Russian Literature XVII (1985) 353-366
North-Holland

DANIIL CHARMS' "OLD WOMAN"CLIMBS HER FAMILY TREE:
"STARUCHA" AND THE RUSSIAN LITERARY PAST

ELLEN B. CHANCES

— Crapyxa! - sakpuuasn oH B y71<3.ce.1
OH Bepun, 4YTO MepTBasg r'padpuHsa MoIya
UMeTh BpegHoe BJIMSHUE Ha ero XW3Hb, . L2

HeoBrIKHOBEHHOE CXOLCTBO NNOPasHIIoO €I'0. . 3

In 1928, in the Obériu Manifesto, a small circle of
Soviet writers, members of the Obé&riu group ("O6bvemu-
HeHHe peanbHOTo uckycctTeBa", "the Association for Real
Art") announced its aesthetic principles to the cul-
tural world." Conceived primarily by Nikolaj Zaboloc-
kij and Daniil Charms, the manifesto placed a high
premium on the innovative aspects of Obériu art.

"OB3PUY HHHe BHCTyNAaeT, KakK HOBHH OTpPAN JIEBOTO pe-=
BOJNIOLIMOHHOTO HckyccTBa" ("Obériu now comes forward as
a new section of leftist revolutionary art"), vigor-
ously declare the Obériuty.® "06s3puy (...) uHeT opra-
HUYEeCKH HOBOIO MupoOomylleHMs M nonmxona k Bemam" ("Obeé-
riu (...) seeks an organically new concept of life and
approach to things"), they continue.® "OB2PUY peBomo-
LHOHHO uMeHHO B cuiy {(...) cBoero meroma" ("Ob&riu is
revolutionary precisely by virtue of (...) [its] method"),
the group bluntly states.’ "Mu — [DOSTH HOBOTO MHPOOUY-
mMeHUs M HOBOTO HCKycCTBaA. Mol (...) CO3umaTesin HOBOTO

omymeHHA XHM3HH B ee NnpenmeToB" ("We are poets of a new
world view and of a new art. We are (...) founders of
a new feeling for life and its objects").®

These brief passages excerpted from the first few
pages of the manifesto ring out the message loud and
clear. The Obériu emphasis is upon a new art.

Readers of Obériu creations have readily concurred
that innovation is what marks the Obé&riu group's dis-
tinctive contribution to the history of Soviet culture.
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George Gibian, in his informative introduction to
Charms' and Vvedenskij's selective writings; Alice
Stone Nakhimovsky, in the first full-length book
to appear on Charms and Vvedenskij; and others sing
the praises of the experimental, modernist nature of
Ob&riu art.’ An article I wrote on Charms and Cechov
demonstrated some of the uses and misuses Charms made
of certain innovative short story techniques that roam
Cechov's literary universe.!®

Indeed, one has only to open a Charms literary work
to almost any page to find ample evidence for the claim
that Charms is an advocate of creative novelty. Ordi-
narily, a reader expects a work of art to build one de-
tail, fact, segment of plot upon another so that by the
time we have finished the work, we have more than what
we had at the beginning. A picture has been painted; a
mood, constructed; and/or a story, told. Charms' "Golu-
baja tetrad' No.10" ("Blue Notebook No.10") dces away
with ordinary preassumptions. We are left with less,
by the end, than we had at the beginning of the story.
Let me illustrate, by including this short story, or
trather, anti-story, here:

Bbin O@MH pBDXHEI ueJIOBEeK, Y KOTOpPOTO
He Owuio rnas v yme#. Y Hero He OpNIO M BOJIOC,
TaK UTO PHDKHM er'0 HasBaJIH YCIIOBHO.

I'oBOpHUTHE OH He MOT, TaK KakKk y Hero He
6pu10 pra. Hoca Toxe y Hero He 6buIO.

Y Hero He ORUIO Haxe DPYK M HOT,
U xuBOoTa y Hero He 6pyi0, M CIHHH y HeEro He
610, M xpefeTa y Hero He ObulO0, M HHKAKHX
BHYTpeHHOCTeH y Hero He Owuio. Huuero y Hero
He Gpuio! TaK 4TO He MOHATHO, O KOM HOET peub.

Yx nyume Mpl O HeM He GygeMm 6onnue

T'OBOPHUTE,

(There was once a red-haired man who
had no eyes and no ears. He also had no hair,
so he was called red-haired only in a manner
of speaking.

He wasn't able to talk, because he didn't
have a mouth. He had no nose, either.

He didn't even have any arms or legs. He
also didn't have a stomach, and he didn't have
a back, and he didn't have a spine, and he
also didn't have any other insides. He didn't
have anything. So it's hard to understand
whom we're talking about.

So we'd better not talk about him any
more.)
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The theme of the short play, "Neudadényj spektakl'"
("An Unsuccessful show"), although not all that pleas-
ant, a characteristic shared by much of Charms' liter-
ature, does take an innovative apprcach to the writing
of a theatrical piece. A series of six characters, in
gquick succession, comes before the audience and begins
to vomit and/or to leave the stage.

It is true that much attention has been devoted to
innovative elements in the creations of Daniil Charms
and his fellow Obé&riuty. However, an analysis of Charms'’
works would, I believe, remain incomplete without an
investigation of the important relationship his writ-
ings had with the literary past. It is significant that
in the very same Obé&riu Manifesto in which novelty is
exalted as a superior value in art, Charms himself is
described as

. IIO3T H OpaMarypl'y BHMMaHHe KOTOPOI'O COCPenoTOUYeHO
He Ha cTaTHuecKod durype, HO Ha CTOIKHOBEHHWH psaga npen—
METOB, Ha HMX B3aUMOOTHOWEHHAX. <...> Jelicmsue, nepenu-—
LIOBAHHOE Ha HOBHEL J1am, xpahum 8 cebe 'waaccuuecwuri om—
neuamox' [Italics are mine - E.B.C.] M B TO X& BpeMs -
IpencTaBIAeT WHPOKHHM pasMax O63PHYTCKOTO MHpoomymeHHH.u

(... a poet and dramatist, whose attention is concen-
trated not on a static figure, but on the collision of

a number of objects, on their interrelationships. <...>
The action, turned inside out, in its new appearance
still keeps a classical touch [Italics are mine - E.B.C.]
and at the same time represents a broad sweep of the
Obériu world view.)

Some preliminary evidence is already at hand in the
realm of establishing Charms' indebtedness to the Rus-
sian literary tradition. Samuil MarsSak was convinced

that Charms was a man "... s absoljutnym vkusom i slu-
chom i s kakoj-to - moZet byt', podsoznatelnoj - klas~
sigeskoj osnovoij”?!® ("... with absolute taste and a

perfect ear and with some - perhaps subconscious =
classical foundation").

Gibian speaks of the piece of paper over Charms'
piano inscribed with these Gogolesque words: "Here are
read Gogol', Hamsun, Glinka, and especially Bach".!'* An
equally Gogolian touch is found in the section of Ven-
iamin Kaverin's memoirs that is devoted to Charms. Ka-
verin reminisces that Charms once came into his room,
looked around at the order, and asked, "SkaZite, poZa-
lujsta, ¢to vy stali by delat', esli by na vaSem 8kafu
vVyros nos?"!®  (Tell me, please, what would you start
doing if a nose were to grow on your cupboard?")
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Alice Stone Nakhimovsky's stimulating discussion of
Charms' play Elizaveta Bam points out the great varie-
ty of styles and language "types" embedded in the text
She writes, "There are examples of blank verse and )
rhymed verse, iambic pentameter with a marked nine-
teenth-century vocabulary, and fragments of prose
speech ranging from uneducated to highly literary".!s
Within the play the genre of one scene radically dif-
fers from that of another. We rapidly travel through
"realistic melodrama" territory to the "realistically
comedic" to "radix"!” scenes to "classical pathos",
"ballad pathos", "physiological pathos", to the end of
the opera.!®

Still other authors also left their mark on Charms,
At the end of her book, 2lice Stone Nakhimovsky de-
votes a few paragraphs to Charms' indebtedness to Go-
gol', Koz'ma Prutkov, and Chlebnikov.!®

In a 13980 piece on Charms material located in the
Manuscript Division of the Soviet Academy of Sciences'
PuSkinskij dom, A.Aleksandrov affirms Charms' love of
Puskin. Charms sees the great nineteenth-century au-
thor as a magician, an enchanter. Among the PuSkinskij
dom materials, remarks Aleksandrov, is a manuscript,
written in December 1936, of a biographical sketch on
PuSkin's childhood years. It has been determined that
Charms was one of the collaborators on an unsigned es-
say on PuSkin, focussing on his childhood and lycee
years, which appeared in <%, a children's magazine,
in 1937. Aleksandrov postulates that Charms may have
written his irreverent, parodistic “Anekdoty iz Zizni
PuSkina" ("Anecdotes about Puskin's Life")2' at the
same time that he was evolving his more serious essay
on Pugkin,?!

The work I have done on Cechov and Charms, although
emphasizing the <nnovative aspects of Charms' art, ana-
lyzed Chekhovian techniqgues which peppered the Ob&riu
Writer's literature. The superfluous details, zero end-
ings, the device of having children write about chil-
dren, the floating conversations, the characters' non-
sequitur comments, the nonplots - all of these features
weave a Cechov-like pattern in the Soviet absurdist's
creations.?? In that same article, I also mentioned
ways in which Charms drew upon typically Dostoevskian
traits for the composition of his own literature. Thus,
Charms' short story "Svjaz'" ("The Connection") répro—
duces a major theme of Brat’'ja Karamazovy. As in Dos-
toevskij's novel, everything is connected to every-
thing. Unlike the nineteenth~century novel, Charms
does not fasten the connections to a larger philosoph-
ical, metaphysical, religious message. The connections
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remain dangling connections, not fitting into a larger
framework. *?

* * *

The goal of this article will be to demonstrate,
through an examination of the short story "Starucha"
("The 0ld Woman"), the way in which Charms incorpor-
ates the Russian literary past into his literary con-
structs. The echoes of the classics of Russian liter-
ature in this story are many.

To be sure, among the most striking are the gentle
and not so gentle reverberations of PuSkin's short
story "Pikovaja dama" ("Queen of Spades"). The struc-
tures of the two short stories share many common fea-
tures. The title of each contains a nonspecific word
referring to a woman, although, of course, Puskin's
title designates a playing card. Each of the works be-
gins with an epigraph whose effect is to impart the
strange, the mysterious, the out of the ordinary. In
Puskin's case, the quoted author states outright that
the queen of spades signifies mysterious malevolence:
"Pikovaja dama oznadaet tajnuju nedobroZelatel'nost'™.?*
Moreover, the source of the quotation is a fortune-
telling book.

When we turn to Charms' epigraph, we notice that
the words themselves of the epigraph are not particu-
larly mysterious: "... I meZdu nimi proischodil sledu-
ju8¢ij razgovor" ("And the following conversation took
place between them").?% Rather, Charms' use of a sen-
tence by the Norwegian author Knut Hamsun, winner of
the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1920, might conjure
up in readers' minds the strange, demonic, neo-Roman-
tic, otherworldly atmosphere which hangs heavy over
Hamsun's fictitious world.?S

The shape of the opening paragraphs of the Puskin
and Charms short stories under discussion are similar.
In each there is a brief introductory paragraph fol-
lowed by a dialogue. In each we learn the time of day
and the season of the year. In each we are made aware
of a central image of the story. One major theme in .
Charms' piece 1s-that time is out of joint. That motif
is already alive in the second paragraph of the story.
The narrator sees that the old woman is holding a wall
clock with no hands - and that she can tell time by it.
The central axis around which Pu$kin's narrative jour-
ney will revolve, the card game, is introduced to the
reader in the first sentence of "Pikovaja dama".

Time plays a central role in both stories. Through=-
out each, there is a heightened awareness of time. By
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the end of the second sentence, Puskin's narrator has
informed us that it is between four and five o'clock
in the morning. Thereafter, he often uses time in or-
der to intensify the suspense. As Germann waits for
the countess to come home, we can almost hear the si-
lence, except for the slow ticking of the clock and
the beating of Germann's heart. Piercing the silence,
each clock in the house strikes twelve. Then silence
once again reigns.

Charms also makes the reader aware of time. The
first sentence of "Starucha" reads, "Na dvore stoit
starucha i der#it v rukach stennye ¢asy"?’ ("an old
woman is standing in the courtyard and holding a wall
clock in her hands"). Next comes the scene, which I
have already described, where she tells the narrator
the time, although the clock she is looking at has no
hands. This sequence sets the stage for Charms' use of
time in the rest of the story: time is out of kilter.
In a shop window, the narrator recalls, he had seen a
clock whose hands resembled a knife and fork. The se-
gquence of time is mixed up. The old woman crawls
around on the floor after her death. She causes prob-
lems for the narrator after her death, not usually the
time when people move around!

In each story dreams do not come true. Hopes are
dashed. Within the first few pages of "Starucha”, the
narrator begins to write a story about a miracle-work-
er who can work miracles, but chooses not to. Near the
end of "Starucha", as the train passes through Novaja
Derevnja, the narrator spots the sparkling golden top
of a Buddhist pagoda. His last words, a few paragraphs
later, are a prayer: "Vo imja Otca i Syna, 1 Svjatogo

Ducha, nyne i prisno i vo veki vekov. Amin' ..." 2% ("In
the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Ghost,
now and forever and forever and ever, amen"). We, the

readers, do not know whether the narrator will be ar-
rested, for his suitcase, containing the old woman's
corpse, had been stolen on the train.

Although this ending <s open, given the pessimistic
tone of the rest of the story, it seems pretty likely
that a miracle will not take place. The old woman had
appeared, for no apparent reason, to torment the nar-
rator. The nice lady whom he meets in the store has no
major role in his life, He does not know her name. -One
day, he catches sight of her in the distance. She dis-
appears, though, before he has had a chance to catch
up with her. The food he shares with his friend, Saker-
don Michajlovi¢, makes him ill. In the narrator's life,
as in his story, miracles are not forthcoming.

Puskin's Germann has his hopes dashed as well. With-
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in the first few pages, we learn of the alleged mira-
cle/secret of the cards which had helped the countess
win large amounts of money. Just as Charms' narrator
catches sight of the golden top of the Buddhist pago-
da, Germann spots, in his mind's eye, gold and gold
coins as the answer to his dreams. Charms' narrator
then gets his suitcase stolen from him. With the dis-
appearance of the suitcase goes the possibility of
liberating himgself from the o0ld woman's corpse. Ger-
mann's fate is similar. At first he, toc, believes
that by obtaining the secret of the cards, he will re-
alize his dream of gold. By the end, he, too, has lost
out. Miracle workers have worked nc miracles, Signifi-
cantly, in each of the two stories, the death scene of
the o0ld woman directly follows the part having to do
with the miracle/secret.

Stylistically, too, the PuSkin and the Charms sto-
ries occupy the same ground. Straightforward narration,
a direct, matter-of-fact tone combined with an air of
mystery, of the irrational, characterize both. Short,
clipped sentences are a distinguishing feature of both.

In "Pikovaja dama" and "Starucha", there are two
main characters, an old woman who dies and a man. In
each there is also a younger, kind woman (Lizaveta
Ivanovna and the woman in the bakery) and a male
friend (Tomskij and Sakerdon Michajlovi&) of the main
protagonist's. Puskin's old woman dies while she and
Germann are alone in her room. Charms' old woman dies
while she and the narrator were alone in his room.
Neither male protagonist wanted the old woman to die.
Both notice the o0ld woman's eyes. In the passages
where the death scenes occur, the main protagonist
goes down on his knees before the old woman. At the
time of the countess' and the o0ld woman's death, nei=-
ther Germann nor Charms' narrator realizes, at first,
what has happened. Neither attributes the lack of mo-
bility to death, Each hero is "blessed" with a vivid
imagination. Both Germann and Charms' narrator are in
agitated states. One night Germann wakes up at 2:45 AM;
Charms' story begins as the narrator asks the old wo-
man what time it is. She replies that it is 2:45 (PN,
presumably). The old women in both stories seem to be
alive after they have died. At the funeral, Germann
believes that the countess winked at him., Charms' "Sta-
rucha" includes a scene where the corpse crawls toward
the narrator on all fours.

The similarities between "Pikovaja dama" and "Staru-
cha" are too many to ignore. I am convinced, that a Push-
kinian thread weaves its way through the Charms short
story. PusSkin, I believe, was not the only classical
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Russian author whose influence is felt in this work.

To look at "Starucha" through the lens of previous Rus-
sian literature is like snapping a camera's shutter,
time and again, without advancing the film. The result
is an overexposed photograph with many different scenesg
layered, one on top of the other.

Besides the Puskin layer, I discern a Dostoevskij
layer, too. Specifically, I have in mind the (Crime and
Punighment-1ike details which are present throughout
the story. Of course, here the layering becomes even
more complicated because Puskin's "Pikovaja dama" had
a direct influence upon Prestuplenie i nakazanie. A.L,
Bem's article on PusSkin and Dostoevskij, for example,
segs out to prove, with many parallel passages from
Puskin's short story and Dostoevskij's novel, exactly
that point.?® Bem acquaints his readers with the mir-
ror schematics of the two works. "Pikovaja dama" in-
volves the cluster of the countess, Lizaveta Ivanovna,
and Germann. Prestuplenie 7 nakazanie duplicates that
cluster with the old pawnbroker, Lizaveta Ivanovna,
and Raskol'nikov.?’ We have already taken note of the
very same sort of constellation in Charms' story with
the old woman, the younger woman, and the narrator.

Turning to the specifics of "Starucha" and the im-
prints which I believe Dostoevskij's Prestuplenie <
nakazanie made on the story, I must refer to parallels
I mentioned in another context. What we find is that
; both works take place in the same city (Petersburg/Le-
. ningrad). Charms reproduces well the rhythm of Raskol'-
. nikov's turbulent moods. Charms' narrator often seems
~ to be aping Raskol'nikov as he flits from one unfinish-
. ed thought to another. The Charms narrator, like Ras-
kol'nikov, spends time wandering aimlessly through the
city after the death of the o0ld woman. The public's re-
action to each is uneasy. Charms' protagonist, like
Raskol'nikov, lies down in his room and has a dream.
The reader is uncertain where reality stops and the
~ dream world takes over. Dostoevskian words and images
surface in "Starucha". "Vdrug" is one example. The de-
scription of the 0ld woman as a "mertvaja logad'" is
-another. "The bright sunshine irritates his [the narra-
For's] eyes, Someone in his apartment building is hold-
ing some kind of rag. He and a friend discuss the ex-
istence 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".?®!

And perhaps another Dostoevskian layer is revealed
as we examine "Starucha" in relation to Zapiski iz pod-
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pol'ja (Notes from Underground). Each contains a nar-
rator whose mission seems to be to prove that he is a
victim. Each forces himself into an uncomfortable sit-
uation. The underground man brought about his own hu-
miliation by going to the party for Zverkov. The nar=
rator of "Starucha" did not kill the old woman, yet he
insists on treating himself like a guilt-ridden mur-
derer. The endings of the two works are remarkably sim-
ilar. Each narrator declares, in the final paragraph,
that the manuscript does not end here, yet each narra-
tor decides to stop.

Of course, one of the major themes of Brat'ja Kara-
mazovy is reproduced, in a somewhat altered state, in
"gtarucha". Ivan had been plagued by pangs of con-
science. He feels guilty of his father's murder even
though he did not commit the murder. In Charms' story,
the narrator feels like a criminal although he had not
killed the old woman.

Gogol''s influence, too, can be traced in the
Charms story although not, I believe, as strongly as
pudkin's and Dostoevskij's. The short story "Nos" ("The
Nose") shares some general contours with the Charms
story under discussion. Both basic situations, having
to do with a human body (or a part of one, in Gogol''s
case), are absurd. In "Starucha", the dead body does
strange things. In "Nos", the nose does strange things.
A corpse on all fours chasing a man is as ridiculous
as a man seeing his own nose enter a church. In "Nos",
the main character, Collegiate Assessor Kovalev,
searches for his own nose for the whole story. In "Sta-
rucha", the main character attempts to escape the pur-
suit of a dead woman. The barber, Ivan Jakovlevié&, is
afraid that the police will punish him for having pos-
session of someone else's nose. Charms' narrator is
frightened of police repercussions if he should be dis-
covered with the o0ld woman's body.

One more episode links the two literary works. While
in the cathedral in pursuit of his nose, Gogol''s Ko=
valev glimpses a beautiful slender woman. Intending to
make her acquaintance, he suddenly Jjumps back in hor-
ror as he remembers the blank, flat spot on his face
which has replaced the nose. After Charms' narrator
has met the nice woman (in a bakery, not a cathedral),
he invites her to his room. He, too, must revise his
original plans as he becomes aware of the impossibili-
ty of having a guest while the 0ld woman's body is
still in the room.

One more Gogolian touch in "Starucha" is the device
of having a dead "soul" as an important part of the
action. &i&ikov, in Mertvye dudi (Dead Souls), tries
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to acquire dead souls; the main protagonist of Charms:
short story attempts to dispose of one.

And, of course, if one thinks of "&inel'" {"The
Overcoat"), we see a pattern which will be repeated in
"Starucha". In the former story, Akakij Akakievid&, a
character who thinks of himself as a victim, has lost
something, his overccat. He thinks about how to find
it. In the latter story, the main protagonist, who,
like Akakij Akakievi&, considers himself a victim,
finds something - or rather, someone - in his room.
She dies, and he then thinks about how to "lose" the
body. It is also worth mentioning that in each of
these two stories, the "thing" lost and found or found
and lost is stolen.

At the end of "8inel'", the scene switches to the
realm of the fantastic. There is a happy ending, as
Akakij Akakievi&'s ghost takes revenge on the Very Im-
portant Person. The concluding scene of "Starucha" is
more problematic. The narrator prays, but we are not
certain whether he, having had the corpse-filled valise
stolen, will be arrested.

* * *

Throughout our analysis of "Starucha", we have ob-
served the multiple layers of motifs and structural
patterns reflecting earlier works of Russian litera-
ture. In attempting to describe the overall effect,
several images come to mind. It is as if Charms were
creating an onion. The reader must keep peeling layer
upon layer, only to get to the core - and to begin to
cry. Or, as I noted earlier in the article, the effect
can be thought of as analogous to a pile of photo-
graphs, one on top of another. Each photograph repre-
sents one particular earlier work of Russian litera-
ture brought into the pile which, as a whole, repre-
sents "Starucha". One might feel as if the total effect
is as if water had been poured over the photographs
and one photograph merges into another to produce a
senseless, irrational whole - or lack thereof.

Now that we have seen the intricate interweaving of
some of the classics of Russian literature into the
fabric of "Starucha", it is appropriate for us to ask
ourselves this question: why would Charms utilize such
a complex structure?

A partial answer is provided by a consideration of
other Charms creations. The message is frequently one
of gloom, pessimism, and nothingness. There is no
beauty. Even if beauty does exist, some phenomenon will
be certain to destroy it or soil it. Dreams are dashed
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against the rocks. People do not live happily ever af-
ter. Death, ugliness, hopelessness, and destruction
abound.

Against this general backdrop, a reexamination of
"Starucha" yields the same dismal message. In his sto-
ry of the Soviet reality of the late 1930s, Charms in-
troduces the past into the present in the form of res-
onances from the nineteenth-century masters of Russian
prose. He introduces the past into the present by in-
serting the character of the dead old woman into the
life of the main protagonist. What we must conclude is
that the narrator cannot escape the dead past. He can-
not escape the old woman, dead or alive. The story
cannot escape the past either - in terms of the liter-
ary reverberations here. Looking at the past, we see,
does not provide an answer. There is no rational con-
tinuity. Past and present, coexisting in "Starucha",
end up in a senseless dead-end of the Stalinist soci-
ety of 1938 and 1939: will he be arrested, the narra-
tor wonders, for an act that he had not committed? He
had not killed the old woman, and yet he is obsessed,
throughout the story, that the authorities will find
out that her body is in his room.

Almost everything, we see in this short story, is
bad.?® Ppast, present, and future are equally ugly. The
past, in the form of the old woman's corpse, pursues
the narrator. The narrator asks his friend, Sakerdon
Michajlovi¢, which he thinks are worse, dead people or
children. Dead people, we read, barge into people's
lives.

We also read, " —Pokojnik — ob"jasnjali mne moi sob-
stvennye mysli — narod nevaZnyj. Ich zrja nazyvajut po-
kojniki, oni skoree bespokojniki. Za nimi nado sledit’
i sledit'".® ("Dead people are not very nice. We say,
'Rest in peace', but they give us no rest and peace.
One must watch them and watch them".)

At several junctures, we observe that the man of the
present, the narrator, does not think much of the chil-
dren, the generation representing the future. As he
rests in his room, he hears the sounds made by children
playing outside. He thinks up various methods of doing
away with them. His favorite method would be tetanus
paralysis to bring their movements to a temporary halt.
As they recover, he would inflict the same disease on
them a second time in order to kill them off once and
for all.

More than once, from the very first pages of "Sta-
rucha", we come across the cluster of boys (the future),
the narrator (the present), the old woman (the past),
and time. Thus, the theme of the hopelessness of any
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time - future, present, or past -, repeated with the
insertion of references to past literature into the
narration of the present, is reinforced by constella-
tions of these individual images.

Here, in the world of Charms' "Starucha", the paSt
provides no answer. And what happens to the past in
the present is that it is perceived as being a burden.
The old woman's corpse is a burden. The dead past of
literature is of no help in dealing with life. The
present, too, contains an abyss. The present-day real-

ity is scary. (One has merely to bear in mind that this

story was written in 1939, during Stalin's reign of
terror, to know that the narrator's fears of being ar-
rested are an everyday reality in life as well as in
literature.) In this topsy-turvy world, what the pres-
ent wants for the future is poisoned. The narrator
wishes to infect children with a terminal illness. He
gnd Sakerdon Michajlovi¢ detest dead people and chil-
ren,

The hopes of the final pages - the gleaming, spark-
l%ng, golden top of the Buddhist pagoda, Novaja Derev-
nja, and the prayer ~ do not guarantee a "they lived
happily ever after" conclusion. In fact, the narrator's
fears of being arrested echo the thought, near the be-
ginning of the story, that the miracle-worker could
work miracles and chose not to. Such a conclusion is
quite natural, given the doom~filled mood of the rest
of the story, and given the gloom and doom-filled pages
of other Charms' works.

As in "Golubaja tetrad' No.10" ("Blue Notebook No.
10"), we end up with the possibility of nothingness.
Puskin's words, "'Starucha!' zakridal on [Germann] v u¥a-
se"?% ("'The old woman!' he cried out in horror") echo,
reecho, and send waves of horror into the entire
Charms story. By the end, it seems as though all there
is to cling to is the "uZas" ("horror, terror").

Or, to quote the words of another giant of the Rus-
sian literary past, Anton Cechov, "Cholodno, cholodno,
cholodno. Pusto, pusto, pusto. Stradno, stradno, stra8-
no"%® ("It is cold, ¢old, ¢old... It is deserted, de-
serted, deserted... It is terrifying, terrifying, ter-
rifying..."). '
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