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CEXOV AND XARMS: STORY/ANTI-STORY

Cexov was certainly not aware of the works of Danul Xarms as Xarms was
born in 1905 (or 1906, depending on the source) Whether or not Xarms was
familiar with Cexov’s works is open to question. On one hand, it is difficult
to conceive of an educated Russian who had not read him. On the other hand,
the sparse biographical material that does exist on Xarms—some correspondence,
diaries, a few articles, George Gibian's introduction to the English translation
of some of Xarms’ creations, a book in progress, and a dissertationZ2—does not
include Cexov’s name in the constellation of literary stars who served as models
for Xarms.

Dostoevskij is not mentioned either, yet | would find it surprising if Pres-
tuplenie i nakazanie had not inspired Xarms’'s short story Staruxa. The scene
is Leningrad., The first-person narrative mimics the mood and style of Raskol'-
nikov’s feverish thoughts and frenetic actions, After the death of the titular
old woman, the narrator often wanders through the city. People gaze at him
because he looks so strange. Common Dostoevskij words such as “vdrug” often
pop up. Lying on the couch in his squalid room, the narrator has a dream.
The line between dream and reality is blurry. At one point, the narrator thinks
that the old woman resembles a ““mertvaja loSad’.”” The bright sunshine irritates
his eyes. Someone in his apartment building is holding some kind of rag. He and
a friend discuss the existence of God. He meets a kind woman who helps him.
In an epilogue-like section, the narrator declares that he is only temporarily
ending his manuscript. When he gets beyond the confines of the city into the
purity of the countryside, he prays.

Is it purely coincidental that these incidents also grace the pages of Dostoev-
skij's novel? | think not. In like fashion, though scholarly study of Xarms has
unearthed no direct evidence linking the Soviet writer to éexov, there are
certain parallels. Both worked in the same genres—short story and the drama.
Both wrote parodies. Both occasionally chose major nineteenth-century writers
as the brunt of their parodies. Cexov dedicates his 1880 short story Tysjaca
odna strast’, ili strasnaja noé’ to Victor Hugo. He mocks the Frenchman’s
florid language, saturated with metaphors. After moving his hero and heroine
off to America, he makes the scene vanish. “Vtoroj -moj mal‘¢iska,” says the
narrator, ‘‘protjagivaet rucki k &itateljam i prosit ix ne verit’ ego papase, potomu
¢to u ego papasi ne bylo ne tol’ko detej, no daZe i Zeny. ... Nidego &togo nikogda
*Ellen Chances is an Associate Professor of Russian, Department of Slavic Languages and
Literatures, Princeton University, Princeton, New Jersey.
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ne bylo... Spokojnoj nocl. .
l: one of his parodies, Xarms makes fun of biographers and commentators

who think that every utterance a great writer .mouths, or his every movement,
must be pregnant with wisdom and profundltyv. .Hencfe, these pass|aget;c, from
Anekdoty iz Zizni Puskina: “Kak izvestno u Puskln'.a nikogda ne rosla C;)roda_
Pugkin ocen’ étim mucilsja i vsegda zavidoval Zaxar |nu,.u kotorogo,’ nvao or’ot,
boroda rosla vpolne priliéno. ‘U nego rastet, a u menja ne rastfet, cast?'n ko
govarival Pugkin, pokazyvaja nogtjami na Zaxar'ina. | :/st_egda byl vpkfav. .Or,
u#0dna2dy Petrudevskij slomal svoi CGasy i poslal za Puskmyer. Pus lnv'pr|§e|,
osmotrel Tasy Petrusevskogo a poloZil ix ol?rat:'nc; zz st’l’ﬂ Cto skazes’, brat
iskin:'— \| Petrugevskij. ‘Stop masina,’ skazal PusKin.
PUSg;';-ov:P::VS;' \ljvi)rks, Replka (Perevod s detskogo) and Naivnyj lesij (Skazka),
and Xarms's Basnja provide still other exampk.es of the nature of the twfo au-
thors’ parodistic art. Each on occasion models his parody on a we||-kr.|own ]?rm.
One of Cexov's little pieces, titled Reeka, in.c|udes all the trappllngs.o the
fairy tale, complete with the phrase “Zili-byh:" And what m’a’g|ca alrc:lstale
adventure faces the hero? *..Serz stal statskim sqvetmkom,u \{\{fe"rea 2 In
Cexov's ‘‘skazka” a “rysalotka’” explains 1o he.r friend, tl?e Iesu,. :hat she
cannot marry him until he stops wearing that silly expression on h‘IS fce. He
does his best to comply--by becoming a civil servant, but to no avail. "...vyra-
Zenie ego lica ne izmenilos’: ono po-preznemu glupoe.” '
Xarms's Basnfa begins in a typical “‘basnja” way:.a man makes a Wlsh-—.
and suddenly a sorceress appears, eager to fulfill his desire. The man gets scargd,
the sorceress disappears. The whole “basnja’’ effect ctumbles when we Iearn'
that the man “...nacal plakvat’ i kusat’ sebe nog:ci. Snaca.la .na rukax vse nogti
sgryz, a potom na nogax. Citatel’, viit:majsja v &tu basnju, i tebe stanet ne po
w7 hors twist the original form. . ) .
sebgthefzzhmanliin features emerge. Bo:th Xarms and Ce?<ov 'wrote shor"c s:;coni:
that incorporate dramatic techniques, Cexov, gspecially in his e.arly perio _,rsek
up a scene in which two characters interact WIth each oth'er as if on stag% ;ls
Tolstij i tonkij, for instance, where the two ch|ld.hooc.i frle.nds are deS':':I’I e ||
detail. They carry on a conversation with stage directions |nserted at intervals.
Xarms’s short story creations also depend on d'rama sometimes. The ;tory
Molodoj éelovek, udivivsij storoza consists of a dlglogue between a watc rlr;ar;
and.a young man who asks directions to heaven. Both. authors‘wrote p. y
which include sentences or phrases having nothing to do with wha‘flns? happenu:g.
Think of Masa’s and Versinin’s “Tram - tam - tam..../Tam-tam... “|n Tri sestry
or of an equally unmotivated sentence in Xarms's E//za'veta Ban.;: Nad ozer'c::;
pystraja Cajka letit.”9 (I did not, by the way, ch.oose this quo'lc;atlc?n at rar.l o rés
In the same play, one character says, “Moi nogi, kak ogurcY.' Elizaveta lgn;) -
him and carries on her own conversation, whereupon the or:’gmal character do
the same. Elizaveta then says, #ku-ni-na-ga- ni-li-va-ni-bauuu. - ‘ .
Both Cexov and Xarms insert seemingly superfluous details into their na -
tives. Think, for instance, of the “tajnyj sovetnik’’ who happens to stoop oV
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to sniff a tulip,” of the description of pine trees in Nescast’e, of the umbrella
in Tri goda. Xarms's Kassir§a narrator mentions a mushroom, but it does not
play an important part in the story. Later, a woman goes to the place where
the salt and pepper are located; this, too, has no bearing on what is happening
in the main plot.

Both authors use the zero ending. Both create stories with nonplots, non-
heroes. Both treat significant events as if they were side orders and shift the
reader’s attention to something less important. Think of the way in which
Cexov downplays the child's death in Spat’ xocetsja. In Xarms's mini-story
Cto teper’ prodajut v magazinax, murder also figures almost as a parentheses.
One man hits another on the head with a huge cucumber. The victim “upal
i umer.” We read, “Vot kakie bol'sie ogurcy prodajut teper’ v magazinax!”12

What else binds Cexov and Xarms? Each sometimes used repetition as a
structural device, Smert” Ginovnika centers around the pathetic little protago-
nist’s repeated apologies for sneezing\ on and bespattering the general. Xarms's
Opticeskij obman goes like this: “Semen Semenovic¢, nadev oZki, smotrit na
sosnu i vidit: na sosne sidit muzik i pokazyvaet emu kulak. Semen Semenovic,
snjav oCki, smotrit na sosnu i vidit, ¢to na sosne nikto ne sidit. Semen Semeno-
vi&, nadev ocki, smotrit na sosnu i opjat’ vidit, &to na sosne sidit muZik i po-
kazyvaet emu kulak.”13 By this time, the reader can easily guess what the next
sentence will be,

Children’s stories, or stories presenting the child’s perception of the world,
belong to the oeuvre of each author. One even finds essentially identical plots
in Cexov’s Mal¢iki, the story of two young boys who set off for North America
and Xarms's O tom, kak Kol’ka Pankin letal v Braziliju, a Pet’ka Er§ov nicemu
ne veril, in which two boys strike out for South America. In each story, one
boy is determined to make the trip while the other hesitantly agrees. In each,
the adventure ends when reality invades the child’s fantasy world. In each,
adult reality and the not so willing child partner dispel the world of make-
believe.

Both Cexov, in Van’ka, and Xarms, in Skazka, wrote about children writing.
In each story, the writing comes to naught. Van'ka at least completes his letter,
but the reader knows that ‘“‘grandfather in the village” will never receive it;
Xarms's Vanja cannot even write the “skazka’ he wants because his playmate,
Lenocka, keeps saying that each story he thinks of setting to paper has already
been written,

Here we have seen that the child’s hopes are dashed, that a rose-tinted view
of the world assumes shades of gray or black. In Cexov’s and Xarms's imagina-
tive universe, it often happens that not only in children’s stories are the bubbles
of illusion punctured. Beauty and the beast stalk the same terrain. In both,
there is often a stark confrontation of beauty and ugliness. The gruesome ac-
count of Gusev’s burial at sea and the shark’s playing with his body is rapidly
followed by the description of a gentle, pastel sunset. Gurov’s and Anna’s
dreary life with their respective spouses is contrasted to the beautiful love they
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share for each other. The bleak life of the steppe sheds its drabness as two
ephemeral visions of beauty light up the landscape for one brief moment,

Turning to Xarms, we see the same kind of thing. in Elizaveta Bam, lvan
tells Elizaveta that she looks good. She asks why. The response—because yoy
are a forget-me-not... whereupon he hiccups loudly, destroying the loveliness
of the image.14 Xarms's Skazka contains an episode in which a king and queen
are drinking tea with apples. One would then conjure up a happy story about
love and glittering fairy tale kingdoms. No such luck. Instead, the scene deteri-
orates into a violent fight between the king and queen, ending with the king
falling into the oven and burning. A blatant instance of ugliness confronting
beauty appears in Xarms's Nadalo oéen’ xorosego letnego dnja, subtitled “Sim-
fonija.”” A rooster Crows, and we expect what the title promises us. Instead,
we witness people being beaten up, hiccuping, and eating out of a spittoon.
And then comes the final sentence: “Takim obrazom natinalsja xorosij, letnij
den’."15

Except for repetition and the dramatic structure of the short stories, the
devices | have been discussing seem to fit into one pattern. One can connect
the dots and form a picture of two people who work in similar ways. in his
parodies, each pokes fun at larger than life literary heroes. In his themes, each
deflates the lofty hopes, fantasies, and dreams of adults and children alike,
In his structures, each discards the “Hero,” the “Plot,’ the “Adventure,” and
the “Climax’’—witness the inconsequential details that punctuate the prose;
the non-endings, the disconnected exchanges, insignificant or non-conversations.
Given the evidence, | believe that Xarms could easily claim Cexov as his spiritu-
al father.

Yet even in the face of these parallels, | still think that it is valid to ask the
question, “Why compare the two?"" After all, many people wrote and write
parodies. Not just Cexov and Xarms wrote short stories and drama. Many fairy
tales are built on a series of repetitions—a man making three wishes, each of
three sisters attempting to become the beloved of the handsome young prince
from the kingdom down the road, three knights in turn trying to rescue the
beautiful golden-tressed princess from the fire-breathing dragon, and so on..
Why, then, compare Gexov and Xarms? | would think that it does make sense
to do so. Moreover, | believe that by placing the two back to back, one can il-
luminate the works of each that much more. One can also learn more about
the evolution of the short story form. | have argued elsewhere, for example,
that although Mark Twain and Cexov probably did not know each other’s works,
an analysis of their short story techniques helps us 10 understand something
about the development of the short story genre. Both wrote frame stories. Twain
kept using the form he had inherited whereas Gexov took off from that point
and went on to do much more creative things with- the form. In his mature
period, CGexov thrusts—before and after a scene of action—a few descriptive
words or a paragraph of “nastroenie.” In addition to the beginning and end
“frame,” he intersperses in the action brief, mood-creating interludes. Cexov
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puilds upo.n the device of the frame, shaping it into new patterns, rather th
working within the oI(:J structures, which he also sometimes did ’ e
Both Twain. and Cexov occasionally utilized dramatic de;vices in creati
their short. stories, After 1886, Cexov often preserved the dramatic scene m Idn?
of his earlier period, but also included other elements. Again, Twain ne o
peyond the original dramatic structure. H, E. Bates has plotte’d the deve\ller et
of the short story, explaining that in its pre-modern examples, it re opn;)Tnc:
c!rama mgre than lyric poetry. This account applies to Twain an’d to tf\eezm E;
Cexov. With the advent of the modern short story, Bates writes, the ge ea"_y
more vclosely aligned with lyric poetry. If we agree v:/ith this assess’mentg e
dub Cexov a transitional figure, shifting from the traditional short o s
more modern unfolding of the genre.16 rovies
..:AII of vl/hich brings us back to Cexov and Xarms. In this connection, bef
turning to Cexov, | would like to resurrect for a moment the Xarm, tory
Staruxa, where Dostoevskij’s presence was so keenly felt. In first s eali'swr:l‘
the stt?ryz | purposely confined my discussion to the obvi.ous paralleﬁs t m/g .
tuplenie i nakazanie. Yet something else is going on as well. It seem o o
that what .Xarms is doing here is providing a commentary tc; the no selml T,
sense, he is rewriting the masterpiece according to his own formuIaVL‘ e
illusjcrate. The stranger, the “‘staruxa,” came to the narrator’s room and. ot
{y died. The narrative attention is shifted away from the focus of D tprom?:c-
novel. After all, in Prestyplenie i nakazanie, Raskol’nikov does kiIlO :hOeVSk” ;
broker and therefore undergoes punishment. Here, there /s no crime, no fnpac‘iNn-
er; therefqre, there should be no punishment. Wrong. The narratolr i o 'er-
that'he \{vtll get caught, but there was no crime. He thinks that thels Wome_d
Tovur;g, I,S' pursuirjg him. And he tries to kill a dead person. He atter:ig:zs:h;:
et 16 the existance of God lead nowherar the Guestion is powed and that
is all. The ““damocka’” who helped him (nc;t s:vgu?tlon ey
in at b:kery) ddisappears; he does not even know her I:stszzlr;webu':‘hzuZarer?::
wants to get rid of the old woman’s body, so tucks it into a vali . (0] i
out of the city, the valise is stolen. The bod i O e
nz;rat?r ;ti” feels anxious, even though he h:s Zf:‘::ot:\izrl]isﬁzgisiidgs:{ tl)-ll:: gt:tz
out of the train and goes behind some bushes—to relieve himself H i
goejs into the woods, the reader suspects for the same reason—b ong ag?'“
This time, he prays. At one point, the narrator wants too\r/lvrit:taV:'EZ:lg about
‘ : ' abou
iugr:::le; v\;/viz)lir ;/;/\l;osac;:r; ;/;/\(i)r.: :lracles, \l\)lut who chooses not to. Wit:in St‘a;f
. , ng happens. No savior. No faith. The reader” -
pectations are led astray. i s the
laws that Dostoevskij se'zls uiviirﬁ?:gv::.ads to.8 dead end. 1 Xarms cefes the
) seemsT::)e sr:r:e :awsthbodc?logy distinguishes Xarms's short story Syjaz’, which,
saosaod dry of,ph“ososh;’ntiir:rr:tz(ie:z;tha. re\{vriting of Brat’ja Karamazovy,
. , ing is connec i
we see only the connections, without the underlying phiI::s(:);:icea\:earr»:(:hrlgl?éix:
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ideas.

We have already noted that it is common practice for Xarms to invert fairy
tales.18 We have observed that he rewrites the biography of an imPOFtant
literary figure. We have seen his recasting of Dostoevskij's novels. In the same
way, the more | read Xarms, the more it seemed to me as if his works were,
perhaps unconsciously {whether or not it was a questign of influence is noy
really important), serving as a commentary on certain Cexov short story and
drama techniques. It is almost as if Xarms had taken certain elements embeddeq
in Cexov’s oeuvre and had followed each to its Iggical conclusion, as though
guided by the words of the underground man: "“Cto Ze sobstvenno do menija
kasaetsja, to ved’ ja tol’ko dovodil v moej Zizni do krajnosti to, €to vy ne gs.
melivalis’ dovodit’ i do poloviny...”19

What exactly do | have in mind? Let us examine some of the evidence. First
of all, with regard to repetition—éexov bases some of his stories on a series of
repeated actions. The pitiful cab driver in Toska keeps trying to tell each new
passenger his tragic tale. The story’s finale underscores his loneliness. The re.
curring incidents fit into the larger thematic concerns of the story. Dusecka
is designed according to the same model—one action {Olen’ka’s attachment
to a new man) is repeated several times. By the last sentence, though, the read-
er has learned more about her than he had known at the beginning, for the
nduiedka’ has become a “poduletka,” smothering each object of her affections,
In Xarms, the repetition becomes “povtorenie radi povtorenija.” With Cexov,
as with Dostoevskij, Xarms uses the same building blocks as does his antecedent,
but he does does not create a building out of them. Blocks remain blocks.
He isolates one Cexov feature and then exaggerates it. Six women {one at a
time} fall out of a window in the story Viyvalivaviajasja staruxa. What does
it mean? Nothing. What have we learned? Nothing. All we are left with is a
broken-record effect. The same is true of scores of other Xarms works as well.
in fact, in Matematik | Andrej Semenovi¢, one has repetitions of repetitions,
The mathematician says, four times in a row, “Ja vynul iz golovy $ar.”” His
interlocutor Andrej replied, four times, “Poloz’ ego obratno”—and the whole
dramatic sketch goes on like this.20 But so what? What has Xarms proved?
What is he saying? And who cares?

Both Xarms and Cexov use zero endings, but the effect is different. The
sentence "‘Misjus’, gde ty?" at the end of Dom s mezoninom, at once evokes
episodes from the rest of the story. We think of the love that might have been,
of the narrator’s loneliness, of the irretrievable nature of time, and so on. Xarms
offers no such possibilities to build bridges to the rest of the text. His final
sentences dangle in midair, totally divorced from the rest of the action. Thus,
in the story Vyvalivaviajasja staruxa, after the sixth old woman has tumbled
out the window, the narrator, out of the blue, says that he went to Mal’cevskij
Market where a blind man had been given a knitted shawl. 5

Next we come to the floating conversations so familiar to readers of Cexov.
While it is true that his characters make non-sequitur comments, those snatches
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of c(,n\/ersation that seem to drift by another character serve to emphasize

me personality trait or to reinforce some vague theme or mood. After a
soh”e the audience realizes that Gaev's bizarre billiards comments play a sym-
:oliclrole. They are not gratuitously thrown in. The official in whom Gurov
attempts 10 confide his love for Anna interrupts with his remarks about the
fish. The comment, disassociated from what has immediately preceded, is
nevertheless there for a reason—in order to highlight Gurov’s isolation, to show
people’s lack of communication, etc. What does Xarms make of this? He uses
the skeletal framework of the technique, but addsvno flesh. The apparently
unmotivated conversation does not become, as in Cexov, an integral part of
the artistic structure, The conversation just sits there., The short playlet Tjuk
centers around one character repeating the word “tjuk.” We do not know why,
nor, by the end, do we really care, for the ““conversation’ has never gone be-
yond “tjuk,”21 Elizaveta Bam contains a plot-line, but a number of the state-
ments that are sprinkled through ‘the text are not affixed to the main plot.
They are merely disembodied phrases that float around in a vacuum, One feels
that any one of them could be interchanged with any other—or one could
fill in the blank oneself—with the first image that comes to mind?2 and it
would not really make any difference. Black prunes, shoulders like the sun,
a fire burning in a little house, mice twitching their whiskers.., Anything goes.
There is text, but no context. :

In his literary “‘commentary’’ on éexov, Xarms absorbs another Cexovian
trait—the interweaving of beauty and ugliness, of hopes and disiliusionment.
As with the inverted fairy tale, his impulse is always to destroy any hope of
magic, good, or beauty, Recall Nacalo ocen’ xorosego letnego dnja/Simfonija,
where the author repeatedly offers the possibility of a beautiful day, only to
go back on his offer every chance he gets. The title suggests a soothing, cheer-
ful denouement. And the last sentence—"Takim obrazom nadinalsja xorosij,
letnij den.”23_reinforces the hope that is held out. Everything in between,
though, involves the destruction of beauty. There are elements which could
contribute to the creation of a sparkling, happy day. A rooster crows. A little
boy, a small dog, and a plump young mother take part in the action. Yet in
each case, the hope held out in one part of a sentence is quickly crushed by
the end of the phrase. The rooster crows in the same sentence in which Timo-
fej jumps onto a roof and frightens the pedestrians below, The ‘“‘malen’kij
mal‘¢ik” is eating some horrible substance out of a spittoon. The ““malen’-
kaja sobafka” breaks its ‘“tonen’kaja noZka” and rolls on the pavement. A
“molodaja tolsten‘kaja mat’’’ rubs the face of a ‘’xorosen’kaja devodka’ against
a brick wall. Notice, too, the diminutives, so incongruous.

The drive to tear down marks the fictive world of Xarms. Think, for in-
stance, about the episode from his /z zapisnoj kniZki: 1z parovoznoj truby 3el
par, ili tak nazyvaemyj dym. | narjadnaja ptica, vletaja v étot dym, vyletala
iz nego obsosannoj i pomjatoj.” 4

éexov, too, as singer of unrelenting gloom and bard of hopelessness, also
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painted equally dismal pictures. There are instances‘ of .hope:s forever Cruslled
in éexov; the man whose escorts trampled upon his illusions in the s.tory Mesty
will never be happy again. Yet more often, Cexov does not take this .tendency
to such an extreme. In fact, sometimes beauty, although. nc’)t .attalnable, at
least occupies some important small part of the human being’s life. And even
if hopes have been crushed, there still remains that.enca.lpsglatfed mfm?ry of the
transitory beauty or hope, as for example, in O ljubvi. !_lfe is poslyj, but per-
haps one can escape (as in Dama s sobackoj), or even if c.)ne .cannot,.at least
thinking about the past ot future will provide a temporary, if brief and illusory,
i he drab present.
res?l'l;i :zgilt which sZems to have no direct relation to the major thrt.ead of the
work abounds in the works of Cexov. As we all know, he has be.en hailed as.the
father of the modern short story for loosening the form, for addvl'ng the seeming-
ty ‘“irrelevant” touch. When Petr Sergei€, in Rasskaz gospDZI_ ”/\/2I\5/, dec|ares.,
. to..kogda zimoju e¥’ sveZie ogurcy, to vo rtu p.axr.\et vesnoj, ‘ .the deta'll
is not so irrelevant after all. It serves as a symbolic 5|gnpost., pomtm’g.; out, |r1
microcosm, the movement from spring to winter in natur(?, l.n Natal’ja Vladi-
mirovna’s life and the fading of her hopes. Nature descr|Ptlons that do not
seem relevant strike a certain melancholy or happy chord in the heart.o.f the
reader of Cexov. The breaking string in Visnevyj sad, althou?h rjot specmc.ally
attached to the action, adds a dimension to the play. In /\{escast e, the det.all of
IiYin's cravat pin, a red snake with diamond eyes, contributes to the‘ plCtl'Jre
Cexov is drawing of 11'in’s and Sof‘ja‘s feelings toward one another, mgna“lng
the potential sexual overtones of the relationship. The‘ short st(?ry Sz{tocka
contains a dramatic scene and a descriptive atmospheric frame including 'an
additional dimension created by the use of memory, and the words prod-ucmg
a vagueness (“‘kak by,” etc.). There is also the delicate web o.f symbols ev'ldent,
for example, in the image of the fence with nails, the detail of the setting of
the action in March—containing the hope of what will be (spring) as well as
the bleak reality of what is, paralleling Naden'ka’s own fate. .
Gexov's works loosened the form of the short story and drama. Yet despite
all his modernism, he remains grounded in reality. The vag!Je' symbols, the
naccidental’” details, the delicate touches which do not quite fit lnto. the story,
the words creating atmosphere are not quite so accidental, as Sovnlet scholar
Gudakov demonstrates in Poétika Cexova, when he speaks of Cexov’s method.
Each seemingly irrelevant feature sends reverberations throughout the rest
. rk.
! t(I)T\cc(:e;(g;)a\gr:’tIoXarms uses the “irrelevant” detail, but inst.ead of a't least vaguely
fastening it to the story as a whole, he makes the detail tru!y irrelevant. Folr
example, in Anekdoty iz 3izni Puskina, though he repeats the image of a whee X
the fact that he has chosen a wheel is in itself insignificant. One story, Poterl,
ends with the protagonist’s dream of losing a toothbrush and therefore bru§hr;
ing his teeth with a candlestick. This detail has absolutely nothing to do wit
anything; it hangs suspended in midair.
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Finally, in delineating the Cexov techniques that Xarms takes to the extreme,
we come to the nonplot. If one attempts to recount certain Cexov plots, one
can sound pretty silly, for sometimes, almost nothing happens. In Sutodka,
for instance, a man whispers as he and Naden’'ka go down a hill on a sled. He
later recalls the incident. And that is the end of the story.

Again, Xarms is ready to take the technigue to its extreme. The movement
is from non-action to anti-action, from non-plot to anti-plot. He ends up by un-
dermining the very form of the short story—and leading literally to the blank
page. Let me quote Golubaja tetrad” No. 10 in its entirety:

Bbin 0auH pbLDKUA 4eNnoBeK, Y KOTOPOro He GbiNO rfa3 W yiuew.
Y Hero He 6bIM0 U BOMOC, TaK 4TO PbIXKWA €ro Hassanu YCMOBHO.

FoBopuTe OH He MOr, Tak Kak y Hero He 6bino pra. Hoca Toxe
y Hero He 6b1no.

Y Hero He GbiNO fawe pyk uU Hor. U XuoBoTa y Hero He Gbino,
W CMWHLI Y Hero He 6bINo, U xpebeTay Hero He 6bINO, N  HUKAKUX
BHYTPEHHOCTEH Y Hero He 6bino. Hudero y Hero ve Gbmnol Tak uTo
He MOHATHO, O KOM WAET peyb.

Y nyulue mbi 0 Hem He Gyaem Gonblue I'OBOpMTb.26

We begin with something and by the close, end with nothing. Literature has
become anti-literature. Or take another extreme to which Xarms reduces a plot.
Cexov had talked about the ideal of brevity, or conciseness. Well, look at the
story Vstreca, written by Xarms: “Vot odnazdy odin éelovek posel na sluz-
bu, da po doroge vstretil drugogo €eloveka, kotoryj, kupiv pol’skij baton, na-
pravljalsja k sebe vosvojasi. Vot, sobstvenno, i vse."27

In a manifesto, Xarms and his fellow OBERIUTY group state that they are
not concerned with subject matter, that they seek a new concept of life, a new
approach to things. ‘“The world,” they say, ‘“‘covered by the rubbish of the
tongues of a multitude of fools bogged down in the mire of ‘experiences’ and
‘emotions’ is now being reborn in all the purity of concrete, bold forms.”
Xarms announces that he is broadening the meaning of the object, that he is
peeling away the layers of literary and everyday skin from the concrete object.
Plot, he announces, is not important. And he goes on to say that he has endowed
objects in his art with a status equal to that of characters and pIo‘c.28

Xarms obviously thought that his innovations in literary form were a posi-
tive contribution to the history of art. His “correction’ of previous literature
had freed literature from its dependence on old assumptions. Dostoevskij had
written about something and had emphasized the philosophical importance
of the irrational, Xarms has characters do things, but for no reason. He has
taken one feature in Dostoevskij—the concept of the irrational—and has taken
it to its extreme, making it the central focus in Staruxa. What Cexov merely
hints at, Xarms approaches boldly. As with the Dostoevskij example, he selects
certain features in Cexov and then in his own work, carries them to their extreme.
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I do not, however, approach these Xarms “corrections’ of Cexov so posi-
tively. It seems to me that Xarms’s works illustrate the dangers of breaking
open the short story and drama too widely, of taking these tendencies toq
far. The seeds for leading literature to a dead end are present in some of éexov’s
innovations, in those very innovations that make Cexov the father of the modern
short story. Thus, we get, in Xarms, the free-floating objects and images, arising
out of the Cexovian “mood,” vague, “superfluous” detail. We go from non-
action to collapsed plots, stories reduced to nothing; from zero endings to
endings that are reduced to zero significance. And the result, as | have tried
to demonstrate, can be the destruction of literature.

| do not want these remarks to be construed as a condemnation of the
avant-garde movement in general. Certain Absurdists, Dadaists, modernists—
Kafka, etc.--did not end up in a dead end; they could and did do very creative
things. Thus, in an analogy in art, Cezanne, like Cexov, was inching away from,
but still grounded in, reality. Malevi¢, like Xarms—but in my mind, more suc-
cessful in his attempts—, went further than Cezanne by working with free-
floating geometric shapes. | am just stating that in the case of Xarms, this is
the way it turned out. In fact, what is so intriguing is that often, cuftural history
produces a new element which opens up different possibilities {as with Cezanne
and Malevig). In the case of Cexov and Xarms, it was interesting for me to see
the process leading to a dead end.

Near the end of MNevesta, Nina lvanovna says, “...nado, Ctoby vsja Zizn'
proxodila kak by skvoz’ prizmu..., ..nado ¢&toby Zizn’ v soznanii delilas’ na
prostejie elementy, kak by na sem’ osnovyx cvetov; i kaZdyj élement nado
izudat’ v otdel’nosti.”29 Cexov succeeded, in his works, in placing individual
elements—detail, for example—through the prism and coming out with isolated
colors, However, he did not stop there. At the same time, he succeeded in plac-
ing these individual elements back through the prism to come out with richer
colors, Xarms does not take the second step. The result is often not a story,

but an anti-story.

NOTES

1. George Gibian, editor of the Russian and English editions of Xarms's works, gives
1905 as Xarms’s birth date (Daniil Xarms, /zbrannoe [Wiirzburg: Jal-Verlag, 19741, p. 12).
R. R. Milner-Gulland agrees with this dating (**'Left Art’ in Leningrad: The Oberiu Declara-
tion,” Oxford Slavonic Papers, New Series 3 [1970], p. 65). In an unpublished manuscript
on Xarms and Vvedenskij, Alice Stone Nakhimovsky states the year of birth as 19086, as
does Soviet scholar Anatolij Aleksandrov (Den’ poézii, 1965 [Moscow, 19651, p. 290).

2. Especially illuminating are Alice Stone Nakhimovsky Op. cit,; also, her article
“The Ordinary, the Sacred, and the Grotesque in Daniil Kharms's ‘The Old Woman,”’
Slavic Review, No. 2 (June 1978}, pp. 203-16; George Gibian’s introductory essay in Rus-
sia’s Lost Literature of the Absurd. A Literary Discovery, Selected Works of Daniil Kharms
and Alexander Vvedensky, trans. and ed. George Gibian {(New York: W, W. Norton and
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Company, Inc., 1974}, pp. 3-38; Aleksandr Flaker, ““O rasskazax Daniila Xarmsa,” Cesko-
slovenska rusistika, 14 (1969), 78-84.

3. Tysjada odna strast’, in A. P, éexov, Socinenija (Moscow, 1974), 1, 38.

4. Danii.l Xarms, lzbrannoe, p. 110. Flaker writes that Xarms was probably mocking
the worship of Pugkin in the 1930s. Flaker, p. 80. Gibian's comments support this inter-
pretation (Gibian, Russia’s Lost Literature, p. 30).

5. Repka (Perevod s detskogo),in A. P, éexov, Socinenija (Moscow, 1975), H, 64.

6. Naivnyjlesij (Skazka),in A.P, éexov,Saé/nen/ja (Moscow, 1975), |1, 344-46.

7. Xarms, Jzbrannoe, p. 122. Nakhimovsky’s manuscript contains a valuable discussion
of Xarms's use of the inverted fairy tale.

8. Xarms, lzbrannoe, pp. 8990,

9. Ibid., p.179.

10. Ibid., p. 1886.

11. Tajnyjsovetnik,in A, P, éexov,Saéinenija {Moscow, 1976}, V, 130.
12. Xarms, /zbrannoe, p.101.

13. Ibid.,p.86.

14. fbid.,p.178.

15. Ibid., pp.96-97.

16. Ellen Chances, “And Never the Twain Sﬁall Meet? Some Thoughts on Anton Chekhov

and Mark Twain,” in Problemy izucenija Cexova v SSSR i SéA, ed. Gromova, Kataev
Maxwell, Opul’skaja {(Moscow: AN SSSR, -forthcoming). ’

17. For a completely different interpretation of the story, see Nakhimowsky's article
“The Ordinary.” Incidentally, in bringing the reader’s expectations to naught, in leading
him to a dead end, Xarms shares much common ground with Gogo!’. Think, fc;r example
of Mertvye dusi, where Cicikov's very task is to search for what does not exist. ,

18. Nakhimovsky speaks of this in connection with Xarms’s acquaintance with Vladimir
Propp. Unpublished manuscript.

19. F. M. Dostoevskij, Po/noe sobranie socinenij (Moscow, 1973),V,178.

20. Xarms, Izbrannoe, pp. 87-88.

21. Ibid., pp. 59-60.

22. However, it is important to take into account Nakhimovsky’s insightful approach to

E/izaveta'Bam, In her manuscript on Xarms and Vvedenskij, she explains that the nonsense
Passages in the play, inserted in meaningful Passages, create a parody of style, Moreover
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she points out the great variety of shifts in language norms throughout the play—from
blank and rhymed verse to literary and not-so-literary prose.

23.
24,
25,
26.
27.
28,

29.

192

Xarms, lzbrannoe,p.97.

Ibid., p. 120,

A. P. Cexov, Socinenjja (Moscow, 1976), V1,451,

Xarms, lzbrannoe,p.47.

Ibid., p.94.
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