – You’re lying. Open you mouth.
 
         – Mm, mm – said Fedya.
 
         – Open your mouth – his wife repeated.
 
         Fedya spread his fingers and mumbled something, as if to say – Ah yes, I almost forgot, I’ll be back in a sec … – and stood up, intending to leave the room.
         
 
         – Stay where you are! – snapped his wife.
 
         But Fedya quickened his step and slipped out of the door. His wife darted after him but, since she was naked, she stopped by the door as in that condition she could not go out into the corridor, where other tenants of the apartment would be walking up and down.
         
 
         – He’s got away – said his wife, sitting down on the divan. – What a devil!
         
 
         And Fedya, reaching a door along the corridor on which hung the sign ‘Entry Categorically Forbidden’, opened that door and went into the room.
         
 
         The room which Fedya entered was narrow and long, its window curtained with newspaper. On the right-hand side of the room by the wall was a dirty, broken-down couch, and by the window a table made of planks placed at one end on a bedside table and at the other on the back of a chair. On the left-hand wall was a double shelf on which lay it was not clear what.
         
 
         There was nothing else in the room, unless you count the man reclining on the couch, with a pale green face, dressed in a long and torn brown frock-coat and black nankeen trousers, from which there protruded freshly washed feet. The man was not asleep and he fixed intently on the intruder.
         
 
         Fedya bowed, clicked his heels and, having pulled the butter out of his mouth, showed it to the reclining man.
         
 
         – One and a half – said the host without changing his pose.
         
 
         – That’s not very much – said Fedya.
 
         – It’s quite enough – said the tenant of the room.
 
         – Well, all right –  said Fedya and, having removed the butter from his finger, placed it on the shelf.
         
 
         – You can come for the money tomorrow morning –  said the host.
         
 
         – What do you mean! – exclaimed Fedya – I need it right now. And anyway only one and a half roubles is …
         
 
         – Bugger off – said the host drily and Fedya fled the room on tiptoe, closing the door carefully behind him.
         
 
         (1939)

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Knights

         
 
         There was a house, full of old women. The old women lounged around the house all day and swatted flies with paper bags. There were in all thirty-six old women in this house. The most vigorous old woman, by surname Yufleva, ordered the other old woman about. She would nip any disobedient old woman on the back of the shoulders or trip her up, and she would fall and smash her face. One old woman called Zvyakina, punished by Yufleva, fell so disastrously that she broke both her jaws. The doctor had to be sent for. He arrived, put on his white coat and, having examined Zvyakina, said that she was too old for any possibility of counting on her jaws mending. Then the doctor asked to be given a hammer, a chisel, pincers and rope. The old women drifted round the house for ages and, not knowing what pincers and a chisel look like, they brought the doctor everything that seemed to them anything like tools. The doctor cursed for a long time but finally, having received all the objects he had demanded, asked everyone to withdraw. The old women, burning with curiosity, withdrew with great displeasure. When the old women, amid swearing and grumbling, had flocked out of the room, the doctor locked the door behind them and went up to Zvyakina. – Now then – said the doctor and, having grabbed Zvyakina, tied her tightly with the rope. Then the doctor, paying no attention to the loud cries and wailing of Zvyakina, placed the chisel to her jaw-bone and struck the chisel hard with the hammer. Zvyakina began howling in a hoarse bass. Having shattered Zvyakina’s jaw with the chisel, the doctor grabbed the pincers and, having engaged Zvyakina’s jaws, tore them out. Zvyakina howled, shouted and wheezed, covered in blood. And the doctor dropped the pincers and Zvyakina’s torn out jaw-bones on the floor, took off his white coat, wiped his hands on it and, going over to the door, opened it. The old women tumbled into the room with a scream and stared goggle-eyed, some at Zvyakina, some at the blood-stained bits lying about on the floor. The doctor pushed his way between the old women and went out. The old women rushed over to Zvyakina. Zvyakina faded in volume and, obviously, was in the process of dying. Yufleva stood right there, looking at Zvyakina and nibbling at sunflower seeds. The old woman Byashechina said:
         
 
         – So, Yufleva, even you and I will snuff it some day.
 
         Yufleva kicked at Byashechina, but the latter jumped aside in time.
         
 
         – Come on girls! – said Byashechina. – Why hang around here? Let’s leave Yufleva and Zvyakina to romp around, and we’ll go and swat flies.
         
 
         And the old women moved off out of the room.
 
         Yufleva, continuing to bite into her sunflower seeds, stood in the middle of the room and looked at Zvyakina. Zvyakina had faded away and lay there motionless. Perhaps she had died.
         
 
         However, with this the author is finishing his narrative, since he cannot find his ink-pot.
         
 
         (21 June 1940)

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            The Falling

         
 
         Two men fell from a roof. They both fell from the roof of a five-storey newly erected building. Seemingly a school. They had moved down the roof in a sitting position to the very edge and at that point started to fall. Their fall was noticed first of all by Ida Markovna. She was standing at her window in the building opposite and was blowing her nose into a glass. And suddenly she caught sight of someone starting to fall from the roof of the building opposite. Peering out, Ida Markovna saw what was an entire twosome starting to fall at once. Completely losing her head, Ida Markovna tore off her shift and hurriedly began to rub the misted-over window-pane, the better to make out who was falling out there from the roof. However, twigging that, perhaps, those falling might, from their vantage point, be able to glimpse her naked – and goodness only knew what they might think of her – Ida Markovna jumped back from the window and hid behind the wicker tripod on which there had at one time stood a pot-plant.
         
 
         At this juncture, those falling from the roof were sighted by another personage who lived in the same building as Ida Markovna, only two floors below. This personage was also called Ida Markovna. She happened at the time to be sitting with her feet up on the window-sill and was sewing a button on her slipper. Looking out of the window, she had caught sight of those falling from the roof. Ida Markovna yelped and, leaping up from the window, hastily began opening the window, so as to get a better view when those falling from the roof should strike the ground. But the window would not open. Ida Markovna remembered that she had nailed the window from beneath and rushed to the stove, in which she kept her tools: four hammers, a chisel and pincers. Grabbing the pincers, Ida Markovna again ran up to the window and pulled out the nail. Now the window was easily flung open. Ida Markovna leaned out of the window and saw those who had fallen from the roof whistling towards the ground.
         
 
         On the street a smallish crowd had already gathered. Whistles were already blowing and a diminutive militiaman was unhurriedly approaching the location of the anticipated event. A big-nosed caretaker bustled about, shoving people and explaining that those falling from the roof could smite the heads of those gathered below. By this time, both Ida Markovnas – the one in a dress and the other naked – having leaned out of their windows, were squealing and kicking their legs about. And so, finally, arms spread and eyes agape, those who had fallen from the roof struck the ground.
         
 
         Just as on occasion we, falling from heights we have attained, may strike the dreary cage of our future.
         
 
         (Written over four days. Finished [7 October] 1940)

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            The Drawback

         
 
         Pronin said:
 
         – You have very beautiful stockings.
 
         Irina Mazer said:
 
         – Do you like my stockings?
 
         Pronin said:
 
         – Oh yes. Very much. – And he made a grab at them with his hand.
         
 
         Irina said:
 
         – But why do you like my stockings?
 
         Pronin said:
 
         – They are very smooth.
 
         Irina lifted her skirt and said:
 
         – And do you see how high they go?
 
         Pronin said:
 
         – Oh yes, I do.
 
         Irina said:
 
         – But here they come to an end. Up here it’s bare leg.
 
         – Oh, and what leg! – said Pronin.
 
         – I’ve got very thick legs – said Irina. – And I’m very wide in the hips.
         
 
         – Show me – said Pronin.
 
         – I can’t – said Irina. – I’ve no knickers on.
 
         Pronin got down on his knees in front of her.
 
         Irina said:
 
         – What are you kneeling for?
 
         Pronin kissed her on the leg, a little above the stocking top, and said:
         
 
         – That’s what for.
 
         Irina said:
 
         – Why are you lifting my skirt even higher? I’ve already told you I’ve no knickers on.
         
 
         But Pronin lifted her skirt all the same and said:
 
         – Never mind, never mind.
         
 
         – What do you mean, never mind? – said Irina.
 
         But at this juncture someone was knocking at the door. Irina briskly pulled down her skirt and Pronin got up from the floor and went over to the window.
         
 
         – Who’s there? – asked Irina through the door.
 
         – Open the door –  said a sharp voice.
 
         Irina opened the door and into the room came a man in a black coat and high boots. Behind him came a pair of soldiers of the lowest rank, rifles at the ready, and behind them came the caretaker. The lower ranks stood by the door, while the man in the black coat went up to Irina Mazer and said:
         
 
         – Your name?
 
         – Mazer – said Irina.
 
         – Your name? – asked the man in the back coat, turning to Pronin.
         
 
         Pronin said:
 
         – My name is Pronin.
 
         – Do you have a weapon? – asked the man in the black coat.
         
 
         – No – said Pronin.
 
         – Sit down here – said the man in the black coat, indicating a chair to Pronin.
         
 
         Pronin sat down.
 
         – And you – said the man in the black coat, turning to Irina, – put your coat on. You’ll have to come for a ride with us.
         
 
         – What for? – asked Irina.
 
         The man in the black coat did not reply.
 
         – I’ll need to change – said Irina.
 
         – No – said the man in the black coat.
 
         – But there’s something else I need to put on – said Irina.
 
         – No – said the man in the black coat.
 
         Irina put on her fur coat in silence.
 
         – Good bye, then – she said to Pronin.
 
         – Conversations are not allowed – said the man in the black coat.
         
 
         – Do I come with you as well? – asked Pronin.
 
         – Yes – said the man in the black coat. – Get your coat on.
         
 
         Pronin stood up, took his coat and hat down from the peg, put them on and said:
 
         – Well, I’m ready.
 
         – Let’s go – said the man in the black coat.
 
         The lower ranks and the caretaker stamped their feet.
 
         They all went out into the corridor.
 
         The man in the black coat locked the door of Irina’s room and sealed it with two brown seals.
         
 
         – Outside – he said.
 
         And they all went out of the flat, loudly slamming the outside door.
         
 
         (12 November 1940)
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            OTHER WRITINGS

         

         
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            On the Circle

         
 
         
            1. Do not take offence at the following argument. For there is nothing offensive in it, unless one does not consider that the circle may be spoken of in a geometrical sense. If I say that the circle describes four identical radii, and you say: not four, but one, then we have a right to ask one another: why? But I don’t want to talk about that kind of description of the circle, but of the perfect description of a circle.
            
 
            2.  The circle is the most perfect flat figure. I am not going to say why in particular that is so. But this fact arises of itself in our consciousness in any consideration of flat figures.
            
 
            3.  Nature is so created that the less noticeable the laws of formation, the more perfect the thing.
            
 
            4.  Nature is also so created that the more impenetrable a thing, the more perfect it is.
            
 
            5.  On perfection, I would say the following: perfection in things is a perfect thing. It is always possible to study a perfect thing or, in other words, in a perfect thing there is always something not studied. If a thing should prove to have been completely studied, then it would cease to be perfect, for only that which is incomplete is perfect – that is to say the infinite.
            
 
            6.  A point is infinitely small and thereby attains perfection, but at the same time it remains inconceivable. Even the smallest conceivable point would not be perfect.
            
 
             
            7. A straight line is perfect, for there is no reason for it not to be infinitely long on both sides, to have neither end nor beginning, and thereby be inconceivable. But by putting pressure on it and limiting it on both sides, we render it conceivable, but at the same time imperfect.
            
 
                      If you believe this, then think on.
 
            (10 July 1931)
 
            8.  A straight line, broken at one point, forms an angle. But a straight line which is broken simultaneously at all its points is called a curve. A curve does not have to be of necessity infinitely long. It may be such that we can grasp it freely at a glance and yet at the same time remain inconceivable and infinite. I am talking about a closed curve, in which the beginning and the end are concealed. And the most regular, inconceivable, infinite and ideal curve will be a circle.
            
 
            (17 July 1931)

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Daniil Kharms to Aleksandr Vvedensky

         
 
         Dear Aleksandr Ivanovich,
 
         
             

         
 
         I have heard that you are saving money and have already saved thirty-five thousand. What for? Why save money? Why not share what you have with those who do not even have a totally spare pair of trousers? I mean, what is money? I have studied this question. I possess photographs of the banknotes in widest circulation: to the value of a rouble, three, four and even five roubles. I have heard of banknotes of an intrinsic worth of up to 30 roubles at a time! But, as for saving them: what for? Well, I am not a collector. I have always despised collectors who amass stamps, feathers, buttons, onions and so on. They are stupid, dull superstitious people. I know for example that what are called ‘numismatists’ – that’s those who accumulate coins – have the superstitious habit of putting them, have you ever thought where? Not on the table, not in box, but … on their books! What do you think of that? Whereas money can be picked up, taken to a shop and exchanged, well … let’s say for soup (that’s a kind of food), or for grey-mullet sauce (that’s also a kind of foodstuff).
         
 
         No, Aleksandr Ivanovich, you are almost as couth a person as I, yet you save money and don’t change it into a range of other things. Forgive me, dear Aleksandr Ivanovich, but that is not terribly clever! You’ve simply gone a little stupid living out there in the provinces. There must be no one to talk to, even. I’m sending you my picture so that you will be able at least to see before you a clever, cultivated, intellectual, first-rate face.
         
 
         Your friend Daniil Kharms

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            On Vvedensky
 
            (Excerpt from ‘I Decided to Mess Up the Party’)

         
 
         Now I’ll say a few words about Aleksandr Ivanovich.
 
         He’s a wind-bag and a card-player. But what I value him for is his obedience to me.
         
 
         By day and by night he dances attendance on me, just waiting for a hint from me of some command.
         
 
         I have only to proffer such a hint and Aleksandr Ivanovich flies like the wind to fulfil my wish.
         
 
         For this I bought him some shoes and said: – There you are, wear them! – And so he wears them.
         
 
         Whenever Aleksandr Ivanovich arrives at the publishing house [Gosizdat], they all laugh and say to each other that Aleksandr Ivanovich has come for money.
         
 
         Konstantin Ignat’evich Drevatsky hides under the table. I say this in an allegorical sense.
         
 
         More than anything, Aleksandr Ivanovich loves macaroni. He always eats it with ground rusks and he gobbles up almost a whole kilo, and perhaps even much more.
         
 
         Having eaten his macaroni, Aleksandr Ivanovich says he feels sick and lies down on the divan. Sometimes the macaroni comes back up.
         
 
         Aleksandr Ivanovich doesn’t eat meat and he doesn’t like women. Although sometimes he likes them. Apparently even very often.
         
 
         But the women whom Aleksandr Ivanovich likes, to my taste, are all ugly, and therefore we may consider that they are not even women at all.
         
 
         If I say a thing, that means it’s correct.
 
         (1935 or 1936)

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Letter to K.V. Pugachova: An Extract

         
 
         I don’t know the right word to express that strength in you which so delights me. I usually call it purity.  I have been thinking about how beautiful everything is at first! How beautiful primary reality is! The sun and the grass are beautiful, grass and stone, and water, a bird, a beetle, a fly, and a human being (a kitten and a key, a comb). But if I were blind and deaf, had lost all my faculties, how could I know all this beauty? Everything gone and nothing for me at all. But I suddenly acquire touch and immediately almost the whole world appears again. I invent hearing and the world improves significantly. I invent all the other faculties and the world gets even bigger and better. The world starts to exist as soon as I let it in to me. Never mind its state of disorder, at least it exists! However, I started to bring some order into the world. And that’s when Art appeared. Only at this point did I grasp the true difference between the sun and a comb but, at the same time, I realized that they are one and the same.
         
 
         Now my concern is to create the correct order. I am carried away by this and only think of this. I speak about it, try to narrate it, describe it, sketch it, dance it, construct it. I am the creator of a world and this is the most important thing in me. How can I not think constantly about it! In everything I do, I invest the consciousness of being creator of a world. And I am not making simply some boot, but, first and foremost, I am creating something new. It doesn’t bother me that the boot should turn out to be comfortable, durable and elegant. It’s more important that it should contain that same order pertaining in the world as a whole, so that world order should not be the poorer, should not be soiled by contact with skin and nails, so that, notwithstanding the form of the boot, it should preserve its own form, should remain the same as it was, should remain pure.
         
 
         It is that same purity which permeates all the arts. When I am writing poetry, the most important thing seems to me not the idea, not the content, and not the form, and not the misty conception of ‘quality’, but something even more misty and incomprehensible to the rationalistic mind, but comprehensible to me and, I hope, to you (…) – it is the  purity of  order.
         
 
         This purity is one and the same – in the sun, in the grass, in a human being and in poetry. True art is on a par with primary reality; it creates a world and constitutes the world’s primary reflection. It is indisputably real.
         
 
         But, my God, what trivialities make up true art! The Divine  Comedy  is a great piece of work, but [Pushkin’s] lines ‘Through the agitated mists the moon makes its way’ are no less great. For in both there is the same purity and consequently an identical proximity to reality, that is to independent existence. That means it is not simply words and thoughts printed on paper, but a piece of work which is just as real as the cut-glass bubble for the ink standing in front of me on the table. These verses seem to have become a piece of work which could be taken off the paper and hurled at the window, and the window would smash. That’s what words can do!
         
 
         But, on the other hand, how helpless and pitiful these same words can be! I never read the newspapers. They are a fictitious world, not the created one. Just pitiful, down-at-heel typographical print on rotten prickly paper.
         
 
         Does a person need anything, apart from life and art? I don’t think so: nothing else is needed, as everything genuine is to be found in them.
         
 
         I think that purity can be in everything, even in the way a person eats soup.
         
 
         (1933)
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         – Kharms and Myles: An Afterword
         
 
         
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Kharms and Myles: An Afterword

         
 
         
            ‘In Russia‚’ said the Sergeant, ‘they make teeth out of old piano-keys for elderly cows …’
            
 
            
                

            
 
            Flann O’ Brien, The  Third  Policeman
            

         
 
         Daniil Kharms made his Irish début during the winter of 1973 when the final number of Atlantis  published five of the ‘incidents’ collected here. Since then, the author has posthumously enjoyed a revival of interest in the land of his birth and death, while things in Ireland have not been getting any better either. Comparisons between Stalinist Russia and other societies rarely make sense, can too often demean the memory of those countless millions who died. While Kharms has been rehabilitated and  even  published  in the Soviet Union, the little litany of deaths dribbles on here – some the victims of sectarian gangs, some the victims of national liberation gangs, some the victims of state-employed gangs. No commemorative fiction worth speaking of. All the victims, the puny little tally of Irish victims, each one dying kharmlessly.
         
 
         But it is not of Irish politics or British policy that these ‘incidents’ are reminiscent. The work of Daniil Kharms reflects far more harshly on the reception of ‘one of our best-loved comic writers’ – Flann O’Brien. Under his various pseudonyms – for like Kharms our man liked pseudonyms and needed them – the author of The  Third  Policeman gained a reputation for wit and humour at the expense of his own peace of mind, even the peace of his soul. Both writers share a period – the 1930s – in which terror became the small change of daily life in large tracts of Europe. However, as before, the literary comparison may be more diplomatic: Kharms and O’Brien (under the name of Myles na Gopaleen) specialized in extremely brief exchanges between speakers who had the names of Great Men – Keats and Chapman, Pushkin and Gogol, Sir Hosis and the Da, Makarov and Petersen, – while being embroiled in mere falling, farting, feuding, fighting, but never (somehow) in either case, fucking. Fucking was out. Terror, whether spiritual or physical, might even be defined by reference to its obliteration of sex.
         
 
         This recourse to naming the great can be explained as a form of manic jealously in O’Brien‘s case, providing by jealousy you mean largeness of imagination crammed into pettiness of opportunity, circumstance, and milieu. In Kharms’s case, it seems that Aesop’s wisely foolish survivors provided the example, for there is something remaining of the cunning Mr Fox and the resourceful Mr Tortoise in his characterisation. This fabulous example, however, did not in the long run prove adequate for Kharms’s circumstances – the hare won, the lamb was devoured. A crucial difference between spiritual and physical terror in the cases of Kharms and O’Brien might be registered thus – one died of hunger and the other did not die of thirst.
         
 
         That unfamiliar compound ghost, O’Brien/Myles/ O’Nolan, had a stand-up figure – the man at the bus stop talking about the digs. (You never got to see the digs any more than you got to meet the brother.) This brother’s brother – for he has no name we can call him – descends from a pedigree Kharms could more intimately claim as his own. I mean the long line of disadvantaged or incompetent intellectuals-in-the-making who include the besieged student in Crime  and  Punishment,  Oblomov in his stinking bed, the innumerable inhabitants of St Petersburg garrets and Moscow backstreets at the mercy of wicked landladies, heartless guardians, and policemen. In twentieth-century Ireland the scale of things is punier than it was under the tsars, yet O’Brien/Myles/O’Nolan managed to convey a squalor which inversely measured opportunities for true development of the soul. The student-narrator of At-Swim-Two-Birds  is a poker-face challenge to Stephen Dedalus and his stay-at-home-among-the-family ease. He is closer to Raskolnikov than to anything in Joyce. Reading O’Brien’s novels, one becomes aware of the sinister double-reference of the word ‘plot’ – to novelistic structure and to criminal intention – and reading Kharms’s brief fictions one becomes even more painfully aware of the intense effort invested in keeping plot at bay. But the affinity between Kharms and O’Brien has as much to do with the manner as with the matter of the ‘incidents’.
         
 
         The two novels which O’Brien wrote in the late ‘30s – At-Swim-Two-Birds  and The  Third  Policeman –  have their moment of intersection with the commonplace actions of crime fiction. In the first, characters conspire to murder their narrator; in the second the narrator commences with the simple announcement that ‘not everybody knows how I killed old Philip Mathers’. In absorbing these lurid details, both novels specialize in styles which convey the effects of terror by means of ordinariness. Nothing could be more ordinary than the voice of the narrator in At-Swim-Two-Birds,  that dementia of modernist anxieties about multiple authors, counter-plots, obsessive description – ‘Duff-coloured puke’ – and the irresolveable conundrum of existence. Nothing could be more depth-less than the language of The Third  Policeman,  with its deranged yet plausible lexis and its relentless annotations. These styles can be workman-like, idiomatic, economical, elegant, all at the same time, and still they only border the elusive horror of death:
         
 
         
            The earth was agog with invisible industry. Trees were active where they stood and gave uncompromising evidence of their strength. Incomparable grasses were forever at hand, lending their distinction to the universe. Patterns very difficult to imagine were made together by everything the eye could see, merging into a supernal harmony their unexceptional varieties. Men who were notable for the whiteness of their shirts worked diminutively in the distant bog, toiling in the brown turf and heather.
            

         
 
         The sense of nature as a mechanistic system unaffected by man’s presence, withdrawal and return, pervades these pages of The  Third  Policeman.  In terms of grammar, the passive voice can rarely if ever have been used to such a violent effect, sublimated into a coerced ‘normalcy’ though that effect may be. In the idiom of liberal critiques of totalitarianism, the individual is dispensible. One may recognize the same theme, disguised of course, in Myles na Gopaleen’s preoccupation with steam-engines, his fond references to their regulators and governors. These last two nouns resemble human agents but in fact name complex components of the mechanico-divine universe. Kharms had his scientific preoccupation also, and a fondness for gadgets. In his fiction there are instances (far more concise than in O’Brien) where a figure is dispensed with by the prose – he/ she falls – yet the prose narration continues with its unruffled account of the ordinary:
         
 
         
            I was fed up watching them, and went off to Mal’tseviskiy market where, it was said, a knitted shawl had been given to a certain blind man.
            

         
 
         To describe this kind of writing, one may have recourse to stylistics, an academic method by which effects are explained in terms of foregrounding (e.g. repetition), of violations of register (e.g. the sudden profanity, or archaism), and so forth. O’Brien/Myles/O’Nolan provides a wealth of opportunities for the stylistician, and I feel sure Kharms does also. (‘“Frig off!” – shouted the boyar and loosed a ladle at mine host.’) But there is another way to describe such writing, the way of paradox revealing techniques of achieved inadequacy. The sentence quoted at the end of the paragraph above might be described as comically pedantic, but only if it were admitted that it is also quaintly tragic. The great genres, the categories which have marshalled culture for Western humanity these last two thousand years or more, no longer function, or only function in some mutual violation.
         
 
         Though the phrase has become meaningless – necessarily so? – God is Dead in this fiction. If fate operates all too efficiently, it is still an arbitrary surrogate for God, resembling Him only as far as a diving-bell or a plastic glove resembles imminently exiting Man. In O’Brien, the religious issue is undoubtedly at work, but it presents itself again through God’s absence, God’s locum being such reduced deputies as Father Fahrt, the Saint Augustine who lives near Dalkey or the James Joyce who writes for the Catholic Truth Society. I relate this dispersed theological theme, this exploded view of the heavenly quest, to another curious interest which both Kharms and O’Brien share – detective fiction or fictional detectives.
         
 
         Neil Cornwell has illuminated the mystery of Daniil Ivanovich Yuvachov’s pen-name in one of its forms – Kharms-Shardam – by showing us its resemblance to the name of the greatest fictional detective of all time, Sherlock Holmes. The phonetic details of this need not concern us, instead it is worth stressing how Kharms evidently enjoyed posing in Holmesian gear – deerstalker, jaw-warmer pipe, etc. – while simultaneously enduring total literary suppression in early Stalinist Russia. At least one of the surviving photographs suggests a Harpo Marx ingredient in the pantomine. And so we have a Marxist Holmes, a not-so-private detective whose digs are closer to Nevskiy Prospekt than to Baker Street but whose Big Brother is also Something in the Government. Brothers are sinister figures, for their inaccessibility is never convincingly explained (as in the case of Mycroft Holmes) by their love of solitude: they suggest that survival and extinction are siblings, even identical twins. We know that Kharms posed as his own non-existent brother for an obliging photographer, and even provided biographical details of the man’s academic career. Literary critics may want to explain this as a persona,  but prosecutors will recognize it as a flimsy alibi.
         
 
         Flann O’Brien‘s interest in detective fiction has yet to be fully documented by the bibliographers, but it is becoming well-known – ‘in certain quarters’, Kharms would say – that O’Brien (or rather O’Nolan) contributed dozens of plots to a London publishing company specializing in a Sexton-Blake style series. Neither Soviet Russia nor de Valeran Ireland had been greatly feted for its contribution to this important back-alley of literature: indeed both societies were (for different reasons, perhaps) incapable of tolerating or sustaining such a figure as the resourceful Holmes. In Ireland, the best detective novel actually set in the Saorstat or its successor is that deliberate piss-take of half-a-dozen plots criminal and fictional, Murder  in  Three  Moves  (1960) by Rutherford Watters. Only in burlesque or under the elaborate export licences employed by F. O’Brien & Co. can detective fiction be manufactured in Ireland.
         
 
         Distinct from the romanticized criminality associated with Byron, Maturin and Baudelaire, there is a forensic subdivision of nineteenth-century fiction, beginning perhaps with Edgar Allan Poe in America but in Europe making its début in the 1860s with Wilkie Collins and Sheridan Le Fanu. In connection with Collins, The  Moonstone  (1868) is the case in point, and Sergeant Cuff the pioneering detective. Le Fanu’s Checkmate  (1871, but based on an earlier novel) can be similarly cited. However, it is really with the stories which make up In  a  Glass  Darkly  (1872) that investigative fiction and the kind of religious theme later summarized in Zarathustra’s cry, ‘God is Dead!’, first conspire in English. Commencing with a title misquoting Saint Paul (cf. 1 Corinthians 12: 13), the stories of In  a  Glass  Darkly  are ostensibly the papers of a certain Dr Martin Hesselius but they progressively abandon their clinical discretion to map out the many culs-de-sac  into which modern religious belief has run, must run. This serial and forensic technique is conventionalized in the Sherlock Holmes stories. In these, it is the map of London and a monograph on tobacco ash – programmed through the great investigator’s intellect but narratively invincible and pre-determined – which run down purely secular offenders against the social order. The calculating machine, regularly turned out in a veritable uniform of distinctive clothing, has replaced God. But for the moment it resembles a bachelor inhabitant of those high-grade diggings, 221b Baker Street. Holmes is sexless because the Holmesian fiction propagates a vast untruth, the untruth of an imperial civilization.
         
 
         Why Sherlock Holmes’s creator (Doyle) and his eternal foes (Moriarty and Moran) should bear Irish names is a conundrum worthy of Sergeant Pluck himself in The  Third Policeman.  In Le Fanu and Doyle, there is still a persistent, civil asking of questions, entertaining in itself for the reader even if (in the case of Doyle’s detective stories) one rapidly becomes tired of the character’s ability to solve mysteries which have after all been set by that lesser intelligence, his creator. In Le Fanu the questions disturb, in Doyle the answers are intended to assuage. By the time one comes to Flann O’Brien, however, the question itself has become elliptical, or mirror-like, problematical anyhow:
         
 
         
            ‘What is your pronoun?’ he inquired.
 
            ‘I have no pronoun‚’ I answered, hoping I knew his meaning.
 
            ‘What is your cog?’
 
            ‘My cog?’
 
            ‘Your surnoun?’
 
            My reply again surprised him and also seemed to please him.
 
            He raised his thick eyebrows and changed his face into what could be described as a smile. He came back to the counter, put out his enormous hand, took mine in it and shook it warmly.
            
 
            ‘No name or no idea of your originality at all?’
 
            ‘None.’

         
 
         Thus, the narrator and his policeman, the colleague of that third policeman who never is present in the fiction, Policeman Fox.
         
 
         In Daniil Kharms, by what appears contrast, questions are comparatively rare but none the less disorientating: consider the dialogue in the latter half of ‘Makarov and Petersen’, after Petersen has disappeared. Interrogation as such rarely obtrudes, but the story which most directly reflects the political climate in which Kharms wrote – ‘The Drawback’ – is also the one which accommodates (well, almost) something like ordinary sexual desires and relations. The connection between the interrogative mood, crime as a theme, and human sexuality is most extraordinarily treated in ‘Rehabilitation’. As in John Banville’s The  Book  of  Evidence  (1989), the narrator is a singularly voluble murderer, mitigating suavely even as he catalogues his crimes:
         
 
         
            And also I did not rape Yelizaveta Antonovna. In the first place, she was no longer a virgin; and secondly, I was having dealings with a corpse, so she has no cause for complaint. What about the fact that she just happened to have to give birth? Well, I did pull out the infant …
            

         
 
         The stream of horrifying confessions – ‘I didn’t tear his head off: it was his thin neck did that …’ – indirectly testifies to the interrogatory method which is textually absent. The absurdity of the piece would register its truthfulness, providing one could re-place the inadmissable interrogation. Sexual violation is, so to speak, the register of textual violation which (in an almost religious or scriptural sense) is violation of the truth. Thus sex rarely intrudes because the truth can rarely be written.
         
 
         It is probably misleading to argue that some affinity (however inverted or proportionally distorted) exists between the worlds of Flann O’Brien and Daniil Kharms. The Soviet Union of the 1930s, and Ireland even at the worst of times, remain incomparable and this not simply in a way which wags the finger at Stalin: Kharms and his associates were part of the left-wing  alternative culture. For comparative purposes then, other literatures and other societies might well provide clearer parallels. Yet the introduction of Kharms into Irish literary debate can serve to alert us to some previously unnoticed features of familiar texts. In Gulliver’s  Travels,  for example, the fragmentary third voyage with its disjointed accounts of scientific experiments and metaphysical theories might now be reconsidered in relation to the comprehensive acts of classification which are so rigorously sustained throughout the other three voyages. The fragment is a sort of escape, an awkward witness turning up at the show trial, a talisman or an omen. In the work of Flann O’Brien, the unending textuality of the two best novels can be contrasted with the fragmentary Best  of  Myles.  Something is required to defamiliarize the Irish literary canon as it is now propagated. Daniil Kharms is just the man for the job.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Further Reading

         
 
         George Gibian (ed. & trans.), The  Man  in  the  Black  Overcoat: Russia’s  Literature  of  the  Absurd:  Selected  Works  of Daniil Kharms  and  Alexander  Vvedensky.  Evanstown, Ill:, Northwestern U.P., 1987. This revised and expanded edition of an earlier (1971) publication, includes The OBERIU Manifesto.
         
 
         R. Milner-Gulland, translations in Modern  Poetry  in Translation,  6(1970).
         
 
         Alice Stone Nakhimovsky, Laughter  in  the  Void:  An Introduction  to  the  Writings  of Daniil  Kharms  and  Alexander Vvedenskii  in Wiener  Slawistischer  Almanach,  Sonderband 5 (1982). This, the only book-length study of Kharms, should be used with caution; see also R. Milner-Gulland, ‘Kovarnye stikhi:  Notes on Daniil Kharms and Aleksandr Vvedensky’ in Essays  in  Poetics, vol. 9 no. 1 (1984).
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Neil Cornwell is currently editing the first collection of essays on Kharms, which will also include his translation of the definitive text of ‘Yelizaveta Bam’ (Russian text first published in the USA in 1987 and in the Soviet Union in 1988). This collection is due to be published by Macmillan in 1990.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Copyright

         
 
         
            First published 1989 by 
 THE LILLIPUT PRESS 
 62–63 Sitric Road, Arbour Hill Dublin 7, Ireland 
 www.lilliputpress.ie
            
 
            Copyright © 1989 Neil Cornwell, Hugh Maxton
            
 
            ISBN 978–0–946640–39–3 (print)
ISBN 978–1–843512–50–9 (ebook)
            
 
            1 3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2
            
 
            All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced in any form or by any means without the prior permission of the publisher.
            
 
            A CIP record for this title is available from The British Library.
            
 
            The Lilliput Press receives financial assistance from An Chomhairle Ealaíon / The Arts Council of Ireland.
            
 
            Cover Design by Jarlath Hayes 
 Typeset by Printe-Form, Dublin
            

            
               [image: ] 
                  
               

            

         

      

   
    

  OPS/insertSpan.js
function setSpanIGP(){var clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-num');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-sub');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-author');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-contributor');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-other');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('caption');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);}function setSpaninPara(pClassList){for(i=0;i<=pClassList.length;i++){if(pClassList[i]){var para_html=pClassList[i].innerHTML;para_html='<span>'+para_html+'</span>';pClassList[i].innerHTML=para_html;}}}function init(){setSpanIGP();}window.onload=init;




OPS/titleimg_online.jpg





OPS/a0vi_1_online.jpg





OPS/width_18mm_online.png
rarts _
councll | |iterature
ealafon






OPS/9781843512509_cover_epub.jpg
RS
Plummeting

Old W omen

Danil Kbarms





OPS/titleline_online.jpg





OPS/a091_1_online.jpg





