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Abstract

In this dissertation I investigate the interactions of holy foolery and disability in Russian
literature. Drawing from a chronologically varied range of literary texts, this study uses the
archetypal figure of the Russian Orthodox holy fool as a vehicle to bring critical disability theory and
politics to Russian literary studies in an accessible way. Russian cultural studies and disability studies
have remained separate in the last few decades that disability has become a significant field of
interest in the English-speaking world. At the present moment, there is some established research on
holy fools and (separately) on illness/madness in Russian literature, but the critical framework of
disability remains a new approach. Conversely, one of the common current aims of disability
scholars is to develop tools of inquiry that can make existing work more useful for regions outside
of the Western European and American contexts where it originally developed. I aim to bridge these
gaps by finding productive ways for Russian literary studies and disability studies to speak to one
another and by theorizing a connection between disability and holy foolery.

The major question of this dissertation concerns how the holy fool fits into the Russian
cultural processes of constructing ability and disability through literature. I have found that holy
foolery has remained a relevant phenomenon for authors writing about bodymind difference, that it
serves the function of protest against social-political processes of normalization and pathologization,
and that it demands recognition of the sacred in people marginalized by those processes. The
introduction establishes my theoretical approach and provides context for disability studies and the
holy fool archetype. Chapter One analyzes Aleksandr Pushkin's play Boris Godunov with attention to
concepts of pretending, faking, and authenticity. Chapter Two analyzes Fedor Dostoevsky's novel
The 1diot with attention to pathologization and ideology of cure. Chapter Three analyzes the
posthumously published poetry of Sophia Parnok with attention to crip time and futurity. Chapter

Four analyzes Sasha Sokolov's novel Schoo/ for Fools with attention to neurodivergence and disability



poetics. Throughout my analysis, I advocate taking up questions of bodymind difference from a

justice-oriented perspective.

v



Note on Translation
Every attempt has been made to provide published translations for texts, literary and
scholatly, originally written in Russian; where a translator is not otherwise noted, translations are
mine. Transliteration is provided in the Library of Congress system, except where alternate spellings
are more commonly accepted (such as Dostoevsky) or to avoid confusion with spellings in a

translation (such as Otrepiev).
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But what kind of idiot am I now
when I know myself
that others take me for an idiot?

Fedor Dostoevsky, The Idiot

Nothing about us without us!
Disability rights slogan
Introduction

This dissertation is the product of recognition across time and space. I am a person before 1
am a reader and a reader before I am a scholar, and when I approach a text for the first time, I can
only do so as myself: I step in from a highly specific contextual position. I'm white American, a
native English speaker, born at the end of the twentieth century into a small Appalachian middle-
class family. I and the Soviet Union coexisted in time for only a few months. I'm also multiply
disabled: I'm autistic, mentally ill, I have limited mobility and chronic pain, am a survivor of
conversion therapy among other destructive psychiatric practices. I organize for disability justice
with a small but powerful group in my town, and I'm proud of being disabled. I am and have
experienced many other things too: they all come with me into a reading experience because they are
not separable from me, nor from any reader.

Many times when experiencing Russian literary texts, I have recognized disability: in
characters, authors, poetics, tropes, plots, and ethical-philosophical systems. Anglophone literary
scholars have developed a robust vocabulary and theoretical frameworks for thinking about
disability as a social-political construction, an embodied experience, a cluster of cultures and political
identities, a dynamic of oppression, a source of pride and power, and more. In Slavic studies, the
investigation of disability in cultural production is currently a new and exciting avenue of research,
and it is my hope that this dissertation will be a starting point for creating many useful models for

collaboration between our field and disability studies.



Alongside recognizing disability in Russian literature, I also began to recognize a pattern of
alternate interpretation: in many of the places I saw great potential for a reading from disability,
other scholars were turning to the Russian Orthodox tradition of holy foolery as an interpretive tool.
Four such examples are analyzed in this dissertation; others include Venichka of Moscow to the End of
the Line, Stinking Lizaveta of The Brothers Karamazov, and poets of the Leningrad underground in the
1950s-70s, to name a few. Looking further into this pattern, I likewise recognized many of the values
and priorities from disability activism in the holy fool archetype (especially in its literary iterations as
opposed to in hagiography). Primary among these is a disruptive insistence on recognizing the value
of people deemed by an unjust or immoral society as in some way less than fully human. Thanks to
this double-recognition, the literary archetype of the holy fool serves as a very suitable bridge
between Russian cultural studies and disability studies.

The guiding question to this dissertation is: how does the literary archetype of the holy fool
fit into constructions of normal and abnormal embodiment through Russian literature? Other
questions raised include: how has the holy fool's role and relevance in these processes changed over
time? How have different authors transformed the hagiographical archetype for their literary
purposes? What can a disability studies perspective add to understandings of holy foolery in Russian
literature? And how can holy foolery contribute to the relatively recent global turn in disability
studies?

To answer these questions, I have selected a wide range of literary texts to serve as case
studies, including prose, poetry, and drama; representatives of romanticism, realism, modernism, and
postmodernism; authors with a range of experiences of ability, disability, and impairment; suited to a
range of approaches and interpretive tools within disability studies; and all of which explicitly invoke
holy foolery. I apply this hybrid crip-fool framework to Pushkin's 1831 play Boris Godunov [bopuc

I'odynos] (originally composed 1825) with attention to faking, authenticity, and embodiment; to



Dostoevsky's 1868-9 novel The Idiot [Fouom] with attention to pathologization and ideology of cure;
to Sophia Parnok's posthumously-published poetry, including the Vedeneeva cycles (1932-33), with
attention to crip time and futurity; and to Sasha Sokolov's 1976 novel A School for Fools [LLIxosa d11
dypaxos| with attention to neurodiversity and stigma. Each chapter in this dissertation follows a
similar structural progression: they analyze how the holy fool archetype has been understood to
operate in the literary text in question in Russian literary scholarship, introduce a core concept from
disability studies applicable to that scholarly conversation, and then synthesize both into a close
reading of the literary text contributing a disability-informed perspective to the literary
interpretation.

Holy foolery as a uniquely Russian cultural form of moral protest has remained a potent and
salient literary trope all the way through the rise and fall of the state-atheist Soviet Union and into
the present moment. It is also necessarily intertwined with disability; in other words, even in as wide
a range of texts as is presented in this dissertation, the questions of interest in and priority toward
disability theory are also directly applicable to the paradoxes of holy foolery. Both holy foolery and
disability theory are deeply invested in aggressively proclaiming the sanctity (worthiness, inherent
value, humanity, dignity) of those deemed defective, degenerate, a burden on society, or worthless
because of their bodymind by those with a vested interest in constructing themselves as normal by
contrast. While the hagiographical paradigm of holy foolery turned its denunciatory wrath to
individual immorality and hypocrisy rather than toward systems of injustice or the status quo, literary
writers transformed the holy fool into a denunciator of injustice over many decades and
reinventions. In the process of those transformations, the definitional boundaries of the holy fool
archetype have also become looser as authors rework the trope according to their artistic and

ethical-philosophical needs.



While disability studies provide a rich and productive opportunity for Russian studies, I also
consider it a responsibility of scholars in our discipline to become broadly competent in discussing
disability. The neglect of disability by our field until recently contributes to the erasure of disabled
writers and readers from the Russian canon and cultural life. It harms disabled readers and scholars
who are discouraged from recognizing themselves in these deeply valued canonical cultural
productions, and it harms scholarship, making it more difficult and more unlikely to think about
disability with compassion and nuance. The way we think, talk, and write about disability in fiction
reflects and influences how we think, talk, write about, and treat disabled people in life; therefore, it
is our ethical and moral responsibility to take up the topic of disability from a perspective that builds
toward disability justice rather than further harm, stigmatize, and alienate disabled people in life —
including our readers, subjects, and colleagues. It is my aim that this research will honor the
presence of disability in Russian literature so that we can understand disabled writers and readers as
part of cultural production. In addition, I hope that this work can serve as a model for other Russian
cultural scholars to take up critical questions of disability with respect so that disabled people can

tully participate in our discipline.

Holy foolery

The holy fool is a striking archetype that remains recognizable through all the settings and
transformations in which they have appeared throughout the centuries, but whose many paradoxes
entangle efforts to briefly and simply define. In this section, I will trace a range of scholarly
definitions and approaches to understanding holy foolery, and I establish the framework of holy
foolery used in this study.i
1 As this dissertation focuses on holy foolery in its literary recreations rather than in hagiography, the introduction will

only briefly touch on the extensive history of canonized holy fools; for information on the hagiographical tradition, see
Ivanov, Kobets, Likhachev and Panchenko, and Thomson.



The full name for a practitioner of the phenomenon is 'fool for Christ's sake' [FopoauBerit
Xpucra paan], alluding to Paul's message to the Corinthians:
For I think that God has exhibited us apostles as last of all, as though sentenced to death,
because we have become a spectacle to the world, to angels and to mortals. We are fools for
the sake of Christ, but you are wise in Christ. We are weak, but you are strong. You are held
in honor, but we in disrepute. To the present hour we are hungry and thirsty, we are pootly
clothed and beaten and homeless, and we grow weary from the work of our own hands.
When reviled, we bless; when persecuted, we endure; when slandered, we speak kindly. We
have become like the rubbish of the world, the dregs of all things, to this very day.
Holy fools deliberately embody this vision of apostledom in a literal, rather than metaphorical, sense.
Many of the key elements of the paradigm, including as it developed in secular literature, are already
present here: spectacle and witness, paradox and inversion of social values, deprivation, and
abjection. Priscilla Hunt interprets the specification 'for Christ's sake' in two ways: the holy fool acts
for Christ's sake "first, to commune in the sacrificial humility exemplified on the Cross; and second,
to bring others back to Christ by confronting them with a shocking holy foolish instantiation of the
Cross."s Svitlana Kobets, co-editor with Hunt on the same volume, later reflects that definition: holy
fools "feign madness in order to provide the public with spiritual guidance yet shun praise for their
saintliness and attract abuse in imitation of the suffering of Christ."+ Hunt further writes, ""The fool's
behavior thus places the spectator on an epistemological boundary between truth and the lie, reality
and appearance, self-awareness and self-deception. Its purpose is to make the hypocritical Christian

uncomfortable enough with his unexamined faith to begin to recognize and honor Christ in the

person of the holy fool."s

21 Cor. 4:9-13. See also 1 Cor. 1:18: "For the message about the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to
us who ate being saved it is the power of God." New Revised Standard translation used for all Biblical quotations.

5 Priscilla Hunt, "Holy Foolishness as a Key to Russian Culture," in Holy Foolishness in Russia: New Perspectives, ed. Priscilla
Hunt and Svitlana Kobets, 1-14 (Bloomington, IN: Slavica, 2011), 2.

4 Svitlana Kobets, "Lice in the Iron Cap: Holy Foolishness in Perspective," in Holy Foolishness in Russia: New Perspectives,
ed. Priscilla Hunt and Svitlana Kobets, 15-40, 15.

5 Hunt, 4.



S.A. Ivanov, author of Buasennsie noxatber: Kyssmypras ucmopus wpodemsa (translated by Simon
Franklin as Holy Fools in Byzantium and Beyond), focuses his definition less on that paradox of
foolishness and wisdom in 1 Corinthians and more on the interaction between fool and spectator. In
Ivanov's words, the term holy fool refers to "a person who feigns insanity, pretends to be silly, or
who provokes shock or outrage by his deliberate unruliness."s However, of course not just any
unruly behavior indicates a holy fool; such behavior qualifies as foolish "only if those who watch it
assume that what lies beneath is sanity and high morality, even pious intent."7 Ivanov is careful to
distinguish holy fools from heretics, religious reformers, or mystics. And even here, a combination
of outrageous behavior and Christian context is not enough to make a holy fool. Ivanov adds that
holy foolery "always, in our view, involves aggression and provocation."s He defines provocation as
"the deliberate manipulation of a situation such that somebody is forced into an otherwise
undesirable action which the provocateur can foresee" and aggression as "an activity whose purpose
is to disrupt the status quo in personal relations and which is perceived as hostile by the person at
whom it is directed."s

Historically, the phenomenon of holy foolery migrated into Rus' as part of Eastern
Orthodoxy's inheritance of Byzantine Christianity. The origin of the Russian word for 'holy fool'
[ropoamBsti, iurodivy] and 'holy foolery,' 'holy foolishness' [fopoactBo, #urodstvo] is found in the
Church Slavonic root #rod-, indicating some form of congenital defectiveness or abnormality.1o
Synonyms for holy foolery include the ancient Greek sa/os (as with Nikola Salos), sometimes glossed

in early Bulgarian translations of Byzantine holy fools' vitae as ourod, as well as Church Slavonic

6 S.A. Ivanov, Holy Fools in Byzantinm and Beyond, trans. Simon Franklin (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 1.
7 Ibid.

g Ibid., 9.

9 Ibid.

10 Ibid., 246.



translations of nemyslen (unintelligent), bogolish (Godforsaken), and pokbab (obscene, filthy) along with
variants.11 The Slavonic root is preserved in the contemporary Russian word ypoa (#rod), an
invective meaning monster, degenerate, freak, deformed person, etc.

There are a few scattered vitae with fleeting holy foolish elements through the thirteenth and
fourteenth centuries, including perhaps most famously St. Avraamii of Smolensk (d. 1221 or 1224)
who took up holy foolery as a form of asceticism borrowed from his reading of saints' lives. Other
saints who were said to play the fool include Prokopii of Ustiug in the thirteenth century, Zakhariia
of Shenkursk, Nikolai Kachanov ("The Cabbage"), and Fedor of Novgorod in the fourteenth century,
and Vasilii of Spaso-Kamensk, Leontii and Ioann of Ustiug, and Isidor Tverdislov of Rostov in the
fifteenth century.i2 Again, these vitae may name their respective saints as fools or invoke the
Byzantine tropes of foolery, but they include few specifics of what that means, and the
hagiographical genre of holy foolery was codified only in the late sixteenth century during a period
of significant popularity for the fool's form of asceticism.

The paradigm for Russian holy fools is set by St. Andrei the Fool [ropoausstii| of
Constantinople, whom Ivanov names "by far the most famous Orthodox holy fool" and whose vita
set not a monastic tradition but an urban setting for holy foolery.is The vita is Byzantine in origin,
first written in Greek, and was later translated into Old Church Slavonic. The author sets the action
in fifth-century Constantinople (although scholars have dated the vita to the mid-tenth century).14
His story is written in eight full manuscripts and six fragments from the fifteenth century, sixteen

manuscripts and eighteen fragments from the sixteenth century, and thirty-four manuscripts and

11 Ibid., 247.
12 Ibid., 255.

13 Ibid., 156. Ivanov references the translation by Lennart Rydeén, ed. and trans., The Life of St Andrew the Fool, Studia
Byzantina Upsaliensia 4:2 (Uppsala: University of Uppsala, 1995): 151 7.

14 Iibd., 157.



twenty-seven fragments from the seventeenth century.1s This explosion of popularity in the
sixteenth century also resulted in some saints with affinity for foolery, asceticism, or prophecy being
retroactively granted more overtly foolish qualities. For example. St. Mikhail of Klopskii (d. 1471) in
early vitae was described as a hermit with a gift for prophecy, but later reworkings of his vita added
that he made himself out to be a pokhab and would show humility by taking up foolery. Ivanov
writes, "Such were the later interpretations of those passages in the eatly versions of the vita where
Mikhail displays non-standard behaviour; even his appearance at the monastery is shrouded in
mystery. What was perceived as enigmatic in the fifteenth century, by the early sixteenth century had
been labelled holy foolery."is By this time, holy foolery had become a viable interpretation of at least
a particular set of unusual behavior. Svitlana Kobets goes even further in stating that holy foolery
"became a byword designating a type of secular behavior, which derived its traits (e.g., presumed
hidden holiness, grotesque self-humiliation, play-acting) from the behavioral paradigm of holy
foolish asceticism and the model of saintliness."17

The holy fool as a saintly paradigm maintained a minor presence in the hagiographical
landscape of Old Russia, but its heyday coincided with the rise of Russian autocracy. In Ivanov's
estimation, "This is more than a coincidence: apparently society regarded zurodivye as a form of divine
control over the state authorities. The close though ambiguous relations between Russian holy fools
and their secular rulers is a distinctive feature of surodipye by comparison with their Byzantine
predecessors."1s Tsar Ivan the Terrible famously had a deep reverence for holy fools, and styled

himself as a paradoxical quasi-secular autocratic fool: "If holy foolery is extreme self-abasement

15 Ibid., 263.
16 Ibid., 270.
17 Svitlana Kobets, "Lice in the Iron Cap: Holy Foolishness in Perspective," 16.

18 Ivanov, Holy Foolery in Byzantium and Beyond, 285.



which conceals phenomenal power, then one could hardly imagine a clearer embodiment of this
explosive mixture than Tsar Ivan himself."19 In many folk legends, including that of Nikola Salos
examined in more detail in the first chapter of this study, it is precisely Ivan the Terrible whose
destructive wrath against fellow Christians is shamed by a fool's word.

Following this apogee in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, holy foolery as a
legitimized religious-cultural institution was targeted for persecution during Peter the Great's project
to build an Enlightenment-order, European-style empire state. "Henceforth, in order to be identified
as a holy fool one no longer had to meet any standards: canonizations were terminated, and if one
was suspected of being a 'pseudo-holy fool' (the authorities used the prefix 'pseudo’ so as to avert
possible accusations of blasphemy) police measures were immediately taken."20 This era of polarizing
change also introduced clinics and hospitals for the mentally ill in Russia, and interpretations of holy
foolish behavior shifted in congruence with them.21 Holy foolery became a symptom of something
else — madness, illness, social disorder — treatable and, in Foucauldian terms, governable.2

By the time of the Romantic era, when the first literary text of this study was written, what
had previously been an institutionalized form of protest had become a symbol, referring back to
something that had more or less disappeared from liturgical legitimacy. This is when the holy fool
was taken up as a literary archetype, in addition to occasional saints in life, as scattered as they had
been before the fifteenth century. Russian Romantic "freedom-lovers" looked back on holy foolery

as an expression of unfettered freedom."23 Even so, the signifying potential of the paradigm

19 Ibid., 285-6.
20 Ibid., 347.
21 Ibid., 351.

22 Foucault's theorization of the history of 'the population' as a measurable and therefore governable object can be found
in Security, Territory, Population: Lectures at the Collége de France, 1977-78, trans. Graham Burchell New York: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2007).

23 Ivanov, Holy Foolery in Byzantinm and Beyond, 351.
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remained rich and compelling among secular writers, with attitudes ranging from nostalgia to
contempt to reverence. The archetype remained salient and continues to remain salient. To explain
its continued popularity, Ivanov reasons, "Insofar as one can speculate at all about why zurodstvo
should have acquired its peculiar resonance in Russia, one might link it to Russian culture's
preoccupation with the Absolute concealed behind reality's deceptive facade. Inner truth can only be
revealed to one who inhabits the 'other' world, and hence he is bound to appear strange to
inhabitants of 'this' world."2+ Kobets also supports the claim made by scholars such as S.A. Ivanov,
Mikhail Epstein, Mark Lipovetskii, and others, that "the whole of Russian cultural as well as the
Russian people's collective sense of self, has been matkedly influenced by this phenomenon."2s

One highly influential development in the study of holy foolery came in the form of D.S.
Likhachev and A.M. Panchenko's 1976 The "World of Langhter' in Old Russia |'Cmexosoii mup" dpesreii
Pycu], later republished with an addition by N.V. Ponyrko as Laughter in Old Russia |Crex 6 dpesnedi
Pycu). This study is semiotic in orientation, with a primarily Bakhtinian theoretical foundation; the
authors de-emphasize the religious aspects of the tradition and read it as a ritualized folk-cultural
'language' of social protest built on codified gestures and spectacle. In the state-atheist context of
Soviet scholarship, they took pains to caution their readers against confusing "inborn foolishness"
with foolishness for Christ's sake and made the case that holy foolery did in fact constitute a "viable
form of intelligent and intellectual critique."2s It's ironic that the authors evidently felt the need to
couch the holy fool's validity in terms of intelligence in order for their reader to take it seriously: the

assumption that salient critique could only come from someone with 'normal' mind and behavior,

24 Ibid., 358.
25 Kobets, 16.
26 D.S. Likhachev and A.M. Panchenko, "Laugher as Spectacle," in Holy Foolishness in Russia: New Perspectives, 44, 51.
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and furthermore that normality is characterized by intelligence, is the exact attitude that both holy
foolery and disability studies protest against.

Likhachev and Panchenko's Bakhtinian analysis of holy foolish laughter is divided into two
parts: laughter as spectacle, and laughter as social protest. Drawing on the vitae of prominent holy
fools such as St. Avvakum and St. Vasilii Blazhennyi (the Blessed), they argue that "in the holy fool's
performance, the viewet's role is no less important than that of the main character."27 The vita of
Avvakum codified the stereotype of the holy fool who prays only at night and never in the presence
of others, on the model of Matthew 6:6: "But whenever you pray, go into your room and shut the
door and pray to your Father who is in secret; and your Father who sees in secret will reward you."
And the hagiographers of St. Vasilii the Blessed likened the fool to a professional actor, so
prominent were "theatrical aspects" of his life such as "transformation, performance, and sham."2s
The holy fool operates in a symbiotic relationship with their viewers or spectators: "Because of this
special relationship, the observer becomes an active participant in the show and even a performer.
Understanding this symbiosis — this close interdependency of the roles allotted to the zrodivyi and
the crowd — is evidently key to understanding holy foolishness as spectacle."2

Furthermore, the authors identify two paradoxes in this fool/crowd relationship of
spectacle. In the "viewer's paradox,” the people in the crowd should recognize Christ in the fool and
be called to virtue by his disruptions, yet they invariably mock and torment him; in the "performer's
paradox," the holy fool's ascetic feat requires that he lead others to virtue, yet he does this by

knowingly leading people into temptation and confusion through his performance.s That tension is

27 Ibid., 60
28 Ibid., 56.
29 Ibid., 60.
30 Ibid., 65.
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a large part of what makes the holy fool such a fascinating figure in religious and artistic tradition,
and Likhachev and Panchenko argue that it is a foundational feature. Priscilla Hunt, following in this
interpretive line, reformulates the paradox slightly between crowd and hagiographer (in our case,
literary author): "Holy foolishness exists at the center of a clash of viewpoints, in this case, of the
hagiographer, who sees the fool as a 'valiant sufferer,’ and of the crowd, which fails to differentiate
the fool from a street entertainer despite seeing him with both 'carnal' and 'intellectual' eyes."s1 No
matter who is at either end, Likhachev and Panchenko see such paradox as "an end in itself" and "an
esthetic dominant" in depictions of holy foolery.s2 They even propose understanding holy foolery
itself as "a single enigmatic and paradoxical gesture."s3

Much of the holy fool's spectacle, they also argue, is non- or quasi-verbal, encompassing a
wide range of communication which they name 'gesture.' They observe from vitae and non-liturgical
or folk legends of holy fools that "the holy fool did not have to make his presence known through
denunciations ot by offending the public's sense of decency: as soon as he appeared in the streets, he
was easily recognized by his costume, much as a jester is identified by his dunce's cap and donkey
ears, and a skomorokh [jester] by his pipe."ss That costume was most commonly nakedness, but could
also consist of a hair shirt, iron cap, or chains. Linguistic aspects of the holy fool's 'costume’ often
included silence, glossolalia or other incomprehensible mutterings, and riddles.3s The strange
costume and strange 'speech' added together to produce provocative and aggressive
incomprehensibility perceived as ugliness or lowliness. And just as crip theory celebrates the

bodyminds deemed ugly, defective, or unviable, that ugliness is the locus of the fool's sanctity.

31 Priscilla Hunt, "Holy Foolishness as a Key to Russian Culture," in Holy Foolishness in Russia: New Perspectives, 1.
32 Likhachev and Panchenko, 83

33 Ibid., 95.

34 Ibid., 71.

35 Ibid., 72-3.
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"Though the holy fool is ugly and naked, the crowd should understand that within the earthly vessel
[of his body] there resides an angelic soul. [...] Since zrodstvo polemically targeted conventional,
'philistine' behavioral norms, its public display of bodily ugliness implied the putsuit of spiritual and
moral goals."36

In the second major section of their study, Likhachev and Panchenko argue for the
understanding of holy foolery as "in institutionalized form of protest" in medieval Rus'.37 That
protest could manifest in a variety of ways: reproach of material wealth through their nakedness and
homelessness, silence as a form of reprimand as Jesus was silent before Herod and Pilate,
provocative denunciation of wickedness, or the kind of mockery or nuisance-making as expressed in
the verb manosams used extensively in the vita of Avvakum.ss As semiotic scholars in the Bakhtinian
tradition, Likhachev and Panchenko find this mocking protest the most compelling of all, and
structure their study around the communicative functions of mocking laughter. Here they address
perhaps the most iconic holy foolish protest-spectacle: the fool's mocking denunciation of the tsat.
Noting that the numerous and famous tales and legends of holy fools denouncing tsars make
drawing out historical fact from fictional embellishment nearly impossible, they write:

If the fool's protest allows for no exceptions, and he makes no distinctions about whom he

exposes, then he must include the tsar. Moreover, he must chastise the tsar more often and

more severely, since a ruler's crimes are highly visible and more terrible in their

consequences. Under such circumstances, a protest that is by nature moral acquires

maximum social significance. [...] it is not only possible but even inevitable that the holy fool
come into direct contact with the tsar.3

Likhachev and Panchenko continue that "Because the holy fool protests in the name of humane

values, he condemns violations of Christian morality rather than flaws in the social structure, not the

36 Ibid., 96.

37 Ibid., 143.
38 Ibid., 101-6.
39 Ibid., 121.
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status quo but persons; therefore, in principle, it makes no difference to him whether he is exposing
a beggar or a magnate."4 In this way, the tradition of social protest in holy foolery as described by
the authors sharply diverges from parallels recognized in disability studies and crip politics: the holy
fool may chastise the tsar, but they are ultimately not a serious threat to the autocrat's power (and
thus are permitted to live), whereas crip protest condemns precisely the structural status quo and
those 'flaws in the social structure' that produce injustice.

That The "World of Laughter' in Old Russia produced an almost immediate paradigm shift in
scholarship on holy foolery is apparent by the responding article by Iuri Lotman and Boris
Uspenskii the following year in the journal Issues in Literature [ Bonpocs: aumepannper). Even as they
brought forth some significant critiques of Likhachev and Panchenko's argument, they called the
book "a real achievement of scholarship, which future scholars one way or another cannot avoid
taking into consideration" [peaabHOE AOCTIKEHIE HAYKH, C KOTOPBIM TaK MAN HHAYE HE CMOTYT HE
cunrarbest Oyaymme uccaeaoBatean].41 The breakthrough of the book, they write, is that its "object
of study is not the [source] texts themselves, but the texts as part of a common cultural stratum,
inseparably linked to behaviot" [oObexTOM M3ydeHMSA 3AECH ABASIOTCS HE TEKCTHI KAK TAKOBBIC, 4
TEKCTBI KaK 9aCTh OOIIEKYABTYPHOM TOAIIH, HEPA3PBIBHO CBA3aHHBIE ¢ ToBeacHmeM|.42 They see the
book's value, furthermore, in its posing a whole new series of questions which future scholars will be
compelled to address.

For answering those questions going forward (and, of course, raising new ones), LLotman and
Uspenskii propose a few clarifications and directions. As a first step, they recommend clarifying the

terms 'world of laughter' [cmexoBoit mup| and 'culture of laughter' [cmexoBas kyabTypal. Specifically,

40 Ibid.

41 Tuti Lotman and Boris Uspenskii, "Novye aspekty izucheniia kul'tury Drevnei Rusi," IVoprosy Literatury 3 (1977), 165.
Translation mine.

42 Tbid., 151.
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"it would be worth differentiating the concept of 'culture of laughter' in this form, as it takes shape
in Western European sources, from the specifically Russian phenomena described by the authors"
[cAeAOBaAO OBI pasrpaHUYUT HOHATHE ""CMEXOBOI KYABTYPBI'" B TOM €€ BHAE, KAK OHA
OOPHCOBBIBACTCS Ha 3AIIAAHOCBPOIICHCKOM MATEPHAAE, OT CIICIIH(DUICCKI PYCCKUX ABACHHIT,
ommceBaeMbIX aBTopamu].43 In other words, Bakhtin's theories of carnival laughter are based in
French (Catholic) medieval folk culture as depicted by Franc¢ois Rabelais; if it is indeed applicable in
whole or in part to Russia (Orthodoxy), more groundwork needs to be done so that such application
isn't taken for granted. This concern parallels my own reasoning for using the holy fool as a central
archetype for this study as a way to determine what from disability studies is applicable or useful in
the Russian literary context, rather than taking for granted that a scholarly discipline developed in
Western Europe and North America can be applied wholesale to the Russian literary canon. For the
same reason, in this study I am judicious in applying Likhachev and Panchenko's Bakhtinian
framework only where mocking laughter is especially salient, rather than as a whole.

Lotman and Uspenskii recommend such a clarification on laughter because they have
concerns about the congruence of laughter and sanctity in Orthodox Rus'. Likhachev and
Panchenko themselves note that "Christianity generally and Orthodoxy in particular have always had
an ambiguous relationship to laughter. The line of thought that considers laughter sinful has always
predominated in Orthodoxy."s In Lotman and Uspenskii's view, that relationship is more
antagonistic than ambiguous. They write that "The definitive 'forms of laughter' operant in the
medieval Russian cultural system contain no manner of ambivalence and are not located outside the
realm of official medieval (‘serious’) culture. [...] Saintliness allows for ascetic austerity and a serene,

gracious smile, but excludes laughtet" [Onpeaeacrusie "0Opassr cmexa', akTHBHBIE B CHCTEME

43 Ibid., 152.
44 Likhachev and Panchenko, 106.
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PYCCKOI CPEAHEBEKOBOM KYABTYPBI, HE HECYT B COC HUKAKOHM aMOMBAACHTHOCTH U HE HAXOAATCH
BHE MUPa O(PUIINAABHOI CPEAHEBEKOBOH (' CEPBE3HOM") KYABTYPBL |[...| CBATOCTH AOIIYCKACT 1
ACKETHYECKYIO CYPOBOCTB, X OAATOCTHYFO YABIOKY, HO HCKAFOYACT CMEX].45

One facet of this objection is that codified Orthodox forms of sanctity make less room for
laughter than Catholic models. Another is that the more strictly binarized culture of medieval Rus'
would understand such laughter not as a third-space 'anti-culture' as in the Bakhtinian model, but as
the direct opposite of holy: Satanic or demonic. "If the 'Bakhtinian' laughing person found himself
outside of medieval values — wasn't saved and didn't perish, but lived — then that laughing
blasphemer was still within the medieval world. Plunging into the abyss of death, renouncing God,
he did not renounce the idea of God. Moving to the side of Satan, he switched locations within the
hierarchy, but did not negate its existence" [Ecan "Gaxrunckuii" cmeromuniics 4eAOBeK OBIA BHE
CPEAHEBEKOBBIX IICHHOCTEH - HE CITACAACH U HE ITOTHOAA, 4 ’KUA, TO XOXOUYIIUIH KOIIYH - BHYTPH
CPEAHEBEKOBOTO Mupa. PunyBIIHCh B Oe3AHY ruOeAn, otBepruyB bora, on He otBepr uaeu bora.
[lepefias B CTaH caTaHbl, OH IEPEMECTHACH B HEPAPXHM, 4 HE OIPOBEPT (PAKT €€ CYIIECTBOBAHUS].

Finally, and most seriously in my view, the outrageous, aggressive, and provocative behavior
of the holy fool nevertheless does not match Bakhtinian laughter closely enough to merit application
of that theory unequivocally. The holy fool, contentious though that tradition has been throughout
the history of the Orthodox Church, is all the same 7o regarded as Satanic because he is not quite a
laughing figure; their provocation and its stakes are deadly serious. "Of course, Old Russian
consciousness allotted play to a sharply circumscribed and comparatively narrow sphere. The world
of serious, especially religious values was omitted from the sphere of play [...] In relation to the

above, it is doubtful that the holy fool's behavior would have been understood in the context of

45 Lotman and Uspenskii, 152-3.
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play" [M3BecTHO, 9TO APEBHEPYCCKOE CO3HAHHE OTBOAUAO UIPE YETKO OYCPUCHHYIO U
CPaBHUTEABHO Y3KyIO cepy. Mup cepbe3HbIX, a TeM OOACE PEAUTHO3HBIX [IEHHOCTEH OBIA U3
cdepsl Urpsl U3BAT. [...] B cBA3H cO ckasaHHBIM BOSHHKAET M COMHEHIE B TOM, YTO IIOBEACHHE
FOPOAHMBOTIO BOCIIPHHHUMAAOCH B KOHTeKcTe Urphl].46 In light of each of these compelling critiques,
and further nuanced reworkings of the Bakhtinian view on holy foolery, this study utilizes largely the
concepts of holy foolery as spectacle and protest and does not incorporate the aspects of carnival
laughter except where play is especially salient. For the most part, although they may incorporate
elements of laughter in moments, the texts analyzed in this study from a disability justice lens are
also (after)life-and-death serious in tone.

Each of the definitions and frameworks for holy foolery overviewed above have their slight
variations, but together create a picture of Old Russian or hagiographical foolery with clear core
elements. As literary writers began to take up the archetype of the holy fool for literary purposes, the
criteria of what makes a holy fool became progressively looser over time. To ensure the integrity of
the fool/crip synthesis posed in this study as an interpretive tool, my choice of literary source
material is limited to texts that both explicitly reference holy foolery by name and meet each of the
following common criteria in their invocation of holy foolery: 1. the abjection, othering, or
characterization of the holy fool figure's bodymind as in some way defective, abnormal, or deficient;
2. a prominent element of disruption or protest against immorality and/or injustice; 3.
characterization of the holy fool figure as in some way connected to or channeling a higher or divine
truth; and 4. positioning of the holy fool figure against some kind of normative spectator, whether in

narrative or involving the reader themselves as spectator.

46 Tbid., 160-1.
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Occasionally and in passing, scholars have connected holy foolery to conditions under the
purview of disability studies, but without pursuing that connection further and without
acknowledgement of the dynamics of oppression that link impairment to abjection. For instance,
when Kobets summarizes that the holy fool "has been viewed as a religious type, as a historical
reality, a socio-cultural phenomenon (sometimes under these auspices as a mental case), and as a
literary creation," she does not pause to examine what she means by the phrase 'a mental case,' or
what it means for her to uncritically reproduce such stigmatizing language in a professional scholarly
context.+7 Additionally, Sergei Ivanov writes that "It would be legitimate, for example, to study holy
foolery in the context of a history of psychiatry (that is, to look at medieval descriptions of holy
foolery and consider which currently known mental disorders they may fit)," but his book does not
pursue such an approach.ss As will be shown in this dissertation (especially in Chapters One and
Four), holy foolery and psychiatry represent fundamentally oppositional approaches to bodymind
difference, and this suggestion to study holy foolery through the lens of psychiatry elides the
intensely active role psychiatry has played in the construction of the 'normal' and 'defective' mind
and in the oppression of those deemed the latter. Furthermore, the task of 'diagnosing’' literary
characters based on the psychiatric categorizations of defect is not widely considered a useful or
valuable approach to research. Ivanov also reproduces stigma elsewhere in his book, writing that "a
holy fool is someone whose behaviour is no different from that of any madman (or, more broadly,
than any other trouble-maker or delinquent)," and that definitions of holy foolery "could therefore
be applied to a cripple, or to a madman."4 The hybrid crip-foolish framework posed in this

dissertation — one that would find uncritically calling a person a mental case, a madman, or a cripple

47 Kobets, 16.
48 Ivanov, Holy Fools in Byzantium and Beyond, 3.
49 Ibid., 7, 246.
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ethically unthinkable — is largely experimental, though it does build on a wide range of other models

of bodymind difference.

Disability studies

The primary intervention of this dissertation is to analyze the holy fool's function in Russian
literature through the lens of disability studies. At the present moment, disability studies is a new and
promising direction for Russian literary studies, and we are fortunate to have excellent models for
literary studies with a disability focus in literary studies of other languages and traditions. As Alice
Hall writes in Literature and Disability,

Disability perspectives can transform understandings of structure, genre and narrative form.

These perspectives can destabilise established theoretical paradigms in literary criticism and

provide a fresh, often provocative approach to analyzing all literary texts. Literary

representations of disability open up discussions about some of the most pressing issues of
our age: about austerity, empathy, minority status, social care and citizenship. They provide

creative opportunities for close reading, but they can also initiate a re-imagination and a re-
writing of literary and cultural history.so

The following section will provide a brief overview of literary or cultural disability studies as I will
use it further in this study, including the development of models for understanding disability as a
social and political, but still embodied, phenomenon.

Disability studies has its roots in activism and campaigns for social change by and for
disabled people. For that reason, again as with other critical studies of identity, an ethos of disability
justice and a push for positive change for living disabled people — what Ato Quayson calls the
"ethical core" of disability studies — is a foundational element of disability scholarship, and one that I
aim to model in this dissertation as an example of what politically engaged disability scholarship can
look like in Slavic studies. In the 1970s and eatly 1980s, the scholatly discipline of disability studies

was therefore focused mostly on the social sciences, oriented toward projects like informing policy,

so Alice Hall, Literature and Disability New York: Routledge, 2016), 3.
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improving healthcare outcomes, counteracting stigma, etc. Scholars in the humanities then began
taking up disability as an object and lens of study in the late 1980s and 1990s, with scholars such as
Rosemarie Garland Thomson, Lennard Davis, David T. Mitchell and Susan L. Snyder, and Michael
Berube using literary texts and other cultural products such as film, television, advertising as sources
for their investigations into social constructions of the 'normal' body, the operation of disability as
metaphor, and other questions of importance to this dissertation.s

Alice Hall identifies a "first wave" of cultural or literary disability studies, similar to earlier
projects of feminist studies and queer studies, "focused on revealing and recuperating this wealth of
works by disabled authors and intellectuals, and on analysing fictional characters and existing works
of literary or cultural theory that engage with disability."s2 That project still has great value, especially
in Russian literary studies where that work is just now beginning, but Hall emphasizes that disability
studies has the capacity for much more in addition. She identifies several key debates in
contemporary Anglophone disability studies, including the role and potential of empathy or affect in
literature around disability; the status of disability as metaphor in literary texts and the ethical
considerations around metaphors of disability;ss and productive intersections between cultural
disability studies and fields such as feminism, queer theory, postcolonial theory, gender studies, etc.s4
Another ongoing need for disability studies Hall identifies is to put pressure on the "idea of a
unifying language, identity or disability culture" by investigating disability in a global context, beyond

the Western European and North American contexts in which it was originally developed.ss It is my

51 For morte detailed histories of disability studies as an academic field, see Gatland Thomson, "Disability Studies: A
Field Emerged" and Davis, "Crips Strike Back."

52 Hall, 32.

53 Susan Sontag famously writes on metaphorization of tuberculosis and cancer (and, in an updated edition, AIDS) in
Lilness as Metaphor.

54 Ibid., 31-4.
55 Ibid., 7.
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intention to contribute to this necessary development by investigating which tools of disability
studies operate in synchronicity with Russian literary contexts.

The first major question to be decided here is what the term disability means, as this word at
times refers to a theoretical model, standpoint of knowledge, social category situated differently in
different times and places, political identity or coalition, object of study and more, or any
combination of these. As with holy foolery, every scholar can give definitions with slightly different
nuances and areas of focus, though taken together an overlapping core emerges: disability is
produced by some combination of social, environmental, and bodily conditions, and it is a cultural-
political identity rather than a purely medical phenomenon or individual trait. In the entry
"Disability" for their co-edited volume Keywords for Disability Studies, Rachel McAdams, Benjamin
Reiss, and David Serlin acknowledge that "the meanings we attribute to disability are shifting,
elusive, and sometimes contradictory."ss They continue:

Disability encompasses a broad range of bodily, cognitive, and sensory differences and

capacities. It is more fluid than most other forms of identity in that it can potentially happen

to anyone at any time, giving rise to the insiders' acronym for the nondisabled, TAB (for

temporarily able-bodied). [...] Disability brings together people who may not agree on a
common definition or on how the category applies to themselves and others.s7

That same range and fluidity that makes disability and disability communities difficult to define,
furthermore, are qualities that make disability "such a rich concept for scholars, activists, and
artists."ss

Definitions of disability in its many forms often refer to a contrast of 'the medical model,
'the social model,' and other proposed theoretical models. These first two models will be discussed
in detail in Chapter Two, but I will briefly review them here for definitional purposes. The medical

56 Rachel McAdams, Benjamin Reiss, and David Setlin, "Disability," in Keywords for Disability Studies, ed. Rachel
McAdams, Benjamin Reiss, and David Setlin, 5-11 (New York: New York University Press, 2015), 5.

57 Ibid., 5-6.
s8 Ibid., 6.
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model of disability predates the disability rights movement and disability studies as a field; Tobin
Siebers writes in Disability Theory that disability "has been a medical matter for as long as human
beings have sought to escape the stigma of death, disease, and injury."so In the medical model,
disability is understood as "an individual defect lodged in one person, a defect that must be cured or
eliminated if the person is to achieve full capacity of a human being."so In Introducing Disability Studies,
Ronald J. Berger describes the medical model as "an essentialist approach that defines disability as a
property of the individual body rather than the social environment and that is concerned with
matters related to the etiology, diagnosis, prevention, and treatment of physical, sensory, and
cognitive impairments."s1 Pushing back on this model as reductive and harmful, disability activists
and scholars have instead shown disability to be a result of injustice rather than defect.

British disability activists in the 1970s campaigned for a social-constructionist understanding
of disability, which posits that "it is not an individual's impairment or adjustment but the socially
imposed barriers — the inaccessible buildings, the limited modes of transportation and
communication, the prejudicial attitudes — that construct disability as a subordinate social status and
devalued life experience."s2 In 1976, the Union of the Physically Impaired Against Segregation
(UPIAS) called for a distinction between impairment, which they defined as "lacking all or part of a
limb, or having a defective limb, organ, or mechanism of the body" and disability, which they
defined as "the disadvantage or restriction of activity caused by a contemporary social organization
which takes no or little account of people who have physical impairments and thus excludes them

from participation in the mainstream of social activities."s3 This social model of disability was then

59 Tobin Siebers, Disability Theory (Ann Atbor: University of Michigan Press, 2011), 3.
60 Ibid.

61 Ronald J. Berger, Introducing Disability Studies (Boulder: Lynne Reinner, 2013), 26.

62 Ibid., 27.

63 Colin Barnes and G. Mercer, Disability (Cambridge, UK: Polity Press, 2003), 11.
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theorized by scholars such as Irving Kenneth Zola, Mike Oliver, and Susan Wendell in the mid-late
1980s and early 1990s.64+ According to the social model, impairment is located in the body as a
functional limitation; disability is created through a social process, in which an ableist society
disables individuals through exclusion, discrimination, and barriers to access. The social model has
proven to be a powerful political tool for the disability rights movement: Tom Shakespeare argues
that its impact can be seen in the creation of disability rights and justice movements, in its emphasis
on the need for societies to remove barriers to access instead of 'fix' individual bodies, and in the
psychological shift that facilitated the development of a shared identity among people with a wide
range of impairments.cs However, scholars such as Mark Osteen, Bill Hughes, and Kevin Patterson
began to critique its Cartesian dichotomy of impairment/physical and disability/social and the
overall limits of social-constructivist definitions of disability. Those limits include a difficulty
theorizing phenomena such as pain, embodied knowledge, and disabilities that do not fit neatly into
the impairment/disability distinction such as cognitive and learning disabilities, chronic illness and
fatigue, mental illness, etc.

Since the development of the social model, many theorists have posed modified, updated, or
alternative models of disability, which have "rejected splits between mind and body, and between the
medical and the social."e Just a few will be briefly listed here. Sociologists Bryan Turner and Collin
Samson write of a "phenomenology of the body" in Medical Power and Social Knowledge, in which he

both acknowledges "the body itself as the product of cultural practices" and that "body pain, for

64 For Oliver's own reflections on how the social model has been (mis-)understood and critiqued since its introduction,
see Oliver, "The Social Model of Disability: Thirty Years On," Disability & Society. 28, no. 7 (October 2013): 1024-1026.

65 Tom Shakespeare, "The Social Model of Disability," in The Disability Studies Reader. 2nd edition, ed. Lennard J. Davis,
197-204 (New York: Routledge, 2006), 199.

66 Hall, 27.
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example, cannot be properly understood as only socially constructed."s” They argue that
foundationalism and constructionism can coexist in understandings of the body. In Disability Theory,
Siebers poses a theory of 'complex embodiment' that "raises awareness of the effects of disabling
environments on people's lived experience of the body, but it emphasizes as well that some factors
affecting disability, such as chronic pain, secondary health effects, and aging, derive from the body"
and "views the economy between social representations and the body not as unidirectional as in the
social model, or nonexistent as in the medical model, but as reciprocal."ss Tom Shakespeare calls his
theoretical approach "interactionist," focusing on the mutual interactions of individual bodyminds
and social environments.co

One theoretical framework that is especially well-aligned with this project is crip theory,
coined by Robert McRuer in his 2006 Crip Theory: Cultural Signs of Queerness and Disability and further
developed by theorists such as Alison Kafer, Ellen Samuels, Sami Schalk, and others. McRuer blends
elements of queer theory (especially Adrienne Rich's theory of compulsory heterosexuailty and
Judith Butlet's concept of 'critically queer') with disability studies' critique of normalcy, such as in
Lennard J. Davis and Rosemarie Garland Thomson's work. He argues that able-bodiedness
masquerades as nonidentity just as heterosexuality has been already shown to do, and that strategies
for resistance can also be built on intersections of queerness and disability. He coins the term
'compulsory ablebodiedness,' "which in a sense produces disability," and argues that it "is thoroughly
interwoven with the system of compulsory heterosexuality that produces queerness: that, in fact,

compulsory heterosexuality is contingent on compulsory ablebodiedness, and vice versa."7

67 Bryan Turner and Collin Samson, Medical Power and Social Knowledge, 2nd ed. (London: SAGE Publications, 1995),
24,

68 Sibers, 25.

69 Tom Shakespeare, "The Social Model of Disability," The Disability Studies Reader, ed. Lennard J. Davis, 2nd ed., 197-
204. (New York: Routledge, 2006), 201.

70 Robert McRuer, Crip Theory: Cultural Signs of Queerness and Disability New York: New York University Press, 2000), 2.
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To contest this compulsory system that masquerades with the appearance of choice, McRuer
draws on Butler's distinction in "Critically Queer" between 'virtually queer' and 'critically queer' to
propose a cultural-political position of critically or "severely disabled', ot 'ctip,' an identity term
reclaimed from the derogatory 'cripple’ already in use in some disability communities:

Everyone is virtually disabled, both in the sense that able-bodied norms ate 'intrinsically

impossible to embody' fully and in the sense that able-bodied status is always temporary,

disability being the one identity category that all people will embody if they live long enough.

What we might call a critically disabled position, however, would differ from such a virtually

disabled position; it would call attention to the ways in which the disability rights movement

and disability studies have resisted the demands of compulsory able-bodiedness and have

demanded access to a newly imagined and newly configured public sphere where full

participation is not contingent on an able body.n
Furthermore, McRuer argues that both critical queerness and severe disability are about "collectively
transforming (in ways that cannot necessarily be predicted in advance)—about cripping— the
substantive, material uses to which queer/disabled existence has been put by a system of
compulsory able-bodiedness, about insisting that such a system is never as good as it gets, and about
imagining bodies and desires otherwise."7 For a 2017 conference, "Breaking Silences, Demanding
Crip Justice" at Wright State University, Julie Williams summarized crip theory as a perspective
which "considers disability to be a viable identity variable to be recognized, acknowledged and
celebrated" and "recognizes the importance of the intersectionality of one's disability identity with all
other identity variables."7 In her vision of crip justice, she writes that "the presence of disability
need not be viewed as negative; something to be pitied, feared, hated or devalued. Rather, disability

should be seen as a valued aspect of human diversity bringing value to the world. Crip justice is a call

for action from within, rather than passivity."7 In other words, a ctip position echoes holy foolery's

71 Ibid., 30.
72 Ibid., 32.

73 Julie Williams, "Crip Theory," Wright State University, https://www.wright.edu/event/sex-disability-conference/ ctip-
theory

74 Ibid.
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aggressive provocation to rethink and counteract a corrupt status quo: now, however, not an
individual's moral hypocrisy according to a Christian framework, but social-political systems that
produce injustice and exclude disabled people from full participation in society.

In this dissertation, I follow the example of many contemporary disability scholars in using
these latter models that recognize the combined roles of social and embodied conditions in
theorizing disability. As with definitions of holy foolery, instead of choosing a single one of these
models to use, I will implement their general strategy of integrating social-political and embodied
factors in theorizations of disability and take up their differentiating nuances as they become
especially relevant. For example, the importance of lesbian identity to Sophia Parnok's poetry makes
crip theory, designed at the intersections of queer and disability theory, a particularly apt theoretical
approach.

Also following the example of disability studies, as well as other critical fields of identity, this
dissertation affirms the value of participatory scholarship. This perspective holds that a readet's own
position in social networks of power is relevant to the experience of a text. In standpoint theory, this
is connected to the ideas of situational knowledge and situational imagination. That is not to say that
members of any social group automatically and uniformly see the world in a particular way because
of their social position; such a position does a disservice to people of marginalized groups by
flattening the complex realities of their lives and intersections of identity and experience.7s Rather, as
feminist epistemologist Nancy Hartstock wrote in 1997, "standpoint is a project, not an inheritance;
it is achieved, not given."7 That is, it is a political and ethical decision to prioritize certain knowledge

and experience and to give them the authoritative weight of fact. It is relatively commonplace in

75 For an overview of debates on positionality and standpoint, see Marcel Stoetzler and Nira Yuval-Davis, "Standpoint
Theoty, Situated Knowledge and the Situated Imagination," Feminist Theory 3, no. 3 (December 2002): 315-33.

76 Nancy C.M. Hartsock, "Comment on Hekman's "Truth and Method: Feminist Standpoint Theory Revisited'," Signs 22,
no. 2 (1997), 372.
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critical studies of identity to incorporate life-writing and autoethnography as legitimate sources of
knowledge (for two powerful examples used later in this study, see Samuels, "Six Ways of Looking
at Crip Time" and Schalk, "Coming to Claim Crip"), and this dissertation follows this
methodological model by incorporating in some places my own experience as a disabled reader as it
applies to literary analysis from a disability perspective. This dissertation prioritizes disabled readers
of Russian literature and values the contributions of our perspectives in scholarship.

Finally, it is my intention for this dissertation and for all future work that stems from it to
deliberately keep in mind what Ato Quayson calls the "ethical core" of disability studies. The stakes
are always high for work in disability. As Siebers writes in Disability Theory, "Here too I am concerned
with the forms of violence that injure human beings by creating categories or ideas that risk
depriving them of rights in political and psychological contexts."77 Critical understanding of and
competency addressing disability in respectful and compassionate ways is necessary to counteract
the entrenchment of ideas that deprive disabled people of full participation in literary and other
cultural production, including criticism. Quayson reflects on this necessity in the conclusion to
Aesthetic Nervousness, reflecting on a public discussion of disability, rights, and representation: "I kept
asking myself both then and afterward: what is the relation between Aesthetic Nervousness and an
occasion such as this, between a discussion of the representation of disability in literature and the
condition of the lives of disabled persons on the streets of the city where I grew up? What, in short,
is the point?"'7s Quayson argues that the ethical core of disability studies can only be fully realized
when scholars (including and especially outside of the specialty of disability studies itself) practice "a

rigorous set of reading practices alive to the implications of disability."» As part of that rigorous set

77 Siebers, 7.

78 Ato Quayson, Aesthetic Nervousness: Disability and the Crisis of Representation New York: Columbia University Press, 2007),
207-8. Emphasis original.

79 Tbid., 208.
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of reading practices, Quayson charges readers to remember that in taking up questions of disability
in the literary aesthetic domain, we also always necessarily take up disability as part of a totality of
textual representation, as a "threshold that opens up to other questions of a textual and also ethical
kind."so

In other words, disability is never isolated to the literary aesthetic realm; when we write and
speak about disability in literature, we're also writing and speaking about disabled people in life, and
we have an ethical responsibility to honor the full humanity of disabled people. We must be diligent
to the political implications of our analyses of even the smallest aesthetic details and fully internalize

the reality that disabled people are also readers, writers, creators, participants in cultural production,

and sacred.

80 Ibid.
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No one believes this body.

Kay Ulanday Barrett, "Constant Dissonance: Our Noise Is Dangerous"

I. Pushkin's Boris Godunov

A stepping stone from hagiographical to literary formulations of holy fools and disability is
formed by Pushkin's play Boris Godunov dramatizing the historical Time of Troubles [CmyTHOE
Bpewmd|, the contentious interregnum between the death in 1598 of Tsar Fedor I Ioannovich (son of
Tsar loann Groznyi or Ivan the Terrible), last of the Rurikid dynasty, and the accession in 1613 of
Tsar Mikhail I Fedorovich, first of the Romanov dynasty. Specifically, it dramatizes the challenge to
the reign of Tsar Boris Fedorovich Godunov, regent and then first non-Rurikid tsar from 1585-
1605, by Grigorii Otrepiev, historically known as the first of three False Dmitriis [Aseamurpmii I] or
pretenders to the throne, who ruled as tsar from 1605 until his death in 1606.s1 Pushkin's play,
published in its final, censored version as Boris Godunov [Bopuc I'0dynos] in 1831 but originally written
as A Comedy about Tsar Boris and Gishka Otrepiev [Komedun o Llape bopuce u o 1 pumne Ompensese] in 1824-
25, is based on the historical research on this period presented in Nikolai Karamzin's 12-volume
History of the Russian State [Memopuu cocydapemsa Poccuiickoco, 1803-26). It depicts the very era in which
the hagiographical and legendary holy fool figure was at peak popularity and includes a famous scene
dramatizing an encounter between a holy fool, Nikolka, and Tsar Boris Godunov. At the crux of
both versions is a moral crisis that drives Boris's characterization: his alleged murder of the true
Tsarevich Dmitrii, last living son of Ivan the Terrible.

Always connected with literary depictions of Russian holy fools, as I argue in this
dissertation's introduction, is a complex negotiation of disability and normalcy, and Boris Godunov is

no exception. At the surface, there does not seem to be much in the play about disability, but

81 The fictionalized character based on Otrepiev in Pushkin's play is alternately named in the text as Grigorii Otrep'ev,
Grishka [Otrep'ev], the False Dmitrii, and the Pretender [CamosBanen]: all refer to the same person.
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disability is a spectre that haunts the story just as the dead tsarevich haunts Tsar Boris. It is present
not only in the holy fool scene, but also in questions of pretending (to the throne and to other
things), authenticity, and the locus of truth in the body. Consistent across both versions of the play
are the converging narrative functions of disability and holy foolery: they represent potential to
destabilize normative perspectives and structures (although this does not mean they automatically do

so) and call attention to tensions of truth and pretending in discourse and in embodiment.

Which Boris Godunov?

There are two major threads in scholarship on Boris Godunov that, while they are not the
direct subject of this study, do have an impact on how the play is interpreted through other lenses.
For that reason, it is worth briefly overviewing them here. The first question concerns which version
of the text to grant primacy: the published but censored 1831 Boris Godunov, or the original 1825
Comedy about Tsar Boris and Gishka Otrepiev unpublished in Pushkin's lifetime. The second issue,
contingent on the prior question of which text to consider primary, is what genre to read it in: cases
have been made for tragedy, comedy, historical tragedy in the vein of Shakespeare's histories,
historical comedy, tragicomedy, and combinations of these.

On the question of which version to read, Chester Dunning has published the most robust
scholarship arguing for consideration of the 1825 Comedy alongside the more canonically familiar
1831 Boris Godunov. Pushkin himself considered the Comedy, which he wrote in internal exile on his
family's estate, to be his magnum opus, calling it his "favorite work" in correspondence to Peter
Alexandrovich Pletnev in late October 1830 and to Nikolai Ivanovich Krivtsov in February 1831

and calling it "the one of my works which I love the most" when he sent a copy to Petr Iakovlevich
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Chaadaev in January 1831.s2 Upon finishing it, he wrote to Petr Viazemskii on November 7, 1825,
"My tragedy is finished; I reread it aloud, alone, and I clapped my hands and shouted, 'at a boy,
Pushkin, at a boy, you son of a bitch!"'s3 The original play was met with great enthusiasm when read
to peers in Petersburg salons, but Pushkin encountered many roadblocks to publishing, and the
version made available to the public was considered a mixed success at best.s4 It was met with
disappointment and confusion by contemporaries and later scholars who found it challenging if not
impossible to effectively stage, given its awkward structure and lack of an expected unitying idea.
The famous concluding line, "The People are silent" [Hapoa 6eamoascrsyer], sits at the center of
much of the critical reception. It's not entirely clear whether this line is meant to be spoken or as a
stage direction, how to stage such silence as the ending note of a play, where and how this silence
positions the Crowd or the People as a potential historical actor in the Time of Troubles, and how
readers are encouraged to parse the crowd's moral authority.

In the same letter to Viazemskii cited above, Pushkin also writes of some of the play's more
subversive or provocative elements, "Although it is written in good spirit, there's no way I could
hide my ears completely under the pointed cap of the holy fool."ss In fact, most of the changes
between versions seem small both in number and scope, but together they have a significant impact
on the potential interpretations of the play. Often in later published editions, the changes would be
noted in appendices or endnotes to the 1831 text. The Comedy was not published independently of

Boris Godunov until Sergei Fomichev's annotated edition in 1993. In his chapter in The Uncensored Boris

82 Aleksandr Sergeevich Pushkin, The Letters of Alexander Pushkin, translated by Thomas J. Shaw (Madison: University of
Wisconsin Press, 1967), 434, 458, 449. Cited in Chester Dunning, "Rethinking the Canonical Text of Pushkin's Boris
Godunov," The Russian Review 60, no. 4 (2001): 569.

83 Pushkin, Le#ters, 261.
84 Dunning, "Rethinking the Canonical Text of Pushkin's Boris Godunon," 570.
85 Pushkin, Le#ters, 261.



Godunov, "The Wotld of Laughter in Pushkin's Comzed)y," Fomichev lays out the changes in
chronological order:
In the original Comedy:

1. There is a different title, Komediia o tsare Borise i o Grishke Otrep'eve.
2. There is no dedication to Nikolai Karamzin.
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3. There are three scenes that were omitted from the 1831 edition: scene 3 ("Maiden's Field.

Novodevichy Convent"), scene 6 ("Monastery Wall"), and scene 13 ("Maryna's Dressing

Room").

4. Scene 11 ("The Tsar's Place") is slightly longer, and scene 12 ("Cracow. Wisniowiecki's

House") is significantly longer.

5. In scene 9 ("A Tavern on the Lithuanian Border"), Varlaam begins to sing the song "You

walk past my cell, my dear one...").

0. Scene 18 ("Square in front of the Cathedral, Moscow") precedes scene 19 ("A Plain near

Novgorod-Seversky").
7. The play ends as follows:

People
Long live Tsar Dmitry Ivanovich!
End of the comedy in which
the leading person is Tsar Boris Godunov
Glory be to the father, and to the Son, and to the Holy Ghost,
AMEN.s6

The changes fit in a neat list, but they completely change a reader or viewer's experience of the
narrative. The title, for instance, guides our attention to the most important figure: either to Boris
Godunov alone or to the equally weighted comparison of Tsar Boris Godunov and the Pretender
Grishka Otrepiev. And the ending is not the baffling silence, but an equally challenging expression

of support from the crowd, often read as the popular figure of a moral anchor, for a fraudulent

pretender to the throne who is implied to have just murdered the tsar's wife and child. Regarding the

order of scenes in Fomichev's point 6, placing the scene with the holy fool encounter (Scene 18,
"Square in front of the Cathedral, Moscow" [[Taormaas mepea cobopom B Mockse]) immediately

after Scene 17, "The Tsar's Council" [Llapckas aymal, gives "the shade of the murdered young

Dmitrii" a stronger presence than in the 1831 version, which moves Scene 19, "A plain near

86 Sergei Fomichev, "The World of Laughter in Pushkin's Comedy," in The Uncensored Boris Godunov (Madison WI:
University of Wisconsin Press, 20006), 153.
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Novgorod-Seversk" [PaBamna 6an3 HoBropoaa-Cesepckoro] in between Scenes 17 and 18, breaking
that connection.ss
Fomichev is not the first critic to take an interest in the original version, however: when
documents were released in the 1880s indicating the extent of Pushkin's struggle with imperial
censors to publish the play in any form, an interpretive tug of war began over not just the play, but
also the poet. Fomichev writes:
Publication of those documents also helped transform Pushkin's reputation in the minds of
many people from that of a privileged, somewhat frivolous poet to a liberal champion of
greater freedom and civil rights for the Russian people. The image of Pushkin as a champion
of the narod [the people], however, made supporters of the increasingly reactionary imperial
government so nervous that conservative scholars launched an all-out campaign to rescue
"their" Pushkin — "Russia's national poet" — from the radicals. The result was an officially
sanctioned portrayal of Pushkin as a conservative supporter of autocracy. Among other
things, that required rejection of the 1825 version of Boris Godunov in favor of the less
provocative 1831 edition.ss
It might then seem easy to unequivocally elevate the Comedy above Boris Godunov as an original text,
as purer and more authentic in comparison to the "compromised" text of the latter, as does Sergei
Fomichev in his final assessment.sy But there are more complicating questions concerning the issue
of authortial intent. Pushkin in the 1830s was not the same exiled, rebellious Pushkin of the eatlier
1820s, and the political atmosphere had changed as well; it is possible that over time he rethought
and changed some details of his own accord.

Based on Pushkin's preference for the Comedy and his lack of surprise at Boris Godunov's cool

reception, Dunning names the published Boris Godunov "more the product of censorship, fear, and

s7 Ibid., 149.
ss Ibid., 572.
80 Sergei Fomichev, "The World of Laughter in Pushkin's Comedy," 154.
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political correctness at the imperial court than it was the product of free artistic revision."o Another
factor is Zhukovsky's revisions and influence on the publication. Dunning reminds us that
It is important to remember that gaining permission to publish the play was a sort of
accidental collateral benefit, a by-product of the tsat's protection of Zhukovsky from
scurrilous, unwarranted attacks. The fate of Pushkin's Comedy provides another example of
cultural policy by proizvo/ [arbitrariness] and of why it is so difficult to reconstruct the process

of creating artworks in authoritarian systems — because tyrants don't even follow their own
rules but are often swayed instead by nonsense, neuroses and weird dependencies.o

Altogether, it is difficult to say for sure which changes to the Comedy in the six-year process of
cyclical revision, censorship, and rejection came from Pushkin himself, T'sar Nikolai himself, other
censors, Zhukovsky, or other pressures. With all this in mind, both Dunning and Caryl Emerson
recommend reading both versions side by side: "Optimally, the play could have two canonical
versions. Both versions are masterpieces (although we argue that the one less assaulted by outside
forces is more masterful). Both are biographically as well as artistically significant. But this
significance attaches to different junctures in Pushkin's brief, driven life."o2 In this study, I will
follow that advice: I will keep both versions in mind for my reading, and I will note where the
changes made for publication make a significant impact on interpretation.

The other major debate in scholarship of both versions is what genre to read them in. In
Russian Drama from Its Beginnings to the Age of Pushkin, Simon Karlinsky reads Boris Godunov in the
tradition of Shakespearean drama:

In honor of Shakespeare, Pushkin dispensed with the unities of time, place, and (though he

denied it) action, something that only the Empress Catherine had the audacity to do before

in Russia. The violation of the unity of style, a unity previously taken for granted in Russian

drama, is flaunted by mixing scenes in blank verse, thymed verse, and prose. The central
conception, however, is a profoundly eighteenth-century one, because Boris Godunov is an

90 Dunning, "The Tsat's Red Pencil: Nicholas I and Censorship of Pushkin's Boris Godunov," Slavic and East Enropean
Journal 54 No. 2 (2010), 240.

91 Ibid., 243. Brackets included in original. The "unwarranted attacks" refer to Faddei Bulgarin's campaign against
Zhukovsky.

92 Dunning and Caryl Emerson, "Concluding Remarks: Boris Godunov and the Russian Literary Canon," in The Uncensored
Boris Godunov, 234.
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instance of "adaptation to our customs" of Shakespeare's historical plays just as Kniazhnin's
Vladimir and largpolk was of Racine's Andromagque.os

Caryl Emerson encourages readers approaching any version of the play to follow a Bakhtinian
definition of genre as conceptual rather than medium-dependent, which Bakhtin renamed a
"chronotope"; a "shorthand for the conviction that the very structure of narrative carries within
itself laws of causality and plausibility."os The author of any work forms a chronotope by making
concrete assumptions about the laws of time and space in the fictional world, determining what
kinds of people and events are possible in that world. The chronotope thereby forms the causality of
a narrative world and sets parameters by which the work can be interpreted. In his 1825
correspondence with Viazemskii, Pushkin himself called the work a "Romantic tragedy" and at other
times referred to the work alternately as comedy and tragedy.ss Even keeping its genre ambiguity in
mind, the chronotope associated with the play has an impact on its interpretive possibilities.

The original version was named a comedy [komeamns], although the chronotope associated
with that word has changed dramatically over time.os In Pushkin's era, the Russian term reflected
European developments in comedic drama, encompassing a wide range of non-tragic and non-epic
theatre. Emerson observes a pattern in Pushkin's characteristic genre-blending: after 1825, as
Pushkin revised and reworked the play, the appellation comedy gradually transitioned to an assertion
of tragedy. There is no shortage of comic behavior in the Comzedy, but one of the innovations of the
play is to attribute to comic activity the weight of historical significance and agency. Emerson writes

that comic characters "have the right to be inept as historical agents, indifferent to destiny, addicted

93 Simon Karlinsky, Russian Drama from Its Beginnings to the Age of Pushkin (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1985),
322.

94 Caryl Emerson, Boris Godunov: Transpositions of a Russian Theme (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1980), 5.
95 Pushkin, Letters, 261.

96 For more on the transformation of dramatic genres, see Katlinsky.
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to simple pleasures, cynical toward the workings of justice."o7 Similarly, nineteenth-century
European comedy as a genre is "a terrain, a tempo, a worldview for processing events and responses
to events that is intrinsically hostile to pomposity and heroic self-absorption."ss While maintaining
that hostility toward neoclassical pomposity, Pushkin's comedy also grants comedic behavior
historical agency: while the crowd's comic activity may or may not provide catharsis, it does pass
serious judgment on power and is actively involved in the process of interpreting history.

In looking for language to describe the parallel operations of comedic and historical genre
elements in the play, Emerson briefly considers "historical comedy" as a point of contrast to
historical tragedy. She writes:

To test the comedic-history hypothesis, one would have to take a piece of tragic history (say,

Karamzin's account of the Fall of Boris) and recast it so as to teduce the distance, demote

the language, focus on the present moment, refrain from prophetic authorial asides, allow

intimate access to the loftiest heroes not only in their eloquent moments but also in their
morbidly embarrassed ones, strive to make conspirators, tyrants, and martyrs look a bit

ridiculous, and make the audience laugh. Most importantly, the playwright must make it
seem as if chance events really mattered, perhaps even made all the difference.o

It's this last point that Emerson finds the most compelling argument for reading Boris Godunov in a
genre of historical comedy: Pushkin's belief in chance as a tool of providence to shape events on a
personal and historical scale.i0 However, on its own, Emerson also finds that historical comedy
lacks some of the elements of seriousness or consequence necessary for conveying historical
knowledge.

Emerson ultimately decides on a triple hybrid genre, a combination of historical tragedy and

historical comedy: tragicomedy of history. Tragicomedy as it was known in Pushkin's time involved

97 Emerson, "Tragedy, Comedy, Carnival, and History on Stage," in The Uncensored Boris Godunov, 158
98 Ibid., 160.
99 Ibid., 173-4.

100 For more on Pushkin's changing attitudes toward chance, providence, and religion, see Felix Rashkolnikov, "Pushkin
and Religion," Russian Studies in Literature 42, no. 1 (2006): 7-35.
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"the interspersing of comic scenes throughout what is otherwise a tragedy, a display of elevated
protagonists in domestic or private settings, and an ending designed to evoke a muted audience
response: not punitive toward individuals, not cathartic via pity and terror, but also not set up for
the happy marriage."101 The ending of a tragicomedy is "compassionately suspended, sympathetic to
the ambivalent, often compromised situation in which all parties find themselves," a description
which Emerson finds particularly appropriate for the ending cheer on behalf of the Pretender in the
original Comedy.i02 Bringing this hybrid genre to the tradition of the historical play offers a greater
range of possible audience response and makes room for subtlety, paradox, and ambivalence in the

interpretation of a period in Russian history with no shortage of those traits.

Carnival

Even with the abundance of genre blending evident in Boris Godunov, its original title makes it
clear that its comedic elements are a vital factor in its success both as a text and as a staged
performance. The scene "Square in front of the cathedral, Moscow" [[Taoraas mepea cobopom B
Mockse]|, depicting an encounter between Tsar Boris and Nikolka the holy fool, especially invites us
to read comedic elements in a Bakhtinian carnival mode. There exists some debate in scholarship as
to the extent of carnival's utility as an interpretive tool for Boris Godunov; for the purposes of this
study, it is worth identifying some useful points of analysis, especially regarding the liberatory
potential of disruption, with which disability scholars and other scholars of critical theory deeply
concern themselves.

Sergei Fomichev argues for reading Boris Godunov through the lens of carnivalization,

identifying the carnivalesque elements of the skomorok) (a traveling minstrel of Russian folk culture)

101 Ibid., 181.
102 Ibid.
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and the holy fool, "the two stock-in-trades of the medieval Russian comic world," as important
factors in the success of the Comedy in its titular genre.i03 He writes that "in the course of working on
the play Pushkin was to give these figures their genuine value, and not merely use them as assumed
masks," claiming an interpretive significance for these comic figures beyond comic relief or even a
momentary carnivalesque relief.

Carnival as Mikhail Bakhtin described in Problems of Dostoevsky's Poetics |1 Lpobaemsr nosmuxu
Aoemoescxozo, 1963] and in Rabelais and His World [ Tsopuecmeo Qparcya Pabae u napoonas xyssmypa
cpeonesexossa u Pereccarca, 1965] is a phenomenon derived from analysis of medieval European
popular festival traditions, in which the established hierarchies, rituals, and ethos of a given society
are briefly dissolved through performances of laughter and the grotesque which invert the
established cultural structure. Bakhtin calls carnival "life turned inside out" or "the reverse side of
the world"; "what is suspended first of all is hierarchical structure and all the forms of terror,
reverence, piety, and etiquette connected with it — that is, everything resulting from socio-
hierarchical inequality or any other form of inequality among people (including age)." 104 Bakhtin
writes of carnival less as a specific historical phenomenon but more as a sensibility best exemplified
by such medieval festivals, especially in the act of mock crowning a carnival king (thereby briefly and
symbolically de-crowning the true monarch). In Problems of Dostoevsky's Poetics, Bakhtin delineates
several categories of carnival sensibility: the "free and familiar contact" among people who ordinarily
would not enjoy such contact on equal footing; eccentricity, or the open embracing of behaviors that
may be natural but unacceptable in ordinary circumstances; #ésalliance in which the rigid hierarchical

binaries of medieval life are brought together (for example, Heaven and hell, the peasant and the

103 Fomichev, 138.

104 Mikhail Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky's Poetics, trans. Caryl Emerson. (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota
Press, 1984), 122-3.
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King); and the profanation of the sacred or the proper in favor of celebrating the obscene,
grotesque, bodily, or even blasphemous.1os

According to Bakhtin, carnival sensibility, rooted in the body and embodiment as it is,
cannot be completely verbalized or rendered into language. Carnival is not written; it is performed
through laughter. It can, however, be "transposed into the language of literature," bringing elements
of that carnival sense of the world to written culture.i0s The concept of transposition is especially
relevant for this chapter: as Pushkin transposes the historical Time of Troubles as written in
Karamzin's History of the Russian State (itself a transposition of Old Russian chronicles and other prior
sources into a national history) into literary text, he also transposes elements of the carnivalesque
'anti-culture' of medieval Russia. Bakhtin calls this transposition the carnivalization of literature
[kapHaBaamsarud| and argues that Francois Rabelais and Fedor Dostoevsky are exemplary writers of
carnivalization. He even includes Boris Godunov as the final illustrative example of Rabelais and His
World, posing the question,

Let us imagine Pushkin's Boris Godunov without the scenes involving the massed people; such

a conception of Pushkin's drama would be not only incomplete but distorted. Each character

in the play expresses a limited point of view. The authentic meaning of the epoch and its

events is disclosed in these crowd scenes, where Pushkin lets the people have the last
Word.l(ﬁ

The crowd's last word, however — at least in the 1831 Boris Godunov — is silence; how can we

decipher silence as the authentic meaning of the epoch, and how does silence fit into carnival

sensibility? If the holy fool is understood to speak for a silent people, is his word also the last word?
Bakhtin's study of carnival was primarily centered in medieval Europe, especially France; the

work of analyzing similar cultural forms in medieval Russia was taken up and continued by

105 Ibid.
106 Ibid, 122.
107 Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World, trans. Helene Iswolsky (Cambridge: M.LT. Press, 1968), 474.



40

Likhachev, Panchenko, and Panyrko in Laughter in Old Russia, as discussed in this dissertation's
introduction. In defining laughter as a phenomenon that "contains within itself the destructive and
the creational simultaneously” [3axArouaer B ceOe paspyIInTEeABHOE B CO3HAATEABHOE HAYAAL
oaHospemenHo|, they follow Bakhtin's theoretical model of laughter.i0s In many ways, they find, holy
fools in hagiography and folk tales do align with the European modes of carnival laughter as
exemplified in Rabelais. Their model of analyzing Old Russian culture, including and especially its
holy fools, through a carnival lens became very popular in both Russian and Western scholarship.io
However, they find that the role of the grotesque, which disability scholars often find compelling, is
more pronounced in European carnival than in parallel phenomena in the South and East Slavic
Middle Ages.i10 In "Laughter as Spectacle" [Cmex kax speamnrne]|, Panchenko argues that holy fools
occupy an intermediate position in the binaries of Bakhtinian culture/anticulture or the Old Russian
wotld of laughter [cmexosoit mup]/wortld of the Church:

One could say that without minstrels and jesters, there would not have been holy fools. [...]
At the same time, holy foolishness could not exist without the Church: it finds moral
justification in the Gospels and takes its characteristic distinction from the Church. The holy
fool balances on the divide between the risible and the serious, embodying a tragic aspect of
the world of laughter. Holy foolishness is, in a way, a "third world" of Old Russian culture.in

[Mo:xHO cKa3arh, 9T0 6€3 CKOMOPOXOB U O€3 IITyTOB He OBIAO OBl FOPOAUBBIX |...] Ho
FOPOACTBO HEBO3MOKHO U Oe3 1epksu: B EBaHreANn OHO HILET CBOE HPABCTBEHHOE
OIIpaBAAHHE, OEPET OT LIEPKBU TOT AUAAKTU3M, KOTOPBII TAaK AAfl HETO XaPAKTCPCH.
FOpoauBsIil GaraHCHPYET HAa IPAHH MEKAY CMEIIHBIM M CEPbE3HBIM, OAULIETBOPSSA CBOXO
TPArMYecKuil BapuaHT cMex0BOro mupa. FOpoactso — kax Obl "tpeTuil Mup" ApeBHEPYCCKON
KYABTYPEL|112

108 Likhachev, Panchenko, and Ponyrko, Swmekh v drevnei Rusi, 3.
109 Emerson, "Tragedy, Comedy, Carnival, and History on Stage," 163.
110 Likhachev, Panchenko, and Ponyrko, Swekh v drevnei Rusi, 5.

111 A. M. Panchenko, "Laughter as Spectacle," trans. Priscilla Hunt, Svitlana Kobets, and Bethany Braley, in Ho/y
Foolishness in Russia: New Perspectives (Bloomington, IN: Slavica, 2011), 41-2.

112 Ibid., "Smekh kak zrelishche," in Swmekh v drevnei Rusi (Leningrad: Nauka, 1984), 72.
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Bakhtin's theorization of European carnival does not allow for such a third world; one is either
laughing or serious, performing the ordinary cultural order or the topsy-turvy anticultural inversion.
The moment one begins to laugh, the transition is made. No one lives in-between. The holy fool,
though, can both "unify the world of laughter and the world of pious solemnity" [oGbeanHseT MUp
cMexa u Mup OAaarodectuBoil cepbesnoctr] and "balances on the edge of the comic and the tragic"
[6aramcupyer Ha pyOeke KoMuIeckoro u Tparmdeckoro|. For this reason Panchenko calls the holy
fool a "grotesque figure" [rporeckHslil repconaK|. 113

The World of Laughter in Old Russia, Likhachev and Panchenko's first version of the study
without Ponyrko's additions, was reviewed by luti Lotman and Boris Uspenskii in the journal Issues
in Literature |Bonpoce: aumepamypet]; they offer a different perspective on the application of carnival
theory to holy foolery. Their summary of Bakhtinian laughter separates it completely from matters
of faith and state:

Laughter in the framework of medieval culture as created by Bakhtin lies outside of the strict

religious and ethical confines imposed on people's behavior at that time. Bakhtinian laughter,

in its vulgar, rebellious, and debased nature, reverses the socio-ethical hierarchy of the

Middle Ages; it is non-religious and non-national in essence.

CMex B KOHIIEIITHH CPEAHEBEKOBOI KYABTYPBI, HOCTpoeHHOH M. baxTimbiv, Hagao,

A€KaIree BHE PEAUTHO3HBIX U 9THYECKUAX CYPOBBIX OTPAHIYCHUN, HAAOMKECHHBIX HA

ITOBEACHHE YeAOBeKa TOH Hopsl. CBOEH HAPOAHOII, MATEKHON U OOECIICHUBATOIICH

IIPIPOAOH CMEX, IT0 BaxTHHY, OTMEHACT COIMAABHOITHYECKIE HEPAPXUH CPEAHHX BEKOB,
OH OE3PEAUTHO3€EH U OE3TOCYAAPCTBEH I10 CYIIECTBY. 114

Under this reading of carnival, in contrast with that of Likhachev and Panchenko, 'playing' the fool
for Christ's sake takes on a different social role than the playful mode of carnival. I would argue that
a reversal of hierarchies does not destroy or remove those hierarchies, even temporarily; as seen in

the characteristic crowning of the King of Fools, carnival inversion is still based on the social

113 Ibid.
114 Iuti Lotman and Boris Uspenskii. "Novye aspekty izucheniia kul'tury Drevnei Rusi." Voprosy Literatury 3 (1977), 152.
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structure that it rebels against. And even that satirical role reversal is understood by participants to
have no lasting effects: the monarch is not truly threatened by the King of Fools, merely mocked for
a moment.

Lotman and Uspenskii also doubt that the kind of play holy fools perform is analogous
enough to the kind of play Bakhtin has in mind with carnival to fit well into the framework: "In
connection with the above, a doubt arises that the holy fool's behavior was understood in the
context of play. The holy fool's behavior is linked to the hierarchy of medieval evaluations of
humanity." [B cBfi3u co ckasaHHBIM BO3HHKACT M COMHEHHE B TOM, YTO IIOBEACHHE FOPOAHBOTO
BOCIIPHHHUMAAOCH B KOHTEKCTE UIPHL. [T0BEACHIE FOPOAUBOTIO CBA3AHO C HEPAPXUCH CPEAHEBEKOBBIX
oreHOK ueAoBeka.|i1s The distinction is made on two parts: that holy foolery is a part, even if a
controversial one, of the Orthodox tradition (whereas carnival is anti-culture, anti-Church), and that
the disruption of established order is not for the holy fool a temporary inversion, but a permanent
and serious state of being. They write:

"Therefore 'for his own sake' he performs not playful, but unambiguous and serious

behavior. One can surmise that the real behavior of Old Russian holy fools oscillated

between these two possibilities depending on whether he internalized the perspective of his
audience o, on the other hand, compelled his audience to take his own position."

[[Tosromy "AAst ceOa" OH peaAusyeT He HIPOBOE, 2 OAHO3HAYHOE M CEPhE3HOE ITOBEACHIEC.
MO:KHO IIPEAIIOAOKUTD, YTO PEAABHOE IIOBEACHHE APEBHEPYCCKUX FOPOAHUBEIX KOACOAAOCH
MEIKAY 3TUMH ABYMS BO3MOKHOCTAMH B 3aBHCHMOCTH OT TOT'O, YCBAMBAA AH OH ce€Oe TOUKY
3peHNs CBOUX 3PUTEACH HAH, HAIIPOTHB, 3aCTABASIA AYAHTOPHUIO IPHHATH €T0 COOCTBEHHYIO
IIO3HIINIO. |16

On the whole, they write in conclusion that "defining such phenomena as 'comical' requires at a
minimum additional argumentation" [onpeaeaeHme 51X (HEHOMEHOB KaK "CMEXOBBIX' HYKAQCTCA

IT0 KpaiHel Mepe B AOIIOAHHTEABHOM apIYMEHTAIIHH].117

115 Ibid., 161.
116 Ibid., 162.
117 Ibid., 165.
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Caryl Emerson summarizes Lotman and Uspenskii's objections to the Likhachev-Panchenko
picture of carnival in the Russian Middle Ages: "In traditional Muscovite consciousness, the
behavior of holy fools was neither magic (a contractual relationship, reliable and comforting), nor
was it comic or incipiently democratic; it was strange and specular, meant to strike terror or awe in
the audience."us Her own reservations about applying carnival theory to Boris Godunov follow similar
lines. The first concerns poetics: carnival performance has its own semiotic system, but is decidedly
extra-literary; she reads Pushkin's witty verbal and stylistic comedy as an obstacle to the crude,
bodily, and gestural poetics of carnival. The second concerns guilt: the stain on Tsar Boris's
conscience must be satisfactorily addressed by any interpretive system, but "carnival is not weighed
down by the burden of memory, so essential for conscience."119 She clarifies that "the fact that the
present tense is sufficient for carnival is a major soutce of its strength and resilience," but the
temporal and emotional landscape of Boris Godunov is quite different.i20 The third concerns history, a
key element of Emerson's hybrid chronotope of 'tragicomedy of history': "Carnival — and even
more, 'carnival laughter' — cannot be made historical." 121

I agree with Emerson that since Bakhtin's carnival was created to analyze a Renaissance
author writing about his own time, applying it to a historical play, written in the nineteenth century
about the sixteenth, requires further justification. While it may be applicable to certain moments or
aspects, Bakhtin's utopian laughter is not best suited as the primary theoretical approach to a text as

historically grounded as Boris Godunov. There are undoubtedly moments in the text where

carnivalesque laughter is at play, especially where the crowd as a collective character is concerned,

118 Emerson, "Tragedy, Comedy, Carnival, and History on Stage," 164.
119 Ibid., 167.

120 Ibid.

121 Ibid.
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but the holy foolish element is too sacred and too serious in my view to be interpreted primarily

through carnival.

Nikolka the Fool in the Iron Cap

The adjacent but not perfect applicability of carnival laughter to the disruptive potential of
holy foolery and disability is fully evident in the scene "Squate in front of the Cathedral, Moscow"
[ITaormaas miepea cobopom B Mockse|. There, Tsar Boris and his attending boyars emerge into the
public square and are confronted by Nikolka the holy fool, who only appears in this brief scene. The
scene opens on a crowd gathered outside the cathedral, waiting for Boris to emerge and professing
that Grigorii Otrepiev is the tsarevich ("Eternal remembrance for the living! They'll catch it for that,
the godless scoundrels"122 [Beunyro mamsars xusomy! BoT yixo um Oyaer, 6e300kunkam]).12s While

they are waiting, the introduction of the fool prepares us for a carnivalesque inversion:

Third. Shh! There's a noise. It might be the Tsar.
Fourth. No, it's the holy fool.
(Enter holy fool wearing an iron cap hung with chains, surrounded by boys.)124

Tpernit: Uy! mym. He mape an?

Yerseprorit: Her; 510 FOpOAUBHII.

BxoAnT FOPOAHBBII B JKEAC3HOM IITAIIKE, OOBEIIAHHBIN BEPUTAMH, OKPY/KCHHDIH
MAABYHIITKAMI. 125

The initial confusion of the tsar and the fool by the crowd, the 'authentic meaning of the epoch' as
Bakhtin writes, momentarily places them on equivocal standing, foreshadowing the encounter to

come.

122 A. S. Pushkin, Comedy About Tsar Boris and Grishka Otrepie, trans. Antony Wood, in The Uncensored Boris Godunov: The
Case for Pushkin's Original Comedy (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2000), 401.

123 Ibid., Komediia o Tsare Borise i o Grishke Otrep'eve, 1825, introduction by Sergei Fomichev (Peterburg: Notabene, 1993),
162.

124 Ibid., Comedy, 401-403
125 1bid., Komediia, 162.
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The boys following Nikolka tease and mock him, and are chastised by an old woman nearby,
who tells them to "Leave the blessed one alone, you little devils."126 [OTBszxmTECH, OeceHsATa, OT
O6AaxernOroO|.127 She asks Nikolka to pray for her, a sinner; he asks a kopek in exchange, which she
readily gives. The fool prays for the old woman, and the boys in turn steal his coin. As Nikolka
weeps, the Tsar emerges from the cathedral and the boyars distribute alms to the poor outside the
cathedral. Nikolka runs up to them:

Holy Fool. Boris! Boris! The children have insulted Nikolkal

Tsar. Give him alms. Why is he crying?

Holy Fool. The little children have insulted Nikolka... Have their throats cut, as you cut the
young Tsarevich's.

Boyars. Away with you, old fool! Seize the fooll

Tsar. Leave him alone. Pray for me, blessed fool. (Exit.)

Holy Fool (after him). No, no! No-one must pray for King Herod — The Mother of God
forbids it.12s

FOpoawssiit: bopuc, bopuc! Hukoaky aeru oOmixaror.

Llaps: [Toaats emy MuAocTBIHEO. O UeM OH ITAaYET?

FOpoawmssrit: Hukoaky MmaseHpkue Aetu 0OmKaroT... BeAn ux 3apesars, Kak 3ape3aA Tbl
MaAEHBKOTO ITAPEBHYA.

Bospe: [Toan npous, Aypak! cxBature Aypakal

[laps: OcraBere ero. Moaucs 3a mens, 0eansiii Hukoaxa. (¥Vxooun.)

FOpoawsstit: (emy sered) Her, met! Heapss moanThes 3a mapsa Fpoaa — Goropoamna me
BCANT.129

The fool calls to the tsar with his Christian name, both denying the supreme authority of his title and
appealing to him as an individual with his own conscience rather than as the embodiment of the
state. Use of the tsar's Christian name calls into question his divine right to rule and thereby his
divine authority; Godunov, after all, was not a dynastic ruler but an ascended regent. Nikolka also
brings Godunov down to his level through use of the informal second-person address 7y, speaking

to him as if to a peer.

126 Ibid., Comedy, 403.
127 Ibid., Komsediia, 162.
128 Ibid., Comedy, 405.
129 Ibid., Komediia, 164.
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The fool's use of his own Christian name in the third person also makes this first address
strange; Nikolka does refer to himself in first person elsewhere in this scene (for instance, "I've got a
kopek"130 [A y Mens komeeuxa ectb|i31), but not in his conversation with Godunov. His parallel use
of Christian name for both himself and the tsar further establishes their carnivalesque leveling (but
not reversal) of social standing. Whereas the fool's use of 'Boris' brings the tsar down to an
individual level, his use of 'Nikolka' removes him from his own individual voice, as though he were
speaking from outside himself. "The children have insulted [obmxaroT: hurt, wronged, taken
advantage of] 7¢ may sound more like a petty, personal offense, but 'the children have insulted
Nikolka, a poor and innocent fool' is an injustice that merits intervention from a good Christian. The
call to act on injustice is externalized through this rhetorical means, as though it may come from the
Crowd, or from God, or from Godunov's own conscience.

For his own part, Godunov recognizes his role in this codified exchange and accepts the
fool's rebuke. The boyars do not; they react with indignation and move to punish the fool, whom
they call durak: a non-sanctified idiot. Godunov, brought down to a human level, parallels the old
woman's request for a prayer, but unlike the pious woman he does not offer alms. And unlike the
pious woman, he is not granted a prayer: he is instead compared to King Herod of Judea, who in the
Gospel of Matthew (2:16-18) orders the execution of all male infants in Bethlehem at the time of
Jesus's birth. This is Nikolka's second accusation against Godunov for ordering the execution of
tsarevich Dmitrii, who is himself sanctified by the comparison to the Holy Innocents. This time, he
has no opportunity to respond, deny, or defend himself, as the accusation is made after Godunov
has left the stage. Like the crowd at the end of the play, Nikolka has the last word in declaring

Godunov's fall.

130 Ibid., Comedy, 403.
131 Ibid., Komediia, 402.



47

This literary holy foolish encounter is entirely in accordance with hagiographical and folk
cultural tradition. In fact, it strongly parallels the legend of Ivan the Terrible encountering Nikola
Salos [the Fool] of Pskov, which S. A. Ivanov calls "the most famous episode in the history of
Russian zurodstvo."132 In Holy Fools in Byzantium and Beyond, Ivanov traces the development of the
legend from its first telling, based on the devastation in Novgorod and Pskov in 1570. The first
account of the event, by German participant Heinrich Staden, includes an episode in which a rich
peasant Mikula (Pskov dialect version of Nikola) told the Grand Prince that the violence had gone
on enough and to go back whence he came. The Mikula in this account may have already been a
legendary figure. This story — which originally does not contain enough elements to recognize
Mikula as a holy fool — is transformed as it is retold in the Pisarevskii Chronicle, where Mikula is first
named as a holy fool but still without many of the characteristic traits. Then the narrative began to
take shape into its currently recognizable form through the 1572 accounts of Ivan the Terrible's
courtiers Johan Taube and Elbert Kruse, the 1573 narrative by English envoy Jeromey Horsey, and
the 1589 account by Giles Fletcher.13s "Ivan the Terrible's encounter with the holy fool," Ivanov
writes, "acquired such mythical 'resonance’ that it was reproduced several times in the vitae of other
saints" — including Arsenii of Novgorod and Vasilii the Blessed.134 Soviet scholar N. Granovskaia
proposes that Pushkin's most likely source for this legend is volumes 10 and 11 of Karamzin's
History of the Russian State, which contain material on historical or legendary holy fools Vasilii the
Blessed, Nikola Salos, and Ioann of the Iron Cap.13s In that sense, Pushkin's Nikolka, like Nikola

Salos himself, is more a mashup of holy foolish tropes than a reference to any particular saint in life.

132 S. A. Ivanov, Holy Fools in Byzantium and Beyond, trans. Simon Franklin (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), 291.
133 Ibid., 292-7.

134 Ibid., 299.

135 N. Granovskaia, "Iurodivyi v tragedii Pushkina," Russkaia Literatura 2 (1964), 92-3.
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The modeling of this brief scene on vitae and legends of medieval holy fools guides an
interpretation to do the same. Very little is needed to convincingly establish this character as the holy
tfool archetype: the appellation by the fourth crowd member as a fool and his costume of iron cap
and chains is enough to evoke the rest. We don't see in what other ways his foolishness manifests in
his life, or anything else about his life outside of this scene. He is a one-dimensional fool, more of a
narrative device than a complex character. Later iterations of holy fool types in literature, including
all the ones in later chapters of this study, often blend holy foolery with some other form of
disability (some currently recognized and some not): epilepsy, chronic illness, schizophrenia,
addiction, autism, hysteria, madness, and others. In Boris Godunov, Pushkin still follows more of the
hagiographical and folk cultural model in which the interior life or psychology of the fool character
matters very little; what matters is the effect produced in the confrontation of the fool and the
'normal' but sinful person in power, with an audience of onlookers to receive the moral message.

While it may be intuitive to read this scene with carnival in mind, the scene is missing some
of the key attributes that make a carnival performance. It does take place in a crowd, but the
inversion of power is on an individual rather than a collective scale; and while it is provocative, it
holds what Emerson calls the weight of guilt or responsibility — it's more likely to elicit a gasp of
shock than a laugh. What makes carnival an alluring interpretive tool for such holy foolish
encounters is the element of speaking truth to power, which can echo the liberatory potential of a
carnival moment and is at the core of most holy foolish legends. That speech act of confronting
power is what gives this moment its significance, but the capacity to read this encounter as the holy
fool speaking for the people depends on which version is being read. In the original Comedy, with the
ending of "Long live Tsar Dmitri Ivanovich," the holy fool cannot be speaking for the people in
accusing Tsar Boris of murdering the tsarevich — for it cannot both be true that Boris had Dmitri

Ivanovich murdered and that Dmitri Ivanovich comes to power. In the published Boris Godunov
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there is also a discrepancy, in which the certainty with which the holy fool accuses Boris does not
match the ambiguous silence of the ending scene. Of this paradoxical logic, Fomichev writes:
It turns out that in the chaotic consciousness of the people, there is overall no such thing as
logic. If the Tsar is a murderer, then there is no Dmitry in this world. How then is it possible
to sympathize with the purloiner of Dmitry's name — for him to be supported by "popular

esteem"? There is no logic here. However, a higher truth may be dimly (chaotically)
sensed.136

That higher truth dimly sensed also lies in the speech act of confrontation. What matters less is
whether Nikolka is correct in his accusation than that Boris's uneasy conscience is brought to the
surface and exposed and that his authority is destabilized. And Boris himself appears to recognize
the script of the encounter: he stays the boyars who would punish the fool for his transgression and
recognizes the fool's role in this inversion by requesting that Nikolka pray for him. That he exits the
scene before Nikolka refuses may reflect his unwillingness at this point to face the guilt weighing on

his heart.

Narrative embodiment

Even aside from the ever-present implications of disability in the holy fool archetype,
disability is simultaneously widely present and conspicuously absent in the Comzedy and Boris Godunov.
Caryl Emerson's side-by-side analysis of transpositions of the Fall of Boris narrative in historical
documentation, Karamzin's History, Pushkin's play(s), and Mussorgskii's opera shows where the
narrative possibilities — including the very premise — of Boris Godunov rest on a foundation of
disability and able-bodiedness. First, with Tsar Ivan the Terrible's death in 1584, there were two
claimants to the throne: the two-year-old Dmitrii Ivanovich, whose untimely death so plagues Boris
in Pushkin's play(s), and Fedor Ivanovich, Boris's brother-in-law. Fedor Ivanovich was crowned as

Tsar Fedor I, ruling between 1584-98, but was considered feeble-minded and therefore unfit to rule,

136 Fomichev, "The World of Laughter in Pushkin's Comedy," 151.
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and Boris Godunov served as regent and de facto ruler during that time. Dmitrii Ivanovich was
epileptic; in fact, the official cause of death declared for Dmitrii Ivanovich is attributed to his
epilepsy, in which the tsarevich had a seizure while holding a knife and accidentally cut his throat.137
Boris Godunov rises to the position of regent and then tsar himself precisely in consequence of
these disabilities: the unfitness and the death of the two remaining heirs. Tsar Ivan the Terrible
himself is surrounded by an aura of violent madness, evoked in such passages as Afanasii
Mikhailovich Pushkin's rhetorical questions to Prince Shuisky:

Well, serve him [Tsar Boris] right! He rules us like Tsar Ivan
(Whose name should never be pronounced at night).

What if we have no public executions?

What if, before the people's eyes, we sing

No hymns to Jesus on the bloodied stake?

What if we're not being burned on the public square,

On coals the Tsar himself stokes with his rodr13s

M moaeaom emy! oH mpaBuT Hamw,

Kax maps VBan (He kK HOYM OYAB ITOMAHYT).
YTO HOAB3BI B TOM, YTO SIBHBIX KA3HCH HET,
YT0 Ha KOAY KPOBABOM, BCEHAPOAHO

Mer e moem kaHoHOB Fucycy,

Yro Hac He KIYT HA IIAOIIAAH, 2 ITAPD
CBOMM KE3AOM He ITOATPEOAET YrACH 139

The entire succession crisis leading to the Time of Troubles can be attributed to Ivan the Terrible's
murder of his son Ivan Ivanovich, as vividly portrayed by Ilya Repin in the 1885 painting Ivan the
Terrible and His Son Ivan on November 16, 1581 [Mearn I posseii u cotrt eeo Mearn 16 nostpsa 1581 z00a] and
populatly explained by a mad fit of violence. Such an explanation for the tsat's sudden murder of his

son likely would have been found for Pushkin (as for Repin and other portrayals) in the ninth

157 Emerson, Boris Godunov: Transpositions of a Russian Theme, 11-12.
138 Pushkin, Comedy, 325.
139 Ibid., Komediia, 84.
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volume of Karamzin's History of the Russian State. Karamzin narrates the murder as a momentary but
characteristic fit of irrational, jealous rage:

During the peace talks, heart suffering for Russia, seeing the sorrow on the boyars' faces —
hearing, perhaps, the general rumblings of unrest — the Tsarevich was filled with noble envy
and went to his father to insist on being sent with the troops to drive out the enemy,
liberating Pskov, and restoring Russia's honor. Ioann, in an uproar of wrath, cried,
"Mutineer! You and the boyars wish to dethrone me!" and raised his hand. Botis Godunov
moved to stay him: the Tsar gave him a few wounds with his cruel staff and powerfully
struck the Tsarevich with it on the head. The unfortunate man fell, bleeding heavily.
Suddenly Ioann's rage vanished. Pale from hotror, in shock, in a delirium he cried out, "I've
killed my son!" and threw himself on him, embracing and kissing him; he held back the
blood flowing from the deep wound; he wept, sobbed, and called for a doctor; he prayed to
God for mercy and to his son for a forgiveness. But Heavenly Judgement was passed!

Bo Bpewms meperoBopos o mupe crpasas 3a Poccuro, duras ropects 1 Ha Aunax bosp -
CABIIIIA, MOKET OBIT, 1 BCeOOINIA porrot - LlapeBud HCIIoAHUACS peBHOCTH HAATOPOAHOH,
IIPHIIEA K OTIY B TPeOOBAA, YTOOBI OH ITOCAAA €O C BOMCKOM H3THATH HEITPHATCAS,
ocsoboauTs [1ckoB, BocctanoBuTh Yecth Poccuu. MoaHH B BOAHEHHH IHEBA 3aKPHYAA:
"Msrexuux! Te BMecTe ¢ bosipamu xodgers cBeprayTh MeHA € IpecToAal’ 1 ITOAHAA PYKY.
Bopuc I'oayHOB x0TEA yaCpKaTh ee: Lapb AaA eMy HECKOABKO PaH OCTPBIM KE3AOM CBOUM U
cuABHO yaapuA uM Llapesuda B roaoBy. Ceil HECIACTHBIH yIIaA, OOANBAsACH KpOBUIO. TyT
ncuesaa apocts Moannosa. [TobaeaHeB OT yxaca, B Tperere, B ICCTYIIACHHH OH
BOCKAUKHYA: "SI yOua ceral" 1 kuHYACS OOHHUMATD, LIEAOBATH €IO; YACPKUBAA KPOBb,
TEKYILYIO U3 TAYOOKOM A3BBI; IIAAKAA, PBIAAA, 3BAA ACKApeil; MOAUA Bora o Muaocepanmy,
coraa o nporrerun. Ho Cya Hebecnsriit coeprrmacsliso

Finally, on a wider historical scale, one of the major exacerbating factors of the social unrest and
succession challenge depicted in Boris Godunov is widespread debilitation due to the 1601 famine.
This famine, the first in conjunction with Tsar Boris's 1597 declaration binding the majority of
Russian peasantry in full serfdom, resulted in the death of a third of Muscovy's population and
disabled a large proportion of the survivors.i4

None of the figures marked by disability above — mad Tsar Ivan the Terrible, feeble-minded

Fedor Ivanovich, or epileptic Dmitrii Ivanovich — appear in their bodies on stage. The debility of the

140 Nikolai M. Karamzin, Istoriia gosudarstva rossiiskogo, tom 9. Bubanoreka Makcuma Morukosa, last modified Jan. 6, 2017,

141 For more on institutional and legal developments of Russian serfdom, see T. K. Dennison, The Institutional Framework
of Russian Serfdom (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011) and Jerome Blum, Iord and Peasant In Russia: From the
Ninth to the Nineteenth Century (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1972).
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peasant population due to famine and serfdom binding them to one location also is not directly
brought to the readet's attention, although the censors of the original version noted and objected to
the subtext of Tsar Boris's implementation of full serfdom as a reason for the people's support of
the Pretender.ie2 However, the conflict between the two primary figures, Boris Godunov and
Grigorii Otrepiev, neither of whom are marked by disability, would not be narratively possible
without disability framing the succession crisis. Although representational analysis of disabled
characters is a significant and important part of disability scholars' work, the reach of disability
studies as an analytical tool is not limited to analysis of disabled characters.

Disability scholars David T. Mitchell and Sharon Snyder examine what they call literature's
"“discursive dependency upon disability" in their influential book Narrative Prosthesis.aas Narrative Prosthesis,
in response to David Will's eatlier study Prosthesis, theorizes the vast proliferation of disability in
literature (specifically Anglophone, but applicable to many literary traditions) as a dependency on the
part of authors to mark their narratives with tangible representations of abstract difference or
deviance. They argue that disability, and thereby disabled people, serve a two-fold function in literary
discourse: "disability pervades literary narrative, first, as a stock feature of characterization and,
second, as an opportunistic metaphorical device."144 As a consequence, "disability has been used
throughout history as a crutch upon which literary narratives lean for their representational power,
disruptive potentiality, and analytical insight."14s Their primary criticism of this approach to
representations of disability is that narrative prosthesis, the discursive dependency on disability, does

not necessarily (or indeed almost ever) lead to recognition of a complex disabled subjectivity — they

142 Dunning, "The Tsat's Red Pencil," 243.

143 David T. Mitchell and Sharon Snyder, Narrative Prosthesis: Disability and the Dependencies of Disconrse (Ann Arbor:
University of Michigan Press, 2000), 51. Empbhasis original.

144 Ibid., 47.
145 Ibid., 49.
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"rarely take up disability as an experience of social or political dimensions."14s The holy fool Nikolka
is narratively functional due to his difference, but is not written with the same complex humanity as
Godunov or Otrepiev.

Mitchell and Snyder focus their comparative analyses in the book on canonically prominent
representations of disability, including Oedipus, King Richard III, and Captain Ahab. The critique of
a discursive dependency on disability for meaning-making, however, has applications beyond the
representational modes that Wills outlines in Prosthesis, including for Boris Godunov. Partially in
response to Narrative Prosthesis, Ato Quayson argues in Aesthetic Nervousness that discursive
dependency on disability goes even beyond what Mitchell and Snyder propose. He writes:

Unlike [Mitchell and Snyder], I will be trying to show that this prostheticizing function is

bound to fail, not because of the difficulties in erasing the effects of disability in the real

wortld, but because the aesthetic domain itself is short-circuited upon the encounter with
disability. As mentioned earlier, disability joins the sublime as marking the constitutive points
of aesthetic representation. Aesthetic nervousness is what ensues and can be discerned in the

suspension, collapse, or general short-circuiting of the hitherto dominant protocols of
representation that may have governed the text.i47

Even if holy foolery is not immediately recognizable to us today as a form of disability, it
unequivocally falls into that category of deviant or abnormal embodiment that serves as an
"excessive" sign inviting interpretation, with a large degree of symbolic or metaphysical potential,
relying on discourses of normalcy.

The question of how depictions of embodiment operate as signs, and upon what those
depictions depend, is relevant not just for the holy fool, but for other characters who are not
themselves marked with disability. It is especially relevant for a drama which, at least in its original

version, was written to be performed: embodied on stage by actors, with their own bodily and social

146 Ibid., 48.

147 Ato Quayson, Aesthetic Nervousness: Disability and the Crisis of Representation New York: Columbia University Press,
2007), 26.
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relationships to disability and able-bodiedness. For Boris Godunov, a narrative built around discourses

of pretending, rumors, lies, and confessions, a critical concern is the locus of reliable truth.

Truth and pretending in the word and body

Caryl Emerson writes of various transpositions of the Boris Godunov narrative, "events
matter less than rumors about events and everyone with a story to tell is aware of the power of
storytelling."14s Kevin Moss follows up on this description with his article "The Last Word in
Fiction: On Significant Lies in Boris Godunov," a semantic study of pretending [npumsgpemso and
camossarncmeo). Moss writes, "Far from presenting a final version of the historical facts, the play is a
collage of versions, rumors, stories; no appeal can be made to any fixed value. [...] The utterance and
the language take center stage in Pushkin's play, and the plot is less a drama of action than a dialogue
among versions, a struggle between stoties, each vying for the status of truth."149 Moss argues that
both senses of "pretending," npumsaopemso as in playing a role or a part ("playing pretend") and
camossarcmgo in the narrower sense of pretending to the throne are mirror structures in the play, with
many characters, including Tsar Boris, engaging in various forms of pretending, and with truth in
speech jeopardized both by intentional misleading on the part of the speaker and by
misinterpretation on the part of the addressee. He reads the ending of Boris Godunov, with the
people's silence, as a refusal to signify:

The root moly-, which means roughly 'speak’, directs our attention again to the function of

speech and language in general in the play, which is constructed of lies: pretending and

reinterpretation of history—mirror-image semiotic structures which serve to undermine the

semiotic process itself. In a sense the culprit is neither Boris, as the people believe at the
beginning, nor Grigotij/Dimittij, as they begin to suspect at the end, but signification, the

148 Emerson, Boris Godunov: Transpositions of a Russian Theme, 140.

149 Kevin Moss, "The Last Word in Fiction: On Significant Lies in Boris Godunov," The S/avic and East Eunropean Journal
32, no. 2 (1988): 187.
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word itself. The real last word in fiction— in Boris Godunov, at any rate, is a rejection of last
words as fiction.iso

Building on the scholarly consensus of speech as an unreliable locus of truth in a play built on
pretending and the recursive reinterpretation of narratives, including history, I argue that the body is
presented as an alternative and more reliable source of truth: not just in characters like Nikolka
marked by excessive signification, but in all bodies.

A simple instance of locating truth in embodiment can be found in the scene "The Tsar's
Council" [Llapckas Ayma), in which Tsar Boris consults with the boyars and the Patriarch on how to
quell the rumors spread by Otrepiev as part of his challenge to the throne. Tsar Boris speaks with
confidence: "but we need / No foreign help, we have men of our own / To put to flight the traitors
and the Poles. / I have declined"1s1 [Ho me nyxua Ham gykaas nomora; / CBOMX AFOAEH y HAC
AOBOABHO paTHBIX, / U106 OTpasnTe nsmeHHnkoB u Aaxa. / S otkasaa].is2 However, when the tsar
exits, the boyars themselves begin to whisper. One, sotto voce to the others, asks, "Did you see the
Tsar turn pale just now, / Did you see his face break out in a sweat?"153 [3ameTna oI, Kak rocyAapb
6acanea / M kpymmbiil moT ¢ anna ero 3akamaa?|is« When Tsar Boris's words and body speak to two
contradicting internal states, the sweat of his brow is weighted by the author, the characters, and
likely the reader as well as truer or more authentic, revealing the deception in his words.

That logic of embodied truth serves as the underpinning of entire scenes in places. In the
comedic scene at the tavern on the Lithuanian border, when several guards burst in on the revels of

Grigory Otrepiev's camp with an edict of arrest including a physical description of the Pretender, the

150 Ibid., 196.

151 Pushkin, Comedy, 391.
152 Ibid., Komsediia, 146.
153 Ibid., Comedy, 399.

154 Ibid., Komediia, 152.



56

comedy of the scene only succeeds if every character and the audience or reader is operating under
the same logic. The guards themselves are illiterate, but they have been given the physical
description of the accused. After wrongly accusing Misail of being the Pretender, they hand the edict
to Otrepiev, the only literate person in the room, to read aloud.

Unreliable language proliferates in this scene, densely packed into even small exchanges.
Otrepiev reads from the edict, "The unworthy monk Grigory of the Chudov Monastery, from the
Otrepiev family, has fallen into heresy and, instructed by the Devil, has had the audacity to distress
the holy brotherhood by all manner of incitements and iniquities. According to reports, the accursed
Grishka has fled from the said monastery and is making for the Lithuanian border—"1s5 [YyaoBa
MOHACTBIPA HEAOCTOMHBIN uepHell I puropnii, u3 poAy OTpenbeBEIX, BIIAA B €PECh U AEP3HYA,
HAYYCHHBII AHABOAOM, BO3MYILIATDH CBATYIO OPATHIO BCAKIME COOAA3HAME M O€33aKOHHUAMH. A IO
CIIPaBKaM OKa3aAOCh, OTOEKAA OH, OKASHHBIN | prIlika, K rpaHuIie AUTOBCKOH. .. |156 One of the
guards, looking to Misail, asks, "So 'ow's this not you?"1s7 [Kak e me 161?]158 Otrepiev continues,

Grigory. "—and the Tsar decrees that he be seized —"

Guard. And 'anged.

Grigory. It doesn't say "hanged."

Guard. Oh yes it does. You 'ave to read between the lines as well. Read it out proper:

"Seized and 'anged."

Grigory. "... and hanged. [...]is

I'puropmnii: «/1 mapp moBeAeA H3AOBHTD €TO...»

IIpucras: M1 nmosecnts.

I'puropmnii: Tyr He cka3aHO ITOBECHTB.

ITpucras: Bperts: He BCAKO CAOBO B CTPOKY ITHIIIeTCs. YUTai: H3AOBHTH U ITIOBECHTE.
I'puropmnii: «/1 moBecHTs...160

155 Pushkin, Comedy, 313.
156 Ibid., Komediia, 75.

157 Ibid., Comedy, 313.

158 Ibid., Komsediia, 75.

159 Ibid., Comedy, 313-4.
160 Ibid., Komediia, 75-6.
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The assertion that you have to read between the lines — more literally translated, "You're lying: not
every word is written into the text" — is a comedic moment encapsulating just one facet of the
slipperiness of language in this text and characteristic of Pushkin's work.161 Also encapsulating the
tragicomic genre blending are the permanent, life-or-death consequences for the character in
question. Furthermore, there is no reason for the audience to trust Otrepiev's word any more than
the officer's: without seeing the text of the edict ourselves, either in textual form or staged, we
cannot know for sure what it actually says. The Pretender, of course, would have reason to omit that
word from his reading, and the officers both have their own interest in arresting the Pretender
(whoever that may be) and are also relying on others' word on what is written in the edict they
cannot themselves confirm.

Otrepiev is shown to be lying for certain in the next moment, when he reads aloud a
description of the accused. After he acquiesces "to hang," he reads, "The said criminal Grishka is...
(looking at V arlaam) over fifty years of age. He is of medium height, bald at the front, has a grey
beard, a fat belly...."1e2 [A aeT emy Bopy I'purtike ot poAy... (emompsa na Bapsaama) 3a 50. A pocry on
CPEAHETO, AOD HMMEET IIACIITUBBII, OOPOAY CEAVIO, Oproxo ToAcTOE. .. |163 This, of course, describes
Varlaam's body, as indicated in print and on stage by the glance in his direction, and which (at least
on stage) the audience can also see. The guards immediately move to arrest him, delighted to have
found the Pretender so quickly; they don't hesitate to take the evidence of the body, unlike evidence
of the word, to be true.

But Varlaam himself is suspicious, and he snatches the edict from Otrepiev. He used to be
able to read but is out of practice, and the scene ends with the following:

161 Translator Antony Wood explains the translator's notes that this statement on the literal level alludes to the diacritic
titlo written above or below the line of text in old Russian manuscripts.

162 Pushkin, Comedy, 315.
163 1bid., Komediia, 76.
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Varlaam. (snatches the Decree) Just a minute, you sons of whoreslies What sort of Grishka am I?
What did you say? Fifty years of age, grey beard, fat belly! All right, my young friend, you can
make jokes about me if you like. It's a long time since I read anything, and I can hardly make
it out, but I'll make it out this time, since it's the noose we're talking about. (Reads out syllable
by syllable:)'And — he —is ... twenty — years of age.' What's this, my friend? Where does it say
fifty? Look here — 'twenty.'

Second Guard. Yes, 1 remember now, it was twenty. That's what they said.

First Guard (To Grigory). Now my friend, what are you playin' at?

(During Varlaam's reading Grigory has been standing with bowed head, his hand tucked into his shirt.)
Varlaam (continues). 'He is short of stature, broad-chested, has one arm shorter than the other;
eyes blue, hair ginger; he has a wart on one cheek and another on his forehead.' Now doesn't
that sound more like you, my friend?

(Grigory suddenly draws a dagger; everyone backs away from him, he makes a dash for the window.)
Guards. 'old 'im! 'old 'im!

(Everyone rushes about in confusion. )iss

[Bapaaam: (sszpeisas bymazy) Orcranpre, OASAHHBI AeTr! uTO A 32 I'purka? — xak! 50 aer,
OopoAa ceaad, Oproxo ToActoe! HeT, Opat! MOAOA eIlle HAAO MHOTO IIYTKH IIyTUTbh. Sl AaBHO
HE YUTBIBAA H XYAO Pa3OHPAIO, a TyT yiK pasdepy, Kak ACAO AO TETAU AOXOAUT. (Yumaen no
ckaadam.) «A Aet e-my oT-po-Ay... 20». — Yo, Opat? rae Tyr 50? BuAnms? 20.

Bropoit npucras: Aa, moMHHTCA, ABAAIIaTh. Tak M HaM OBIAO CKA3aHO.

[Tepsenit ipucras: (I puzopuw) Aa Te1, OpaT, BUAHO, 3a0aBHHK.

Bo spemsa umenusa 1 pueopuii cnoum nomynsa 204108y, ¢ pyxoro sa nasyxoi.

Bapaaam: (npodosscaen) «A poctom OH MaA, TPYAB IIHPOKAA, OAHA PYyKa KOPOYE APYIOH, raasa
rOAyOBIE, BOAOCA PBDKIE, HA ITICKE OOPOAABKa, HA ADY Apyras». Aa 3TO, APYT, VK HE THI ALY
I pucopuii 60pye svirumacen xurncan, 6ce neped nuM paccnynaronics, o Gpocaenics 6 oKHo.

[Ipucrassr: Aeprxul aepxul

Bee tezym 6 becnopaore.]iee

The officers' memory of the accused, for instance whether he is twenty or fifty years of age, shifts
with the suggestion of speech. What all regard as stable and elevate to primacy is evidence of the
body: medium versus small stature, grey versus red hair, etc. The audience or reader has privileged
knowledge that Otrepiev is the Pretender, but in principle there is nothing more reliable about
Varlaam's reading than Otrepeiv's lie. Varlaam also now has a hanging mattet's motivation to deflect

suspicion from himself. In this jumble of confusion, accusation, misdirection, and lies, the only thing

164 In Boris Godunov, this invective was slightly softened to "sons of bitches" [cykums AetH].
165 Pushkin, Comedy, 315-17.
166 1bid., Komedzia, 76-7.
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taken to be stable is the evidence of the body. That shared assumption of a stable truth in the body
is the foundation on which the humor in this scene is built.

Returning to the public square in front of the cathedral in Moscow, Nikolka the holy fool is
also a pretender in his own way, pretending in the sense of npumegpemeo to be mad for Christ's sake,
though he fits into the pattern of truth being more reliable in the body than the word in a more
ambiguous way. Godnuov's pretending is profane; it tortures his conscience and spurs his cruelty.
Nikolka's pretending, on the other hand, is sacred. Instead of hiding or denying truth, the holy fool's
ruse grants him the position to speak with holy authority. As mentioned above, Nikolka's accusation
may or may not be accurate; what matters more is that through pretending he speaks on behalf of
the divine, reaching directly to Godunov's conscience. In this scene, Nikolka subverts some of the
patterns discussed so far: narrative prosthesis or the simultaneous presence and absence of disability,
and the location of truth in embodiment rather than language.

Unlike the characters mentioned above whose disability is their narrative function (Tsar
Fedor Ivanovich and others), Nikolka the holy fool does appear onstage in his extraordinary
embodiment. [urodivyi is his central characteristic, the first thing we learn about him whether we're
reading the play or watching it performed. The concept of narrative prosthesis is useful in
understanding the holy fool's function in this scene; the extraordinary circumstances of his
bodymind holds the bulk of the charactet's potential meaning. All of the character's significance
comes from his role as a holy fool — his role precedes his name, and not much else about him is
important. Unlike the other disabled characters, though, he is written with some basic level of
phenomenological embodiment. Disability scholar Abby Wilkerson writes about this type of
embodiment as "a way of thinking about bodily expetience that [...] includes pleasures, pain,

suffering, sensorial and sensual engagements with the world, vulnerabilities, capabilities, and



60

constraints as they arise within specific times and places."1s7 Under this definition, a character could
appear onstage but not be fully phenomenologically embodied if they are not shown to experience
such bodily conditions. Nikolka is both present and embodied; he speaks of his pain when he weeps
before the tsar. However, because the reader or audience knows the conceit of a holy fool archetype,
we are led to question the pain we see. Like a holy fool's madness, it could be taken-upon or
pretended. This further leads to the questions of how much it matters whether Nikolka's pain is
authentic or pretended, and what kind of responsibility we have as onlookers to respond to that
pain.

The text of the play provides us with four reactions to the holy fool's extraordinary and
ambiguous embodiment. The boys following him harass him and steal the alms granted to him.
One of them teases, "Why don't you take your cap off? (Taps the fool's iron cap.) Ooh, what a
sound!"1es [ar0 ke ToI taKy He cHUMAaeIb? (LLleixaen ezo no meaesion wanxe.) Dx oHa 38oHUT! 160 In
a carnival mode, this teasing would be considered all in good fun and would not be held against the
boys, but this moment is portrayed instead as an act of cruelty against an innocent — perhaps an
inverted echo of the spectre of Tsarevich Dmitri's murder that haunts Tsar Boris, soon to arrive
onstage. They are a microcosm of the world that sees an extraordinary bodymind, holy foolish in
one framework or disabled in another, as an opportunity to assert their own normality through
ridicule and other forms of othering. Although Nikolka weeps, he never censures the boys directly.
That is the response of the old woman, who gives Nikolka a kopek and requests he pray for her. She

herself is an inverted parallel to Tsar Boris, whose request for prayer Nikolka refuses. In the mass of

167 Abby Wilkerson, "Embodiment," in Keywords for Disability Studies, ed. Rachel Adams, Benjamin Reiss, and David
Setlin, 67-9 (New York: New York University Press, 2015), 67.

168 Pushkin, Comedy, 403.
169 1bid., Komediia, 163.
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holy fool narratives, hagiographical and otherwise, she and other similar believers (usually elder
women) are outliers, demonstrating a positive possibility of pious acceptance and connection.

The third reaction to Nikolka is from Godunov himself. This brief exchange stands out as
one instance in which the tsar is directly confronted about his guilty conscience instead of through
insinuations or rumots out of earshot. As discussed above, whether or not Nikolka's accusation of
murder is factually accurate is beside the point to this encounter; the direct confrontation itself is
significant. As a fourth, the boyars are outraged at the accusation — or at least perform outrage
before the tsar — although they have insinuated as much among themselves. They shout, "Away with
you, old fool! Seize the fooll"170 [[Toan pous, aypak! cxBarure aypakal].imt Tellingly, in this moment
they call Nikolka durak, a word for fool or idiot removed from any sacred or holy connotations,
denying Nikolka his narrative function and discounting the recognition of a holy foolish encounter,
according to which the tsar would be forced to face his wrongdoing. Tsar Boris halts them,
recognizing and accepting for a moment this inversion of social order on behalf of divine order.
Unlike the scene in the Lithuanian tavern, this scene ends on the word instead of the body, and
Nikolka's last word is an attestation of divine authority: "The Mother of God forbids it." 172
[boropoaurna ue BeAnT.|173

Of course, the reader or audience is expected to understand that Nikolka is not literally
calling for the death of these boys. Like other instances of pretending, he's using the word ("Have
their throats cut, as you cut the young Tsarevich's"174 [Bean ux 3apesarts, kak 3ape3aa Tol

MaACHBKOTO mapesuda.|) to obfuscate the truth of the body (in this case, the deceased body of the

170 Ibid., Comedy, 405.
171 Ibid., Komsediia, 164.
172 Ibid., Comedy, 405.
173 Ibid., Komediia, 164.
174 Ibid., Comedy, 405.
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true tsarevich).i7s Just like Nikola Salos, the materiality of true bloodshed is a more powerful censure
than any more abstract word of transgression against God. In a way, this makes Nikolka's word as
dubious as other cases of unreliable speech; he's not speaking his true intention, and his accusation is
implied but not confirmed to be true. But in combination with the particular paradoxical
embodiment of the holy fool as mad or degenerate for Christ's sake, uncertain word and uncertain
body come together to form one of the most direct and solid assertions in the entire play. Truth
located in the divine supersedes both the word and the body as potential locations of truth.

In the original Comedy, this scene is situated between the above-mentioned scene "The Tsar's
Council" [Llapckas Aymal, in which the Patriarch recounts a tale of a posthumous miracle attributed
to the true Tsarevich Dmitri and in which Tsar Boris cannot conceal the sweat on his brow, and the
scene "A Plain Near Novgorod-Seversky" [PaBauna 6an3 Hosropoaa-Cesepckoro], in which the
Pretender is victorious over Tsar Boris's forces in battle, in which a cry of "Long live Dimitry!" [Aa
spaaBcrByer Aumurpuiil] is raised in echo of the play's concluding line. The holy fool's appearance at
this specific moment prepares the audience to pass judgement on Tsar Boris before his death four

scenes later, in which he begs for forgiveness of his sins.

Concluding remarks

In the context of a play so concerned with the semiotic process on so many different levels,
from the momentary carnivalesque joke to the historical weight of a tsat's guilt to the discourses of
rumor and deception, disability studies can give us perspective on how we interpret meaning from
the body, even beyond simple representation of disabled characters. The fact that Pushkin writes his

holy fool encounter in so close a parallel to the story of Nikola Salos reminds us that Nikolka the

175 1bid., Komediia, 164.
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holy fool is like Boris Godunov, Grigory Otrepiev, Ivan the Terrible, and most of the dramatis
personae in that he presumably did exist in life at some point, that he was embodied not just
narratively but in reality. We receive his story, like Godunov's and the others', through many layers
of unstable transposition — only some of which are consciously shown to us. In a way it is
miraculous that their stories could have been transmitted so far, even with all the distortions, and at
the same time it is impossible to know them on the embodied level, since words are all we have left.
It is the mirror of that enigmatic final line, "The People are silent": we have the word, but nothing

else.
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Often I confuse pain with a poverty
of love

D. Allen, "Possession"

I1. Dostoevsky's The Idiot

The transition from Romanticism to Realism in Russian letters coincided with a critical
paradigm shift in the conception of disability as well. Whereas in Boris Godunov the disabled character
is largely a symbolic figure and a subject of parable, the mid-nineteenth century saw the proliferation
of scientific medicine and the movement of disabled persons into the purview of medical
institutions. Our text of interest for this chapter opens with a journey out of that fraught location:
Dostoevsky's The Idiot, serialized in 1868-9.

Dostoevsky was an immediately clear choice for writing about disability and holy foolery in
the age of Realism. He famously wrote that his writing is realism in a higher sense: i.e., depicting
mimetically not only the realia of life or even psychology but the human soul as well: realism of the
spirit. This realism in a higher sense reflects the blending of highly practical concerns of disability
and the mystical concerns of faith, reclaiming the sanctity of disabled lives. Moreover, Dostoevsky is
an obvious choice for this study, given his reputation for writing about the abjected and the sacred
in one, instantly recognizing the disabled among "the insulted and the injured."

The dynamic of illness and holy foolery coinciding in one character is a prominent feature in
Dostoevsky's major works. In addition to possessing a title that is immensely tempting for a
disability scholar, The Idio? stands out in representing Dostoevskian disabled fools for several
reasons. One is that, of all these characters with connections to disability and holy foolery, Myshkin's
story is the one that brings it to the forefront most: The Idiof centers that connection and examines it
in detail. Another regards Myshkin's unique status as Dostoevsky's attempt to write a 'positively
good person' [morokuTeABHO TpekpacHsbiil ueaosek]. Positively good people in Dostoevsky's fiction

are rare enough, but a disabled positively good protagonist is a rarity in fiction, period.
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It's the holy foolish element that makes a difference here. In the mid-nineteenth century, a
time of intense pathologization of difference in Russia as in Europe and North America, the holy
fool archetype serves the narrative function of counterweight in The Idio. Now, with the holy fool
embodied together with the disabled protagonist, that remnant of the sacred and the mystical
maintains the humanity of a person — by extension, an entire class of persons — who have been

constructed as abnormal in the process of constructing the normal subject.

Medical histories: epilepsy, Dostoevsky, and Myshkin

As one cannot exist without the other, the normal and the abnormal are introduced together
in the opening of The Idiot in the forms of Rogozhin and Prince Myshkin. The two are first
introduced in terms of their similarity: "Both were young men, not very well dressed, and travelling
with little luggage; both were of rather striking appearance, and both showed a desire to enter into
conversation"176 [06a AFOAE MOAOABIE, 004 IIOYTH HAACTKE, 002 HE IIIETOABCKI OACTHIE, 00a €
AOBOABHO 3aMEYaTEABHBIMI (PH3HOHOMUAMH H 002 ITOKEAABIIIHE, HAKOHEIT, BOIMTH APYT C ADYTOM B
pasrosop].i77 Their first distinguishing characteristic is their level of preparedness for a Russian
November night, marking Myshkin as distinctly foreign in his Swiss-style cloak. The second is
appearance — the unpleasantly ironical smirk of Rogozhin contrasted to the fair earnestness of
Myshkin — and it is at this moment, before we know his name or anything else about him, that
Myshkin is marked as fundamentally ill. "His eyes were large, blue and dreamy; there was something
gentle, though heavy-looking in their expression, something of that strange look from which some

people can recognise at the first glance a victim of epilepsy"i7s [['aa3a ero Geian 60AbIIIHE, TOAYOBIE

176 Fedor Dostoevsky, The Idiof, trans. Constance Garnett (London: Heinemann, 1964), 1.
177 Ibid., Idiot, in Sobranie sochinenii v 15 tomakh (Leningrad: Nauka, 1989), 6:5.
178 Ibid., The ldiot, 2.
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U IIPUCTAABHBIC; BO B3IASIAC UX OBIAO YTO-TO THXOE, HO THKEAOE, YTO-TO IIOAHOE TOIO CTPAHHOIO
BBIPAKCHU, 10 KOTOPOMY HEKOTOPBIC YTAABIBAIOT C IIEPBOTO B3TASIAA B CYO'BEKTE ITAAYIYIO
OOAE3HB|.179

That moment of recognition is critical to this chapter, and to the project as a whole. The
narration leaves unsaid who it is doing this guessing or divination, but it is known that they find it
strange (presumably, Myshkin himself does not find his own face strange) and that they have the
expertise (real or imagined) to spot epilepsy at the very first moment. In fact, producers of medical
knowledge had identified a 'strange look' characteristic to epileptics for centuries. In summarizing
two such physicians in his medical history of epilepsy, Oswei Temkin writes that "a particular look
of epileptics had been noted by the ancient physiognomists, and in 1843 Billod had written that their
"look has a characteristic expression which, no doubt, it owes to a dilatation often unequal, of the
pupil, which is somewhat more than physiological and has become habitual." Maudsley spoke of 'the
heavy, lost look so often seen in confirmed epileptics."1s0 It's left up to the reader to decide whether
they include Rogozhin or themselves in this 'some' of medical expertise, but it is expected that the
reader will accept this hypothetical first-glance diagnosis as legitimate.

In any case, Myshkin confirms the disembodied narrative diagnosis immediately afterwards.
"He told him he had been a long while, over four years, away from Russia, that he had been sent
abroad for his health on account of a strange nervous disease, something of the nature of epilepsy or
St. Vitus's dance, attacks of twitching and trembling"1s1 [OTBedas, OH OOBABHA, MEKAY IIPOYUM, UTO
ACHCTBHTEABHO AOATO HE OBIA B POCCHH, C AHIIIKOM 9ETBIPE TOAQ, YTO OTIIPABACH OBIA 33 IPAHHUILY

110 OOAE3HH, IO KAKOH-TO CTPAHHOI HEPBHOM DOAE3HH, BPOAC IAAYIECH HAN BUTTOBOM IIAfACKH,

179 Dostoevsky, Idiot, 6:6.

180 Oswei Temkin, The Falling Sickness: A History of Epilepsy from the Greeks to the Beginnings of Modern Neurology (Baltimore:
John Hopkins Press, 1971), 376.

181 Dostoevsky, The Idiot, 2.
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KaKHX-TO AposKaHui u cyaopor].is2 This makes epileptic one of the first things both Rogozhin and the
reader know about Myshkin, consequently driving the condition to encompass the protagonist's
character over the first part. As Brian Johnson notes, Myshkin's medical history is front-loaded in
the story, revealed fully in the first five chapters. Johnson writes, "The placement of the medical
history within these initial chapters — the tightest and most cohesive section in the novel —
foregrounds this aspect of Prince Myshkin's biography. His reputation as an 'idiot' consistently
precedes him, determining beforehand the initial impression he makes upon other characters." 183
And, I would add, upon the readers.

Scientific medicine traces its understanding of epilepsy to a Hippocratic text Oz the Sacred
Disease dating to about 400 BCE. Despite the contemporary connotations of words like the English
sacred (via the Latin morbus sacer), Temkin cautions against reading epilepsy in antiquity as a holy
phenomenon.

The disease might have been called sacred because a deity had sent it, or because a demon

had been thought to enter the patient, or because it attacked those who had sinned against

Selene, the goddess of the moon. Furthermore, it might have acquired its name because its

cure was not human but divine. At the bottom of all these alleged reasons lies the basic

belief that the disease is an infliction or possession by a higher power and that its cure must
be supernatural.is4

Temkin posits instead that the sacred in the sacred disease functioned more like antiquated usage of
words like zerrific, inspiring fear and something to be fled from.

In the European Middle Ages, physicians began characterizing the disease more by its
characteristic symptom of falling unconscious — hence the English name fa//ing sickness and the
Russian calque 7adyuas bosesns. The ascribed cause also shifted more specifically to one of deliberate

possession by malevolent spirits. Physicians also began to distinguish two types of falling sickness:

182 Dostoevsky, Idiot, 6:7.
183 Brian Johnson, "Diagnosing Prince Myshkin," Slavic and East Enropean Journal 56, No. 3 (Fall 2012), 378.

184 Temkin, 7.
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"Those afflicted with the first kind fall down suddenly, are unconscious, and suffer from
convulsions or tremor of hands, feet, and neck. Those afflicted with the second kind, whom the
crowd call 'demoniacs,' froth and tremble, but their limbs are not convulsed. The latter, moreovetr,
are partly conscious, whereas the former are completely senseless."1ss According to Temkin, at this
time and into the mid-nineteenth century falling sickness was not a clearly delineated condition but a
web of symptoms that may also have included what we currently distinguish as separate neurological
or mental illnesses.1s6

Consistent with the history of scientific medicine more broadly, the mid-nineteenth century
saw a rapid paradigm shift in interpretations of epilepsy during Dostoevsky's lifetime into a
physiological-pathological model, in Russia as well as Europe and the United States. As Dostoevsky
was well-read in medical literature on epilepsy of this period and used it to inform both his work and
his understanding of his own health, it is worth taking a moment to investigate what more precisely
comprised the medical paradigm Dostoevsky would have known. Like most scholars interested in
illness in Dostoevsky's world, I am grateful to take as a starting point the extensive research
presented by James Rice in his 1985 study Dostoevsky and the Healing Art: An Essay in Literary and
Medical History.

A handful of prominent physicians contributed to the nineteenth-century medicalization of
epilepsy. The most widely acclaimed and widely circulated handbook on mental illness in
Dostoevsky's lifetime was J.E.D. Esquirol's 1838 Des maladies mentales considérées sous les rapports
miédicanx, hygiéniques et médico-légaux, which remained the leading text on epilepsy for decades. Up until
the late 1830s-early 1840s, Russian and European medical literature claimed that epilepsy was caused

by emotional distress: a personal or family history of traumatic fear, particularly fear caused by

185 Ibid., 89.
186 Ibid., 96.
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seeing an epileptic person while pregnant (as written in M.P. Marochetti's popular handbook of
medicine translated into Russian in 1845).1s7

Most relevant for this study, Esquirol included several chapters in this study on neurological
conditions comorbid with epilepsy, including "idiopathic epilepsy" — the condition of being in a daze
or unintelligible to others sometimes also called 'dementia’ or 'insanity' in medical literature. In fact,
Esquirol believed that epilepsy was nearly always accompanied by insanity in some form, as an
inevitable result of repeated seizures.iss It's likely that Dostoevsky would be familiar with this text in
particular through his physician, Dr. Stepan Ianovskii, with whom he kept in close contact: "F.M.
[Dostoevsky] was a fluently comfortable reader of French, and the original edition would have been
readily available in Petersburg, probably in Ianovskii's library."1sy Even so, a medical encyclopedia
published in Russian in 1845 by A.P. Lei cites French physicians of this vein on epilepsy.io0 It's even
possible that Dostoevsky would have learned to identify his set of symptoms — including, most
puzzling to him as indicated in his notebooks, "such severely incapacitating post seizure
complications, lasting three to seven days, combining groundless fear, anxiety, and guilt, and
sometimes referred to by F.M. precisely as 'mystical’ experiences" — as epilepsy through Esquirol's
study.191

Esquirol followed his teacher and mentor, Phillipe Pinel, in classifying idiocy or idiotism as a
discrete pathology connected to epilepsy, going so far as to include an entire chapter in his book to
'idiopathic epilepsy.' He wrote that epilepsy inevitably led to some form of mental 'deficiency' at one

stage or another, and listed among those conditions idiocy, imbecility, dementia, mania, and

187 Murav, 70.

188 James Rice, Dostoevsky and the Healing Art: An Essay in Literary and Medjcal History (Ann Arbor: Ardis, 1985), 112.
189 Ibid.

190 Murav, 76.

191 Rice., 113.
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others.192 According to Esquirol, idiocy is not a disease process but a condition that may have
different underlying causes, and whose primary characteristic is a state of stupor in which so-called
intellectual faculties are never manifested. In addition to its adoption as a clinical term, 'idiocy' and
related words retained the derogatory connotations it carried and still carries. Harriet Murav outlines
a history of the word and its derivatives starting with the ancient Greek noun idiotes, a term of abuse
indicating a common person without professional knowledge or skill and adjective idios, meaning
strange, unusual, of one's own (as in, not of the community or citizenty). In this linguistic context,
an idiot is "unskilled with regard to the professions; he is an outsider, not a member of a class, group
or nation."103 In New Testament Greek, the term 'idiot' retained its meaning of an unskilled person
or layman, but also became an unbeliever who cannot speak in tongues or interpret such speech; this
dimension is especially puzzling given the narrative position of Myshkin as both an idiot and a fool
for Christ's sake. The Russian Butashevich-Petrashevskii Pocket Dictionaty (1845-6) describes an
idiot as half-witted, dull but meek, not given to attacks of violence — in contrast to the popular
profile of the epileptic criminal personality — and synonymous with Aypak, Aypadox, or AypeHs. 194
And Dabhl's dictionary describes an idiot as weak-minded or even holy foolish, ropoaussrit. Murav
notes that the entry for ropoaussrii provides the synonym ypoamurra: defective, monstrous, twisted
or 'crippled' bodily and morally: "Urod and iurod form a pair, in which physical and mental
deformity are linked."195

Rice deduces which medical literature Dostoevsky may have been familiar with, based on

Dostoevsky's frequent and regular discussions with Dr. Ianovskii on medical literature of the time. It

192 Johnson, 387.
193 Murav, 89.

194 Ibid., 90.

195 Murav, 90.
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seems especially likely that Dostoevsky was also familiar with the research of one of Esquirol's rivals,
German physician Moritz Heinrich Romberg, based on Dostoevsky's attempts to contact Romberg
requesting a consultation in 1863.196 Romberg published the first systematic nosology of diseases of
the nervous system from 1840-46. That study, Lebrbuch der Nervenkrankbeiten des Menschen, synthesized
prevailing neurological theories in Germany with clinical observation and treatment strategies.io7 In
the sections addressing epilepsy, published 1845, Romberg disagreed with Esquirol on epilepsy as
the primary cause of idiocy (but did accept idiocy as a symptom or comorbid condition of
epilepsy).19s

Most promising to Dostoevsky, and the reason he sought to consult with Romberg, is
Romberg's unique work on pre-seizure auras. Previously, when auras were discussed in medical
literature, they were presented as horrible experiences akin to demonic possession. In 1847, Russian
physician A.A. Malinovksii describes auras as the sensation of a breeze (hence the Russian term
BETEPOK), a fearful rustling noise, perhaps even including a repulsive smell or taste or a vision of
terrible black shapes.19 Romberg, though, introduced to medical literature patients' descriptions of
euphoric auras more like the "direct experience of God; blessedness/bliss; joy" described in
Dostoevsky's notebooks and written into Prince Myshkin.2o By the time P.I. Kovalevskii publishes
his research on epilepsy in 1875, the phenomenon of religious euphoria as a possible aspect of pre-
seizure aura is established enough that he speculatively diagnoses Mohammed, Joan of Arc, Emanuel

Swedenborg, and St. Ignatius of Loyola with the falling sickness.2o1

196 Rice, 118.

197 Ibid.

198 Ibid., 120.
199 Murav, 77.
200 Rice, 119-20.
201 Murav, 77
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Record of Dostoevsky's own expetience of epilepsy symptoms is preserved in several places:
in his notebooks, in the documents of Dr. Ianovskii, and in the reminiscences of Nikolai Strakhov
and Sofiia Kovalevskaia. By his own calculation in 1870, Dostoevsky experienced seizures on
average every three weeks since their onset at 26.202 Rice categorizes Dostoevsky's symptoms into
the general categories of hallucinations (usually auditory, sometimes in the form of alarming voices);
dizziness, vertigo, or syncope (fainting); komaparka, Dostoevsky's "whimsical euphemism" for
seizures (first reported in 1847), and Betepox or pre-seizure aura.2os lanovskii himself describes his
patient's condition this way in 1881, in refuting that it was caused by trauma related to exile in
Siberia:

The late Fedor Mikhailovich Dostoevsky suffered from the falling sickness while still in

Petersburg, furthermore for three or perhaps even more years before his arrest in the

Petrashevsky case, thus before his exile to Siberia. The point is that his grave ailment, called

Epilepsia — or falling sickness, appeared in F.M. in 1846, 1847, and 1848 in a slight degree.

Meanwhile, though those not close to him didn't notice this, the patient himself (although, it

is true, vaguely) was aware of his illness and usually called it " Kondrashka with an anra |s

veterkom — literally: 'with a breeze']. (Mark well this last word). This [symptom] served F.M.

ever excessively alert for signs of illness, as the premonition of a seizure, thanks to which he

would say: "I'll manage to run to the Haymarket," i.c., to my apartment. And in essence, this
is one of the characteristic symptoms of Epilepsia. For me, as a doctot, it was clear that our
dear friend was suffering from falling sickness. Incidentally, even at that time on several
occasions the illness appeared not only in a form that was unmistakable, but even in such an
acute degree that it posed a seriously dangerous threat to the patient's life.204
While Rice suggests that based on Dostoevsky's notebooks it may have been the post-seizure
complications (idiocy") that distinguished Dostoevsky's falling sickness from other neurological
conditions, for Tanovskii himself the aura may have been the key symptom: "As Dr. Yanovsky

suggests, it was the second element of Dostoevsky's diagnostic phrase (Berepoxk: 'aura' or 'breeze’)

which clearly proved that the patient consciously understood his illness as epilepsy in whatever

202 Rice, xiii-iv.
203 Ibid., 6.
204 Ibid., 7.
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degree of severity."2s Therefore, it seems prudent to consider both elements in combination as
characteristic of the falling sickness for both the author and The Idiot.

Myshkin provides his medical history as well, over several scenes in the chapter following his
conversation with Rogozhin on the train, when he seeks work with General Epanchin. One large
piece of this story is given in third-person by the narrator, and the other first-hand, recounted by
Myshkin to Madame Epanchin and her daughters. The narrator summarizes Myshkin's account of
what brought him back to Russia:

Myshkin lost his parents when he was a small child. He had grown up and spent all his life in
the country, as his health had made country air essential. Pavlishtchev had put him in the
charge of some old ladies, relations of his, and had engaged for him first a governess and
then a tutor. Myshkin said that, although he remembered everything, there was much in his
past life he could not explain, because he had never fully understood it. Frequent attacks of
his illness had made him almost an idiot (Myshkin used that word "idiot"). He said that
Pavlishtchev had met in Berlin Professor Schneider, a Swiss, who was a specialist in such
diseases and had an institution in Switzerland in the Canton of Valais, where he had patients
suffering even from idiocy and insanity, and treated them on his own method with cold
water and gymnastics, training them also, and superintending their mental development
generally. Pavlishtchev had sent him to Switzerland to this doctor neatly five years ago, and
had died suddenly two years ago, making no provision for him. Schneider had kept him and
continued his treatment for those two years, and although he had not completely cured him,
he had greatly improved his condition. Finally, at his own wish, and in consequence of
something that had happened, he had sent him now to Russia.2os

Ocraacs KHA3b ITOCAE POAUTEACH €ITle MAABIM PEOEHKOM, BCIO KH3HB IPOKUBAA H POC 110
ACPEBHAM, TaK KaK 1 3A0POBBE €I0 TPEOOBAAO CEABCKOTO BO3AyXa. [laBAnIieB AOBEpHA €ro
KaKHM-TO CTAPBIM ITOMEIITUIIAM, CBOMM POACTBCHHHUIIAM; AAA HETO HAHNMAAACh CHAYAAA
I'YBEPHAHTKA, IIOTOM I'YBEPHEP; OH OOBABUA, BIIPOYEM, YTO XOTA U BCE IIOMHUT, HO MAaAO
MOKET YAOBAETBOPHTEABHO OOBACHUTD, IIOTOMY YTO BO MHOI'OM HE AaBaA CeOE OTdeTa.
YacTtere IpUIIAAKH €O DOAE3HH CAGAAAU U3 HETO COBCEM IOYTH HMAMOTA (KHA3D TAK M CKA3aA
«anotay). On pacckasas, HakoHerl, uto [laBantnes BerpeTtnaca oAHaKAR B bepanne ¢
rpodeccopom [ueriaepom, mBeIapeM, KOTOPEIA 3aHUMACTCA UMEHHO STHMH
6oaesusaMu, nmeet 3aBeacuue B [lIBelinmapumn, B kanToHe BaaAniickom, AednT 110 cBOEH
METOAE XOAOAHOFO BOAOM, THMHACTHKOM, ACUHT U OT MAHOTH3MA B OT CYMACIIECTBHSA, IIPH
3TOM OOydYaeT u Oepercs BOOOIIE 32 AYXOBHOE pasBUTHE; 4TO []aBAMIIIEB OTIIPAaBHA €10 K
Hemy B [IBelaprro AeT Ha3aA OKOAO IIATH, 4 CAM ABA TOAQ TOMY Ha3aA yMep, BHE3AITHO, He
cAeAaB pacnopskeHuit; 9to LHIHelAep AepiKaA 1 AOAETHBAA €TO EITE TOAA ABA; ITO OH €I0

205 Ibid., 9.
206 Dostoevsky, The Idiot, 24.
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HC BBIACYHA, HO OYCHb MHOTO ITOMOT, 1 YTO, HAKOHCII, ITO €TI0 CO6CTB€HHOMY KEAAHUIO U
110 OAHOMY BCTPCTHUBIICMYCH O6CTOHTCAI)CTBY, OTIIPABHA €TO TCIICPh B Poccuro.207

Here the narrator lends credence to Esquirol's theory that frequent seizures cause the conditions of
idiocy or insanity. Curiously, there's a single word in this passage attributed to the patient himself —
"idiot." In specifying that Myshkin used that word, the narrator may be justifying his own use of it
against the derogatory connotations present in Russian and stretching all the way back to ancient
Greek. Johnson claims that "His use of the word is not meant to be self-deprecatory; rather, he is
using medical terminology that he absorbed from Dr. Schneider."2s However, there's no reason
language can't both be accepted medical practice and derogatory: consider the continued clinical use
of terms such as hysterical, psychotic, schizoid, retarded, and others long after their widespread adoption as
derisive. In fact, establishing language as a clinical diagnosis often imbues it with legitimacy as a
weapon to name others as in some way defective.

General Epanchin's takeaway from this account, as we see in a later conversation with
Madame Epanchin, is a delicate negotiation of infantilization. He tells his wife:

"He is quite a child and such a pathetic figure; he has some sort of fits." |...]

"You amaze me!" Madame Epanchin went on as before. "Hungry and fits! What sort of

fits?"

"Oh, they don't occur so frequently; and, besides, he is like a child, but well educated." 200

— CoBepIeHHBII PEOECHOK, U AQ7KE TAKOH KAAKHIT; IIPUITAAKH Y HETO KAaKHUE-TO

OOAE3HEHHBIC |...|

— BsI MeH#s yAnBAfieTe, — IIPOAOAKAAA TIO-IIPEKHEMY TEHEPAABIIIA, — TOAOACH H

npurraakn! Kakue mpramaaxm?

— O, oHHI HE IIOBTOPAIOTCA TAK YACTO, U IIPUTOM OH ITIOYTH KaK PeOCHOK, BIIPOYEM
0Opa30OBAHHBIIL.210

207 Ibid., Idiot, 6:28-9.

208 Johnson, 386.

200 Dostoevsky, The Idiot, 47-8.
210 Ibid., Idiot, 6:53.
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That is, he positions Myshkin as pathetic and helpless enough to warrant the charity of finding him a
post, but not so abnormal as to be dangerous. By the mid-nineteenth century, a popular connection
had been long established between epilepsy, so-called criminal personalities, and the belief that the
mere sight of a disabled or otherwise deformed person could be frightful enough to harm a pregnant
woman and debilitate her child. However, General Epanchin's favorable impression of Myshkin is
incompatible with the trope of the disfigured criminal too dangerous to be looked upon by
innocents; the only way to resolve his affection for Myshkin and Myshkin's undeniable disability is
infantilization. By insisting several times that Myshkin is like a child and downplaying his fits,
General Epanchin positions him as a victim of debility rather than a dangerous figure who could
himself cause debility.

Myshkin elaborates on his medical history with the Epanchin women, describing at least
some of his experience in more detail than with the General.

That was after a long series of violent and painful attacks with my illness, and when my
complaint was at its worst and my fits frequent, I always sank into complete stupefaction. I
lost my memory, and though my brain worked, the logical sequence of ideas seemed broken.
I couldn't connect more than two or three ideas together. That's how it seems to me. When
the fits became less frequent and violent, I became strong and healthy again as I am now. I
remember I was insufferably sad; I wanted to cry. I was all the while lost in wonder and
uneasiness. What affected me most was that everything was strange; I realize that. I was
crushed by the strangeness of it.2i

DTO OBIAO HOCAE PAAA CHABHBIX U MyYHUTEABHBIX IIPUIIAAKOB MOECH OOAE3HU, a 5 BCETAQ,
ecAu OOAE3Hb YCHAHBAAACH U IIPUIIAAKH IIOBTOPAAKCH HECKOABKO Pa3 CPAAY, BIIAAAA B
IIOAHOE OTYIICHIE, TEPAA COBEPIIICHHO IIAMATD, 4 YM XOTA U PabOTaA, HO AOTHIECKOE
TEUYEHHE MBICAU KaK OBl OOPBIBAAOCH. BOABIIIE ABYX MAH TPEX HAEH IIOCACAOBATEABHO f HE
MOT cBI3aTh CpsAAY. Tak mHe Kakercs. KOraa sxe IpHUIIaAKH yTUXAAH, fl OIIATh CTAHOBUACA U
3AOPOB U CHAEH, BOT Kak Terepb. [JoMHIO: rpycTh BO MHE OBIAA HECTEPIINMAA; MHE AAKE
XOTEAOCH IIAAKATD; fl BCE YAUBAAACA U OECITOKOHACS: YAKACHO Ha MEHS IIOACHCTBOBAAO, UTO
BCE 9TO 4yKO€; 910 A MOHAA. Uykoe MeHA yOHUBAAO.212

211 Dostoevsky, The Idiot, 52.
212 Ibid., Idiot, 6:57.
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This description seems to fall in line with both Dostoevsky's descriptions of his distress in
experiencing a similar post-seizure state of confusion and with medical literature describing a post-
seizure condition of 'idiocy.' Such a connection is reinforced by descriptive narration surrounding
Myshkin's speech, such as "rousing himself from a momentary dreaminess" [BEIXOASt 13 MUHYTHOT
zaaymunsocta] and "as though meditating profoundly"213 [kax 661 B raybokom pasaymbe].2i4 And this
particular moment is especially significant for the purposes of this study in that it provides Myshkin's
own account of his experience rather than the cacophony of external assumptions and
interpretations (including the narrator's and the reader's). As we will see many times in this study
overall, a disability justice perspective prioritizes and values the kind of experiential knowledge from

which one can speak about one's own bodymind.

Normalcy and the medical gaze

So far, just like Rogozhin and the Epanchins, we have been looking upon Myshkin as an
object of medical study or curiosity — but subjects are created in looking just as much as objects.
Such moments show us just as much about the looker, who in their unmarked normalcy are granted
the privilege of gazing. And medical knowledge is not discovered, not handed down or retrieved
from some omniscient, infallible force: it is created, and it has creators. To consider The Idiof in the
critical framework of disability, rather than the frameworks of medicine or illness as practiced by
Rice and Johnson above, it is necessary to acknowledge the power at work in the creation of a class
of governable subjects such as 'epileptics' and 'idiots.'

Disability scholar Lennard . Davis writes on the history of the creation of the 'normal'

subject in Enforcing Normaley, contrasted to the seventeenth-century framework of the Ideal. In doing

213 Ibid., The Idiot, 57, 63.
214 Ibid., Idiot, 6:63, 6:68.
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so, he follows the imperative of the social model overviewed in this study's introduction: "I would
like to focus not so much on the construction of disability as on the construction of normalcy. I do
this because the 'problem' is not the person with disabilities; the problem is the way that normalcy is
constructed to create the 'problem' of the disabled person."21s The concept of a normal person is so
deeply ingrained into contemporary culture that it can be hard to distance oneself far enough to
examine it critically, but Lennard argues that "idea of a norm is less a condition of human nature
than it is a feature of a certain kind of society."216 By a "certain kind," he has in mind the societies
emerging from industrialization and late eighteenth-century European notions of enlightenment,
nationality, race, gender, etc. — a set of conditions that was beginning to apply to Dostoevsky's social
context in the second half of the nineteenth century.

The concept of the 'normal citizen' arose first in the field of statistics. Davis attributes the
generalized notion of the normal as an imperative to French statistician Adolpe Quetelet (1796-
1847), who viewed the body of the statistically average citizen as exemplar of a progressive "Utopia
of the norm."217 Quetelet developed both the Body Mass Index and the bell curve, both still in use
but not without controversy, in institutional settings such as medicine and education. But as on a
bell curve, creating and centering a group of people characterized as average, middle, or normal also
necessarily creates groups of people on the margins. "So, with the concept of the norm comes the
concepts of deviations or extremes. When we think of bodies, in a society where the concept of the

norm is operative, then people with disabilities will be thought of as deviants."2s

215 Lennard J. Davis, Enforcing Normaley: Disability, Deafness, and the Body (London: Verso, 1995), 24.
216 Ibid.

217 Ibid., 28.

218 Ibid., 29.
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The imperative norm has been consequently a useful tool for European and American
eugenics movements: now, with populations of norm and non-norm established and an imperative
to move toward the middle, the state can attempt to "norm the nonstandard."219 English statistician
Francis Galton, for example, used Quetelet's work in the early 1880s to create standardized tests of
intelligence later developed into the Intelligence Quotient (IQ), shifting from a bell-shaped
imperative middle with equally-weighted margins of abnormality to an S-shaped upward ranking
curve with a disparaged lower margin and an esteemed upper margin. "The new ideal of ranked
order is powered by the imperative of the norm, and then is supplemented by the notion of
progress, human perfectibility, and the elimination of deviance, to create a dominating, hegemonic
vision of what the human body should be."220 This is the framework in place for physicians like
Esquirol (and almost certainly as well for the fictional Dr. Schneider), for whom idiot is a coherent
and undesirable class of people.

Of course, this nineteenth-century paradigm shift from Ideal person to Normal person was
carried out in literature as well. Davis marks Gustave Flaubert's 1856 novel Madame Bovary as a
watershed text in literature centering normal citizens in contrast to Neoclassical literature's
Emperors and Romantic literature's Great Men. The Realist novel does more than to simply inscribe
prejudices against people with disabilities: in addition, "the very structures on which the novel rests
tend to be normative, ideologically emphasizing the universal quality of the central character, whose
normativity encourages us to identify with him or her. [...] This normativity in narrative will by
definition create the abnormal, the Other, the disabled, the native, the colonized subject, and so

on."221 The task of disability scholars, Davis writes, is to counteract the hegemony of normalcy at the

219 Ibid.
20 Ibid., 35.
21 Ibid., 41-2.



79

heart of cultural production and to promote alternative ways of thinking about the normal and the
abnormal in a way that includes disabled people as full participants in social life.

Questioning ideologies of normalcy has been at the core of critical disability theory for
decades. Even before Davis, whose work is considered foundational to disability studies as an
academic discipline, scholars saw normalcy as a construction that needed to be critically examined in
order to make room for disabled perspectives. Leonard Kriegel writes in 1987, somewhat more
pointedly than Davis, that:

It is important to point out that writers, by and large, view the world from the vantage point

of the 'normals.' Writers like to think of themselves as rebels, but the rebellions they are

interested in usually reinforce society's conception of what is and is not desirable. And most
writers look at the cripple and the wounds he bears with the same suspicion and distastes
that are found in other 'normals.' The image exists in literature because the reality exists in
life. The world of the crippled and disabled is strange and dark, and it is held up to judgment
by those who live in fear of it.22
More recently, disability and postcolonial scholar Ato Quayson disagrees with Davis on the scope of
the normativizing drive of literature. He writes that, as opposed to beginning only with the rise of
the novel, "as can be shown from an examination of folktales from all over the world, the plot of
physical and/or social deformation is actually one of the commonest starting points of most story
plots, so much so that it is almost as if the deformation of physical and/or social status becomes the
universal starting point for the generation of narrative emplotment as such."22; And Rosemarie
Garland Thomson reinforces the critical attention on normalcy in her highly influential 1997 book
Exctraordinary Bodies:

the disabled figure operates as a code for insufficiency, contingency, and abjection — for

deviant particularity — thus establishing the contours of a canonical body that garners the

prerogatives and privileges of a supposedly stable, universalized normalcy. The figure of the
cultural self, then, in its refusal to be fleshed out, is the twin subject of this study. Moreover,

222 Leonard Kriegel, Images of the Disabled, Disabling Images, edited by Alan Gartner and Tom Joe (New York: Praeger,
1987), 33.

223 Ato Quayson, Aesthetic Nervousness: Disability and the Crisis of Representation New York: Columbia University Press,
2007), 20.
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within this cultural choreography the disabled body is a spectacle — sympathetic, grotesque,
wondrous, or pathological — in a complex relation between seer and seen, between the
opposing subject positions of the intensely embodied, reified, and silenced object and the
abstract, unmarked, disembodied normate.224

Concerning idiocy specifically, and in response to the mission described by Davis to reinvent ways
of thinking of bodymind difference, Martin Halliwell offers a different formulation in his study of
the idiot archetype in film: "Idiocy can more accurately be said to refer to a range of human
experiences and traits that are difficult to classify, ultimately deriving from neurological impairment,
but often reflected in forms of asocial behaviour that can be visually mimicked."22s

The Idiot fits uneasily into Davis's claim about (at least) the nineteenth-century novel
structured around normativity: the central character, Myshkin, is himself marked with abnormality
and written by a disabled author with the same, or at least very similar, condition. Does The ldiot
encourage us to identify with Myshkin, or with the people who mark themselves as normal by

marking him as abnormal?

The Idiot, the Fool, and the Positively Good Man

In the current literature on The Idiof, most critics interpret Myshkin in the latter mode, from
an external perspective: as either (more rarely) primarily ill, weighing his illness most in explaining
who he is and how he operates as a character, or (more commonly) primarily a fool, emphasizing his
mystical or saintly aspects. The notable exception is Harriet Murav's Holy Foolishness: Dostoevsky's
Novels and the Poetics of Cultural Critigune, which balances these two aspects more evenly and takes steps
to connect them. In this section, after reviewing interpretations from either unilateral mode, I will

continue the work that Murav has done in uniting the idiot and the fool into one reading. For a

224 Rosemarie Gatland Thomson, Extraordinary Bodies: Fignring Physical Disability in American Culture and Literature New
York: Columbia University Press, 1997), 136.

225 Martin Halliwell, Images of Idiocy, 1.
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satisfactory reading, it is critical that we keep in mind that Myshkin is bozh epileptic and a positively
good man — moreovet, he is an epileptic positively good man.

Brian Johnson, cited above for his work synthesizing nineteenth-century medical literature
on epilepsy, falls into the camp reading Myshkin through his illness. To introduce his article, he
writes of the term idiot,

Does this epithet really explain his identity? No. It explains what is wrong with him. It

diagnoses him without stabilizing his identity. He is a 'doctor,’ a 'rogue,' a 'philosopher,' a

'fool' who is also an idiot, who suffers from idiocy, a medical condition, as Myshkin himself

explains multiple times. The question 'Who is Prince Myshkin?' is destabilized in the novel,

bifurcated into questions of identity and diagnosis, questions which are inextricably bound
together. His stable diagnosis as an 'idiot' serves as the fundamental characteristic of his

unstable identity, which in turn cannot be divorced from his diagnosis no matter how his
identity is perceived.22

Johnson justifies his focus on Myshkin the epileptic over Myshkin the saint on several points —
although, as seen directly above, he does not deny those nonmedical aspects of his characterization.
Most obviously, though not insignificantly, he is led by the title: the novel is The Idiot after all, named
for a medical condition even more than for a person. Johnson also observes that Myshkin's medical
history, as outlined in the section above, is given in the first five chapters of the novel (which
Johnson regards the "tightest and most cohesive section"), foregrounding this illness as the first
impression of the protagonist both for the other characters and for the readers. And Johnson finds
it significant that other characters, such as Ippolit, also decide that Myshkin is ultimately an idiot. To
structure his article, Johnson sorts the "central motifs and characteristics associated with the prince"
which are elucidated through the lens of illness: the cultural connotations of epilepsy, his strange
sexuality, his fixation on execution, the motif of recognition, the story of Myshkin's treatment

abroad, and the use of the word 'idiot."227 Johnson's research, even though it is not built on a

226 Johnson, 377.
227 Ibid., 378.
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disability framework, is useful for a disability-centered reading of Myshkin, and his case is
strengthened by his care not to overstate it: "Myshkin's medical history is no magic key to unraveling
the enigma that is the prince. It cannot definitively answer the question "Who is Prince Myshkin?' It
does, however, offer insight into the make-up of the prince and the tenuous identity he manifests in
the interim period between his initial and eventual states of stupor.'22s
Another study that reads Myshkin primarily through his illness comes from outside the
Slavic field, by American studies scholar Martin Halliwell in Iwages of Idiocy: The Idiot Figure in Modern
Fiction and Film. Although not working in an explicitly disability-informed framework, he does far
more in this book to follow what Quayson calls the ethical core of disability studies, to expose
cultural structures that create and then marginalize disability in order to insist on the inherent value
and humanity of disabled people. In that vein, his definition of 'idiocy' is far different from those of
the nineteenth-century physicians discussed above:
Idiocy can more accurately be said to refer to a range of human experiences and traits that
are difficult to classify, ultimately deriving from neurological impairment, but often reflected
in forms of asocial behaviour that can be visually mimicked. The second argument is that
visual images usually precede and often complicate an understanding of idiocy, serving to
stigmatize the idiot in a discrediting way, or presenting characters as idiot figures that do not
have appropriate cerebral limitations. While it may be difficult to conceptualize literature in
visual terms, the physical depiction of idiot figures in fiction and film often fixes them with a
particular image or 'look’, which writers and directors often go on to problematize in the
narrative.22
Halliwell poses his main question for his chapter on The Idiot around the project of writing a
positively good man: "If this is the main purpose of The Idiot then it poses an aesthetic problem: how

to construct a 'positively good' character (who may have Christ-like and morally virtuous qualities),

without giving up on reality and identifiably human characteristics."230 Like Milton's portrayal of

28 Ibid., 391.
229 Halliwell, 1.
230 Ibid., 74.
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God in Paradise Lost, Halliwell claims, Dostoevsky runs up against a problem of language being
insufficient to portray the ideal, perfect goodness of divinity. Following Bakhtin's Problems of
Dostoevsky's Poetics, Halliwell finds the dualistic counterbalance to the problem of portraying divinity
in the humanizing effect of illness and the idiot figure: "he often depicts an ideal form in opposition
to the physically determined; withdrawal in tension with activity; rationality with irrationality;
innocence with stupidity."231

Unlike Johnson, Halliwell eventually comes around in his chapter to considering idiocy more
as a narrative or social role rather than a clinical condition:

On this level, Myshkin's label of idiocy is less a medical definition than it is a social insult in
the Flaubertian sense. Although it does link with his hospitalized past, the insult seems to be
more clearly linked to Myshkin's lack of worldly knowledge. But whereas Flaubert used the
term in a derogatory way (to designate the stupidity of both the Parisian bourgeoisie and, in
his masochistic moods, himself), the labelling of Myshkin as 'idiot' throws into doubt the
authority of those who stigmatize him and also serves to question the knowledge which they,
implicitly, claim to hold.2s2

He comes closest to the task of critically interrogating normalcy as set by Davis and others in the
section above when he close reads the ending of the novel with its extended depiction of Myshkin's
seizure. He hypothesizes that portraying the seizure in first-person perspective would be
unrepresentable or too close to madness, so Dostoevsky chooses instead to depict it from a
detached outsider view.233 Halliwell writes:

Instead, he resorts to the device of a detached narrative voice to comment on the screaming
and convulsions that accompany such fits. The emphasis is placed upon how the epileptic
appears to obsetvers: 'the sight of a man in an epileptic fit fills many others with absolute
and unbearable horror, which has something mystical about it'. In this dramatic spectacle the
convulsing man has the appearance of one undergoing, or recently having undergone, a
mystical experience. By turning to the observer who cannot experience the psychic
conditions of epileptic or idiot, Dostoevsky does not confirm or negate the authenticity of

231 Ibid, 78.
232 Ibid., 83.

233 Cf. Murav's Holy Foolishness, in which this scene is depicted with a detached view because the narrator has given up on
Myshkin as a mystical figure and views him only as a clinical case.
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the experience. Instead, he implicitly questions the authority of those who label certain
individuals as idiots.23

Although Halliwell chooses to root his reading in Myshkin as an idiot figure, he does bring
up the alternative interpretive possibility of Myshkin as a holy fool. From the way he discusses the
saintly archetype, however, it is clear that he has mischaracterized it, thereby weakening his
interpretive argument. He writes about the "quixotic equation of foolishness and goodness" and of
the "religious figure of the holy fool, or childlike saint."23s He equates saintliness with innocence or
childlike meekness, neither of which appropriately describe the scandalous, assertive, disruptive
persona of the holy fool or allow for the times Myshkin himself causes a scandal. He also confuses
the concept of foolishness for Christ's sake [ropoactBo Xpucra paau| with a "Christ-like" figure —
perhaps a small distinction but an important one. Rather than being /ke Christ themselves (although
there is no shortage of Biblical stories of Christ himself causing scandal or disrupting order), holy
fools follow the directive of the Apostle Paul in 1 Corinthians 4:10 to be foolish for Christ's sake, on
Christ's behalf.

Other scholars have stressed the difference between a Christ figure and a holy fool in
making their case for reading Myshkin as primarily a fool. Frances Hernandez emphasizes just such
a distinction in her interpretation: "The young epileptic, Myshkin, does indeed have the obvious
characteristics of humility, compassion, and a sensitivity to the sufferings of others that cause him to
be regarded as an imbecile — as such a person often is in modem society" — but he should ultimately
be read as a holy fool specifically and not as a stand-in for Christ himself.2ss While acknowledging

that the holy fool archetype is not completely separable from Christly depictions, she finds the

234 Halliwell, 82.
235 Ibid., 75, 76.

236 Frances Hernandez, "Dostoevskij's Prince Myshkin as a 'Jurédivij,"" The Bulletin of the Rocky Mountain Modern Language
Association 26, no. 1 (March 1972): 16.
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significant differences in his "seraphic but deficient nature," outbursts of outrage as in his screed
against the Roman Catholic church, and unorthodox philosophies such as his professed materialism
and reluctance to affirm faith in God.2s7

Hernandez characterizes Myshkin as a flawed and struggling human being, who, "instead of
ending triumphant as such a parallel would demand, fails in misery, returning hopelessly to his
former condition of mental and physical debility in a sanatorium."23s While I believe outrage and
unorthodoxy are more Christlike than Hernandez allows — consider the stories in Matthew 21, Mark
11, Luke 19, and John 2 of Christ driving out with a corded whip those buying and selling in the
temple courts, overturning the merchants' tables and throwing their coins on the ground — her
overall conclusion that Myshkin should not be read as an outright Christ figure is sound. Note,
however, how Hernandez treats Myshkin's disability: his "nature" makes him fundamentally
"deficient," and she associates the novel's ending on his post-seizure condition with misery,
hopelessness, and failure. In this reading it is his illness, in fact, that prevents him from reaching
Christ-figure-hood, as though none of the euphoric moments of light, wholeness, and complete
consciousness were also caused by his condition, and as though none of the impact his presence had
on the other characters mattered in the end.

The argument to read Myshkin as a holy fool instead of a Christ figure was made more
recently, and more effectively, by Erik Egeberg in Poliarnyi vestnif. In response to critics who read
Myshkin as Christ, Egeberg writes:

As we know, in his last novel Dostoevsky depicts Christ himself — but not as a character in a

work of Realism, but as a person of "legend." In my opinion, Dostoevsky understood as

early as the late 1860s, when he wrote The Idiot, that it would be impossible to depict Christ
in a novel set in our own time. Christ and Prince Myshkin are figures on different levels.

237 Ibid., 17.
238 Ibid.
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That fact in my view is more important than all the possible points of comparison between
them which have been noted by various scholars.

Kax n3BectrO, B cBOeM ITOCA€AHEM pomaHe AOCTOEBCKHIA BBIBOAUT CAMOTIO XPHCTa — HO
HE KaK ACHCTBYIOIIEE AUIIO PEAAUCTUYCCKOTO IIPOU3BEACHNU, 4 KAK IIEPCOHAK «ACTCHABD.
[To-moemy, AOCTOEBCKHIA eIrie B KOHIIE IITECTHACCHTBIX TOAOB, KOrAa rcascs «Vamom,
IIOHSA, YTO N300pakaTh XPHUCTA B POMAHE, ACHCTBHE KOTOPOTO IIPOUCXOAUT B HALIIE BPEMS,
HEAB35l. XPHUCTOC U KHA3b MBIIIIKHH — AHIIA PA3HBIX YPOBHEH. DTOT (PAKT HA MO B3TASA
Ba)KHEE, HEKCAH BCEBO3MOIKHBIC TOYKH COIPHUKOCHOBECHUA MEKAY HUMH, OTMCUYCHHBIC
PA3HBIMH HCCACAOBATEAAMI.239
To reinforce the specificity of reading Myshkin as a holy fool, Egeberg takes Lebedev as a
contrasting example, arguing that his role as a different kind of fool (a mmyT, often translated as
buffoon) illuminates the positive, compassionate nature of Myshkin's foolery.24
V. Vs. Ivanov follows a similar line of interpretation in emphasizing Myshkin's Christian love
in analyzing him as a holy fool type without naming him a Christ figure. Unusually among other
scholars discussed, for Ivanov the words idiot [maumor], holy fool [fopoamserii], and eccentric [ayaax]
are directly synonymous in the context of the novel.2«1 His reading of Myshkin is that the positively
good man's holy foolery is much more aligned to the message of the Gospels than the
hagiographical fool or even literary fools as in Boris Godunov, which he describes as a "hagiographical
persona denouncing a prince on an Old Russian city square: "You're not a prince, you're filth!"
[’KUTHIHEBII IIEPCOHAK, HA ITAOIIAAN APEBHEPYCCKOIO TOPOAA IIOPHUIAFOIINI KHA3A: " I'Bl HE KHA3B,
1o — rpsi3b!"|242 The function of such a Gospel fool is to facilitate what Ivanov calls a "dialogue of

hierarchies" [amasor mepapxuii| between the hierarchy of the spirit [mepapxus Ayxa| and the

hierarchy of society [mepapxus cormymal, in which "The holy fool emetges as something like an

239 Erik Egebetg, "Myshkin i Lebedev: O Iurodivykh i Shutakh v 'Idiote"," Poliarnyi 1Vestnik 7 (January 1, 2004): 41.
Translation mine.

240 For more on the distinction between holy fools [ropoaussie] and buffoons [ryTer] in Russian literature, including in
Dostoevsky, see Patterson.

241 V.Vs. Ivanov, "lurodivyi geroi v dialoge ierarkhii Dostoevskogo." Problemy istoricheskoi poetiki (1994), 204. For a
counterargument on this point, see Kasatkina.

242 Ibid., 208.
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intermediary between two levels of knowing Truth." [FOpoAuBbIif ke OKA3BIBACTCA YEM-TO BPOAC
ITOCPEAHHUKA MEKAY ABYMsI YPOBHAME ITO3HAHISA HCTHUHBL 243

The commentary that best integrates a fool-centered reading and an illness-centered reading,
as mentioned above, is Harriet Murav's Holy Foolishness: Dostoevsky's Novels and the Poetics of Cultural
Critigue. Murav identifies the novel's central problematic as that very combination, "namely, the
coincidence of the holy and the pathological in the "wholly beautiful man," as Dostoevsky called his
hero."2s4 Murav defends the novel from its detractors on that point, including contemporaneous
reviewers, who insisted that both/either a holy fool protagonist and/or an epileptic protagonist were
wholly inappropriate for the form of the novel which was suited only for "normal" subjects. Instead,
she argues that the critical response shows that the novel is constructed out of impossibilities, which
instead of indicating failure are part of a deliberate narrative strategy to part with the unreliable
narrator in more active interpretation. "But I would relate this feature of the novel's structure to its
thematization of the conflicting interpretations of Myshkin's epilepsy as a "higher state" or
pathology. The reader is called upon to resist the reduction of Myshkin to a medical case. But what
exactly is the reader asked to make of Myshkin?"24s Murav argues that the narrative pulls us toward
holy foolery, and with it the embrace of sanctity, scandal, and ambiguity, as an alternative
interpretive framework.24

There is much in Murav's reading that makes it appealing to a disability studies approach,
including a critical analysis of the medical gaze and an unwillingness to use stigmatizing rhetoric

uncritically, but in the end it still positions the interpretive (im)possibilities of a holy fool protagonist

243 Ibid., 203.
244 Murav, 73.
245 Ibid., 88.

246 A similar claim is made by Robin Feuer Miller in Dostoevsky and "The Idiot:" Author, Narrator, and Reader, although Murav
dedicates significantly more pagespace to it.
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and an ill protagonist as opposites (alternatives). From this point, I'd like to add that these
interpretations don't have to be an either/or choice — that holy foolery and disability work together in

a way that holy foolery and illness may not.

A presentiment of light

Often, critics root their argument for Myshkin as either primarily ill or primarily a fool in the
critical scene in which Myshkin breaks the priceless Chinese vase at the Epanchins' soiree. In the
retelling of this part of the story, commentators sometimes describe it as though Myshkin's
outbursts were causeless — that it came from nowhere, or suddenly, or unexpectedly. They may be
following the narrator's lead in that assessment: "Why he was suddenly so agitated, why he was in
such a state of ecstasy and emotion quite irrelevant and as it seemed out of all proportion with the
subject of conversation, it was difficult to decide"2+7 [[Togemy oH BAPYT Tak pacTpEeBOKUACH, ITOYEMY
IIPHINEA B TAKOM YMHUACHHBIH BOCTOPT, COBEPIICHHO HHU C TOIO HU C CETO U, KA3aAOCh, HICKOABKO
HE B MEPY € IIPEAMETOM PasroBopa, — 9TO TPYAHO OBIAO OBl permts|.248 But in fact, keeping in
mind both Myshkin's roles as the sick man and the holy fool together, it's not difficult to decide at
all.

There are two waves of Myshkin's scandalous monologue, each with a clearly identifiable
trigger. The first is Myshkin's screed against the Roman Catholic Church. If the reader allows
themselves to be led by the narrator or other characters' reactions, they might expetience this
moment as they do: disturbingly unbidden. But Myshkin doesn't start on this screed out of nowhere;
it's triggered by a guest's mention of Pavlishtchev's conversion to Catholicism. From Myshkin's

wording, especially unfiltered as it is by high emotion, it's clear that Pavlishtchev above all is the

247 Dostoevsky, The Idiot, 530.
248 Ibid., Idiot, 6:540.
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center of Myshkin's distress. "Pavlishtchev... Pavlishtchev, went over to the Roman Church?

I" he cried in hotror. [...] "Pavlishtchev was a clear-headed man and a Christian, a genuine

Impossible
Christian," Myshkin brought out suddenly. "How could he have accepted a faith... that's
unchristian? Catholicism is as good as an unchristian religion!"24 [[TaBAnrries... [TaBamimes mmepermrea
B KaTtoAnnusm? berrs atoro me moxket!" [...] "I1aBAuIes OBIA CBETABIH YM M XPUCTHAHUH, MCTHHHBII
XPHCTHAHUH, — IIPOU3HEC BAPYT KHA3b, — KAK K€ MOT OH IIOAYHHHTHCA BEPE... HEXPHUCTHAHCKOM?. .
KaTtoamaecrBo — Bcé paBHO 4TO Bepa Hexpucrmanckas!|2s0 Pavlishtchev is closely connected to
Myshkin's history of disability, as his benefactor and caretaker during his period of
institutionalization and someone who made it possible for him to leave the institution. It's his
personal connection with Pavlishtchev that makes this news a betrayal rather than simply a shame,
as is emphasized again when Myshkin, still deeply upset, moves closer to the ill-fated vase. "When he
had heard Pavlishtchev's name mentioned, and General Epanchin had brought him forward and
introduced him again to Ivan Petrovich, he moved nearer to the table and sat down in the very arm-
chair nearest to the huge and handsome china vase, which stood on a pedestal almost at his elbow
and a little behind him"2s1 [Koraa o ycasimraa o [asammese n Msan ®eaopoBud mmoaBea u
1okasaa ero cuoa Vsany IletpoBudy, OH mepeceA ODAMKE K CTOAY U IPAMO IIOIIAA HA KPECAO
IIOAAE OTPOMHOM, IPEKPACHOI KUTANCKOM Ba3bl, CTOABIIICH HA IIBEAECTAAE, IIOYTH PAAOM C €I0
AOKTEM, 9yTh-UyThb IIO3aAH].252

Of course, as Myshkin himself foresaw, he shatters the priceless vase. At this point, signs of

a pre-seizure aura are already appearing in the narratot's assessment of his mental state. But only

249 Ibid., The Idiot, 531-2.
250 Ibid., Idiot, 6:541-2.
251 Ibid., The Idiot, 536-7.
252 Ibid., Idiot, 6:546-7.
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slightly: it still might not have occurred if not for the second trigger, Myshkin's extreme relief that no
one was angry at him for breaking the vase, which then washes into an extreme gratitude and feeling
of love for the guests. He asks Lizaveta Prokofyevna, "And you forgive me for everything® For
everything, besides the vase?"2s3 [V 3a g¢¢ mpormaere? 3a 6¢é kpome Baserr|2s4 And to the group, he says,
"So I've not offended anyone? You can't think how happy I am at the notion, but that was bound to
be so! Could I possibly offend anyone here! I should be offending you again, if I could think of such
a thing"2ss [Tak s Bac HUKOTO He OCKOPOUA? BBl He IOBEpHUTE, KAK 5 CIACTAUB OT 3TOH MBICAH; HO
TaK U AOAKHO ObrTh! PasBe MOT s 3AeCh KOro-HUOYAB OCKOPOUTE? Sl OIIATH OCKOPOAIO BAC, €CAH TAK
moaymaro|.2s He becomes effusive with gratitude, explaining his anxiety in coming specifically as the
fear that he would offend people he holds dear.

This is another powerful moment of recognition for me, and I expect for many other readers
also with invisible disabilities. The threat of demonization and ostracization, as we have seen in the
medical histories regarding epilepsy alone — equated to possession by demons, a curse by God or
gods, and a fundamentally criminal personhood, who can cause disability themselves just by the
glimpse of their horrible body — is so strong that the fear of having "outed" oneself as such an
undesirable person can indeed trigger trauma responses of many forms. It's clear from Myshkin's
anxious comportment even before either of these triggers that he's experiencing such fear, complete
with nervous laughter and compulsive apology. He says, "But Marfa Nikitshna, too... forgive me...
but I think you are mistaken about Marfa Nikitshna! She was severe, but... how could she help

losing patience... with such an idiot as I was then. Ha-ha! You know I was a complete idiot. Ha-

253 Ibid., The Idiot, 538, emphasis original.
254 Ibid., Idiot, 6:548, emphasis original.
255 Ibid., The Idiot, 538.

256 Ibid., Idiot, 6:548.
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hal"2s7 [Ho n Mapda Hukwrrurmna... mpocrure MeHs, HO BbL, KaeTcs, ommbdaerecs B Mapde
Huxkprurae! Ona Obiaa cTrpora, HO... BEAb HEAB3A 7K€ OBIAO HE HOTEPATH TEPIEHHE... C TAKHM
HAHOTOM, KAKUM A TOrAa ObIA (xu-xul). BeApb f OBIA TOIAQ COBCEM HAHOT, BBI HE IIOBEpHTE (Xa-
xal)].2ss And again shortly after: "Oh, my goodness!" cried Myshkin, overcome with confusion and
growing more and more hurried and eager. "I... I've said something stupid again, but... that's
bound to happen because I... I... L. but that's out of place again!"2s [Ax, Goske moiil — Bckprgan
KHA3b, KOH(Y3ACh, TOPOIIACh U BOOAYILIEBAAACH BCE OOABIIIE H OOABIIIE, — fl... 1 OIIATH CKa3aA
TAYIIOCTB, HO... TAK H AOAKHO OBIAO OBITh, IIOTOMY YTO f... f... fl, BHPOYEM, OIATh He K ToMy!|260 And,
I wish to point out, his fear is not ungrounded: "There, he's off again," said Princess Byelokonsky,
losing patience"2¢1 [— Hy, omste 3acryaaal — He yreprieaa u mporosopuaa beaokonckas|.26

It's also critical to notice the difference in Myshkin's emotional experience of these two
triggers in light of his combined disability and holy foolery. The first set of emotions is fear, terror,
hotrror. The second is gratitude, love, and happiness, which takes on more and more religious
overtones as it develops toward what Myshkin himself describes as a moment of perfect
consciousness of existence, which he deems worth the whole of life. "I want to explain everything,
everything, everything! Oh, yes! You think I'm Utopian? A theorist? My ideas are really all so
simple... Don't you believe it!"23 [ xouay Bcé oOpsAcHmTS, BCE, BCE, BcE! O aal Ber Aymacre, 4

yromuct? Maeoaor? O Her, y MeHs, €ii-O0ry, BCE Takue IIPOCThIE MBICAH... Bol He Bepurer]24 The

257 1bid., The Idiot, 529-30.
258 1bid., Idiot, 6:549.

259 Ibid., The ldiot, 530.

260 Ibid., Idiot, 6:540.

261 Ibid., The Idiot, 540.
262 Ibid., Idiot, 6:550.

263 Ibid., The Idiot, 541.

264 Ibid., Idiot, 6:551.
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extended discourse that follows isn't random or nonsense, as it seems to the other guests and the
narrator: those simple ideas are Christian love and the very holy foolish reminder that God's world is
so much more than oneself. At the same time, it must be viewed in light of the aura of religious
ecstasy that has been building through this entire scene at the party, both in the narrator's
description and in Myshkin's own words:

Oh, what does my grief, what does my sorrow matter if I can be happy? Do you know I
don't know how one can walk by a tree and not be happy at the sight of it How can one
talk to a man and not be happy in loving him! Oh, it's only that I'm not able to express it...
And what beautiful things there are at every step, that even the most hopeless man must feel
to be beautiful! Look at a child! Look at God's sunrise! Look at the grass, how it grows!
Look at the eyes that gaze at you and love youl...265

O, ¥T0 TaKoe MOe Tope U MOfA O€AQ, ECAH A B CHAAX OBITh CYACTAUBBIM? 3HAETE, f HE
IIOHUMAIO, KaK MOKHO IIPOXOAHTH MHMO A€PEBA U HE OBITh CYACTAUBBIM, YTO BUAUIID €TO?
I'oBopuTh € 9Y€AOBEKOM U HE OBITh CIACTAUBBIM, ITO AFOOHIID ero! O, 1 TOABKO HE YMErO
BBICKA3aTh... 4 CKOABKO BEITIEH HA KaKAOM IIIary TAKAX ITPEKPACHBIX, KOTOPBIE AK€ CAMBbIH
ITOTEPABILIUICA YEAOBEK HAXOAHUT IIpekpacHbiMu? [locMoTpuTe Ha pebeHKa, HOCMOTpUTE HA
OOKHUIO 3aPIO, IOCMOTPHUTE HA TPABKY, KAK OHA PACTET, IIOCMOTPHUTE B I'Aa3a, KOTOPBIC Ha BAC
CMOTPAT U BAC AFOOAT...266

Immediately after this exclamation, Myshkin goes into a seizure. Lizaveta Prokovyevna is the first to
realize, then Aglaia:

Lizaveta Prokofyevna cried out: "Ah, my God!" and threw up her hands in dismay,
the first to realise what was wrong.

Aglaia quickly ran up to him. She was in time to catch him in her arms, and with
horror, with a face distorted in pain, she heard the wild scream of the "spirit tearing and
casting down the unhappy man".

The sick man lay on the carpet. Someone hasted to put a pillow under his head.2s

Amzasera IIpokodbeBHa BCkpuKHyAa: «AX, O0Ke MO, IIPEKAE BCEX AOTAAABIIIUCD, U
BCIIACCHYAA PyKaMu. ArAas OBICTPO MOADEKAAA K HEMY, YCIIEAA IIPUHATD €I0 B CBOU PYKH U
C Y7KaCcOM, C ICKAKCHHBIM OOABIO AHIIOM YCABIIIIAAA AUKHAH KPHK «AyXa, COTPSACIIIEIO U
ITOBEPIIIIErO» HecIacTHOro. boApHOM Aeixkaa Ha koBpe. KTo-TO ycmea mockopee IMOAAOKUTH
€My ITOA TOAOBY IIOAYIIIKY.268

265 Ibid., The Idiot, 543.
266 1bid., Idio#, 6:552-3.
267 Ibid., The Idiot, 543.
268 Ibid., Idiot, 6:553.
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In those quotation marks within the narration, Dostoevsky's narrator is borrowing phrasing from
the Gospels, Mark 9:17-27 and Luke 9:42, in which Christ casts a demon out of a man it was
possessing.2c9 This observation is from an external perspective immersed in the particular disability
stigma of Dostoevsky's time; they interpret the seizure as a result of demonic rather than divine
forces.

Another key blending of the sick man and the holy man is the emphasis on premonition in
this scene. At the very moment of the vase shattering, the narrator describes, "But we must not omit
to mention one odd sensation which struck him at that very minute, and stood out clearly above the
mass of other confused and strange sensations. It was not the shame, not the scandal, not the fright,
not the suddenness of it that impressed him most, but his foreknowledge of it!"270 [Ho He mosxem He
YIIOMAHYTB OO OAHOM CTPAHHOM OIIYIIEHUH, IIOPA3HUBIIIEM €IO HMCHHO B 3TO CAMOE MTHOBCHHC I
BAPYI' €My BBIACHHBIIICMCS U3 TOAIIBI BCEX APYTHX CMYTHBIX M CTPAHHBIX OIIYIICHUI: HE CTBIA, HE
CKAaHAQA, HE CTPAaX, HE BHE3AITHOCTD IOPA3HAN €O DOABIIIE BCETO, 4 COBIBIIICECS IIPOPOUECTBO!]271
The beginnings of the religious-ecstatic aura and the premonition are both emphasized in the
moment that Myshkin breaks the vase: "In the course of the evening other and brighter impressions
had flowed into his soul: we have spoken of that already. He forgot his presentiment"2 [B
IIPOAOAKEHHE BEIePa APYIHE CHABHBIC, HO CBETABIC BIIEIATACHUA CTAAN HAIIABIBATD B €I'O AVIITY; MBI
yke ropopuan 00 srom. OH 3a0b1A cBOE mpeadyBcTue].27;3 The density of such narrative description
increases until the onset of Myshkin's seizure and we are removed from his interiority as if it would

be impossible for us to experience as well. "He seemed for a long time unable to understand the fuss

269 G.M. Fridlender and 1.A. Bitiugova, "Kommentarii" in Sobranie sochinenii v 15 tomakh (Leningrad: Nauka, 1989), 6:659.
270 Dostoevsky, The Idiot, 547.

271 Ibid., Idiot, 6:547.

272 Ibid., The Idiot, 546.

273 Ibid., Idiot, 6:546.



94

that was going on around him, or rather, he understood it perfectly and saw everything, but stood, as
it were apart, as though he had no share in it, and, like someone invisible in a fairy-tale, had crept
into the room and was watching people, with whom he had no concern though they interested
him"274 [OH AOATO Kak OBI HE IIOHMMAA CYMATOXH, KUIIEBIIIEH KPYTOM HETO, TO €CTh IIOHHUMAA
COBEPILICHHO U BCE BUAECA, HO CTOSIA KaK OBl OCOOCHHBIM YCAOBEKOM, HH B YEM HE IIPUHUMABIIIIM
y9aCTHA U KOTOPBIH, KAK HEBUAUMKA B CKa3Ke, IPOOPAACHA B KOMHATY U HADAIOAAET IIOCTOPOHHIX,
HO HHTEPECHEIX eMy AFOACH.].27s The narrator describes him as appearing to outsiders spasmodic,
confused, feverish at the same time as he describes the overwhelming feelings of joy, light, gratitude,
and Christian love.

As assessed in the introductory description of the holy fool, however, a holy foolish
encounter depends as much on the audience or recipient as on the fool themselves. In this case,
Myshkin's message of Christian love for God's earth and fellow people, feverish though it may be, is
not received — precisely because of its melding with the context of disability stigma. Lizaveta
Prokofyevna decides immediately upon witnessing Myshkin's seizure that she no longer considers
him a suitable marriage candidate (although, in theory, she knew about all of it before — apparently
witnessing it was too much for her to overcome the prejudice). Aglaia denounces him as well,
insisting that she never considered him a real candidate in the first place. Perhaps most explicit is
Princess Byelokonsky's reaction, as spoken to Lizaveta Prokovyevna as she takes her leave in disgust:
"Well, there's good and bad in him. And if you care to know my opinion, there's more bad than
good. You can see for yourselves what he is, a sick man!"26 [Uro x, 1 xopoIr u Aypes; a KoAn —

XOYEIb MOE MHEHHE 3HATh, TO OOAbIIE AypeH. Cama BUAUIIE, KAKOIH YEAOBEK, OOABHOM

274 Ibid., The Idiot, 547.
275 Ibid., Idiot, 6:547.
276 Ibid., The Idiot, 544.
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geroBek![277 As though a sick man by the very definition cannot also be a good man, let alone a

positively good man.

"Yes, for this moment one might give one's whole life!"

Bookends of institutionalization frame the action of the entire novel, making the story a
brief reprieve for the sick man among "normal" society from a longer, likely lifelong context of
institutionalization. The specter of cure is raised by Rogozhin on the train, and its ideology persists
to the last. "The dark man smiled several times as he listened, and laughed, especially when, in
answer to his inquiry: "Well, have they cured you?" his companion answered: "No, they haven't""2rs
[CAyrmas ero, 9epHOMA3bIH HECKOABKO Pa3 YCMEXAACA; OCOOCHHO 3aCMEAACH OH, KOTAA Ha BOIIPOC:
«410 ke, BBIACIHAUP) — OCAOKYPHIH OTBEYAA, UTO HET, HE BBIACIHANY|.279

There's a deep, unspoken assumption among many of the novel's characters (certainly
including Dr. Schneider, Pavlishtchev, and the Epanchin family, the narrator, and perhaps including
the reader as well) that cure is the desirable outcome: that everyone, including Myshkin, could only
desire him to be cured. That assumption is problematized by both Myshkin's narrative role as a holy
fool figure and by some glimpses the narrator gives of his internality. In the above narration of
Myshkin's pre-seizure aura of religious ecstasy, he unequivocally asserts that the inexpressible
experiences of love, beauty, and wonder at God's creation is worth all of the grief, sorrow, and pain
that doctors would seek to cure from him. Challenging the ideology of cure as Myshkin does has

been a priority of disability studies for decades; in addition to the scholarly work on normalcy

discussed above, two of the leading scholars in that project have been Robert McRuer and Eli Clare.

277 Ibid., Idiot, 6:553.
278 Ibid., The Idiot, 2.
279 Ibid., Idiot, 6:6.
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In Crip Theory, McRuer teases out the implicit questions in the interaction of ideologies of normalcy
and cure:

I can imagine that answers might be incredibly varied to similar questions: "In the end,
wouldn't you rather be hearing?" and "In the end, wouldn't you rather not be HIV positive?"
would seem, after all, to be very different questions, the first (with its thinly veiled desire for
Deatness not to exist) more obviously genocidal than the second. But they are not really
different questions, in that their constant repetition (or their presence as ongoing subtexts)
reveals more about the able-bodied culture doing the asking than about the bodies being
interrogated. The culture asking such questions assumes in advance that we all agree: able-
bodied identities, able-bodied perspectives are preferable and what we all, collectively, are
aiming for. A system of compulsory able-bodiedness repeatedly demands that people with
disabilities embody for others an affirmative answer to the unspoken question, "Yes, but in
the end, wouldn't you rather be more like me?"2s0

It's clear in The Idiot that, even if in a complicated way, Myshkin's answer to that question is
not always affirmative. He works through his affective relation to the question of cure in Part II,
Chapter 5, and in weighing the experience of his pre-seizure auras with the pain of the seizures
themselves and the resulting condition of confusion, the perfect ecstasy of the aura wins out.
Following Clare's practice of disabled people telling their own stories as a countermeasure to
curative discourse, and with the awareness that it likely closely reflects Dostoevsky's own experience,
it's worth reproducing in full the beautiful description of Myshkin's pre-seizure aura:

He remembered among other things that he always had one minute just before the epileptic
fit (if it came on while he was awake), when suddenly in the midst of sadness, spiritual
darkness and oppression, there seemed at moments a flash of light in his brain, and with
extraordinary impetus all his vital forces suddenly began working at their highest tension.
The sense of life, the consciousness of self, were multiplied ten times at these moments
which passed like a flash of lightning. His mind and his heart were flooded with
extraordinary light; all his uneasiness, all his doubts, all his anxieties were relieved at once;
they were all merged in a lofty calm, full of serene, harmonious joy and hope. But these
moments, these flashes, were only the prelude of that final second (it was never more than a
second) with which the fit began. That second was, of course, unendurable. Thinking of that
comment later, when he was alright again, he often said to himself that all these gleams and
flashes of the highest sensation of life and self-consciousness, and therefore also the highest
form of existence, were nothing but disease, the interruption of the normal condition; and if
so, it was not at all the highest form of being, but on the contrary must be reckoned the
lowest. And yet he came at last to an extremely paradoxical conclusion. "What if it is a

280 Robert McRuer, Crip Theory: Cultural Signs of Queerness and Disability New York: NYU Press, 20006), 8-9.
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disease?" he decided at last. "What does it matter that it is an abnormal intensity, if the result,
if the minute of sensation, remembered an analyzed afterwards in health, turns out to be the
acme of harmony and beauty, and gives a feeling, unknown and undivided until then, of
completeness, of proportion, or reconciliation, and of ecstatic devotional merging in the
highest synthesis of life?" These vague expressions seemed to him very comprehensible,
though too weak. That it really was "beauty and worship", that it really was the "highest
synthesis of life" he could not doubt, and could not admit the possibility of doubt. It was not
as though he saw abnormal and unreal visions of some sort at that moment, as from hashish,
opium, or wine, destroying the reason and distorting the soul. He was quite capable of
judging of that when the attack was over. These moments were only an extraordinary
quickening of self-consciousness — if the condition was to be expressed in one word — and at
the same time of the direct sensation of existence in the most intense degree. Since at that
second, that is at the very last conscious moment before the fit, he had time to say to himself
clearly and consciously: "Yes, for this moment one might give one's whole life!" Then
without doubt that moment was really worth the whole of life.2s1

OH 3aAyMaACH, MEKAY IIPOYUM, O TOM, YTO B SIHACITHIECKOM COCTOSHIN €0 OBIAA OAHA
CTEIIEHD ITOYTH IIPEA CAMBIM IIPHIIAAKOM (€CAH TOABKO IIPUITAAOK IIPUXOAHA HAfBY), KOTAQ
BAPYT, CPEAH TPYCTH, AYIIIEBHOIO MPaKa, AABACHISA, MTHOBEHHAMH KaK OBl BOCITAAMEHAACH
€ro MO3T U C HEOOBIKHOBEHHBIM IIOPBIBOM HAIIPATAAKCH PA30M BCE KU3HEHHBIE CHABI €TO.
Ormyrenne KU3HU, CAMOCO3HAHUSA IIOYTH YJAECATEPAAOCH B 3TH MIHOBEHHA,
IIPOAOAKABIIIIECHA KAK MOAHHA. Y M, CEPAIIE O3aPAAUCH HECOOBIKHOBEHHEIM CBETOM; BCE
BOAHEHHS, BCE COMHEHUS €r0, BCE OECIIOKOMCTBA KaK OBl YMUPOTBOPAAHUCH PAa3OM,
PAa3PENIAANCH B KAKOE-TO BBICIIIEE CIIOKOMCTBHE, IIOAHOE ACHOI, FTAPMOHUYHOM PAAOCTH U
HAAEKABL, IIOAHOE Pa3yMa M OKOHYATEABHON ITpuyauHel. Ho a1 MOMenTHI, 9TH IpoOAecKH
OBIAI €IIIe TOABKO IIPEAUYBCTBHEM TOH OKOHYATEABHOH CEKYHABI (HHKOTAQ He OoAee
CEKYHABI), C KOTOPOI HAYMHAACA CAMBIH ITPUITAAOK. DTa CEKYHAA OBIAQ, KOHEYHO,
HEBBIHOCUMA. Pa3sAymbIBasg 00 5TOM MTHOBEHHH BIIOCACACTBHUH, YK€ B 3AOPOBOM COCTOSHUM,
OH YaCTO TOBOPHA CaM Ce0€: ITO BEAb BCE 9TH MOAHHUU U IIPOOAECKH BBICIIIETO
CAaMOOIIYIIIEHUA H CAMOCO3HAHUS, 4 CTAAO OBITh U «BBICIIIETO OBITHM», HE YTO MHOE, KAK
OOAE3Hb, KAK HAPYIIIEHIE HOPMAABHOIO COCTOAHUA, 4 ECAH TaK, TO 3TO BOBCE HE BBICIIIEE
OBbITHE, 4, HAIIPOTHUB, AOAYKHO OBITH IIPHYICACHO K CAMOMY HusIemy. K, oaHaxo ke, OH Bce-
TaKH AOIIIEA HAKOHEIT AO YPE3BEYANTHO ITAPAAOKCAABHOIO BEIBOAA: «TO 7K€ B TOM, 9TO 3TO
OOAE3HBb? — PEITHA OH HaKOHEIl. — Kakoe A0 TOro A€AO, UTO 3TO HAIIPAKEHIE
HEHOPMAABHOE, ECAH CAMBII PE3YABTAT, €CAM MUHYTA OIIYIIEHUSA, IIPUIIOMUHACMAA 1
paccmaTpuBaeMas yiKe B 3AOPOBOM COCTOSHUM, OKA3BIBACTCA B BBICITICH CTEIICHH TAPMOHMCH,
KPaCOTOM, AA€T HECABIXAaHHOE U HETAAAHHOE AOTOAE YYBCTBO IIOAHOTHI, MEPHI, TPUMUPEHUA
1 BOCTOP?KEHHOTO MOAHTBEHHOTO CAUTHA C CAMBIM BBICIITIM CHHTE30M KH3HI?». DTN
TYMaHHBIE BBHIPAKEHUA KA3AAUCh EMY CAMOMY OY€Hb ITOHATHBIMU, XOTS €€ CAUIITKOM
cAabbIMH. B TOM Ke, 9TO 3TO ACHICTBUTEABHO «KPACOTA H MOAHTBAY, YTO 9TO ACHCTBHTEABHO
«BBICIITHI CUHTE3 KU3HI», B 9TOM OH COMHEBATHCA HE MOT, AA 1 COMHEHHMH HE MOT
AOITyCTHUTh. BeAb He BUACHMS Ke KaKe-HHOYAb CHUAHUCH €My B 3TOT MOMEHT, KaK OT
XAITIUIIA, OIIMYMA UAM BUHA, VHIDKAIOIIUE PACCYAOK M MCKAXKAFOIIHUE AYIITY, HEHOPMAABHBIE
u HecymecTByroruer OO 5TOM OH 3APaBO MOT CYAUTH ITO OKOHYAHUH OOAE3HEHHOTO
cocrosHuA. MraoBeHHA 9TH OBIAH IMEHHO OAHHM TOABKO HEOOBIKHOBEHHBIM YCHACHHEM

281 Dostoevsky, The Idiot, 219-20.
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CAMOCO3HAHHA, — €CAU OBl HAAO OBIAO BBIPA3UTH 9TO COCTOSHHE OAHUM CAOBOM, —
CAMOCO3HAHHA U B TO 7K€ BPEMA CAMOOIIYIIECHNSA B BBICIIIEH CTEIIEHH HEIOCPEACTBEHHOTO.
EcaAn B Ty cekyHAY, TO €CTh B CAMBII IIOCAEAHHI CO3HATEABHBIH MOMEHT IIPEA IIPHITAAKOM,
€My CAYYaAOCH YCIIEBATH ACHO U CO3HATEABHO CKa3aTh cebe: «Aa, 32 3TOT MOMEHT MOKHO
OTAATH BCIO KU3HB», — TO, KOHEIHO, 3TOT MOMEHT CaM IT0 C€OE U CTOMA BCCH KU3HI.282

In this passage, an unusually direct recounting of Myshkin's own thoughts, the clarity of his
consciousness is affirmed again and again. He characterizes his auras as "the highest sensation of life
and self-consciousness" [BbICIIIEro caMOOIIyIIEHNS 1 CaMOCO3HaHuA], "an extraordinary quickening
of self-consciousness" [HeOOBIKHOBEHHBIM ycnAeHeM camocosHanws], "the direct sensation of
existence in the most intense degree" [camooIIyIIeHNA B BBICIIICH CTEIIEHN HEIIOCPEACTBEHHOIO], in
which he can speak to himself "clearly and consciously" [siceo 1 coznareapHO ckasats cebe|. The
root "self-" [camo-] floods the passage, affirming Myshkin's experiential and mystical knowledge
above any observet's proclaimed expertise on a condition they do not experience. Above all, the
entire mystical condition is expressed in the single word "self-consciousness" [camocozmanms]. It is
the one God-given moment in which he is most aware on the highest level. When Myshkin is
swayed by the powerful and pervasive ideology of cure, he names that moment "disease," but
nothing else about the way he describes his experience could be framed as disease. And in the end,
even if this moment of the highest self-consciousness is disease, he judges it worth even the
unbearable pain of what follows. That judgement in affirmation of his condition, that it is worth the
whole of life, is unequivocally presented as clear and conscious. Myshkin rejects cure not in a haze
of impairment or a state of unreality, but in the context of the highest possible understanding of
existence.

The narrator, however, immediately discredits Myshkin's experience of his own condition,

claiming authority over his experience and its meaning in a way similar to the doctors, the General,

282 Ibid., Idiot, 6:226-7.
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and other people granted the appellation of "normal." He claims, "There was undoubtedly a mistake
in his conclusion — that is, in the estimate of that minute, but the reality of the sensation somewhat
perplexed him. What was he to make of that reality? For the very thing had happened; he actually
had said to himself at that second, that, for the infinite happiness he had felt in it, that second really
might well be the whole of life"2s3 [B BeIBOAE, TO €CTb B €ro oLeHKe 5TOH MUHYTEL, O3 COMHEHUS,
3AKAFOYAAACH OIINOKA, HO ACHCTBHTEABHOCTH OIIYIIICHUA BCE-TAKH HECKOABKO CMyIIaAa ero. Yo
K€ B CAMOM ACAE ACAATBH C ACHCTBUTEABHOCTBIO? BEAB 9TO camoe GBIBAAO 7Ke, BEAb OH CaM Ke
yCIIEBAA CKA3aTh CEOE B Ty CAMYIO CEKYHAY, YTO 9Ta CEKYHAQ, 10 OECIPEACABHOMY CIACTHIO, UM
BIIOAHE OIIYIIIAEMOMY, ITOKAAYH, M MOTAQ OB CTOUTD Beei xusHu|.2s4 The narrator assumes and
expects that the reader will agree with i rather than Myshkin in affirming the ideology of cure. The
reader is positioned between the two and brought to a choice: whether to elevate Myshkin's clear
and conscious assertion beyond all possibility of doubt that his disability is worth the whole of life,
or the natratot's certainty that such an absurd conclusion must be a mistake.

Eli Clare argues in Brilliant Imperfection: Grappling With Cure that, even given the benefit of
medical care and the necessity of it for many disabled people's survival, at the ideological core of
cure is an inherent violence that denies the inherent value of disabled people's lives. He is careful to
specify, "I don't mean that each individual instance of cure is violent. Remember, the restoration of
health arrives in many slippery guises. Rather I mean that as a widespread ideology centered on
eradication, cure always operates in relationship to violence."2ss Cure is motivated and justified by a

notion of defects in an impossibly ideal body-mind, which transforms into the categorization of

283 Ibid., The Idiot, 220.
284 Ibid., Idiot, 227.
285 Eli Clare, Brilliant Imperfection: Grappling with Cure (Durham, Duke University Press, 2017), 28.
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entire individuals, communities, and cultures as defective, consequently making those deemed
defective an unquestioned target for institutionalization and eventually eradication.2ss

In this aspect, again, the application of a disability studies framework can move Murav's
approach of oppositional readings of holy foolery and illness into something more cooperative and
unified. According to the ideologies of normalcy and cure, it's obvious that anything marked as an
illness or defect should be eliminated, no matter how the person with that illness experiences or
feels about it. A disabled holy fool, though, resists the application of cure. Since they are inextricably
linked, curing Myshkin of his epilepsy or idiocy (if such a thing were possible) would mean "curing"
him of his saintliness. What would it mean to cure Myshkin of his holy foolery? We would lose our
moral anchor in the narrative, our positively good man, along with all the qualities that make him a
compelling and endearing character through the present day. For that reason, Myshkin's return to

the Swiss clinic feels more like a tragic ending than a hopeful one.

Concluding remarks

Both Myshkin's disability and his embodiment of the holy fool archetype are integral factors
in his ambiguous characterization: together, they call attention to intensifying processes of
pathologizing those who could not be molded to fit the role of normal citizen and pose alternative
values for a different way of being. To answer the question of whether he succeeds as a positively
good man — if that is a question that interests a reader, or just in understanding his narrative
function holistically if it does not — both must be taken into account. To discuss one without the
other creates an incomplete reading; to discuss them as opposing or alternate factors, as though one

cancels out the other or provides a counter-explanation for his character, also creates an incomplete

286 Ibid., 23.
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reading. They operate as complements, bringing the holy fool into the age of scientific
medicalization.

There's a critical distinction between reading The Idiot through a medical lens and reading it
through the lens of disability, as I have demonstrated here. In a way, the intervention of a disability
justice perspective takes on a holy foolish function: the insistent, often uncomfortable, demand to
practice love (or, if you prefer, Quayson's "ethical core") for those whom medical and state
authorities have deemed undesirable or unworthy, to remember and celebrate our humanity. It's the
call to take Myshkin's words seriously when he tells us to talk to a person and be happy in loving

them.
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My heart flutters and pounds every waking step
Not sure 1 found home yet

T. S. Banks, Call Me 1/
II1. The late poetry of Sophia Parnok

Among the subjects of each of my chapters, Sophia Parnok is perhaps the biggest surprise.
She would likely not be the first poet one would reach for as a representative of Russian modernism,
and she would likely not be the first poet one would reach for as a representative of holy foolery in
literature. This may be in part explained by a comparatively smaller body of criticism (certainly in
contrast to giants Pushkin and Dostoevsky), and in another part by the focus of that criticism on the
lesbian facet of her life and work. Here I will build on that foundation to discuss the interaction of
two other significant facets of Parnok's poetic life-creation: those of chronic illness and spirituality,
which place her centrally in the realm of inquiry presented by this study.

Like most scholars, I suspect, I found Parnok through Marina Tsvetaeva, with whom she
had a brief and tumultuous relationship — that is, in reading Tsvetaeva's love lyrics, I found Podruga,
the posthumously-published cycle dedicated to Sophia Parnok, and only then discovered that
Parnok was a talented poet in her own right. Parnok's lesbian identity preceded her poetic one. But
Parnok merits more scholatly attention both as 'Russia's Sappho,' as biographer and critic Diana
Burgin calls her, and from other angles, as her work embodies core elements of the Modernist
subject: self-creation, alienation, and a search for belonging in a world that no longer makes sense as
it once did. In addition, while not providing a singular holy fool character such as in Boris Godunov or
The Idiot, it contains all the necessary elements of the holy fool as outlined in the introduction. In
other words, the lyric persona herself takes on the role of a holy fool through the course of her
development, and we the readers are the audience experiencing a foolish encounter and are given the

opportunity to respond as is Tsar Boris or the Epanchin family.
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This chapter focuses on Parnok's late poetry: specifically, the poems first published
posthumously in Collected Poems |Cobparue cnuxomsopenuii], compiled and prefaced in 1979 by Sofiia
Poliakova. These include fifteen uncollected poems Poliakova gathers under the title Poerzs of Later
Years [Cmuxcu nocaeonux aem] (1928-33) and the two cycles dedicated to Parnok's then-partner Nina
Vedeneeva, Ursa Major |Boavuan medseduya) (1932-33) and Useless Goods [Henyoncroe dodpo] (1933),
collectively referred to as the Vedeneeva cycles. According to critical consensus — including Sofiia
Poliakova, Diana Burgin, Ol'ga Zhuk, and Elena Romanova — Parnok reached the height of her
poetic development when she was writing the Poezs of Later Years and reached her creative apogee
with her very last works, the Vedeneeva cycles. The agreed explanation among the above critics is
that Parnok knew after her attempts to get the collection So#to ["oce [Bno.szonroca) published in 1928
that under increasing Stalinist restrictions publishers and censors were no longer willing to let a
consciously lesbian poet into print.2s7 Consequently, everything written after Soffo 17oce was written
for the drawer and may have allowed Parnok to write more openly or freely, knowing that the only
censor who could touch it was the internal self-censor. This period also coincided with a sharp
decline in Parnok's health as part of a lifelong chronic illness, which spurred Parnok to take stock of
her life and take this last chance to write her voice and her life into eternity.

In aletter to E.K. Gertsyk in 1926 on the publication of her collection Music [Myssixal,
Parnok wrote that she didn't expect a "voice like mine" [rakoii roaoc, kak moii| could be heard in
her lifetime.2ss She wrote that the recognition of the soul's right to existence was more valuable to
her than any literary recognition, and that she considered poetry to be above all a means of

communication with people — she was delighted that she could find an "eternal, timeless language"

287 Diana Burgin translates this title literally, as Ha/f-1 viced. Other possible, more common translations of the word

snoszonoca include "in a hushed voice," "in a whisper," or "under one's breath."

288 Sofiia Poliakova, "Poeziia Sofii Parnok," in Sofiia Parnok: Sobranie stikhotvorenii (Ann Arbor: Ardis, 1979), 27.
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[BeunbIit BHEBpeMeHHBII A3bIK| with which to reach people. After Music, Parnok published one more
collection, Sotto 1 oce [Bnoszosoca, composed 1926-27]; all further poetry she wrote for the drawer, for
an unknown reader in an unknown time. That act of reaching through time is the focus of this

chapter: for a poet who keenly felt a personal proximity to death for much of her life, the element of
the holy fool connects both her experience of chronic illness and her powerful love for women with

something sacred that reaches through and beyond time.

Lesbian love as a life-creating force

The foundation of current scholarship on Parnok is Sofiia Poliakova's article "Poeziia Sofii
Parnok" prefacing the 1979 Collected Poems in which all the works addressed in this chapter were
published for the first time. The commentary is part biography and part literary path, creating a
linear narrative of literary development. Poliakova's biography is based in part on her own interviews
with the people who knew Parnok in life, as very little of an archive remains for Parnok. The poet
did not keep journals or creative notebooks as Dostoevsky did, and letters addressed to Parnok were
not preserved — even most poetic drafts or manuscripts were only preserved by those to whom
Parnok gave them.zsy Poliakova's biography includes no information at all on Parnok's lifelong
chronic illness; that information comes from Diane Lewis Burgin's 1994 biography and commentary
Sophia Parnok: The Life and Work of Russia's Sappho. Burgin sources information on that major aspect
of the poet's life from documents others have preserved from Parnok and their reminiscences of
her.

By Poliakova's judgment, everything from her first collection Poens |Cruxomsopenus] in 1916

to the collection Roses of Pieria [Poser I Tuepuu] in 1922 shows an unpromising, even banal start.200 In

289 Ibid., 7.
200 Ibid., 55.
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Poliakova's view, they were modeled too closely on others' poetry, either on her early mentor and
later (briefly) husband, Vladimir Volkenstein, or on poets of antiquity, especially Sappho. In her
more mature verse, with a developed voice of her own, Parnok writes especially, as Poliakova has
noted, under the influence of Fedor Tiutchev, whom she read extensively in school, in themes of the
soul at nighttime, silence, dreams as a special form of creative existence, and in later works of the
impossibility of making one's feelings known to others.2o1 Other influences Poliakova identifies
include Evgenii Baratynskii in Parnok's thythms and lexicon, Karolina Pavlova in parallels of "one's
own spiritual homelessness and complicated way of loving," [cOGCTBEHHOIT AyIIIEBHOH OE3A0MHOCTH
n croxkHOH AT0OBH], and Vladislav Khodasevich (who knew her personally), in her intimate,
conversational, prose-like poetics.202 Poliakova does not attribute Parnok's work within any of the
modernist movements such as Acmeism or Symbolism, although she concedes that, if anyone,
Parnok had a poetic sibling in Anna Akhmatova in a shared value of relatively unfiltered personal
experience.20

Poliakova describes the world of these posthumously published works (composed after the
publication of So#7o 17oce) as for the most part grim and frightful, with broad themes of assault on the
poet's creativity, and a stifling social vacuum.2os Parnok saw the same, writing in a letter to Gertsyk
dated May 4, 1929, "The poems I have are so dark, I don't even want to send them. What a gloomy
poet I am!" [cTuxu y MeHS TaKOH MPAYHOCTH, YTO U IOCHIAAT He XodeTcs. HeBeceAstit s moaT!]205
Poliakova finds it unfortunately ironic that Parnok would reach the height of her poetic skill in such

depths of unhappiness: "The uptick in creativity for such a 'taciturn' poet at the threshold of death is

201 Ibid., 38, 92.

292 Ibid., 38, 46, 51.
293 Ibid., 37.

204 Ibid., 86.

205 Ibid., 87.
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astounding — even in the best of times Parnok called her Muse deaf-mute and untalkative, a
completely hopeless patient, having fallen silent for two entire years preceding the Vedeneeva
renaissance." [V AUBHTEACH 3TOT B3ACT TBOPUYECTBA B IIPEAABEPUU CMEPTH Y TAKOTO
"HepasroBopunsoro” — [TapHOK u B AydIIHe-TO BpeMeHa 3BaAa CBOXO My3y rAyXOHEMOH,
HECAOBOOXOTAHBOH — OOABHOIO, OTYASBIIIEIOCA BO BCEM, 4 B TOABL, IIPEAIIICCTBYFOIIIIE
BCACHEECBCKOMY PEHECCAHCY, CMOAKIIIETO Ha IIeAO€ ABYXAeTHe 1091a].206 I'1l discuss later in this
chapter some of the complex implications of a disabled muse for a disabled poet at the apogee of
her work, but for the moment Poliakova works through her surprise at the zenith of Parnok's poetic
ability coinciding with the nadir of her health and well-being and, like the other scholars of Parnok,
cannot speak highly enough of these last cycles. "The Vedeneeva poems represent Parnok's greatest
lyrical achievement, placing her poetry among the best examples produced by the brilliant
constellation of her contemporaries, a diary unlike any other, with a rare freedom of expression
depicting a story of arduous love and complicated conditions of the spirit." [Cruxu BeaeHeeBcKOTO
psiAa — BBICIIICE AOCTIKCHIE AUPUKHU [TapHOK, KOTOPOE CTABUT €€ TO33HUIO B PAA C AYUIIIIMU
oOpasramMu OAHCTATEABHOM ITACAABI €€ COBPEMEHHHUKOB, CAHCTBEHHBIN B CBOEM POAEC AHEBHIUK, C
PEAKOCTHOM CBOOOAOH CAMOBBIPAXKECHUSA 3AIICYATACBIIIII HCTOPUIO TPYAHOH AFOOBH U CAOIKHBIX
COCTOSIHHUH AYXa.|297

Poliakova saw that, for Parnok, "poetry was the primary form of expressing her identity"
[[Toasms Oeraa aas [TapHOK TAaBHON POPMOIT BBIpaKeHMs cBoei aAmaHocTH].208 In Poliakova's study,
this refers primarily to her identity as a poet, with a defined lyrical persona and belonging in the

Russian poetic tradition. Burgin responds by emphasizing that Parnok uses poetry as the main form

296 Ibid., 90.
297 Ibid., 91.
208 Ibid., 93.
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of creating her own identity specifically as a /esbian poet. She argues that "the life Parnok created in
her lyrics for herself and for her readers is a consciously conceived, albeit unnamed, lesbian
existence, politically as well as spiritually aware of other lesbian existences in history, myth, art, and
life."209 Naturally, this lesbian existence is created through the many lyrics Parnok composed to her
lovers and dedicated to them by name, but Burgin sees a lesbian self-creation in other aspects as
well.

Burgin pays more critical attention to Parnok's spiritual joutney than Poliakova does,
addressing her complex relation to a Jewish identity through her mother (who died when Parnok
was a child) and her father's Catholicism, leading to a conversion to Russian Orthodoxy around the
time of her divorce from Volkenstein in 1915. This spiritual searching is not irrelevant to the
creation of a consciously lesbian lyric identity; by Burgin's reading, in Parnok's later and more
mature poetry, "the center of spiritual intensity shifts [from Orthodoxy] to the eternal life of the
poet's soul (whose separate life story the poet also writes in her lyrics) and the poet's merging with
her. This religious feeling is neither Jewish nor Russian Orthodox; rather, it springs from elemental
feminine archimages and is expressed lyrically in the lesbian narrator's intimacies with nature and her
soul."s00 From this perspective, the spiritual and lesbian facets of Parnok's lyric persona become one
and the same, imbuing the spiritual element with female love and the lesbian element with deep
spiritual significance.

This merger of spiritual and lesbian love folds into the second manifestation of lesbian life-
creation, what Burgin calls a "radical woman-centeredness" in her writing of relationships between

women as varied as any relationships between people, including "examples of mothering (including

299 Burgin, Diana Lewis, "Sophia Parnok and the Writing of a Lesbian Poet's Life," S/avic Review 51, no. 2 (Summer 1992),
214.

300 Ibid., 225.
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god-mothering, grandmothering, Ur-mothering), both with and without an erotic component,
daughterhood, sisterhood (both biological and spiritual), female friendship and, of course, female
same-sex love."s01 Burgin collects a sampling of the allegorical ideas, experiences, and powers written
by Parnok as women: Woman-Life [’Kenmuna-xusns|, Mistress-Anguish [Tocka-Baaasraual,
Lady Fate [rocmoza Cyap0al, Music of Musics [My3sbika myssik|, Old Woman Death [crapyxa-

cmepth], and — of course — her Muse [My3a].s02

Chronic illness in Parnok's life and poetry

With Burgin's thorough scholarship, the case for reading Parnok as a consciously lesbian
Russian poet is solidly made. In this study I'd like to make the case further for reading Parnok as a
poet for whom chronic illness is also an omnipresent and foundational aspect of lyric identity. I also
will be building on Burgin's biographical research and am indebted to her for the level of detail
included in Sophia Parnok: The Life and Work of Russia's Sappho, in which she goes into much more
detail about Parnok's health and how it interfered with her poetic development. Adding a disability
perspective makes it clear that chronic illness not only interfered, the experience of illness was also
part of that poetic development and manifested in her poetry. Parnok is not 'just' a Russian lesbian
poet; she's a disabled Russian lesbian poet.

In the course of tracing Parnok's development as a lesbian poet through her life, Burgin also
traces the progression of Parnok's illness through her life and identifies a few moments in which
those two processes intersect. Burgin is the first (and possibly only) critic to name a diagnosis — "She

was chronically ill (with Grave's disease, evidently) from her youth [...]" — although whether she

301 Ibid., 227.
302 Ibid., 227-8.
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found the diagnosis already named in her research or deduced from Parnok's symptoms is unclear.sos
Grave's disease [0aseaoBa O0Ae3HB; A Y3HEIT TOKCHYIECKN 300; 3a00AeBanue ' petiBeal is a
hyperthyroidic immune system disorder that presents most commonly in women before the age of
40, with wide-ranging symptoms including tachycardia, tremors in hands and fingers, low body
mass, chronic fatigue, and others.so+ Burgin lists among Parnok's frequent symptoms "exhaustion,
muscular weakness, and emaciation" as well as "headaches, insomnia, fatigue, and tachycardia."s0s
She does not note when these symptoms first appeared (likely due to the unavailability of such
information), but does mention a connection between the condition and her earliest poetry at
gymnasium around 1906.

Chronic illness occupies a well-established position among the sub-fields of disability studies.
Despite the many debates within disability studies on how to conceptualize or theorize impairment,
it is common practice to consider chronic illness a category of impairment, following the World
Health Organization's International Classification of Functioning, Disability, and Health (ICF) in
2001. That classification includes among impairments conditions that may be lifelong or acquired,
physical or mental, in a way that easily includes diseases and conditions (including Graves')
commonly considered chronic illness.sos In Sociologies of Disability and Lilness, her critical comparison of
how chronic illness is treated in disability studies and medical sociology, Carol Thomas also makes a
case to include chronic illness as a subject of disability studies from an approach of social
oppression: that "chronically ill and disabled people, whether their conditions are designated physical

or mental, are seen as the unfortunate and suffering victims of labels that carry stigmatizing

303 Burgin, Sophia Parnok: The Life and Work of Russias Sappho (New York: New York University Press, 1994), 57.

304 Dan L. Longo, Terry ]. Smith, and Laszlo Hegedis. "Graves' Disease." The New England Journal of Medicine 375, no. 16
(20106).
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meanings."37 When this book was published in 2007, Thomas was encouraged to see signs of
increasing consideration of chronic illness by disability studies scholars — fortunately, in the decade
since, that trend has continued.

More recently, in 2016, poet Emilia Neilsen wrote on the ongoing tension in claiming
disability for people with chronic illness, in a creative-critical hybrid piece, a mixture of poetry and
essay, published in Disability Studies Quarterly. In describing her experience with chronic illness, she
writes, "At that time, dutring active autoimmune disease, unlike many people with disabilities, I was
sick and unsure if I would ever be well again. I lived with enormous uncertainty where the future
was concerned."s0s The pain, fatigue, and uncertain futurity had a marked impact on her art as well;
she "came to value reading work that was as disruptive, unpredictable and unruly as the bodies and
minds from which the work emerged" and began to see poetry as an especially effective gente for
articulating such deeply subjective experiences and knowledge.s The instability and flux of poetic
language are for Neilsen, perhaps like for Parnok, the traits that make poetry the perfect medium to
write the continual flux of health, ability, and identity with chronic illness.

The inclusion of chronic illness into the disability-centered conversations we have
considered so far introduces some important complications. In Brilliant Imperfection, the subject of
chronic illness leads Eli Clare to critically reconsider his stance on cure with more nuance. He writes
with a great deal of vulnerability and honesty about how his relationships with chronically ill friends
challenged his positions on the violence of cure and the value, even desirability, of disabled

bodyminds, as discussed in the previous chapter. He writes, addressing this friend directly, "Many a

307 Carol Thomas, Sociologies of Disability and llness: Contested Ideas in Disability Studies and Medical Sociology (New York:
Palgrave MacMillan, 2007), 21.
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36, no. 4 (2016).
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disability activist has declared that there's nothing wrong with our disabled body-minds, even as we
differ from what's considered normal. I have used this line myself more than once, to which you
respond, 'It's true; we need to resist the assumptions that our bodies are wrong and broken. But at
the same time, the chronic fatiguing hell pain I live with is not a healthy variation, not a natural
bodily difference."'s10 Talking more deeply with friends with chronic pain, type 1 diabetes, heavy
metal poisoning, cancer, and other chronic illnesses, he is led to re-question what his own experience
of cerebral palsy brought him to understand about how #ormal variation and natural bodily difference
are decided. Based on her poetry, it seems likely that the sentiment about "chronic fatiguing hell
pain" would have resonated with Parnok.

In her biography, Burgin notes significant moments when her illness impacted Parnok's life,
such as her move with Volkenstein to Sorochintsy, Ukraine in 1913 on doctot's orders and a fateful
evening in January 1916 when a flare-up prevented Parnok from attending a gathering with her then-
partner Tsvetaeva at the Kannegiser family in which Mikhail Kuzmin and Osip Mandelstam were
also in attendance.si1 She also notes a few ways in which Parnok's illness manifested in her poetry,
attributing Parnok's early lyrical fondness for autumnal imagery to her illness: "She believed,
however, that her view of nature was another thing that alienated her from 'normal' experience" in
that "She had never and could never perceive nature with the eyes of a healthy person."s12 Burgin
further speculates that "her emphasis on nature's feebleness, tiredness, and withering reflected her

empathy with the aspect of nature that seemed to externalize her frequent symptoms."s13

sw0 Clare, Brilliant Imperfection, 54.
11 Burgin, Sophia Parnok, 67, 140.
312 Ibid., 57.
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Primarily, Burgin sees a reflection of Parnok's illness in her preoccupation with death, noting
that "The knowledge that death often occurred unexpectedly and instantaneously for sufferers of
Grave's may have contributed to the poet's lyrical obsession with last moments."s14 Based on
Burgin's reporting, it seems that Parnok's flare-ups became more of a steady decline in health
starting around 1926. Burgin writes that in that period "death continued to hover in the shadows of
the poet's room well into the spring but without bringing the desired end, as she wrote self-ironically
in an April poem which she dedicated Yulia Veisberg (#185)" and calls Parnok "death-obsessed" in
October of that year.sis If anything, that slow death accelerated in 1932, when she began composing
the Vedeneeva cycles. In describing the last photograph of Parnok, taken in winter of 1932, Burgin
writes, "By eatly winter Parnok had visibly deteriorated, and classic symptoms of heart malfunction
showed in her appearance. The last photograph Gornung took of her reveals a body swollen with
edema. Her face wears a poignant half-smile and looks grandmotherly and ailing; one would easily
give her ten more than her forty-seven years."sis Parnok died August 26, 1933 at age forty eight of
complications relating to her chronic illness, in the company of those closest in her life at that time,
including Vedeneeva.

But autumnal moods and a proximity to death are by far not the only way chronic illness
manifests in Parnok's poetry. It shows in numerous physiological details where Graves' symptoms
are written into her emotional life. To take another example from Poems of Later Years, the February

1928 poem "Out the Window" [B doprouxy] (#216) opens with this description:

314 Ibid., 135.
315 Ibid., 230, 236.
316 Ibid., 298.
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Kneeling on the hard window sill KoAewnsimu - Ha KeCTKUIT ITOAOKOHHHK,
And thrust out the window — a gaping fish mouth! ¥ B doprouky - packpsrTsiii, perouii por!
A breath...a breath of air...Like a living corpse B3AOXHYTb... B3AOXHYTb...

Who sucks life from a gray oxygen bag, Tax TAHET KHCAOPOA,

And whose heart thumps: time to go! time to golsi7 V3 ceporo merrika, erre *UBOM IHOKOHHHK,
I cepane B HEM cTyquT: IIopa, mopalsis

This poem, like others we will see in this chapter, narrates a poet's speech act with deep symbolic
significance. The urgency of the poet's speech is felt through the desperation of not getting enough
air and the anxiety of a rapid heartbeat very common to Parnok's own experience of embodiment.
She continues, though, "But I am not dying" [Ho s se ymuparo|, and declates her prophecy out onto
the street. I will return to the content of that speech act and the significance of its recipient in the
next section, but the poem closes on a listener of sorts — an imagined kindred spirit, someone far
away in the West, "Breathing the same poisonous swill, / And using all her strength just to take a
breath," [Aplia Takoit e SAOBUTOMN KiKel / 11 CHASCH M3 ITIOCAGAHUX CHA B3AOXHYTb, -|. This
imagined Western counterpart also struggling to breathe is "Not white, and not red, and not black, /
Not a citizen, but simply a human being," [He Geastif, n He kpacHslii, n He uyepHsii, / He
IPa)KAAHIH, 2 IIPOCTO 9€AOBEK,| and also just trying to survive her dangerous and tragic age. Such a
connection of physiological symptoms of breathlessness, fatigue, irregular heartbeat, etc. to spiritual,
emotional, and creative fatigue is common in Parnok's poetry, especially after the Civil War — the
mood is perfectly encapsulated by the first line of the uncollected poem "My blood and my rhymes
have a shortage" |B kpoBu u B pudpmax mepocraua] (#222), composed October 6, 1931.

Based on Parnok's poetry and correspondence, I would add that lifelong chronic illness and

the expectation of an eatly death contribute to the poet's sense of a prematurely advanced age.

317 Diana Burgin, "Sophia Parnok: Other Poems (published posthumously)," DianaBurgin.com, 2007,
http://www.dianaburgin.com/P-Poem-Other.html. Except whete I have noted changes, all following Parnok

translations are Burgin's.
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Burgin herself remarks that Parnok "felt at times that she was in the eatly winter of her life,"
although the pattern is more significant than is mentioned in Burgin's biography. For instance, an
undated poem (#89) in the collection The ine | Aosa, 1922] characterizes the poet's body as a house
"wrapped in an snowy shroud" [B cueskaOM caBane], in which "the soul leaps within me" [[Ipsiraer
ayrra Bo mue| but the house itself is in "icy repose” [AeasHoit mokoii...].319 Parnok's conception of
herself as old before her time became especially pronounced evidently around 1927 and onward.
Burgin attributes Parnok's "persistent sense of being 'old' in what was, chronologically, merely her
middle age" to her Graves' disease, "in which the body wears itself out prematurely."320 On July 12,
1927, at age 42, Parnok wrote in a letter to her friend and coworker Sophia Fedorchenko, "I'm
withering by the day, coming apart at all the seams, every day brings a new ailment... I feel like an
old woman, forever tired, like mortal sin."s21 Around that time, September 21-24, 1927, Parnok
composed an untitled poem (#191) for Sotto 1/ oce [Bnoszonoca, 1927] which repeats the thematic

pattern of ice and stillness and begins:

Old beneath an aged elm tree, Crapas ITOA CTapBIM BA30OM,
old beneath an aged sky, an cTapas IIOA CTapbIM HEOOM,
aged woman in old anguish, crapas HaA OOABIO CTAPOM
I have fallen into thought.s2 IIPU3AAYMAAACH f.323

Such identification with old age continues from this point into the Vedeneeva cycles, as I will discuss
further below.
But when Parnok's feeling of prematurely advanced age is poetically linked not to her

unfortunate situation in historic time but with her relationships, it becomes a beautiful and desirable

319 Parnok, Sobranie sochinenii, 158. Translation mine.
320 Burgin, Sophia Parnok, 2306.
321 Burgin, Sophia Parnok, 234.
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trait instead of a tragic one. In another of the Poems of Later Years, dated Fall 1929 and dedicated to
Marina Baranovich (#220), Parnok takes on the mantle of age with fondness. Parnok writes of
Marina, "You are young, long-limbed! With such / A marvelously molded, winged body!"s24 [T,
mMoaopast, aaunaaOHOTaA! C Takum / Ha AuBO caaxerHBIM, KppiAaTEIM TeAOM!]325 She readily takes
upon herself the role of older, wiser lover and reminisces on how Baranovich reminds her of
another young and passionate Marina: Parnok's previous lover, Marina Tsvetaeva. In the Vedeneeva
cycles this develops even further, directly associating signs of advanced age with feelings of love and
desire. Variations on the epithet "grey-haired" or "silver-haired" [ceaas] appear as an iconic epithet:
"Oh, my grey-haired datling" [O, moit aApyr ceaoBoaocerii], "Let your grey locks be ruffled" [ITycrs
cearre mpsian Tperaet], "A head of silver gray" [Ceaas roaosa], "Silver-Gray Rose" [Ceaas posal,

and Gray-haired muse [ceaas mys3a].

"Stop acting crazy, poet"

In addition to the elements of lesbian love and chronic illness, the lyric persona Parnok
builds through her poetry also incorporates all the necessary elements of the holy fool identified in
the introduction: an ambiguous madness/holy wisdom, a marginalized status within one's own
society, a powerful moral/ethical truth, and an encounter with a "normal" person who often does
not receive the fool's message. Parnok links herself by name to holy foolery and performs the role
through her lyrics. In contrast to Nikolka and Myshkin, though, the role of audience is largely played
not by another persona or character, but by us as readers.

The holy fool archetype would not have been foreign to Parnok's spiritual sensibilities,

especially in her mature verse. Sometime between her divorce in 1915 and the 1917 revolution,

524 Burgin, "Sophia Parnok: Other Poems."
325 Parnok, 234.



116

Parnok was baptized in the Russian Orthodox Church. Poliakova sees the conversion as a result of
the First World War, during which Parnok developed worldviews of Christian pacifism and
Slavophile faith in the Messianic path of Russia.s2s In discussing the religious motifs in Parnok's
work as early as her first collection Poews, Poliakova claims that "In general, Parnok's sense and way
of life were very Russian and even Orthodox" [Boo0bire susueormyiienne u ykaaa xusHu [ lapaok
OBIAM OYCHB PYCCKUMH U AQ7KE IIPAaBOCAaBHBIMU].327 Burgin calls the conversion a "final, entirely
symbolic trip away from the paternal."ss She further speculates that "the stimulus behind her
conversion was probably her deeply-rooted yearning for a motherland, which may have been a
compensation for the loss of her biological mother as well as in keeping with her Russophile
sympathies," and that "the lesbian narrator in Parnok's work expresses a desire to be Russia's "own,"
to engage in the life of Russia whom she perceived as a lonely wanderess like herself."320 Whatever
the motivation behind the conversion, it's clear that Parnok closely associated faith with nation and
highly valued love and loyalty to the homeland. In a February 1917 letter to Iu. L. Vaisberg, she
wrote:
If you asked me now what is the most remarkable, the most Russian quality of a Russian
person, I would say with full conviction: the inability to love their homeland. The previous
regime cultivated disrespect for country in generations of people, but no disappointments
could cure one of love — because love is in the blood, and if Russians were cured of love for
Russia, that means there was never any love in the first place.
[EcAm BBI MEH# TEIIEpb CIIPOCUAM, KaKas CaMas Pa3UTEAbHAA, CAMAA PYCCKas YepPTa PYCCKOTO
YEAOBEKA, f OBI C IOAHBIM YOCKACHUEM CKa3aAd — HEYMEHIE AIOOHTH CBOE OTEYECTBO.
Crapoe IpaBUTEABCTBO BOCIIUTAAO B IIOKOACHUSX HEYBAKECHUE K POAMHE, HO OT AFOOBH

BEAb HE U3ACYMBAIOT HUKAKHE PA30YAPOBAHMUSA, — IIOTOMY UTO AFOOOBb — B KDOBH — U €CAU
PYCCKHE U3AEUIUAUCH OT AFOOBH K Poccuu, To, 3HAYNT, HUKAKOI AFOOBU U HE OBIAO. ]330
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Holy foolish elements are scattered all throughout Parnok's late poetry, though
foregrounded most explicitly in "Prologue" [IIpoaor| (#215, Jan.-Feb. 1928). This poem takes the
form of a dramatic dialogue between a Voice [I'oaoc| and the Poet [[Toar], without stage directions

or any other paratextual notes. The Voice itself opens the scene for us:

Voice. T'oaoc.

Enormous city. Wind. Evening. Orpowmusrit ropoa. Berep. Beuep.
Lights flicker in the dark, Bo mpake tpenarorcs ormu,

And you, madman, are off in search of M 1e1, Ge3ymer, B IIEpPBOM BCTPEIHOM
A soul mate in each passerby. Maers nckats cebe pOAHH.

Calm down, stop acting crazy, poet, CMupHCH, 1TO3T, U HE FOPOACTBYH,
Resign yourself to orphan-hood [TpuBbIKHE K CBOEMY CHPOTCTBY,
And do not pester with your cries M oxpuxom He TOPMOIITH

The people there who pass you by.s31 Tebe He BHEMATOIIEH AYIIIHL.332

Even this first stanza of a poem, significantly longer than the average Parnok lyric, prepares us for a
holy foolish encounter. The Voice sets an enormous urban setting, bringing to mind St. Andrei
Turodivyi of Constantinople. The poet is named as mad by an outside persona and is also established
with a quest of connection. Diana Burgin translates this line with "soul mate," but I find it worth
noting (especially given her commentary discussed above that Parnok's woman-centered poetic
world values female relationships of all kinds) that the original word, poarnn, primarily holds
connotations of kinship, extended family, or one's own people. We are given the image of a mad (or
mad-acting) poet accosting the unmarked and thereby presumably normative citizens with that
attempt at a deeper connection, a series of such encounters condensed into eight lines. The Voice
represents the next layer of such rejection, in telling the Poet to give up and resign herself to a life of
isolation. And as if just to make sure the dynamic is perfectly clear, the Voice invokes holy fools by

name in the command not to be one: #e wpodemsyi. Burgin translates that imperative verb as "stop

331 Burgin, "Sophia Parnok: Other Poems."
332 Parnok, 229-31.
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acting crazy," though another phrase closer to the particular phenomenon might be "don't play the
fool." We then as readers are directed to the option of where to align ourselves in this conflict, with
the normativizing Voice or with the holy mad Poet, just as each person who encounters a holy fool
is given the option to hear them (typically they do not — but we can).

The Poet speaks next, addressing those passing by:

Poet. IToaT.

Hey, you there, passing by! ITpoxomxmii, TPOXOAAIITHI MIMO!

Not joyful and not sorrowful, He paayscs u He ckop64,

Obsessed one, where are you rushing to, Kyaa crermmurms 161, OACP/KHAMBIH,

A fugitive from your own self? Beraer ot camoro cebs?

No matter who you are, even a foe, Krto © Hu ObIA THI - XOTA OBI HEAPYT, —
Inside, deep down inside your soul, B ayirre cBoeii, B ApeMy<HX HEAPAX, —
Even a grunt, if you are mute Msbrganbem, €CAX THI HEMOH,

Respond, as if you hear my voice! 333 OTBeTb, OTBETH HA TOAOC MOII.

If we as readers have positioned ourselves as passersby as well, then she is speaking directly to us,
including those of us in a far-off future who are unable to speak back to her but are able to hear and
understand her voice. She characterizes the passerby as indifferent, "Not joyful and not sorrowful,"
which in the context of the direct invocation of holy foolery, recalls Revelation 3:15-16 — " know
your works; you are neither cold nor hot. I wish that you were either cold or hot. So, because you
are lukewarm, and neither cold nor hot, I am about to spit you out of my mouth." As we will see
further, this 'lukewarm,' 'neither here nor there' judgment is used often in Parnok's late poetry to
chastise the lyric addressee. Again the Poet reinforces her outsider status — a more literal translation
than Burgin's "I don't care if you do not like me" might read "Whoever you may be — even a foe." In
Burgin's system of interpretation, this cleatly points to the intensifying discrimination that prevented
Parnok from publishing earlier this same year. Together with the religious context, it blends lesbian

love and holy foolery. The reason for the Poet's abjection isn't only the wotldly citizen's prejudice

333 The translation of this stanza is based on Burgin, with some modifications to more closely match the original.
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against the mad, the poor, the generally lowly; it's also now intertwined with the citizen's prejudice
against a voice like hers. And the Poet demands we not only hear a voice like hers, but that we
answer to it, in deed if not in speech: account for ourselves and pronounce a disabled, lesbian poet
one of our own.

This stanza in particular links Parnok to another poetic successor to the poet-prophet role:
Boris Pasternak, through his lyric poem "About These Poems" [IIpo atu cruxu|, part of the
collection My Sister — Life | Cecrmpa mon — scusns], written in spring and summer 1917 and published in
1922. In "About These Poems," the poet hermits himself indoors during a time-bending, months-
long winter storm, rafters resounding with his verses. When he recalls the sun and emerges on

Christmas day — echoing in turn Ebenezer Scrooge's spiritual transformation — he too calls out to

passersby:
Bundled in a muffler, I'll screen B xarmme, AAAOHBIO 32CAOHSACH,
the sun's glare with my palm CkBO3b POPTKY KPUKHY ACTBOPE:
and yell to the kids: "Hey, Kaxoe, muasie, y Hac
what millennium is in our yard?" TrIcsgeAeTbE HAa ABOPE?
Who cleared this path to my door, Ko TpomKy k ABepH HPOTOPHA,
that hole all choked with snow, K ABIpe, 3aCBIITAHHON KPYIIOH,
while I was smoking with Byron, IToxa s ¢ bafiporoMm Kypua,
drinking with Poe? IToka s A ¢ Darapom I1o?
And then I came to Daryal, [Toxa B Aapbsia, Kak K APyIY, BXOK,
that workshop, arsenal, hell, Kak B aa, B 11efixXrays u B apceHaA,
and with Lermontov's death-quiver on my lips S xu3Hb, Kak AepMOHTOBA APOIKD,
dipped my life into Vermouth.s34 Kaxk ryO®r B BepMyT OKyHAA.335

Like the lyric persona of "About These Poems," the lytic persona of "Prologue" appeals to passersby
for connection, with no evidence of success. While they both connect to a past continuity of poet-

prophets through their own verse, in the lineage of Lermontov's transformation of the Pushkinian

334 Boris Pasternak, My Sister — Life, trans. Mark Rudman and Bohdan Boichuk (Evanston: Northwestern University
Press, 2001), 9-10.

335 Boris Pasternak, Po/noe sobranie sochinenii s prilozheniiami. V" odinnadtsati tomakh, tom 1 (Moskva: Slovo, 2003-2005), 115.
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poet-prophet into a holy foolish figure, their calls to other people in their present time go
unanswered. In the case of "About These Poems," at least, someone sought out the poet during his
hermitage, leaving a track in the snow to his door; for Parnok, the isolation is more complete and
more painful.

Pasternak's winter storm transformation, with its verses echoing off the rafters, is an ecstatic
time with the company of fellow human beings, but Parnok's isolation is despairing and lonely.
When Pasternak cries, "What millennium is it?" to the children in the yard, he calls them "my dears"
[MuAbre]; this affectionate mood shows that he has lost track of time in the joy of creation. When
Parnok cties out to passetsby, she calls them "obsessed" [oaeprxumerii], "fugitive from yourself”
[Beraerr ot camoro cebs]|, possibly even foes. This is a holy foolish provocation rather than a
celebration. In Mandelstam's review of My Sister — Life, he writes that "To read Pasternak's verse is to
clear one's throat, fortify one's breath, refresh one's lungs; such poetry must cure tuberculosis"
[Cruxu [TacrepHaka HOYUTATH — TOPAO IIPOYUCTUTD, ABIXAHUE YKPCIIHTh, OOHOBHUTD ACTKIE: TAKHC
CTHXH AOAKHBL OBITB IIEACOHEI AAS TYOEepKyAe3a)].s3s To read Parnok's "Prologue," however, is to feel
a choking shortness of breath; the 'cure' of connection between poet and the rest of the world is not
achieved. The poet of "Prologue" may be able to heal with words as well, but she never has the
chance. No matter how desperate her appeal, the passersby will not hear her out, let alone approach
of their own accord.

As the script of "Prologue” progresses, it becomes clear that the passerby will on the
contrary becoming more and more distant. In the next stanza, the Voice identifies itself as coming
from within the crowd with the line "We're deafened by a thunderous sound" [— Msr rpoxorom

orAyIreHsr |, now marked with the em-dash that in Russian convention indicates direct speech in the

336 Osip Mandelstam, "Zametki o poezil," in Sobranie sochinenii v dvukh tomakh, tom 2 (Moskva: Khudozhestvennaia
literatura, 1990), 210.
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way that double-quotation marks do in English. First characterized as possibly mute, now deafened,
the recipient of the poet's message gradually diminishes in sensory contact with the world,
increasingly unlikely to communicate successfully during a period when Parnok found it increasingly
difficult to publish under tightening restrictions. The Voice confirms that "You're just not traveling
our road, / Your dreams confuse and rankle us, / Your talk of summits makes us fret," [Tebe me o
Aopore ¢ Hamu, / Tl HaC omyThBaeIb cHamH, / Tl HAC TPEBOKHILD BHINNHOM,| and also confirms
the Poet's eatlier declaration that the crowd is hiding from their own selves. As with St. Andrei the
Fool of Constantinople, Nikolka, and other fools, the addressee is brought to realize by the fool that
they already know the Truth: that they are not living by the principles (God's, justice — "equality"
[cBepcTHIIecTBO] in this poem) they would pretend to uphold. Again and again the Poet reaches out
to individuals in the crowd with a cry to "Come back!" [Bepuucs!], but they refuse to join her,
demurring that they have no time for her. The last outright acknowledges that to come back would
mean to burst the bubble of normality constructed in their favor, "To moan and groan together, /
Make noise and lead a dog's life" [Bmecre HbITh, 1 XHBIKATD, / V1 BolkAMKATD, 1 TOpe MbIKaTh]. They
finish dismissively, "What the hell's your soul to me?" [Ha koii mue gepr ayra tBOA?].

The drama ends:

Poet. IToar.

The sky is torn to tatters, PazoapanHOE B KAOUBA HEOO,
And impenetrable dark... W sra B3BUXpeHHAA THMA...

And the sky is also mute, W 310 HebO — TOKE HEMO,

And everything's gone mad! M Bce BOKpyT coImiro ¢ ymal
Don't come closet, evil shadows, He maaBuratitecn, 3Abie TeHu,
Retreat, repulsive hue and cry! OTXABIHB, VIKACHOE CMATEHBE!..
One last time I scream, I whisper: B mocaeanmit pas kpuay, merdy:
"Understand..." Iotimmre...

With the last word given to the Poet, now it is not she who is mad but the world which shut itself
away from her. Like in Mikhail Lermontov's lyric poem "The Prophet" [IIpopok, 1841], itself a lyric

response to Pushkin's 1828 poem of the same name, the Poet is left completely rejected and
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abandoned by the kinfolk she could have helped with the holy wisdom spoken through her. Her

poetic prophecy is like pearls thrown to swine, but all the same it is her duty to speak. In this case,

that holy wisdom is the worthiness and beauty of a voice like hers, shaped by chronic illness and a

tumultuous relationship with faith and wholly dedicated to lesbian love.

Immediately following "Prologue," Parnok performs another holy foolish speech act in "Out

the Window" [B doprouxy] (#216, Feb.-March 1928). As discussed in the section above, the first

two stanzas of this lyric depict the poet struggling to breathe, who with a pounding heart thrusts her

head out the window. Next, Parnok shows that it isn't just the desire to breathe that puts her in this
, ] p

position: "And once again / The ardently demanding word / Casts its spell over my life" [11 caosa /

aA »xu3Hnro Mocero ropsuao / Koaayer tpebosareaptoe caoso]. Here there's a mixture of pagan
H Koaay 0 Here there' ixture of pag;

magic with the word: perhaps the Word of God, or perhaps the word as logos so esteemed by other

modernist poets. The next two stanzas mark as a quotation the word spoken by (through) the poet:

"Like a bathhouse the world's got so damn stuffy
From the vapors of dirty bodies, impending dark
thoughts,

Rotten secrets, irreparable deeds,

That even if you open the window wide,

There's no air for a despairing soul to breathel..
Isn't it strange? We treat all diseases:

Sarcoma, and sclerosis, and old age... But

The world still has no clinics where people

Can be cured of the streptococci of evil.

That's why I would crawl on my hands and knees
Over highway potholes, over crushed stone

On wilderness roads — where? God knows where!
To some forsaken monastery deep in the woods,
And I'd beg forgiveness and intercession —

I'd entreat with tears and prayer... If only

I knew where they were, the protectors, Zosimas,
And if the eternal flame still burns.."

— Kak B Oane ucmapeHbs IpA3HBIX TEA,
Haa Mupom ucrapeHps TEMHBIX MBICAEH,
I'aurormux TaiiH, HEITOIPABUMBIX ACA
Takoit IPOKAATON AYXOTOM HABUCAH,
Yro, AasKe HACTEKb PACIIAXHYB OKHO,
ApIITIaTh Ayiie ordasBIIeiica — HedeM!..
He crparro an? Msl Bce GOAE3HI ACTHM:
Capxomy, 1 ckAepo3, 1 ctapocts... Ho
Ha cBere Her ere Takux AeueOHMII,

I'Ae AegaTcs OT CIPEIITOKOKKOB 3A4. ..

Bot Tak 6b1, Ha KOACHAX, OTTOA3AQ

ITo BEIOOMHAM MOCTOBOM, IO IIIEOHIO
I'ayxux aopor. — Kyaa? bor Bects, kyaal —
B kako#-HUOYAB APEMYYHIT CKUT 3a0BITHIH,
YT0OB MOAUTD IIPOIIIEHBS U 3AIUTHI -

W BBIIIAAKATD, ¥ BEIMOAHTE... Koraa 6

I 3Hana, TAe OHH, — 3aCTYITHUKH, 30CUMBHI,
I me yrac Am cCBET HEyraCHMBIN?..

Mirroring many fools' performances, this speech confrontationally admonishes the institutions in

power. Saintliness and disability are linked here in the inability of the poet to breathe, in body and in
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soul, in such a polluted place and time. The metaphor is fully embodied, like the hagiographical
Nikola Salos bringing the metaphor of Tsar Ivan the Terrible's slaughter of Christians into the
physical world by offering him meat during the Great Fast. Then the speech calls attention to the
hypocrisy specifically of such a spiritually and physically dirty world: the age of scientific medicine
brought forth in Dostoevsky's time has worked diligently to cure diseases caused by streptococcal
bacteria, but has ignored and disavowed treating diseases of the soul. Further, it shows the voluntary
abjection of the poet-saint, crawling through the painful urban environs of hagiographical fools,
over potholes and gravel, to beg salvation. She even names Father Zosima, spiritual guide to another
of Dostoevsky's holy foolish protagonists, Alesha Karamazov. But because she does not know
where the Zosimas of this world are, she crawls on a rough road, not to a monastery, but to the
windowsill where she can at least speak this word.

At first, the word is spoken "to no one, into space" [Tak, HEKOMY, B IIPOCTPAHCTBO| —
perhaps just to us as readers. But after the poet-fool finishes speaking, and the poem describes a
sunrise over the cupolas and cross of the Chutch of the Burning Bush [mo6aeckaer kymoa / 11
kpect Heommaammorit Kymmner. . .|, the speaker envisions another addressee: the unknown person in

the West discussed in the section above, not a citizen but just a person.

Bort Tax ke BBICYHYBIIINCB B AYIITHOE OKHO, Like me, her head thrust out a stuffy window,
ABIIIIA TAKOM K€ AAOBUTOM KIKEIT, Breathing the same poisonous swill,

U, CHASICH U3 TIOCACAHBIX CHA B3AOXHYTb, And using all her strength just to take a breath,
CTOUT, H AYMA€T, U IIAQYET KTO-HHOYAD Someone stands, and thinks, and weeps,

He OCABIH, M He KPACHBIH, H HE YCPHBIH, Not a white, and not a red, and not a black,

HE TPAKAAHIH, 2 IIPOCTO YEAOBEK, Not a citizen, but simply a human being,

KaK f, OBITH MOKET, CAHIIIKOM HEIIPOBOPHO Like me, perhaps, too un-adroitly

1 TPYCTO AOKHBAFOIIHI CBOM BEK. And sadly living out her life.

Unusually for the holy fool tradition, this connection allows for a possible locus of salvation outside
of Russian Orthodoxy or even Russia itself. This person in the West parallels the speaker in the

same position, head thrust out a window to breathe (and maybe to speak), disconnected from the
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ideological battle waging across the world, and also just trying to survive her age. The comparison
leads us to ask whether this person in the West might also have a similar "ardently demanding word"
to speak. After all, the medical institutions that ignore the health of the soul were also developed in
Paris, Turin, and Hamburg. At the same time, the poet specifically mentions not just the cross but
the cupolas reflecting the sunrise, iconic of Orthodoxy specifically. The person is not given to speak
at the end of the poem; she simply is there — perhaps she won't speak without a Zosima to act as an
intercessof.

The holy foolish elements in Parnok's late poetry work to anchor her in the Russian poetic
tradition — if not through the tradition of homoeroticism debated in Zhuk's polemic with Poliakova,
then in the position of Russia as the locus of salvation. How could one deny that a voice like
Parnok's belongs to Russia when her chosen faith shows through so cleatly, with images of sunlight
glinting off cupolas from her first collection Poers all the way through the Poems of Later Years? 1t
puts her prophet in succession to Pushkin's prophet and Lermontov's prophet, and links her to
Dostoevsky's yearning for a Christlike love. It also projects her not only into the past but into the

future as well: in writing her late works for the drawer, she writes them for an eternal future.

Crip time in Ursa Major

Such occupations with futurity continue and even intensify with the Vedeneeva cycles, in
ways that disability and holy foolery can together illuminate better than either can separately. As
discussed above, Parnok lived evidently her entire life with the sense that she existed somehow out
of step or out of sync with a normal life's timeline. The verses she wrote during her school years
were preoccupied with twilight and autumn; that identification with advanced age due to illness
remained constant throughout her life. A close echo of that 'out of sync' feeling reverberates in a

recent creative nonfiction article published by Ellen Samuels in Disability Studies Quarterly, "Six Ways
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of Looking at Crip Time." In talking about her own experience with chronic illness, she writes, "I
look 25, feel 85, and just want to live like the other 40-somethings I know. I want to be aligned,
synchronous, part of the regular order of the world. Like the leaves just now turning as the year
spins toward its end, I want sometimes to be part of nature, to live within its time. But I don't. My
life has turned another way. I live in crip time, now." Parnok's expetience of living in crip time
infused the Vedeneeva cycles, written in the last eighteen months of her life (January 1932 — July
1933). There, the temporalities she inhabited as a chronically ill, converted Orthodox, lesbian poet
develop into a vision of futurity that will carry her love and her voice into eternity through the
'eternal, timeless language' of poetry.

One of the most impactful theorizations of crip time is written by Alison Kafer in Fewinist,
Queer, Crip. Following the example of disability scholars and activists Irv Zola and Carol Gill, she
takes as her starting point the widespread usage of the term 'crip time' in disability communities
outside of scholarship. Whereas Zola and Gill write about crip time without defining it, as though
the concept and its resistive potential would already be familiar to their audience (as it likely was),
Kafer then asks what it would mean to explore disability in time or to articulate a theory of crip
time.337 Starting from that term's in-community usage, Kafer writes, "Operating on crip time, then,
might be not only about a slower speed of movement but also about ableist barriers over which one
has little to no control; in either case, crip time involves an awareness that disabled people might
need more time to accomplish something or to arrive somewhere."s3s Expanding beyond that, Kafer
also sees crip time as an orientation to time counter-positioned against 'curative time,' aligning

closely with Eli Clare's critique of cure discussed in the previous chapter.ss Crip time is part of an

337 Alison Kafer, Feminist, Queer, Crip, (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2013), 26.
338 Ibid.
339 Ibid., 27.
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understanding of disability that does not expect, assume, or demand curative intervention; it creates
instead an understanding that can hold the complexities of "chronic fatiguing hell pain," for
example, alongside the inherent value of disabled lives. Clare joins Kafer in connecting his grappling
with cure to the dimension of time. He writes:
The desire for cure, for the restoration of health, is connected to loss and yearning. What we
remember about our body-minds in the past seduces us. [...] Norwal and natural won't leave
us alone. We remain tethered to our body-minds of the past, wanting to transport them into
the future, imagining in essence a kind of time travel. Cure is such a compelling response to
body-mind loss precisely because it promises us our imagined time travel. But this promise
can also devalue our present-day selves. It can lead us to dismiss the lessons we've learned,
knowledge gained, scars acquired. It can bind us to the past and glorify the future. It can fuel
hope grounded in nothing but the shadows of natural and normal. And when this time travel

doesn't work or simply isn't possible, we need a thousand ways to process the grief
prompted by body-mind loss.340

If time travel into a past prior to loss is impossible, time travel into some kind of future is a
certainty, and Kafer includes in her theorization a connection of crip time to the concept of queer
time through discussion of futurity. She polemicizes Lee Edelman's argument in No Future: Queer
Theory and the Death Drive for an ethics of queer theory that completely rejects reproductive futurity,
embracing the position created for us by the social-political order as a force of negativity and
embodiment of the death drive. Instead, Kafer argues that "abandoning futurity altogether is not a
viable option for crips or crip theory."ss If the social-political order is bent on curing us into
eradication, the stance of resistance is to survive. One project of crip theory is to build that future
where disabled life in all its ways of doing time is valued, for the sake of the present: "As critics of
utopian thinking have long argued, the futures we imagine reveal the biases of the present; it seems
entirely possible that imagining different futures and temporalities might help us see, and do, the

present differently."ss

340 Clare, 57. Emphasis original.
341 Kafer, 28.
342 Ibid.
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The first of the two Vedeneeva cycles, Ursa Major [bosvutasn medseduya) (January — March
1932), can be read through the lens of crip time as a process of grieving a 'normal' future that illness
has made impossible and seeking other ways of being in time that allow the poet to live out the love
she desires. The cycle consists of seven short lyrics (#232-8) addressed to Vedeneeva, portraying
small but meaningful moments in early stages of their relationship. Through much of the cycle, the
poems express infatuation, devotion, contentment, and desire; in the last two poems (#237-8),
however, the poet turns toward doubt and an uneasy sense of ill-fatedness, writing, "And sorrow
runs its fingers over my heart strings: / Ah but the love I feel is out of place!"s43 [M B cepartie rpycts
nepebupaer crpynst: / Ax, u AF0OATO s HbiHUe HeBriomaAl] 34 (#237). In each of the seven poems of
this cycle, time has a significant thematic presence, and investigating how time changes in relation to
illness and aging through the progression of the cycle shows an interpretive possibility for the
seemingly abrupt shift in the sixth and seventh poems. In this section, I examine the lead-up to that
turn both in the narrative context of Parnok's relationship with Vedeneeva and also in the context of
crip temporality. In the next section on the second of the Vedeneeva cycles, Useless Goods [Herymcroe
dogpo] March 1932 — July 1933), I show the repercussions of that out-of-place feeling as the poet's
earthly love comes into conflict with her duty as a foolish poet-prophet.

In the first poem of Ursa Major (#232) Parnok establishes the emotional space of the cycle

and the relationship as one with peculiar laws of physics:

343 Diana Burgin, "Sophia Parnok: Ursa Major," DianaBurgin.com, 2007, http://www.dianaburgin.com/P-Poem-Ursa-
Major.html.

344 Parnok, 241-44.
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Why? Because it is the phone zone, Dro 30Ha TeaedpOHa,
Zone of mental stupefaction, 30Ha TOAOBOKPYIKECHBA,
Zone of sheer absurdity; 30H2a HETOHATHBIX AEA,
Laws of gravity and bodies I'ae ocoObre 3aKOHEI

In repulsion and attraction TAroTeHps, IPUTAKEHDA
Function there peculiarly. W oTraskuBaHbBA TEA.

The "laws of gravity and bodies in repulsion and attraction" operate on her physically, peculiatly
preventing her from picking up the phone and calling her beloved ("What exactly is the fateful /
Force that rules me in that corner, / Unremitting, troublesome?" [Yro 3a pokoas cuaa /
Hewusmenno, 3aonoayuano / B tom yray Baaaeer muoii?]). The body doesn't operate as expected in
this strange zone. The new laws of physics also operate strangely on the emotions, affecting the laws
of desire: attraction and repulsion. This feeling of infatuation, being absurdly too anxious to contact
the one she loves, mirrors the feeling of illness. Burgin translates "roaoBokpyxenbps" as "mental
stupefaction,” but it works on both the physical and emotional levels of dizziness, vertigo, distress,
and disorientation. This poem brings Parnok's chronic illness into the sensory landscape, reminding
us that no experience — even romance — can be separated from it. The poet's lesbian desire and
chronically ill embodiment operate together, at the same time, and they affect each other; they're
both about what bodies we find desirable and undesirable, and both are felt in the body as a
physiological phenomenon.

The physics motif plays on a couple of levels: when the speaker says that she should call a
physicist to help explain this strange phenomenon to her [ 651 dpusuka cripocuaa / Ilycrs mue
obbsicauT Hayano / Dot denomen uyanoii], the knowledge that Nina Vedeneeva was herself a
physicist pulls together the conceit. The addressees are the same: the woman who has upended the
laws of physics and made Parnok inexplicably too shy to call her, and the physicist who could
explain such a phenomenon. In that same stanza, the speaker calls it "Dror dperOMeH uyaHOR" —

Burgin translates that as "this strange phenomenon," but the adjective has roots in wonders and
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miracles, a decidedly unscientific description. She reinforces that notion in the next line, phrasing the
question that she would ask such a physicist: "What exactly is the fateful / Force that rules me in
that corner, / Unremitting, troublesome?" [Uro 3a pokosas cuaa / Heusmenno, 3aomoayano / B
TOM yIAy BAaaeeT MHOI?| At the same time that she uses physics as a motif to depict experiences of
embodiment and desire (and in a playful nod to her Vedeneeva's profession), she also brings in such
concepts beyond human understanding such as fate, wonders, and miracles. But like the wisdom of
the holy fool is usually experienced by their addressee as deeply troubling or upsetting, this fate is
similarly far from soft and rosy. Even in this stage of early infatuation, the fateful force in the corner
is experienced as az0n0.1y4r0, translated by Burgin as 'troublesome’ but more literally meaning ill- or
evil-fated, as though cursed from the start to an unhappy end. It prepares us for some kind of
experience beyond control or understanding, one that may not be aligned with our earthly desires.
As the cycle progresses, the poet's devotion will become more conflicted, until in the seventh and
final poem (#238) she wonders whether her beloved is worthy of these "seven-star consetellation of
verse" [cemusBesame cruxa after all.

In the second poem (#233), a short lyric of two quatrains, Parnok establishes a Dantean
parallel for her relationship with Vedeneeva in which her lover plays the role of Virgil: she writes,
"All right then, lead me, lead, lead / Even through all the citcles of hell" [Hy uro x, Bean mens,
BeAn, Bean /Xots 6 ckBO3b Bee KpyroBopoTsl aAa, further alluding to a premonition of ill-fatedness
for their path together. She makes the allusion explicit with the last line, "You're the only Virgil I
need!" [Apyroro Bepruaus ue Hapo!]. Although Vedeneeva leads in this cycle, Parnok will shift in
Useless Goods to following the lead of God directly instead of her Virgil. The third poem (#234) is
also a pair of quatrains, with an epigraph from Baratynskii's 1822 lyric "The Kiss" [[Tocyayii]: "I
dream of you, I dream of pleasure..." [MHe cHHIIBCA TBI, MHE CHUTCA HACAQKACHBE...|. Like

Baratynskii's poem, this one speaks of the tormenting desire for and pleasure of the beloved's kiss.
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With the fourth poem (#235), Parnok imagines a tropical paradise, Viovocala [Buoroaocal,
where she can live and love Vedeneeva away from the social restrictions of her homeland. Each of
the three stanzas of this poem begins with an apostrophe to this paradise, first "Breeze out of
Viovocalal" [Berep n3 Broroaocet!] then "Tropical Viovocala!" [ZKapxast Buoroaocal] and
"Generous Viovocala!" [[Lleapas Broroaocal]. In this place, Parnok imagines inhabitants who "go
barefoot" [xoasr Gocer] and "shun straitlaced clothes" [6es wonopasIx oaexa], living more freely
and authentically than the metaphorical inverse of tight and restrictive clothing in her homeland. In
the third and final stanza, Parnok describes Viovocala as a place "Where they kiss without palaver"
[Tam meayrores 6e3 crpoca] and where they follow the following "women's creed" |y senrun Hpas
takoB|: "When you kiss, you feel happy, / When you kiss, you're not smashing / Against a palisade
of teeth" [Uro, meays nx, cmeemscs, / Uro, meayst, ne Hatkuemmbcs / Tol Ha 9acTokoA 3y60Bl).

This poem brings advanced age as a facet of temporal orientation to the center in describing
the beloved primarily through her grey hair. The adjective grey- or silver-haired [ceaad] is a

consistent epithet for Vedeneeva, in this cycle and elsewhere in Parnok's poetry. In the first stanza,

she writes:
Oh my gray-haired darling, O, MO APYT CEAOBOAOCHIH,
Open up your window wide — Hacrexp pacmaxum okHO —
Let your gray locks be ruffled, [Tycts ceAble IPAAN TPEIIAET,
Let your heart start to tremble, [TycTp B3BITPAET B CEPAIIE TPEIIET,
Let it warm up inside! ITycrp corpeerca ool

This image of the warm, tropical breeze ruffling her beloved's grey locks is one of the more
unambivalently pleasant moments of the cycle, and it establishes a pattern, following the declaration
to "Leave rushing to the callow youth" [[lyckait crertmt HeonsITHBIH f0Her)] in the third poem
(#234), of valuing advanced age as a desirable trait in both the speaker and the addressee. Time has

advanced unusually quickly compared to the normative or expected life timeline, but that's not
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necessarily a cause for distress. In this stanza, Parnok is able to pause time and appreciate this fond
moment of the warm breeze in her lover's silver hair. Here again, an aspect of Parnok's illness
(premature aging) is made a poetic experience of romance in the parallel structure of the grey locks
ruffled, trembling heart, and warmth. The rapid heartbeat is wrapped between the sign of the
beloved and the tropical, emotional warming, not to 'cure' it but to embrace it.

The fifth poem (#230) is a three-stanza lyric narratively split in half. In the first half, the
speaker reads a romance ("It starts right in with chapter five / (And there must be a hundred
twenty) =" [B magase msras raaBa / (A ux kak Oyaro 6er cro ABaarare!) —| full of urgency and
passion, where "in their beds they toss from yearning" [M1 06a meuyres, Tockys| for their lover's
burning kiss. That middle stanza is split in half with an ellipsis, then the lyric moves from fictional
time and space to the speaket's present: "Oh, darling! Here's the bookmark where, / Right here, the
place that I stopped reading," [O, apyr moii! Bor 3akaaska rae, / Bot A0 wero st oountanal. In
contrast to the fictional lovers' burning passion, Parnok suggests instead, "Come on, together, let us
read / A long, long romance slowly-paced" [AaBaiite e gurats BABoeM/ Poman orMeHHO
AAWHHBIF-AAWHHBI. .

Starting at this point in the cycle, time begins to transform as something not just advanced,
ahead-of-time, but jumbled out of order as well. The first stanza, depicting the youthful and hasty
romance read by the poet, is more rushed in tone than the rest of the cycle has been; with "Five
minutes to a rendezvous" [Vik 6es mtn MunyT cBuAanbe|, there's no possibility for the lovers to
hide from their fate, and they toss in their beds at night, "And burned completely through their
hearts / A kiss's embryonic burning..." [V cepaue mpoxikeHo HackBo3b / OKOroM HEepBBIM
morteAy...]. When the speaker reaches her bookmark and sets down the story, returning to her own
space and time, she adds a parenthetical: "(I reached my doom with time to spate) / I can't reread

from the beginning!" [(ITpoBopHa s, k cBoeit Oeae!) - He Haunnats e mue cravanal]. With the
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expectation of an early death and a sense of age ahead of her time, the poet has no time to start a
new romance from the beginning. While she does not wish to rush, she also cannot afford to take
the time to develop this romance at her own pace.

Instead, she proposes:

Come on, together, let us read AaBaifTe e 4nTaTh BABOEM

A long, long romance slowly-paced. Poman "OTMEHHO AAMHHBIA-AAUHHBIA .
You want to make a start with me? Xorure, BMECTE MbI HAYHEM?

But only straight i medias res| Ho ToAbkO mIpsAMO cO cpeAnHbI!

The solution to the paradox is to start not at the beginning but in the middle, so that the lovers have
time to enjoy their long, slow romance before the ill-fated end. Here also is another indication that
the timescape of the cycle is not just advanced but also a little bit jumbled — and that this strange
temporality is also desirable. By solving the paradox of wanting a long, slow romance but having
foreshortened time, breaking the linear narrative of romance preserves the quality of love desired, so
a nonlinear experience of time becomes welcome and even necessary.

A nonlinear timeline is written not only into the relationship but also, in the sixth poem

(#237), on the poet's body. It opens:

A head of silver gray. And youthful features. Ceaast ronosa. V1 0OAMK FOHBI.

And Dante's profile. And a winged gaze, — N npocduas AarTa. V1 KpEIAQTBIH B3rAsA, -
And sorrow runs its fingers over my heart strings: I B cepArie rpycrs nepebupaer CrpyHsI:
Ah but the love I feel is out of place! AX, 1 AFOOATO 51 HBIHYE HEBIIOITAA!

The paradoxical image in the first line of a face with both silver-gray hair and youthful features is
certainly identified as the poet through the transposition of Dante's profile onto the portrait,
completing the parallel of the lovers Virgil leading Dante through hell and into paradise. Here is the
pivot of the cycle, arising from the strange experience of time that comes to a crisis in this
penultimate poem of the cycle. Now having admitted this sorrowful, out-of-place feeling, the poem

continues, "How aging women suddenly go mad... / Yes, I'd like to be a little stronger, drier, / Like
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old wine, — you know, I'm old myselfl" [Kak cxoasT BApyr Ha ckaoHE AeT € yMa... / Aa, 5 x0TeAa O
ObITh 1TOKperde u mocyiie, / Kak crapoe BunO, — Beab 5 crapa camal]. On one hand, age remains a
desirable trait, as it was when the tropical breeze ruffled her beloved's silver-gray hair; the poet even
expresses that she would like to age even further like a vintage wine. On the other, it comes with a
risk of sudden madness.

When that madness comes, it takes the form of loss of her desire for desire itself. Even
though her romance with Vedeneeva has so far been sweet, gentle, with its own passion at
moments, the poet exclaims "If time could just evaporate this sweetness! / I've had enough. I do not
want to wantl.." [I1o6 Bpems ucrapuao a1y cAaaocTb, / AoBoabno mue. S me x0uy xoTtersl..]. The
poet looks to time itself to solve the poet's sorrow. Just two stanzas above, the relationship could
only begin i1 medias res it it was to be the long, slow romance Parnok desires; now, suddenly, she
already wishes to be at the end, when a long stretch of time has dissolved the intensity of love. The
stanza continues, "Happy are those who in their youth can manage / To have their fill of sparkle,
froth and song..." [CuacrauBsI Te, KTO ycIIeBaroT cMAAAY / AOUCKPUTHCS, AOIIEHUTHCS, AOIETb...].
Parnok does not expect to live long enough to have her own fill of love, and so seeks ways of
experiencing time that would allow her to have her fill. Even starting in the middle, her illness hasn't
left her enough time to live out the full story of her romance; it's been cut short from both ends.
Like in Samuels's essay, the experience of living in crip time is a complicated enmeshment of
pleasure, loss, and loneliness.

This sixth poem ends with the image of the poet's passion redirected to something else, as

she stands alone on a theatre stage:

I've come too late. The curtain has been lowered, S omosaana. 3aHaBec OMmyIIEH.
The hall empties. Not for intermission, — it's the end.  Ilycreer 3ara. He antpaxr, — koner.
Just in the gallery there one fool's still raving, Awnre Tam, Yem Oe3HaACKHEE, TEM IYIIIE,

The more despairingly, the more intense. B patike erre OesymcTByeT rayumer.
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In the fifth poem, the poet is too early, reaching the end with time to spate. Now, she's too late for
her voice to be heard. Given the identification earlier with "How aging women suddenly go mad"
and other identifications in Parnok's late poetry with madness and loneliness, it seems likely that this
one fool (not explicitly a holy fool, but in the more mundane sense of stupidity) is the poet herself.
Like earlier poems discussed in this chapter, this image of the mad poet addressing no one willing to
listen ties Parnok to the poet-prophets of Pushkin and Lermontov. She too has something of higher
importance to say, but the message is not being heard — in this case because of time in addition to
indifference. Now the audience has turned away once more, but they've turned away because the
speaker falls out of the accepted timeline; she was too late to make the intermission and everyone
who could have heard her chose to prioritize the normate schedule over the poet-prophet who lives
in crip time.

The seventh and final poem of the cycle (#238) presents a final turn away from Vedeneeva,
regretting without malice that the poet's earthly love "can't be helped." The title of the cycle also

appears at the end, revealing these seven poems as the seven stars of the constellation Ursa Major:

Well you're not good, and you'te not evil, Beab oI He AODpast, He 3Aas,
You're simply dry, like standing wood, — Bean 151, Kax cyxocroii, cyxa, -
I bring you seven stars of poems, 3auem Hecy Tebe, He 3HATO,
And can't imagine why I should. S cemusBesane cruxa.

The description of Vedeneeva as "dry" calls back to Parnok's own admission eatlier in the cycle that
she would like to be dry like an aged wine, implicitly reflecting whatever disappointment the speaker
has in the recipient of her seven stars back to herself. And the major characterization of Vedeneeva
in this poem is lukewarm or tepid, as condemned in Revelation 3:15.34s Parnok writes in the third

stanza of this poem, "It's not that you are cold, just cool, / It's not that you are hot, just warm" [He

XOAOAHA THI, 2 IIPOXAAAHA, / He ropstaa T8I, a TerAa]). The Biblical instruction that it would be

345 "I know your works; you are neither cold nor hot. I wish that you were either cold ot hot."
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better to be hot or cold than lukewarm naturally refers to devotion in faith; Parnok's criticism of
Vedeneeva as lukewarm could refer to devotion faith or in love. Either way, she emphasizes that for
her addressee, "To sit upon God's right or left in / Heaven's not in store for you." [Hu oaecuyro, un
ourroro / He Gprre Tebe Bosek B paro]. All the same, she does still love her. Even with this turn in
devotion away from Vedeneeva and toward God, the poet does not regret the time they've spent

together or the seven-star constellation of this seven-poem cycle for her beloved. The poem and the

cycle end,
But do not understand me wrongly! Ho me rroiiMu MeHA IIpeBpaTHO:
No matter how I might curse, lament, Hu npokannas, Hu ckopOs,
I don't take my gifts back, —346 51 me Gepy Aapos oOpatHO, —
I love youl! So it can't be helped! Uro x Aeaars! I AroOAro TeOs!

The contradiction untangles itself here in different scales of time. On the timescale of a
single human life, Parnok's experience of loving Vedeneeva as depicted in Ursa Major is those
pleasant or humorous images of being too nervous to call and making jokes about laws of physics
and of silver-grey locks ruffled in a tropical breeze — and she's content or at least willing to live in
crip time and make it a long, slow-paced romance starting 7 medias res. But as we have seen in other
late poems and in glimpses within this cycle, Parnok is not only a person living in a human timescale;
she's also a holy foolish poet-prophet working on the timescale of eternity. This is the image of the
poet shouting madly on a stage after everything has ended. For the poet on a human timeline, a
phone call or a warm afternoon might be fulfilling, but they become so small as to be undetectable

on the timeline of Heaven. The final lines of the cycle seem to indicate that the poet loves her

346 Burgin's translation of these lines reads, "I don't take back my gifts without / A bit of cursing and lamenting, —" I
find this translation to be misleading, and so have substituted a more literal variation.
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partner almost despite herself, that given the choice, she would operate on the heavenly timescale

and turn her devotion higher.

Eternity in Useless Goods

The second of the Vedeneeva cycles, Useless Goods [Heryoncroe dodpo], elevates the competing
timescales in which the poet lives. The cycle consists of twenty-three lyrics dated between March 24,
1932 and July 31, 1933. Parnok died just after its completion, on August 26, 1933, at age forty-eight.
Although the poems of the cycle are not sectioned, a narrative progression of several phases of
conflict between earthly life and eternal life is identifiable. Poems one (#239, March 24, 1932)
through four (#242, March 1932) are energetic, full of exclamations and apostrophe, and speak of
the torment of Parnok's passion for Vedeneeva. In poems five (#243, March 1932) through ten
(#248, June 1932), exhaustion seems to catch up with the poet, and though her declarations of love
do not lessen, she increasingly portrays that love as an illness and pulls away from desire. In poems
cleven (#249, August 2-9, 1932) through seventeen (#255, November 1932), the poet demonstrates
a final burst of struggle between her desire for earthly love and her need to prepare for her life's end.
In poems eighteen (#2506, November 2, 1932) through twenty-three (#261, July 31, 1933), she
comes to accept her transition into the next, eternal life and says her goodbyes to Vedeneeva. The
conflict of the poet's passion for her beloved on the earthly timescale ultimately cedes in the hour of
death to the responsibilities of the poet-prophet to move beyond such transient experiences and
operate on the eternal timescale.

In the first poem of the cycle (#239, March 24, 1932), Parnok actually casts us back into the

first moments of Biblical time. The first two stanzas establish an Edenic metaphor:
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Yes, you're greedy, deaf-mute woman, Aa, TBI KaAHA, TAYXOHEMAA,
You're greedy, Adam's rib! Kaana, Aaamoso pebpol
Why pick up without accepting 3adem Oepertrp, He IIPUHIMAS,
These goods you do not need? Tebe menyxaOE AOOPO?
What use to you is all this produce — K uemy Tebe x0341CTBO 3TO -
The thundering play of elements, I'pemyuas urpa cruxmii,

The rapid heartbeat of a poet, CeparieOnenue 11oara,

Her verse in all its shagginessrs« Ero kocmareie cruxmrsss

This first poem of Useless Goods was composed eleven days after the final poem of Ursa Major (March
13, 1932), creating a continuity in both theme and time between the two cycles. Given that the
addressee remains the same in this cycle and that the first poem continues Parnok's lament that her
poetic talent is misdirected or going to waste, the first evident interpretation of the "Deaf-mute
woman" would be Vedeneeva. As in the final poems of Ursa Major, the poet regrets that her
"produce," the tempting fruit of her talent and labor, is received by someone who is impropert,
unworthy, or too much of this earthly place and time. The thunderous image and the "rapid
heartbeat of a poet" once again recalls Pushkin's 1841 lyric poem "The Prophet," in which a seraph
tears out the poet-prophet's heart and replaces it with a burning coal representing the Word.s4 In
#239, the beloved is admonished for selfishly taking the poet's attention away from divine matters in
favor of momentary pleasures.

However, the description of the addressee as "Deaf-mute" introduces another layer: as

discussed above, Parnok often referred to her Muse, whom she conceived of as separate from any

347 Diana Burgin, "Sophia Parnok: Useless Goods," DianaButgin.com, 2007, http://www.dianaburgin.com/P-Poem-
Useless-Goods.html.

348 Parnok, 246-57.
349 "And with a sword he cleft my breast / And took the heart with tetror turning, / And in my gaping bosom pressed /
A coal that throbbed there, black and burning." [M o Mue rpyap paccek meuo, / M cepaue Tpenerroe Boiaya / V1

YIAB, ITBIAQIOINNIT OTHEM, / Bo rpyAp otBepcryio BoaunyA.] Translation by Babette Deutch and Avrahm Yarmolinksy
in Modern Russian Poetry: An Anthology New York: Harcourt, Brace and Co., 1921), 8.
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living person, as Deaf-mute.3s0 With this confrontation directed to the Muse as well as the beloved,
Parnok also laments her role as a poet, with the duty that comes with it of existing in Heavenly time,
of speaking in that "eternal, timeless language" for unknown readers in unknown times.3s: The
"produce," then, would be Parnok's love lyrics, such as those eatly poems of Ursa Major built around
the small moments of love for Vedeneeva. In that case, the "rapid heartbeat of a poet” recalls more
Parnok's practice of writing symptoms of her illness into her love lyrics, as for example in the "Zone
of vertigo" [3ona roaoBokpy:xenbs|, where experiences such as dizziness, light-headedness, and
rapidly beating heart are common to both illness and love. The poet chastises her Muse for
compelling her to write her love for Vedeneeva instead of more important matters on a heavenly
scale. In both cases, the poet's priorities lean more toward the prophet role than the lover role,
chiding Adam's rib (and Parnok will call Vedeneeva her "Greying Eve" [ceaasn EBa] later in the cycle)
for taking this passion all to herself and the Deaf-mute Muse for misdirecting the poet's talent.

The difference that Burgin notes in the pace of Ursa Major and Useless Goods is especially

evident in the cycle's second poem (#240), quoted below in full:

I live, and even from myself I hide Kurb, Aaxe o1 cebs Tas,

That I'm exhausted and that I'm Yro f m3amydeHa, 9To 5

Tormented by you as by music! Toboii, Kak My3BIKOH, TOMIMA!

I live off-target, out-of-tunely, 7Kure meBIionaa u Kak-To MUMO,

But in a tempet, at top speed, Ho crops4aa, Bo Bech omop,

Willfully, defiantly — Harnrepepes, narepexop, -

And so, full blast, I'll take a dancing 1 tax, Ha BCeM XOAY, C pasbery

Leap into death as into languor. Copsarbcs IPAMO B CMEPTBH, Kak B Heryl..

The fatigue evident throughout Ursa Major is still present — many who live with chronic illness attest

that it is ever-present — but the poet is no longer looking for that long, slow-paced romance. Now,

350 Poliakova, 90.
351 Ibid., 27.
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even still living in crip time (out of step [HeBomaa] and somehow off to the side [kax-To MuMmO]),
Parnok has seen the imminent approach of death and decided to shift from slower-than-usual to
faster-than-usual, gathering all her passion to sprint into eternity. The tone of the cycle is as written
in the beginning to poem eight (#246, May 1932): "Exhausted, weary unto death, / But all — fire, but
all — poetry" [Mamyuen, A0 cmepra 3amoTan, / Ho Becb — oroms, HO Bech — cruxu]. The poet begins
to refer to her present relationship in past tense and hypothetically, as in poem five (#243, March
1932): "It seems to me, together we'd have been / So tender, so intense, so unbearably..." [Mue
KaKeTcs, Ham ObIAO OBl ¢ T0OOI / Tak HeXKHO, TaK OCTPO, Tak HecrepuMo.| (#243, March 1932).
The transition from crip time to eternal time through Useless Goods is not a linear
progression: especially in the first half of the cycle, several poems still speak of a lingering but
passionate love for Vedeneeva, as if against the poet's own will. In these early poems of the cycle,
the connection between love and illness intensifies; it is presented not just in details of the body but
is made explicit. For example, the fourth poem (#242, March 1932) concludes, "Oh how sweetly 1
am ailing / From the greenness of your eyes!" [O, kak caaako s 60aeto / TTposeaenbro raas tBonx!].
However, in these early poems of the cycle, the metaphorical connection between love and illness
expands beyond the embodied experiences of Parnok's chronic illness (light-headedness, dizziness,
tachycardia). Love becomes all manner of disease, including communicable diseases and cancer. For
instance, in the sixth poem (#244, April 1932), Parnok portrays a moment of seeing her beloved
getting off a streetcar: "You, carrier of a very sweet contagion, who never has a cold. / You, who
clouds your lovet's reason, who keeps her self-control"ss2 [T, Hecsi cAaAgafiIyro 3apasy, —
He 6oAbHA cama, / T'bl, AFOOOBHEKY TyMaHs pasyM, — He coMAers ¢ yma]. Love is now not only an

illness but a contagious illness, that causes madness and fogged reason for the infatuated but not for

352 More literally, 'who does not lose her mind' or 'who does not go mad.'
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the asymptomatic carrier. In poem ten (#248, June 1932), the illness of love transforms further into

a cancer, creating a much more desperate tone:

How can I root out this horrid feeling,

So it won't spread to my soul, my thoughts, my
blood!

How rid my heart of, cauterize with weeping
My illness, a creeping cancer, — lovel

O, KaK MHE 9TOT CTPAIIHBIH BiKUBEHb BEIKUTD,
YT00 He BKUBAACA B AYIIY, B MBICAH, B KPOBB?
3 cepAa BEITPAaBUTH, CA€3AMU BBIKEYbD

Moro 00AE3HB, IIOA3YUHI PAK, - AFOOOBB?

The narrative of Parnok's love for Vedeneeva distupting the poet's transition into eternal

time plays out in miniature in poem seven (#245, April 20, 1932), below in full:

Before Saint Rodyon-Icebreaket's,3s3
Thirteen days ahead of time,
Tremors shook the rivet's bosom,
Fissures cleft the stubborn ice,

I'd not ventured to the river,
But I caught a certain signal
And was absolutely sure,
She was just about to stir;

Water was already streaming,
Coursing warmly through the ice,
And beneath the cased-in streams a
Mermaid leaned her shapely thighs;

Nature was awake and restless,

And her wine went to one's head, —
Something's on the verge of coming,
That will simply knock 'em dead!

Ao Poanona-areaoroma,
3a TPUHAAIIATH AHEH BIIEPEA,
ApOTHYAO pedHOE AOHO,
3aTpermaA yIpAMBIA ACA.

He xoanaa 4 Ha pexy,
ToApKO IO IpHUMeTE HEKON
3HaAa A HABEPHAKA,

Yto BOT-BOT MOMAET pEKa,

YTO CKBO3b AEA TEIIAO CTPYHTCA
W oA Tenavie cTpyn
IToAcTaBAsieT BOASHHIIIA

beapa crpoiinere cson,

Yro mpupoAa B HEIOKOE,
YTto XMEABHO €€ BUHO, —
Yo ceriuac moMiAeT TakKoe,
Or 4ero B raazax TeMHO!

With this metaphor of the breaking-up of river ice and the resumed flow of the river, earthly life is a

temporary stoppage in the flow of the eternal soul, and its eventual dissolution is an expected and

possibly even welcome part of the natural calendar. The breaking-up of Parnok's earthly time is

early, signaled by trembling and cracking of the stubborn body. The poet foresees her departure

from this place and time from some "certain signal" and knows without a doubt that her time has

353 A Russian folk holiday on April 21st which marks the breaking of river ice.
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come; at the same time, as the flow of the river has already begun away from this place and time, an
alluring mermaid is spotted beneath the streaming water. Parnok chooses the word vodianitsa to
represent her beloved rather than the more common water-dwelling spirit of Russian folk culture,
the rusalka. One effect of this choice is to avoid the dangerous or unholy connotations of the
rusalka, who is often considered aggressive toward living people, and is often specifically the
doomed soul of an unbaptised child or maiden who died by drowning.sss

Unusually for poems in Useless Goods up to this point, the beloved in this form as an alluring
river spirit fades into the background in the last stanza of #245. Nature, instead of earthly love,
becomes the compelling force. Many times eatlier in the Vedeneeva cycles, Vedeneeva's love is
presented as something intoxicating: for instance, in #242 (April 1932), "All my senses reel from
your intoxication, — uttetly beloved!" [Bce msite ayBers T Onbsinsierns cpasy, — / Best Arobumasl]. In
this stanza, however, nature's 'wine' and not Vedeneeva's goes to the poet's head. The poet's eyes
are darkening [B raasax Temuo| from the "something" that is restless and stirring as the river is
beginning to stir. As the poems in the next phase of the cycle make explicit, that "something"
coming to the foreground is death.

In this phase of the cycle, the poet prepares for her death by drawing out and grieving a
series of final moments and goodbyes to her love. The eleventh poem of Useless Goods is titled "To
Myself" [K camoii cebe] and is dated August 2-9 from Kashin, a balneological (mineral-bath) resort
town near Tver', where Vedeneeva had a dacha.sss In this poem, Parnok calls herself "granny
Sophie" [6abyrka Codns| and repeats the line "When we're well into our forties" [Koraa epeBaant

3a copok]| seven times total. It opens:

354 B.E. Levkievskaia, Mify russkogo naroda (Moskva: Astrel', 2000), 233-56.
355 Burgin, Sophia Parnok, 258.



When we're well into our forties,

It's late to be playing with Muses,

Late to get blue over music,

Gulp down enflaming intoxicants,
Take it easy — that's what we oughta do,
Oughta fuss over our grandsons,

Put our affairs in order,

When we're well into our forties.
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Koraa nmepeBaAnt 3a copok,
[Tosano BoAmTECA ¢ My3samm,
ITozarO TOMITBCA MY3BIKOH,
[Turre oraeBoe cHaAOOBE, —
VroMoHUTBCSH HAAOOHO:
Haao0HO BHYKOB HAHYNTD,
Haao0HO 1yTh 3aKaHYIHBATS,
Koraa nmepeBaaunt 3a COpok.

Only now entering what for most would be considered middle age (Parnok was one week from

turning forty-seven on August 2, 1932), the poet is already preparing to set down what occupied her

in life and settle into the process of dying.

In poem thirteen (#251, August 8-9), also composed in Kashin, is built around the metaphor

of a nighttime fire in a jungle, calling back to poem four of Ursa Major with its unrestrained tropical

Viovocala, in which passion is burning out and the sunset is obscured by the fire's smoke. It ends

with the first of many final moments and goodbyes to Vedeneeva:

Oh, on this night, the last one on earth,

I'd like to press my parched mouth, athirst,
To you, my gray-haired, my fateful passion,
Before the heat has cooled into ashes.

O, B 9Ty HOYb, B IOCACAHIOIO HA 3EMAE,

[Toxyaa ap erre He OCTHIA B 30A€,

3amekIumcs pToM, BCel KaKAON K TeDe IIPHUIIACTD,
Mos ceaast, MOst pOKOBasi CTPACTB!

This night of the burning jungle was not to be Parnok's very last night on earth, but many of the

succeeding lyrics are written as though they each might be the last. In poem fourteen (#252, August

21), Parnok writes:

I'd beg from death a
Year or two,

But it's too little time to
Inhale all of you.

And if I lived to be a hundred,
My misfortune,

I could not finish looking,

I could not kiss my fill.

Bemmpocus Obr y cmepTa
I'oamk, Apyroii.

Toabko HeT, HE yCIIETh MHE
Haaprmatecsa ToOo1.

W A0%HBY XOTB AO CTa,
Most marracrs,

He HaaroOyroch AocHITA,
He mameAyroce BCAACTb.

Whether the poet's time left on earth is one year or a hundred, it still wouldn't be enough to exhaust

her love. Such resignation of insufficient time is in a way reassuring: on the timescale of eternity, it
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matters little that Parnok has so little time left, since two or three lifetimes would also be too little. If

it matters little either way, it might as well be one, and in fact she did live one more year almost to

the day.

In the next three poems, fifteen through seventeen, the poet has one last burst of defiance

against her slow death, looking back on earthly time like Lot's wife looking back on the home she

left. In poem fifteen (#253, September 27), below in full, the poet wishes it could be another way,

that she could live in both earthly time and eternal time:

There's no way back for me!
I shout out loud from grief,
As I run over the squares
Of the chessboard.

I step across one:

The others aren't mine.

Oh my stingy darling,

Bisect me, too, with a line, —

So I could give in half-ways,
Believe with half faith,

So I could scream at half voice,
So I could be not myself.

Her mue myru obparsO!
Haxpuk kpuday oT TOCKH,
beras o kBasparam
[MTaxmaTHOI AOCKH.

Yepes oAmH cTyHAroO:
[Tpoune — HE MOM.

O, MOl paAOCTB CKyTIas,
Tor 1 MeHA pasABOM, —

Y100 MHE BIIOAMEPBI MEPHUTD,
YTOOBI BIIOABEPHI BEPUTh,
UToOBI BHOATOAOCA BHITH,
Yr100bI COOOIT HE OBITH!

The poet is already on the path to eternity with no possibility of turning back, but, as though stuck

between earthly life and eternal life in this time of transition from one to the other, wishes she could

live half with Vedeneeva and half with God. The paradox of "scream at half voice" recalls her eatlier

collection Sozto 1Voce [Bnoszonoca, 1926-7]. Now, however, that halved-ness is expressed as a

hypothetical, an impossibility rather than the poet's reality. She has irrevocably changed since then

into a new self, whose role is to be measured fully, believe with full faith, and scream in full voice.

The last earthly outburst comes in poem seventeen (#255, November 1932), along with a

return of the Edenic metaphor and a moment of crip time. Parnok writes:
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Give me your hand and let's go to our earthly Aaii pyky, 1 ITOFAEM B HAIII TPEIHBII paiil..
paradisel.. Hamepexop HeOecHBIM IIpOMMUHITAAHAM,
Detying the State Pension Plans of heaven, AAf HAC CpeAr 3UMBI BEPHYACH Ml

May returned for us in winter time, W 3anBena 3eaeHast IMOASHA,

And flowers blossomed in the greening meadow,

Here she proposes a compromise: the paradise she proposes to go to is earthly, literally sinful
[rpermenii], but even a sinful heaven or paradise, paradoxical though it may be, is eternal. Devising
an earthly heaven would stretch out the passionate love Parnok knows must be so short-lived into
eternity. In the calendar of a healthy lifetime, the emergence of love "well into our forties" might be
closer to May, with plenty of summer left ahead. In Parnok's abbreviated time, love emerged during
winter, the end of one year and the beginning of another. In ending this poem with the declaration
that, now that they are both one year older, "The fruits of ripe knowledge are more succulent. / My
lovel My Graying Eve! Greetings!" [Ere BkycHeil 1o3HaHUIT 3peablx AcTBa... / AroO60Bb Most! Ceaas
Esal 3apascrsyitl], the poet attempts to recreate a garden of Eden, the original earthly paradise, as
one that can continue forever. But the sweeter the fruits of knowledge become, the greater the
temptation, and the closer the earthly paradise comes to its own death.

By the next poem (#256, November 1932), the poet seems to have realized it, and the cycle
begins to resolve its conflict in the acceptance of death. Parnok opens that poem with a stern
command to herself, "With no if's, and's or but's whatever, / Accept your lot right till the end" [Bes
OTOBOPOK, Oe3 ycaosuii / [punsrs cBoil xpebuii A0 koHma]. As we have seen in the poems of later
years and in Ursa Major, when Parnok speaks of her fate, she refers not to any fortune or misfortune
(or both mixed together) in earthly time, but of futurity and eternity: all of this verse written for the
drawer to be discovered by an unknown reader in an unknown time, the faith that this message she
is bound to speak as a poet-prophet in the lineage of Pushkin's and Lermontov's will be heard, that
God will lead it where it needs to go. Using a metaphor of a life's earthly time and earthly love as a

card game, she writes:
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No! Damn it! I've had it up to here with Her! K wepry! fI cprta mo ropao
The game — too much of a good thing. Nrpoii — AeMbAHOBOII yXOI.
I've rubbed the callouses in my heart Mo30AH B CepAlLIe s HATEPAA
And trashed my spirit with littering — M sacopuaa Ayx TPyXOi, —
That's what life — a stubborn game — has Bot 9r0 ocraBmAa Ha maMATH
Left me to remember her by, MHe Ku3HBb — yIpsMas urpa, —
But I shall out-stubborn Ho a cmory nepeynpaMuTs
Her, the demoness! It's time! Ee, mpokasryrol.. [Topal

Again, this last line operates on the multiplicity of referent: in this case, 'her,' the demoness, instead
of Eve. The parallel structure of 'stubborn' and 'out-stubborn' invites a reading of the cursed one as
the feminine noun 'game' [urpal, the earthly love which has distracted the poet-prophet from her
mission and littered her spirit with unnecessary distractions. It also refers back to the feminine noun
'life" [sxusnb]: if not just love but all of life is a game, then love can also be put aside with the rest of
the litter that clutters the poet's spirit. Now that the poet has accepted her fate as prophet, she is
ready to come to terms with the closing of her earthly life, and the cycle turns its all attention toward
the eternal.

The next step in this process, and the subject of the next few poems in the cycle (roughly
nineteen through twenty-two (#257-60)) is to say goodbye to Vedeneeva. The first poem of this
stage, "Silver-Gray Rose" [Cepas posa] (#257), was composed November 17, 1932 and revised June
16-17, 1933. It was during this early winter of 1932 that Parnok's health began to deteriorate more
sharply; she left her job as a translator but kept in contact with close friends and her sister, and it
was during this time that the last photograph of Parnok was taken, described above by Burgin as
"grandmotherly and ailing."sss "Silver-Gray Rose" narrates a sleepless night in Moscow when snow is
starting to fall and frost to form. The poet sees the petals of the rose turn silver with frost and begin

to be buried in snow. In revising the poem, Parnok changed only the final stanza, which she

356 Burgin, Sophia Parnok, 298.
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completely rewrote. The new ending after six months and a steady decline in health reveals a
significant shift in mood and perspective.

The original version, composed November 17, 1932, ends:

I sing and weep, S moro u maauy,
Weep and sing, [Taagy u moro,
Weep for I'm losing [Taaay, gro yrpagy
My roselss? Posy moro!

For her translation of Useless Goods, Diana Burgin uses the revised version from June 1933:

Well then, die, Hy waro x, ympu, ympu teneps,
die now, Most Ayima, MO OHY, MOIT 3BEpPb.
My soul, C ToOo1i OBIAA £ B KPAIO,
my scourge, my beast. C T000% OpoAHAa 1 B paro.

With you I went to the very edge,
With you I roamed in paradise.

The first version is simpler in its image: the song is a farewell lamentation for Vedeneeva, the silver-
gray rose, and the form matches that simplicity in its symmetrical repetition. The speaker will
evidently continue on after this snowy night, once the rose is buried in ice and gone. The second
version is both more complex and more closely matches the earlier motifs of Revelation and
heavenly conflict. In the revision, the naming of the lost love as 'my soul' introduces the interpretive
possibility that the speaker is also dying, and that the 'scourge' or 'beast’ is the same weakness of the
spirit imagined as a demonic game previously, rather than the wistful rose. It also juxtaposes the two
paradises that compete for Parnok's devotion in these last days: the earthly paradise with silver-gray
Vedeneeva, or the heavenly paradise that has no time for romantic distraction.

By the twenty-first poem (#259, January 6, 1933), it's clear how severe Parnok's illness has

become and how much pain she's in. Like in Mayakovsky's poem "Backbone Flute" [®aetira-

357 Translation mine.
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osBoHo4HUK, 1915], the poet's body rings out a "farewell concert" [mpormaabHELT KOHIIEPT],

tormented by a love that cannot be fulfilled in this life and welcoming death when it comes.3ss

I anguish as the beasts must anguish, Tockyro, KaK TOCKYIOT 3BEpPH,
Each vertebra's in misery, Tockyer KaKABIH ITO3BOHOK,
And my heart feels like a dootbell I cepAlie — Kak 3BOHOK Y ABEpPH,
When someone gives the bell a squeeze. M kro-10 AepHYA 32 3BOHOK.

Within the Edenic conceit, Parnok's illness becomes God's punishment for the original sin of desire.
Also in echo of "Backbone Flute," this stanza of #259 plays on the etymological connection
between nossonox [spine, backbone, vertebra] and ssonox [ring, call]. This is the painful transformation
of the poet into the prophet, whose earthly form must perish before the Word can be spoken
through them. The ring at the door, a threshold between times and spaces, is a Heavenly signal that
it's time. It's both a death toll that squeezes the life out of the poet's heart and a call to cross over
that must eventually be answered. Now, Parnok is prepared to answer: "And I'm leaving /

This life, alive, without a pang..." [V e xaAko / pu Ku3HE OPOCUTD 3Ty KHU3Hb. ...

On the way to answer, she bids Vedeneeva farewell, calling her "The fire of my parting days"
[Orons mMoux mpormaabHbix AHeH|. She then returns to the hot and cold motif of devotion: "And sin
to say it, with either love / Ot hatred, I do not love." [1 crpamio moAButs: H A060BBIO, / Hit
HeHaBHUCTHIO He AIOOAIO!]. The love and hatred with which Parnok loved was evident and at the
forefront even two months earlier in the same cycle; apparently now that she has said her goodbye,
the direction of her devotional energy has shifted away. And although Burgin translates that line as
"sin to say it," the original is closer to "frightening" or "terrible" — but not connected to sin;
however, the verb Parnok uses in that line to speak, "mMoasuts," does ring with a liturgical weight

due to its root in Old Church Slavonic.

358 Vladimir Mayakovsky, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, tom 1 (Moskva: Khudozhestvennaia literatura, 1955), 197-208.
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After the twenty-second poem (#2060, February 5, 1933), which asks forgiveness of
Vedeneeva as though unburdening the soul before its departure ("Forgive me that I love, beloved
one, / Forgive, forgive me!" [IIpocrn, uto st AF0OAIO, Arobumas, / ITpocru, npoctn mewsl], there is
a long gap in time before the final poem (#2061, July 31, 1933). That poem, written less than a month

before her death on August 26 — portrays the moment of departure:

"Come what may," you wrote, "we shall be "ByaeM c9acTAUBBI BO 9TO OBl TO HU CTAAO..."
happy..." Aa, MOIT APyT, MHE CYACTBE CTAAO B JKH3HB!
Yes, my friend, happiness has come to me in life! ~ Bot yxe cmepreabnas ycrarocts

Now, however, a mortal weariness 11 raasa, m AyIIIy MHE CMEKHT.

Closes up my heart and shuts my eyes.
Bor yx, He OyHTYH, HE IPOTUBACH,

Now, without rebelling or resisting, Capblmy 1, Kak cepAIie ObeT OTOOIA.
I can hear my heart beat its retreat. SI caabero, u caabeeT IPUBA3D,
I grow weaker, and the leash that tightly Kperko Hac BsizaBImas ¢ ToOOI1.

Bound the two of us is slackening.

Bort yux BeTep BOABHO BeeT BHIIIIE, BHIIIIE,
Now, the wind blows freely ever higher, Bce B 1Bery, u THXO BCe BOKPYT, -
Everything's in bloom and all is still, — Ao cBuAanbA, APYT MO¥! ThI HE CABIIIIHIID?
Till we meet again, my friend! You can't hear me? I ¢ To60i#t 1poIIIarOCh, AAABHHIL APYT.
I'm telling you goodbye, my far-off friend!

Even this final farewell of the cycle, the poet grounds the transition from one life to the next in
poetic predecessors, far past and very recent. Parnok calls back to Pushkin's farewell poem "It's
Time, My Friend, It's Time" ["'ITopa, Moit Apyr, opa,” 1834], in which "the heart begs for peace"
[roxost cepanie mpocur| and "We plan to live, and look — we die" [[Ipearroraraem xutb, 1 TAIAD —
Kak pa3 ympem].sso While these two farewells have in common a weariness of the heart, in #261
Parnok refutes the most famous line from "It's Time, My Friend, It's Time": whereas Pushkin writes,
"There is no happiness on earth, but there is peace and freedom" [Ha cBere caacrss Her, HO eCTbh

mokoit u Boas|, Parnok asserts that she did find happiness in her beloved in this life. Ironically,

359 Aleksandr Pushkin, Sobranie sochinenii v deciati tomakh, tom 2 (Moskva: GIKhL, 1959-62), 387.
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happiness in #261 can on/y be found on earth; as the ties between Parnok and her love slacken, the
poet cannot take that happiness with her.

Especially in the final two lines bidding goodbye to her friend on the threshold of death,
Parnok also echoes another lyric farewell: Sergei Esenin's last poem, "Goodbye, My Friend,

Goodbye" ["Ao cBuaanus, Apyr Moii, A0 cBupanms, December 17, 1925], written the day before his

death by suicide.
Goodbye, my friend, goodbye. A0 CBHAQHDBA, APYT MO, AO CBHAQHBA.
My dear, you are in my heart. MUuABIIT MO, THI § MCHS B ITPYAHL. .
This predestined parting IIpeanasnaveHHOE paccTaBaHbe
Promises a meeting hence. ObGeraer BCTpedy BIIEPEAM.
Goodbye, my friend, without a hand or word, Ao cBHAQHDBA, APYT MO, O€3 PYKH 1 CAOBA,
Don't mourn or furrow your brow, — He rpycru n He neuasnr Oposeit, —
To die in this life is not new, B sroii xxusHM yMupaTh He HOBO,
But to live, of course, is hardly newer. Ho m sxwuth, KOHEYHO, HE HOBE.360

Burgin's translation of the phrase "Ao cBuaanus, Apyr moii!" as "Till we meet again, my friend!"
reflects the promise in "Goodbye, My Friend, Goodbye" of another meeting in the next life. The
link turns Parnok's 'goodbye' into a prophecy on its own. The distance between the poet's spirit and
her beloved palpably increase through the last stanza, as though she can already feel her soul
ascending through the breeze, looking out over life in bloom on the earth, until she is so far away
that her now far-off love can no longer hear her voice. If Parnok's long-predestined parting also
promises a meeting in the future as Esenin's does, then this farewell holds in it the possibility that
the conflict of timescales in Ursa Major and Useless Goods can be resolved: that Parnok can fulfill both
her roles as lover and poet-prophet. Like happiness for Pushkin, however, it cannot be in this world.

If happiness and poetic duty are to coincide, it can only be in the eternal future.

360 Sergei Esenin, Sergei Esenin (Moskva: Moskovskii rabochii, 1958), 299.
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Concluding remarks

The picture created in current scholarship on Parnok, especially by Poliakova and Burgin, is
of a poet fearlessly speaking her love without compromise or hiding, for whom barriers of
censorship and taboo proved too great to overcome in her lifetime but who nevertheless continued
to speak her truth as long as she could. Burgin summarizes that "the lesbian poet dared to say out
loud what people hide even from themselves."ss1 Even though Burgin and others don't say so
directly, such an image of the marginalized speaking truth to power does fit in with the holy foolish
archetype — however, taking a closer look at how exactly the holy fool and disability manifest
together in Parnok's mature verse show that speaking that truth was far from simple. In few other
accounts of hagiographical or literary foolish personas do we see how difficult it can be to take on
the role oneself. In this case, the picture created in Parnok's verse is of a poet struggling to priotitize
the holy foolish role over her romantic love for her partner.

In "Prologue," Parnok directly names her poetic tendency to "play the fool"
[ropoactBOBats|. Part of that foolery was certainly what "Prologue" depicts: the poet speaking a
direct and confrontational condemnation of the addressee's apathy to the pain of others. Another
critical part, playing out in the Vedeneeva cycles, is reflexive: turning the foolish gaze inward and
coming to terms with that which does not serve the higher purpose. Earthly love is transient and
temporary — this Parnok knew acutely, living in a painfully foreshortened timeframe even compared

to most — and a voice like hers must be eternal and speak to eternal matters.

361 Burgin, Sophia Parnok, 230.



151

I1.

When I speak

I speak with one voice
When I cry

I cry with all

Jim Ferris, "Thirteen Ways of Looking at Crip Poetry"

IV. Sasha Sokolov's A School for Fools

Postmodern arts and fiction in Russia found the archetype of the holy fool to be well suited
to their interests in disruption and provocation, anti-aestheticism and the abject, and the skeptical
search for true reality in a world made of layers of simulacra. Sasha Sokolov's novel A School for Fools
[LLIxosa das dypaxos], finished in 1973 and published in the United States in 1976, is famous for its
literary experimentation, programmatic of Russian postmodern fiction. It incorporates
developments common to postmodernist movements, including fragmentation of the self and reality
and deep skepticism toward ideological bodies of knowledge, along with a reinvention of
hagiography and medieval Russian forms of writing such as pletenie sloves or "word-weaving." As it
also features a protagonist, undiagnosed in the text but widely diagnosed as schizophrenic by literary
scholars, who is a student in a school of special education or specschool [ceniikoaa], it makes a
highly suitable object of study for this dissertation. It also produces several parallels to the earlier
chapter on The Idiot, providing a century-later update on institutionalization and pathologization of
difference, with the major difference that in this case the pathologized saint is himself the narrator
(or at least one of them).

Literary scholars use a variety of names for the protagonist and central narrative voice of A4
School for Fools: some call him Student so-and-so as he is sometimes addressed by other characters in
the novel (Lipovetsky); most call him simply the narrator, the hero, or the hero-narrator
(Boguslawski, Danshina, Freedman, McMillan, Johnson, Lipovetsky, Simmons); and some call him

the student (Karriker). Following the example of Karen Rice McDowell in her 1996 dissertation



152

"The Reemergence of Medieval Word-Weaving in Sasha Sokolov's Shkola dlia durakov: Invoking the
Word," I will for the most part use the name he chooses for himself, Nymphea. While it may not be
certain whether Nymphea as a name refers to every voice in the text attributed to the Student (or
even at times which voices belong to him and which to others), this choice reflects the etiquette in
crip, queer, and trans communities that when a person chooses and declares a name for themselves,
that name should be used. I make it as a gesture of respect to all those who choose names that
others refuse to use.

The primary focus of close reading in this chapter is Chapter Four of .4 Schoo/ for Fools,
"Skeetly." The ovetlapping point of protest or resistance in common between the analytical tools of
holy foolery and disability studies are well suited for interpretation of this chapter in particular, with
its central theme of Nymphea's "shout of a new type"se2 [kpuk HOBOrO THIA].363 This phrase, a
subversive pun on the Leninist slogan of a "party of a new type" [maprus HOBOIO THIIA],
encompasses a disruptive, cathartic, and creative act of self-affirmation in a context of institutional
pathologization. Current scholarship on .4 Schoo/ for Fools largely reproduces the stigma of psych
disability that the shout protests, while leaving a gap in close reading around the shout itself. The
intervention of a critical disability perspective intertwined with attention to holy foolery shows the
function of the shout: the loud, disruptive, sometimes otherwise inexpressible demand to be
regarded as human in the face of dehumanizing ideologies. In the dehumanizing and cruel context of
institutionalization, widely resonant in the political atmosphere of the Soviet 1970s but especially to
psychiatric survivors, Nymphea recognizes a transcendental need for shouting one's own "L." That

shout has a transformative effect; it melts away the strictly maintained fagade of imperative

362 Sokolov, A School for Fools, 137.
363 Sokolov, Shkola dlia durakov, 100.
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normalcy, exposing the nastiness of the institution's collaborators and rallying the other specstudents

to unruliness. It is a prayer and a protest; disability activists have been shouting like this for decades.

Postmodern foolery

Nymphea's narrative role as a holy fool is made textually explicit in Pavl/Savl Notrvegov's
charge to "shout for yourself and for me, and for all of us, deceived, defamed, dishonored and
stupefied, for us, the idiots and holy fools, the defectives and schizoids..."36 [kprranTe 3a cebs u 3a
MEHS, ¥ 33 BCEX HAC, OOMAHYTHIX, OOOATAHHBIX, OOCCUCIIICHHBIX ¥ OTAYIIACHHBIX, 32 HAC, HAUOTOB U
FOPOAMBBIX, AC(DEKTUBHBIX U IMU30HAOB. .|, and literary scholars of Schoo/ for Fools readily follow that
reading.3es Mark Lipovetsky writes of the Student and of the protagonist Venichka in Moscow to the
End of the Line [Mocksa-Ilemymxu] that "The heroes of these works are both holy fools. In both
works, moreover, the holy foolishness of the hero forms the structure of the artistic world, insofar
as the holy fool acts as the central narrator in both these cases."sss McDowell, citing Ziolkowski's
definition, writes that Nymphea "is a holy fool in the sense that his [feigned] madness both fosters
humility in him and "provides him with a persona which may speak the truth more directly than
allowed by normal social conventions'."s7 Holy foolery saw a notable resurgence in postmodern
arts, including fiction; Per-Arne Bodin goes so far as to say in "Holy Foolishness and Postmodern
Culture" that, in Russia, z#rodstvo was "the key word of twentieth-century culture."sss To explain the

resurgence of the holy fool archetype in postmodern arts, scholars have theorized several avenues of

364 Sasha Sokolov, A School for Fools (Ann Arbor, Ardis, 1977), 136.
365 Ibid., Shkola dlia durakov (Ann Arbor: Ardis, 1976), 99-100.

s66 Mark Lipovetsky, Russian Postmodern Fiction: Dialogne with Chaos, ed. by Eliot Borenstein (New York: M.E. Sharpe,
1999), 83.

367 McDowell, 169.

368 Per-Arne Bodin, "Holy Foolishness and Postmodern Culture," in Holy Foolishness in Russia: New Perspectives, ed. by
Priscilla Hunt and Svitlana Kobets (Bloomington: Slavica, 2011), 365.
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resonance for holy foolery and Russian postmodernism on (anti-)aesthetic, philosophical, and
theological grounds. Bodin summarizes, " Iurodstvo in postmodern culture is commonly interpreted as
a way to challenge appearances and is a reflection of the possibility of reaching reality, spirituality,
and depth. In fact, in zurodstvo there is a strong tension between what is true and what is false. It thus
occupies a logical place in a postmodern discussion centering on whether it is possible today to
represent a divine reality or any reality at all."3e This tension between realities and possibilities of
truth produces Nympha's shout of a new type: it is that insistent affirmation of possibility.

In Eliot Borenstein's introduction to Lipovetsky's Russian Postmodernist Fiction, he addresses
the misconception of postmodernism as a Western import of sorts to Russian culture. He praises
Lipovetsky's study for making significant advances in answering the questions:

What, then, is the place of postmodernism in Russia? Is it another in a long line of Western

cultural imports, the latest concession to cosmopolitanism? Or is a natural outgrowth of

Russian (Soviet) reality, the legitimate counterpart to similar phenomena in North America

and Buroper And if Russian postmodernism is s#Z generis, can theoretical models developed
in the West be applied to Russian cultural production — and if they can, should they?37

Lipovetsky's answer, according to Borenstein, is that "Russian postmodernism is both an integral
part of a worldwide phenomenon and a product of the Russian cultural reality," in large part through
demonstrating continuity between Russian postmodern fiction and Russian modernism.s71 For
several scholars interested in interactions of postmodernism and Orthodoxy, the figure of the holy
fool serves as another anchor of postmodernism in Russian cultural traditions specifically, as a point
from which philosophical and aesthetic patterns of postmodernism could arise in the Russian

context. Bodin observes that holy fools "frequently served as a marker of Russianness" for

369 Ibid., 371.

370 Eliot Borenstein, "Editot's Introduction: Postmodernism, Duty-Free," in Russian Postmodernist Fiction: Dialogue with
Chavs, ed. Eliot Borenstein (New York: M.E. Sharpe, 1999), xv.

371 Ibid., xvi.
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postmodern artists and authors invested in secular performances of postmodernism.s2 And for
Tatiana Goricheva, who argues for an understanding of Russian dissidents as secular transpositions
of the holy fool tradition, holy fools embody the revolutionary potential as conceptualized by
Deleuze and Guattari of mental illness.s73 In a similar way that this dissertation uses the figure of the
holy fool to keep discussions of disability grounded in Russian cultural traditions, thereby addressing
concerns of 'Western cultural imports' as Borenstein writes, these artists and scholars of Russian
postmodernism find the holy fool useful as a specifically Russian framework for their work.

Perhaps immediately evident due to the dramatic nature of their disruptive practices, both
holy foolery and postmodernism are invested in iconoclasm or anti-aestheticism. According to
Bodin, who borrows stigmatizing rhetoric of disability to characterize holy foolery's position outside
of normativity, Russian postmodernists were attracted to "the deformed language of the holy fool in
discussions of twentieth-century literary language."s74 In addition to the public scandal caused by
holy fools' outrageous appearance, postmodern writers were drawn to the speech of holy fools
consisting of "parables, riddles, obscure utterances, and disjointed phrases."s7s In Nymphea's case,
that speech is a shout: a single word, his name, or just a long-held wordless sound. In Iera i obraz:
religioznoe bessoznatel noe v russkoi kul'ture 20-go veka (Faith and Image: The Religions Unconscions in 20th
Century Russian Culture), following the Panchenko-Likhachev model of holy foolery, Mikhail Epstein
argues that holy foolery, the avant-garde movements of the early twentieth century, and postmodern
movements later in the twentieth century share a tendency to iconoclasm in pursuit of the revelation

of a higher God or higher truth that cannot be identified with art or language considered

372 Bodin, 353.

573 Tat'iana Goricheva, Pravoslavie i postmodernizm (Leningrad: Izdatelstvo Leningradskogo gosudarstvennogo universiteta,

1991), 44.
374 Bodin, 367.
375 Ibid. See also Panchenko, 75-6.



156

aesthetically beautiful. In Epstein's view, the holy fool, who on all levels "disrupts the semiotic
membrane of culture, returning to nakedness and silence, debasing that which is human in himself in
order to elevate the divine" [paspyrraer 3HAKOBYEO OOOAOUKY KYABTYPEL, BO3BPALIAACH K HATOTE U
MOAYAHUIO, VHIAKASA UEAOBEUECKOE B ceOe — YTOOB BO3BEICMAOCH DOKecTBEHHOE| serves as the
perfect emblem of the disruptive and anti-aesthetic impulses of avant-garde and postmodernism.s7
This de-aestheticization [aeacrernsanus], he writes, "as the destruction of art is a social act, as the
self-destruction of art is a religious act, imparting to art itself new, paradoxical qualities of anti-art"
[KaK YHHYTOKEHIE HCKYCCTBA 9TO AKT COLMAABHBIN, KAK CAMOYHIDKEHHE HCKYCCTBA 3TO aKT
PEANTHO3HBIN, IPUAAFOIINUNI CAMOMY UCKYCCIBY HOBBIC, ITAPAAOKCAABHBIE CBOMCIBA
AHTHHCKYCCTBA|.377
However, although Bodin and Epstein agree on the identification of anti-aesthetic
iconoclasm and apophatism as points in common that make the holy fool an emblematic figure for
Russian postmodernism, Dmitri Shalin offers a counterpoint. In a letter dated October 31, 1996 to
Epstein responding to Faith and Image, Shalin wrote:
If the modern avant-garde artist is akin to a medieval holy fool, iurodivyi, then the
postmodern arri¢re-garde conceptualist reminds me of a folksy jester from the same era —
skomorokh. The difference between the two is telling: the former seeks to walk in the path of
Christ and suspects devil's trickery in all mundane beauty, the latter is too much of a skeptic
to walk in anybody's path (except in the path of his own linguistic shadow) and is inclined to
dismiss beauty as something residing in the star-struck eyes of the beholder. The holy fool
wants to reform this wotld, the jester seeks to expose its phoniness. The holy fool's outrages
have a constructive putrpose, the jestet's irreverent gestures are strictly deconstructive. The
jestet's craft pokes fun not only at the official realities but also at the unofficial ones,
including one's identity, seen as a linguistic artifact rather than a substantive self. This is not

so much "holy foolery" as "tomfoolery." Still, holy fool and jester are kindred spirits. Both,
you boldly state, offer healing and consolation.ss

376 Mikhail Epstein, Vera i obraz: religioznoe bessoznatel'noe v russkoi kul'ture 20-go veka (Tenafly, N.J.: Hermitage
Publishers, 1994), 36.

377 Epstein, 33.

578 "The Shalin-Epstein Exchange on Russian Postmodernism," University of Nevada Las Vegas,
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For A School for Fools, even Shalin's distinction of holy fool from jester still guides an interpretation
in the direction of holy foolery. Nymphea's shout is constructive, a positive affirmation of life and
worth. It instigates a rebellion in the school, with consequences that last longer than a momentary
carnivalesque irreverence.

While Russian postmodernists join other postmodern movements in questioning whether it
is possible to represent divine or any reality, Bodin stresses that a distinction should be kept in mind
between questioning the existence of representations of reality and questioning the existence of
reality itself. She and Tatiana Goricheva both identify apophatism as another aspect of holy foolery
appealing to Russian postmodernism. Apophatic theology, or negative theology, involves attempts
to approach an understanding of God — or, if reimagined for secular purposes, truth or reality —
through negative definition, in terms of what God or reality is #ot.370 Goticheva's I Ipasocisaue u
nocmmodeprusm (Orthodoxy and Postmodernism) is one of the first scholarly works to argue for holy
foolery's utility as a tool to understand Russian postmodernism, and draws from Likhachev and
Panchenko's analysis of holy foolery through carnival. She writes that "The holy fool is the most
contemporary, postmodern form of holiness" [FOpoaussie — camas coBpemeHHas,
ITOCTMOAEpHHUCTCKAA hopma caTocTn].380 Written in 1991 at the very end of the Soviet era, the study
centers the fool for Christ's sake's role as a faith-grounded critic of secular power, and places
dissidents (who were often institutionalized in psychiatric hospitals for their political activities) in the
contemporaneous footsteps of holy fools. In the Bakhtinian tradition, Goricheva characterizes the
mocking laughter and grotesque behavior common to holy foolery and postmodern art as apophatic
in nature: "The holy fool does not simply deny the objectivized, inert, mendacious world, and he

does not simply propose an alternative to this world: he is an elusive fool, incalculable and evasive.

379 For more on apophatic theology, see Lossky.

380 Goricheva, 48.
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He truly points to the Other, entirely invisible, completely apophatic God" [FOpoausstit e pocto
OTPHIIAET OOBEKTUBHBIN, MEPTBBIH, H30ATaBIINICA MUP. V1 OH He IIPOCTO IIPEAAAraeT aABTEPHATHBY
3TOMY MHUPY: OH AYPAK HEYAOBUMBIH, HEUCUUCAUMBIH 1 Hcue3aroruil. OH IIONCTHHE YKa3bIBACT Ha
Apyroro, coBepIIIEeHHO HEBUAMMOIO, cOBceM artodarnaroro boral.sst In "Anodarnka u :opoAcTBo
B COBPEMEHHOI pycckoil kyabType," Maria Engstrom argues that postmodern authors (focusing
specifically on Dmitrii Prigov and Vladimir Sorokin) detach both holy foolery and apophatic
theology from their Orthodox contexts and transform them into rhetorical or literary devices.ss2 In
the context of postmodernism's questioning of reality on a fundamental level, the postmodern holy
fool insists that (divine) reality does exist, but can only be understood through denunciation of what it
1s not.

Along theological lines, holy foolery and postmodernism also share a common investment in
kenosis, or 'self-emptying' modeled on the self-emptying of Christ's will in order to become a perfect
receptacle for divine will. Kenosis, according to George Fedotov, constitutes "the dominant motif in

nn

Russian spirituality."sss Margaret Ziolkowski adds, ""the great appeal of kenoticism to Russian
religious thinking over the centuries is borne out by the popularity of kenotic features among certain
lay saints, namely the holy fools."ss4A holy fool practices kenosis through humbling oneself and
detaching oneself from worldly possessions and social structures. Mark Lipovetsky in Russian
Postmodernist Fiction: Dialogne with Chaos sees a kenotic element in the negative and chaotic element of

postmodernism as theorized in chaos theories in modern physics. In comparing holy foolery to

postmodernism, he writes, "The holy fool, like the postmodern writer, enters into dialogue with

381 Ibid., 57.

382 Maria Engstrem, "Apofatika i iurodstvo v sovremennoi russkoi kul'ture," S/owo (Uppsala) 51 (2010): 129.

383 George Fedotov, A Treasury of Russian Spiritnality New York: Sheed & Ward, 1948), 14.

384 Margaret Ziolkowski, Hagiography and Modern Russian Literature (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1988), 75.
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chaos in his attempt to find truth amidst filth and obscenity" [FOpoausstiii, kak u mmucaTeAb-
ITOCTMOAECPHUCT, BCTYIIACT B AHAAOT C Xa0COM, CTPEMSACH CPEAH IPA3K U IIOXaOCTBA HANTH
ucruny|.sss Nymphea's shout is also an emptying of the self; its constructive power can only
manifest once it has built up inside him and been released into the empty barrel, then rising over the
entire dacha settlement.

Since most of these scholars of holy foolery and postmodernism follow in the Likhachev-
Panchenko tradition of viewing holy foolery through Bakhtinian carnival, theatricality
[TeaTpaspHOCTB| features prominently in the connections they find. Theatricality, a concept often
used in postmodern theory in close connection with performance and performativity, unites holy
foolery and postmodernism in the emphasis of self-conscious play of roles, conventions of
communication, and spectation.sss Bodin notes that, in addition to literary artists, performance artists
such as Aleksandr Brener have made use of "a blurred definition of zrodstve" in order to "mix
Orthodoxy with a modern popular phenomenon that sometimes provokes irritation and anger in
society," transposing the secular into the sacred.ss7 Bodin also cites a counter-argument by poet and
Orthodox scholar Olesia Nikolaeva, who recognizes only a superficial similarity between holy
foolery and postmodernism in the area of performance or theatricality and denies that
postmodernism could have any religious significance. The difference in their theatricality, she writes,
is in purpose: "A holy fool's 'performance’ is intended to praise God, whereas postmodern
manipulations lie entirely in the sphere of human self-interest, severed from the Creator and Savior
of the world" [OAHAKO AHIICACHICTBO FOPOAUBBIX HMEET LIEABIO CAABY BOMKUIO, B TO BpEMs KaK

HOCTMOACpHI/ICTCKI/IC MaHUITYASITAA A€KAT MCKAIOYHUTEABHO B C(pCpC I/IHTCpCCOB YEAOBCYECKOTIO 4,

385 Matk Lipovetsky, "Russkii postmodernizm," 176.
386 For more on definitions of theatricality, see Fischer-Lichte.

387 Bodin, 360.
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pasopsasitero csou ca3u ¢ TBoprom u Cracureaem mupal.sss In this disagreement, Bodin
identifies the crux of postmodernism's transposition of holy foolery in the question of what
postmodern art represents: "Do they represent merely themselves, as Nikolaeva maintains, or do
they represent the world of God, as argue the postmodern scholars who identify the artists and their
works more or less with holy fools."ss

In addition to discussions holy foolery as a thematic element in .4 Schoo/ for Fools and Russian
postmodern fiction more broadly, Karen Rice McDowell writes on the reemergence of medieval
poetics in her dissertation "The Reemergence of Medieval Word-Weaving in Sasha Sokolov's Shkola
dlia durakor: Invoking the Word." McDowell argues that the novel, written in the highly ornamental
style of "word-weaving" or pletenie sloves, presents three saints: Norvegov, the Sending Wind
[Hacsraarorumii serep|, and Nymphea. She reads the work as a "contemporary hagiography," aiming
to replenish Russian culture after several decades of Socialist Realism's hegemony through extolling
virtues of integrity and imagination.se Citing Ziolkowski's Hagiography in Modern Russian Literature,
McDowell writes that "Nymphea is a holy fool in the sense that his [feigned] madness both fosters
humility in him and 'provides him with a persona which may speak the truth more directly than
allowed by normal social conventions."'s01 The qualities of that persona — the multiplicity and
interweaving of narrative voice(s) and nonlinear storytelling — is common in postmodern fiction, but
in this case they are understood as madness, mental illness, or otherwise pathological because of the
setting at a specschool. Even among literary scholars who primarily read the student in a holy foolish

role, there is a troubling pattern of stigmatizing psychological difference.

388 Olesia Nikolaeva, "Dar tvorchestva (vmesto poslesloviia)," in Sovremennaia kul'tura i Pravoslavie (Moskva: Izdatel'stvo
Moskovskogo Podvor'ia Sviato-Troitskoi Sergievoi Lavry, 1999).

389 Bodin, 361.
390 McDowell, 119.
301 Ibid., 244.
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'Dedicated to a retarded boy'

In the introduction to Tubercular Capital: lllness and the Conditions of Modern Jewish Writing, Sunny
S. Yudkoff writes that illness as a subject of inquiry "is not merely one of personal suffering but also
one resonant with ethical implications for immigrants, patients, and government institutions," and
that as scholars we should "be alert to the systems of power at play in the present literary-historical
inquiry."s2 Literary scholars of Schoo/ for Fools have largely failed to be alert to systems of power at
play in psychiatric discourse and to honor psychiatric survivors and psych disabled people in the way
they have written about Nymphea.s0s As this section will demonstrate, prominent scholarship on this
novel as a rule dehumanizes people in life with psych disabilities through stigmatizing and
sometimes outright abusive rhetoric, armchair diagnosis, and the treatment of psych disability as
exclusively a narrative device or symbol without evident critical awareness that disability is
inseparable from living people. Thanks in large part to disability activists and scholars, the
imperative to acknowledge the humanity of psych disabled people is now beginning to be taken
seriously in scholarship; however, this does not erase the harm done by scholarship in past decades,
and a scholarly community committed to disability justice must be willing to confront its past.

Sokolov himself does not diagnose his narrator with any particular clinical or psychiatric
language. Readers know that Nymphea is a student at a specschool and the character's experiences
of bodymind are conveyed through narrative, but a medical gaze is not prominent at all in the text.

Nevertheless, it is nearly ubiquitous in scholarship to refer to the student as schizophrenic

392 Sunny Yudkoff, Tubercular Capital: Illness and the Conditions of Modern Jewish Writing (Stanford: Stanford University Press,
2019), 24.

393 There are many terms to encompass the nebulous and frequently-shifting expetiences common to C/S/X
[consumet/survivor/ex-patient] communities, each with slightly different scopes and implications, including: mental
illness, mental disability, neurodivergence, neuroqueerness, mental difference, psychiatric difference, neuroatypicality,
etc. In this chapter I largely model Prendergast's usage of the term 'psych disability' and 'psych disabled.'
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(sometimes 'a schizophrenic,' 'schizoid").ss Additional, less common diagnoses include psychosis
(Karriker) and dissociative identity disorder (Vergara). Even if diagnosing fictional characters were
appropriate, the experience of bodymind portrayed in the narrative do not suit clinical profiles of
schizophrenia from any period; the scholarship circulates misinformation as well as stigma. Reliance
on misinformation, stereotypes, or myths about schizophrenia is often implicit, but sometimes overt,
such as when Boguslawski incorrectly defines schizophrenia in a parenthetical phrase as "(split
personality)."305

In addition to diagnostic speculation, literary scholars have used a wide range of
dehumanizing and stigmatizing language when talking about the narrator, reproducing and
reinforcing stigma against psych disabled people in life. The patterns of stigmatization are familiar
from eatlier parts of this dissertation. Much of it involves uncritically characterizing Nymphea as
abnormal, as when Johnson calls the story "[Nymphea's| attempts to come to terms with his psychic
abnormality vis-a-vis the surrounding world."ss Karriker, in comparing Nymphea to the holy fool
archetype, writes of "image of the student as a fool, as someone abnormal," without interrogating
that second category.so7 There is also a pattern of referring to the narrator, because of his bodymind
difference, as inherently disordered or chaotic. Danshina's article and Lipovetsky's chapter are both
structured around chaos as a major thematic element — not in itself harmful, but in the overlap of
chaos and the natrator's difference the rhetoric becomes stigmatizing, as when Danshina describes

the novel as "journey through the chaotic mind of a deranged adolescent."s0s In the same passage of

394 Cited scholars diagnosing the narrator with schizophrenia include Boguslawski, Freedman, Johnson, Lipovetskii,
McDowell, McMillin, Simmons, and Vergara.

395 Boguslawski, 92.
396 Johnson, 207.
397 Karriker, 610.
398 Danshina, 367.



163

Johnson's article cited above, he writes that "Through the kaleidoscopically chaotic prism of the
young man's schizoid mind we see a number of incidents reflecting both his disordered perceptions
and his attempts to come to terms with his psychic abnormality vis-a-vis the surrounding world."s0
Lipovetsky writes that the narrator's very consciousness itself is disordered or ill: he writes that
"chaos does not surround the narrator from without, as in Moscow to the End of the Line, but is found
inside his ailing consciousness from the very beginning."40 Lipovetsky further writes of "the creative
chaos of 'student so-and-so's' sick consciousness" contrasted with the "sick social ordet" of the
school, folding in psych disability with the institutions of power that disenfranchise them without
acknowledging that imbalance of power.41 Lipovetsky also writes that "The narrator's defining
feature is that he is an efernal adolescent."s02 There is no reason to characterize the narrator's
adolescence as any more eternal than any other adolescent charactet's, except the implicit stereotype
of disabled people as eternal children, denied access to the civic personhood granted to adults.

In connection with abnormality, some of these same critics characterize the narrator as in
some way defective or incompetent — a particulatly strange denigration given that Nymphea's
narrative voice, which makes up such a large proportion of the novel, is so richly poetic. McDowell
calls the students of the specschool "poot, demented children" and refers to Nymphea's "mental
limitations."+3 Tumanov, in comparing the narrator to Benjy of Faulknet's The Sound and the Fury,
writes of the "mentally deficient protagonist” [yMCTBEHHO HEIIOAHOLICHHBIN repoii|.4m Freedman

calls him a "a mentally incompetent student" and writes of his "crippling ignorance and fear when

399 Johnson, 207.

400 Lipovetsky, 84.

401 Ibid., 89.

402 Ibid., 90. Emphasis original.
403 McDowell, 139-40, 181.

404 Tumanov, 138.
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contemplating his potential relationships with women."40s Freedman also calls Rosa Winova, another
character in the novel, "a mental defective."40s Boguslawski also calls the students of the school
"mentally sick" and the natrator "mentally defective."47 Karriker repeats the Ardis translation of the
dedication as "dedicated to a retarded boy," without interrogating the term that was both medical
and derogatory in the late 1970s when both the translation and Karriker's article were written.4os

A handful of the scholars cited above also characterize schizophrenia as narrative device that
allows the author to create an effect entirely removed from schizophrenic people in life. Danshina
writes, ""The mental condition of the narrator allows the author to undertake the most daring
narrative and linguistic experiments."49 In discussing Sokolov's "total dedication to being different,
free from established rules, norms, and regulations," Boguslawski writes, "For the same reason the
novel's hero is a schizophrenic. Schizophrenia (split personality) gives the author greater possibilities
to demonstrate his artistic credo. It should be remembered that the ailment, which affects one's
actions and perception of the world, and results in hallucinations, delusions, fantasies, flight of ideas,
etc., is commonly linked to the problem of creative imagination and artistic genius."410 Boguslawski
then goes on to attribute to "many schizophrenics," without any grounding of this claim in either
psychiatric research (often itself fundamentally dehumanizing) or schizophrenic people's own life-

writing, "an unusual depth of perception of the surrounding world and an unusual talent to convey

405 Freedman, 27, 8.
406 Ibid., 8.
407 Boguslawski, 94-5.

408 Karriker, 160. For a brief history of terminology for intellectual and learning disability in professional discourse, see
Ontatio Ministry of Children, Community and Social Services, "The words we used: the evolution of language." The
term 'mental retardation' was only officially replaced with the term 'intellectual disability ' in American federal policy in
2015, under Rosa's Law.

409 Danshina, 367.

410 Boguslawski, 92.
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their impressions in artistic terms."s11 This claim is based on nothing more than Freudian
stereotypes, discredited even before Boguslawski published this article, about people with
schizophrenia as supernaturally artistic but otherwise nonfunctioning as people in the civic realm
because of a supposed lack of connection to reality.412 It both romanticizes a highly stigmatized
condition and removes it completely from the people who experience it, rhetorically transforming it
into a metaphor for artistic talent and breaking the link to its original referent. Along similar lines,
Freedman writes, "Our examination of the narrator's enchanted circles is an attempt to identify
Sokolov's artistic devices and their relationship to his playful philosophical inquiries into problems
of art and existence."s13 That artistic device is schizophrenia, "illustrated in the principal narrative
mode."s14 And for Johnson, the device of schizophrenia is the main trait that sets the novel apart:
"Shkola dlia durakov stands apart from these fundaments of the traditional syntagmatic novel by the
device of having a madman as its narrator."s1s On one level, the claims of these scholars are correct:
Sokolov uses his protagonist's extraordinary bodymind primarily as a device to explore other topics
of interest. Missing from this analysis is consideration of the ethical concerns in portraying
marginalized and stigmatized experiences one does not share and in commenting uncritically on this
narrative device.

Emblematic of all the above uncritical and stigmatizing rhetoric is Cynthia Simmons's
chapter on A School for Fools in Their Father's 1 vice: 1 assily Aksyonov, V'enedikt Erofeev, Eduard 1imonov,
and Sasha Sokolov. Simmons's book was published in 1993, but she bases her entire understanding of

what she calls "pathological discourse" and "the thought-disordered schizophtenic" on Gregory

411 Ibid.

412 For more on this myth, see McNiff.
413 Freedman, 7.

414 Ibid.

415 Johnson, 212.
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Bateson's 1956 "Toward a Theory of Schizophrenia" —a work of medical discourse fully in step with
an extremely dark period of psychiatric history, when hysteria and homosexuality were also
legitimately diagnosable psychiatric disorders and 'treatment' was openly based in eugenics and
incarceration. Simmons writes that "more impressive, even uncanny, is the degree to which this
literary narrative reproduces a type of pathological discourse."416 In describing the narratot's so-
called 'pathological discourse,’ Simmons writes of "the soul in an abnormal condition," the narrator
as an "avatar of aberrant discourse," the narration's "inappropriateness as real-world
communication" and its "flamboyant incoherence."#17 She writes that "We speak of the novel's
dialogue in a figurative sense since a distinctive characteristic of the discourse of thought-disordered
schizophrenics is its failure, at times, to meet the ordinary requirements of communication."«s The
entire novel, the core of its literary experimentation, is its shout of a new type; if the communication
fails in Simmons's reading, it fails on the reader's end. That 'we' is telling: Simmons rhetorically
precludes the possibility that her reader may take issue with uncritical use of abusive and eugenic
mid-century psychiatry, let alone may be psych disabled themselves.

Simmons makes the assumption of an abled reader explicit in her chapter, such as when she
writes about how "thought-disordered schizophrenic discourse differs from normal discourse," but
all of the above scholars show that they are writing with a 'normal,' nondisabled reader in mind.419
The assumption that one's audience could only be normal, could not possibly be the same people
metaphorized out of existence in one's text, painfully alienates people who are psych disabled, crip,

mad, psychiatric survivors, mentally ill, neurodivergent, neuroqueer, etc. and shuts us out of the

416 Simmons, 127.

417 Ibid.

418 Ibid., 128. Emphasis original.
419 Ibid., 129.
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conversation. What else could I, an autistic scholar and psychiatric survivor, feel when I open the
Ardis translation of A School for Fools and read, "To the retarded boy" — except viscerally relive
experiences of pathologization and institutional violence? And how could I expect to be respectfully
heard in a scholarly community that uses such stigmatizing language about me and my loved ones
uncritically and in proliferation? For these reasons, I'm extremely hesitant to base my analysis of .4
School for Fools in the extant scholarship: not only do I find the above frameworks (most importantly)
ethically unjustifiable, I have little confidence that studies intentionally founded on midcentury
psychiatry's understanding of human dignity would contribute much of use to a reading founded on

disability justice.42o

"This is what we think'

What is critically needed in the literature on Schoo/ for Fools and many other texts depicting
many kinds of neurological difference is what Ben G. calls radical empathy for people who
experience schizophrenia (etc.) from people who do not. In "On Radical Empathy and
Schizophrenia," he uses Thomas Nagel's 1974 philosophical essay "What Is it Like to Be a Bat?" as a
touchstone to call for an understanding of schizophrenia beyond the dismissive and pathological,
"one that doesn't explain away the thoughts, beliefs, and visions of the person living through the
experience by simply calling it a brain disease."+1 He concludes:

If there is such a thing as what it's like for a bat to be a bat, and if we can never know exactly

what this is, it sheds light on the inherent limitations of what it means to be human. The

same can be said of understanding the experience of people living with psychosis: if we can
never fully grasp what happens in those experiences, if we cannot know whether indeed it is

420 During the revision of the close reading section below, I did return to the scholarship cited above in interest of
thoroughly researching my passages of interest. As was true in researching the above section, the dehumanization of
psych disabled people at the foundation of this scholarship consistently induced episodes of posttraumatic stress: 1
experienced racing heartbeat, numbness in my fingers, full body tremors, and flashbacks to psychiatric abuse. The
stigmatization of mental illness in scholarship is not 'merely' an ethical concern; it causes tangible harm to marginalized
readers and works to push disabled scholars out of the discipline.

421 Ben G., "On Radical Empathy and Schizophrenia," in Criptigues (May Day Publishing, 2014), 226.
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a form of spiritual and psychic regeneration or a disease of the brain, at least we can try to
understand these experiences on their own terms. We can do this by practicing a radical
empathy which incorporates these experiences and builds a shared reality between family
members and friends over time. Ultimately, a process like this enhances and makes more
complex our understanding of what it is to be human.422

The following section responds to that call by amplifying writing by people with schizophrenia,
psychosis, and other neurodiverse conditions about their experiences, so that we can take a step
toward a practice of radical empathy in literary criticism of .4 School for Fools.

In "Chronically 1ll, Critically Crip?: Poetry, Poetics and Dissonant Disabilities," crip scholar
and poet Emilia Nielsen writes that a "desire to jolt people should remain a central concern of crip
theorizing and activism," making an argument for the place of critical disability studies in literary
conversations that places the perspective in a somewhat foolish position.4s The jolt she wants to
produce in her readers is "engendered by fierce love and fueled by curiosity" and in crip poetics she
finds "pleasure too in evoking playfulness, in claiming what might otherwise be understood as a
personal tragedy as a site of unexpected whimsicality."s4 Nielsen reflects on the postmodern process
of meaning-making as co-constituted: as the significance of a holy foolish encounter is located in the
encounter between fool and spectator, the reader takes her words and makes meaning from them
cither "through a crip perspective or as someone willing to be nudged, winced even, into another
way of understanding the wotld."s2s At the connection of poetry and scholarship on experiences of
chronic illness in particular, Nielsen writes that "Overwhelmingly, I also came to understand that the
best people to do this scholarship are those living with chronic illnesses, not because other

researchers are unable to uncover the realities of dissonant disabilities, but because 1 came to value

422 Ibid., 226-7.

423 Emilia Nielsen, "Chronically 11, Critically Cripe: Poetry, Poetics and Dissonant Disabilities," Disability Studies Quarterly
36, no. 4 (2016).

424 Tbid.
425 Ibid.
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reading work that was as disruptive, unpredictable and unruly as the bodies and minds from which
the work emerged."s2 While Nielsen writes from her own experiences of chronic illness, the pattern
holds for the C/S/X [consumer/survivor/ex-patient] movement, sometimes also called the
psychiatric survivors movement, encompassing a wide range of people who access psychiatric or
mental health services, who have survived institutionalization and other psychiatric interventions,
and/or who are ex-patients of psychiatric or mental health services: people who may recognize their
own experiences in Nymphea.42s
In Slavic literary studies, including but not limited to criticism of .4 Schoo/ for Fools, it is our
ethical responsibility to be nudged by ctip shouts into another way of understanding bodymind
difference. The casual cruelty with which the literary scholars cited above speak of psych disabled
people as reflected in how they write about Nymphea arises in part because they conceptualize
schizophrenia as a literary device, an abstract concept, rather than being inseparable from living
people. C.D. Herrera, in his introduction to Ethics and Neurodiversity, writes:
It seems undeniable that those of us who try to adopt a scholarly perspective on differences
can pause and reflect on how we want to talk and write about them. At a common-sense
level, we know that we can speak and write in a way that can make entire groups feel
insignificant, unappreciated, and excluded. We also know that this risk can manifest in subtle
ways, as when a well-intentioned essay or lecture might appear to gloss over or
misunderstand the different priorities that people place on justice, for example, or the
preference that some have for distinguishing between Us and Them. And it might seem
convenient if we could treat such differences as though they are somehow outside of

morality. But these things are what gives morality its point.4s

Language matters when speaking about disability even in fiction, and literary scholars must take

seriously the ethical considerations of speaking from outside matginalized people's experiences. Part

426 Ibid.

427 For example, Robyn Lewis Brown and Nev Jones assess three consequences for the absence of C/S/X petspectives
in scholarship: "(1) relatively greater biomedicalization and (2) clinical professionalization of psychiatric disability
compared with other forms of disability, and (3) batriers and obstacles to training and advancement in academia for
doctoral students and faculty with psychiatric disabilities."

428 C.D. Herrera, Ethics and Neurodiversity (Newcastle: Cambridge Scholars Publisher, 2013), 5.
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of that consideration should be learning from disabled people about our own experiences and
respecting our agency as speakers, in whatever format we speak. In "Reassigning Meaning," Simi
Linton writes, "The disability community has attempted to wrest control of the language from the
previous owners, and reassign meaning to the terminology used to describe disability and disabled
people."s20 Much of the pejorative language examined in the above section falls into the category
Linton calls "nasty words," which "have generally been expunged from public conversation but
emerge in various types of discourse."s30 Some falls into binaties of normalcy/abnormalcy, and some
falls into the category of passivity versus control, "that people with disabilities are more dependent,
childlike, passive, sensitive, and miserable and are less competent than people who do not have
disabilities."ss1 Linton writes that the "disciplinary and intellectual transformation" required in
scholarship and other forms of public discourse depends on putting disability communities at the
center of discussions on disability.432

A similar call is put forth in "This Is What We Think," a remarkable collaborative essay by
Daniel Docherty, Richard Hughes, Patricia Phillips, David Corbett, Brendan Regan, Andrew Barber,
Michael Adams, Kathy Boxall, Ian Kaplan, and Sayma Izzidien — some of whom are learning
disabled, some university researchers, and some both. They write:

We wanted to write an article in our own words. We think it's important that people get

learning disabled people's point of view instead of listening to the lies from people in day

services and people like that. We wanted to do an article like this, putting stuff down in

writing about what we feel like, about what it's like for people who are learning disabled,
what it's like to get bullied time and time again. [...] Things have changed; the world has

429 Simi Linton, "Reassigning Meaning," in The Disability Studies Reader, ed. by Lennard J. Davis (New York: Routledge,
2010), 223.

430 Ibid., 227.
431 Ibid., 232.
432 Ibid., 236.
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turned now. It's time to stop it always being the professionals doing everything. We want
people to listen to us; listen to us and learn from us.433

Among the barriers to full participation in life that disable learning disabled people, Docherty et al.
include information that is not accessible, negative attitudes from professionals (care managers, day
center staff, parents, teachers, etc.), people not listening, and jargon and offensive terminology.4
The pairing of those last two together is telling: the psychiatrists like Bateson and scholars that cite
similar work produce harm in the same category as strangers calling slurs on the street. Of
pathologizing jargon, they write, "The services' language, like 'handicapped' and 'retardation,’ the
jargon words they use, they're not the choices of the learning disabled people themselves. Their
jargon is a way of the professionals and others keeping us out."4s For that reason, Docherty et al.
write their article in rhetoric that is meaningful to them: with accessibility as the primary priority,
powerful and poetic in its unabashed directness and simplicity. They write, as a subheader in all caps,
"WE ARE HERE AND WE'RE GOING TO STAY. WE WANT TO BE LISTENED TO AND
WE'RE NOT GOING TO GO AWAY."43

That same problem addressed in "This Is What We Think," of nondisabled professionals
taking upon themselves authority on disability above direct contradictions of disabled people
themselves, is also addressed philosophically in Linda Martin Alcoff's influential article ""The
Problem of Speaking for Others." Alcoff poses the question,

As philosophers and social theorists we are authorized by virtue of our academic positions to

develop theories that express and encompass the ideas, needs, and goals of others. However,

we must begin to ask ourselves whether this is a legitimate authority. Is the discursive
practice of speaking for others ever a valid practice, and, if so, what are the criteria for

433 Daniel Docherty et al., "This Is What We Think," in The Disability Studies Reader, ed. by Lennard J. Davis (New York:
Routledge, 2010), 433.

434 Ibid., 435.
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validity? In particular, is it ever valid to speak for others who are unlike me or who are less
privileged than me?4s7

Alcoff recognizes two sources for the ethical dilemma of speaking for others: one in the growing
recognition that "a speaket's location (which I take here to refer to their social location, ot social
identity) has an epistemically significant impact on that speaker's claims and can serve either to
authorize or disauthorize one's speech," and another in the recognition that social location can be
discursively dangerous as well as epistemically salient, or, "the practice of privileged persons
speaking for or on behalf of less privileged persons has actually resulted (in many cases) in increasing
or reinforcing the oppression of the group spoken for."4s She argues against adopting the position
that one should only speak for oneself and one's specific social location as the potential
abandonment of political responsibility to use one's position of privilege to speak out against
oppression and as abandonment of critical engagement with movements of resistance. Although
Alcoff stresses that "the practice of speaking for others is often born of a desire for mastery, to
privilege oneself as the one who more correctly understands the truth about anothet's situation or as
one who can champion a just cause and thus achieve glory and praise” and that "the effect of the
practice of speaking for others is often, though not always, erasure and a reinscription of sexual,
national, and other kinds of hierarchies," she rejects a wholesale retreat from speaking for others.4s
Instead, she urges for the careful development of strategies to speak for others in a way that
advocates for their needs as they themselves speak them, in places they may not have access to. Of
speaking for others, she writes, "We must ask further questions about its effects, questions that

amount to the following: will it enable the empowerment of oppressed peoples?" 440

437 Linda Martin Alcoff, "The Problem of Speaking for Others," Cultural Critique 20 (1991-2), 7.
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Herrera poses a similar question to Alcoff when he asks, "What is and what should be
happening when we apply labels and make choices in light of them?"441 The most common label
applied by scholars to Nymphea and Schoo/ for Fools, as discussed above, is schizophrenic. Such an
armchair diagnosis is not necessary for interpretive analysis of the novel: not only is a specific
diagnosis never included in the text of the novel, the diagnosis of schizophrenia chosen by literary
scholars does not closely match the kinds of experiences described in the text, even as professional
arrangements of the patterns categorized as schizophrenia have varied considerably over the
decades. Instead of a clinical description, schizophrenia operates in the literary scholarship as a
symbolic shorthand for something closer to Romantic notions of madness. "Schizophrenia tetrifies.
It is the archetypal disorder of lunacy," writes Esmé Weijun Wang in The Collected Schizophrenias, a
collection of essays about the authot's own experiences of schizophrenia.s "People speak of
schizophrenics as though they were dead without being dead, gone in the eyes of those around
them. Schizophrenics are victims of the Russian word rubeas (gibel), which is synonymous with
'doom' and 'catastrophe' — not necessarily death nor suicide, but a ruinous cessation of existence; we
deteriorate in a way that is painful for others."4s

Schizophrenia, Wang writes, is "nothing more or less than a constellation of symptoms that
have frequently been observed as occurring in tandem." 44 In her critical examination of psychiatry,
she writes from her own observation that psychiatry is even less an exact science than medicine
generally. It relies on the psychiatrist's (or literary scholat's, in our case) personal judgement as the

primary tool of diagnosis: there is no blood test or other marker to conclusively show schizophrenia

441 Herrera, 13.

442 BEsmé Weijun Wang, The Collected Schizophrenias: Essays (Minneapolis: Graywolf Press, 2019), 3.
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in the body. Wang personally found her diagnosis to be comforting: "A diagnosis says that I am
crazy, but in a particular way: one that has been experienced and recorded not just in modern times,
but also by the ancient Egyptians, who described a condition similar to schizophrenia in the Book of
Hearts, and attributed psychosis to the dangerous influence of poison in the heart and uterus."4s
However, Wang also attests to the dangerous power of psychiatric diagnosis by doctors speaking for
patients, given that their decisions hold great material consequences for patients. "Giving someone a
diagnosis of schizophrenia will impact how they see themselves. It will change how they interact
with friends and family. The diagnosis will affect how they are seen by the medical community, the
legal system, the Transportation Security Administration, and so on." 4

Wang's critique of psychiatry extends to the DSM, or Diagnostic and Statistical Mannal of Mental
Disorders, published by the American Psychiatric Association and currently in its fifth edition
(commonly referred to as DSM-5 or DSM-V). The DSM-5, published in May 2013, made major
changes to diagnostic criteria for schizophrenia and associated disorders. The update dropped the
subcategories of paranoid, disorganized, catatonic, undifferentiated, and residual schizophrenias
completely.4s7 It also adjusted both the name of the disorder class from "Schizophrenia and Other
Psychotic Disorders" to "Schizophrenia Spectrum and Other Psychotic Disorders" and the
characteristic symptoms, which now read:

A. Two (or more) of the following, each present for a significant portion of time during a 1-

month period (or less if successfully treated). At least one of these must be (1), (2), or (3):

1. Delusions

2. Hallucinations
3. Disorganized speech (e.g., frequent derailment or incoherence)

445 Ibid., 5.
446 Ibid., 13-14.

447 Center for Behavioral Health Statistics and Quality. "Impact of the DSM-IV to DSM-5 Changes on the National
Survey on Drug Use and Health." Rockville, MD: Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration, 2016.
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4. Grossly disorganized or catatonic behavior
5. Negative symptoms (i.e., diminished emotional expression or avolition).s

Of the other five diagnostic criteria for schizophrenia spectrum disorders, only one remained
unchanged in the update. Wang writes about the DSM, "It is, like the Judeo-Christian bible, one that
warps and mutates as quickly as our culture does. The DSM defines problems so that we can
determine whether a person fits into them, or whether a person has lapsed out of the problem
entirely — which is to say not that their life changes, even if their label does."49

In the transposition from clinical diagnosis to popular culture, Wang compares the way non-
schizophrenics write of schizophrenia to stories of possession. "The story of schizophrenia is one
with a protagonist, 'the schizophrenic,' who is first a fine and good vessel with fine and good things
inside of it, and then becomes misshapen through the ravages of psychosis; the vessel becomes
prone to being filled with nasty things. Finally, the wicked thoughts and behavior that may ensue
become inseparable from the person, who is now unrecognizable from what they once were."4s0
Eventually in the possession narrative of schizophrenia, the person becomes more disorder than
human. "The mind has been taken over. The mind has lost the ability to make rational decisions.
There's someone in there, but it's not whoever it is we formerly believed it to be. [...] it's still not
your fault if you get it, but there's no fixing it, and though you may not intend to be a burden, you'll
still be one until you die."ss1 As a result, Wang comes to an accusation along similar lines to

Docherty et al.: "We cannot be trusted about anything, including our own experiences." 452

448 American Psychiatric Association, Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders: DSM-5 (Arlington, VA: American
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If the experiences narrated by Nymphea do not closely match the diagnostic criteria for
schizophrenia, even in older clinical formulations, why do literary scholars unanimously diagnose
him as schizophrenic? Catherine Prendergast writes of schizophrenia's appropriation by
postmodernist movements in "The unexceptional schizophrenic: a post-postmodern introduction":

Postmodern theory owes a great debt to schizophrenics — and to cyborgs, border-crossers,

and other figures culturally designated as hybrid. But most belatedly, and most significantly

to disability studies, the debt is owed to schizophrenics, those people who bear the diagnosis
of schizophrenia, along with its legal, social, and rhetorical consequences. Without
schizophrenics, postmodernity would struggle to limn its boundaries, for the schizophrenic
in postmodern theory marks the point of departure from the modern, the Oedipal, the
referential, the old. Postmodern theory has been indispensable to disability studies because it
has allowed not only for a challenge to normativity, but also for the destabilizing of
narratives of national progress, social order, and identity (Corker and Shakespeare).

However, crucial texts of postmodern theory have only achieved these destabilizations by

holding one identity stable: that of the schizophrenic.4s3
Prendergast analyzes the usage of the rhetorical figure of the schizophrenic, whether in celebratory
fashion by Deleuze and Guatarrti in An#-Oedipus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia and Frederic Jameson in
Postmodernism, or the Cultural 1ogic of Late Capitalism ot in pathologizing fashion by Jean Baudrillard's
The Ecstasy of Communication, as an appropriation by postmodern theory. Even in its more positive
iterations, she writes, "this metaphorizing enacts what Susan Sontag would call 'thetorical ownership'
over schizophrenia."ss4 The model for this stable cliché of postmodern theory, Prendergast argues, is
a singular, exceptional schizophrenic: Judge Daniel Paul Schrebet's 1903 Mewoirs of My Nervous Ilness.
This memoir was analyzed by Freud in his 1911 The Schreber Case, later taken up by Deleuze and
Guattari; it was also analyzed by Lacan in his lectures as recorded in The Seminar of Jacques Lacan Book

HI: The Psychoses 1955-1956, later taken up by Jameson. As more autobiographical narratives of

mental disability began to appear in publication, especially with the founding in 1994 of Schizophrenia

453 Catherine Prendergast, "The unexceptional schizophrenic: a post-postmodern introduction," Journal of Literary &
Cultural Disability Studies 2, no. 1 (2008): 55.

454 Ibid., 57.
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Digest, authored primarily by schizophtenic writers, 'the schizophrenic' became less of an exceptional
figure and more of a potential civic participant. This, Prendergast writes, "explains why the most
blatant appropriations of the schizophrenic seem to end in the late 1980s."4s5 That proliferation of
schizophrenic life-writing represents a solution for Prendergast of postmodern appropriation of 'the
schizophrenic.' "To see the 'ordinary' schizophrenic is, in short, to give up the stable schizophrtenic.
[...] A genuinely postmodern perspective would not insist that the schizophrenic rhetoric be fixed,
but rather would allow for Bill MacPhee, Lisa Gibson, Vicki Yeung, and Daniel Frey to continue to
engage in civic rhetoric, while being schizophrenic."4ss Or, as Petra Kuppers writes in "Performing
Determinism: Disability Culture Poetry™:

See that the images you hold of us are not who we are.

See that the images and sounds we all hold are who we are.

See that we can make up sounds and images for all that we are, with blanks in

between.

See the blanks.
See that these patterns do not necessarily make sense, even when repeated.ss

Bacilli

The following two close reading sections take as inspiration the powerful affirmations of
self, identity, community, and dignity by Prendergast, Wang, Docherty et al., Ben. G., and others in
centering on Nymphea's mystical shout of a new type in Chapter Four, "Skeerly" [Cxupasi] as a core
motif. This section of the novel is titled after an invented fairytale recalled in the chapter; "Skeerly"
is the menacing scraping sound of a prosthetic leg dragging menacingly across the forest floor. In
the first part of the section, Nymphea recognizes the need for a transformative shout of a new type

but hasn't found what exactly that shout should be yet. He recalls a memory of a different shout (of

455 Ibid., 60.
456 Ibid., 61.

457 Petra Kuppers, "Performing Determinism: Disability Culture Poetry." Text and Performance Quarterly 27 no. 2 (2007):
103-4.
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an old or regular type), in which he ran through the hall of the specschool, shouting, baci//i!.
Nymphea consults with his teacher and mentor, Norvegov, about repeating the shout bacilli;
Norvegov's voice overtakes the narrative as he too recalls the shout bacilli as first demonic and
pathological but then holy. Ultimately, the shout baci//i is not the shout of a new type; it is still
beholden to institutional authority in the form of Norvegov's voice. And normative as Norvegov's
perspective is, he all the same recognizes that this holy foolish shout is not for him to decide; the
saintly wisdom in his affirmative answer is to is to cede that authority.

The chapter opens with two voices of the narrator disagreeing on the details of a
remembered conversation with Acatov:

"Now allow me to clear my throat, look you straight in the eye and pinpoint one detail from

your cover letter. In it you said something to the effect that Acatov himself had reacted very
favorably to our collection, but I don't recall us ever talking to him on this theme..."4ss

TCHCpb IIO3BOAD MHE OTKAIIAATHCH, IIOCMOTPETH Tebe IIPAMO B TAa3a 1 YTOYHUTH OAHY
ACTAaADb U3 TBOETO COHpOBOAI/ITCAbHOFO oucbma. B mem CKa3aHO, 6Y,A,TO ObI caMm AKaTOB

TEIIAO OT3BIBAACA O HAIICH KOAACKIIUM, HO Sl HE IPUIIOMHIO, YTOOBI MBI OCCCAOBAAT C HIM
HA 3Ty TEMY —.459

The speaking narrator begins his story by way of correction. Past this introductory frame, a
conversation between two selves, the story opens with Nymphea's father, emblematic of Socialist
Realism and an entrenched ideological mindset. "One summer, at the dacha, on a Sunday when
father had had us sitting since morning rewriting the lead articles from newspapers, so that we
would have a better understanding of internal and external po/yticks, 1 decided that you would get
along fine here without me."40 [OAHAKABL ACTOM, Ha Aa4Y€, B BOCKPECEHBE, KOTAA OTELL C yTPa

3aCaAHA HAC paS6I/IpaAI/ICI) B BOHPOCB.X BHEIIHEI 1 BHyTpCHHCfI KaAHWTKH, S PCIIHA, 9TO ThI

458 Sokolov, A School for Fools, 133.
459 Ibid., Shkola dlia durakov, 97.
460 Ibid., A School for Fools, 133.
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IIPEKPACHO CIIPaBUIIBLCA 3AeCh 1 Oe3 Merd|.41 The narrative voices depart: one stays at the desk
copying newspapers, and the speaking narrator sets off to visit the naturalist Acatov, father to
Nymphea's beloved Veta Arkadievna.

On the way, the narrative voice switches from first-person ("the dog runs up and sniffs me,
but today I'm not afraid of it" [cobaka moaGeraeT 1 OOHIOXHBAET MEHsI, HO CETOAHS 51 He HOFOCH ee])
to second-person ("You walk around the house on the thick grass"42 [Tsr 06xoAHIIIE OCOOHAK
BOKPYT, IO I'YCTOI Ta30HHOI Tpase4s3). This shift in grammatical person could signal a perspective
shift back to the narrator left copying newspapers at the desk, who now recalls the episode to the
narrative voice who experienced it; or it could signal an additional step outside of the self, now
adding a third voice to the narration. Either way, the narrative voices are not neatly split; the
authority of speech is passed back and forth across voices and times. Directly following this
perspective shift, the narrator — whichever voice now speaks — encounters the empty barrel that
inspires the shout.

Only one barrel is completely empty, it contains neither water nor insects, and a happy

thought occurs to you: to fill it with your shout. Long do you stand there, bent over the dark

cylindrical abyss, running over in your selective memory the words which best reverberate in
the emptiness of empty chambers. For example, if — thrown out of class — you are running
through the school corridor when classes are in progress, and deep in your core a desire is
born to shout in such a way that your shout will freeze the blood of your mendacious and
debauched teachers, so that interrupting their speeches in mid-word they will swallow their
tongues and be transformed — to the amusement of the idiot-students — into pillars of chalk,
or pillarettes (depending on their height), you can't think up anything more delightful than

the cry: bacillil What do you think, mentor Savl?4s4

Awnrs oAHA OOYKA COBEPILIEHHO IIYCTa, B HEH HET HU BOABL, HI HACEKOMBIX, U K TeOe
ABAACTCA CYACTAUBAA MBICAD — HAIIOAHHTD €€ KPUKOM CBOUM. AOATO CTOMIIIB THI,
HAKAOHHBIIIICh HAA TEMHOI IIMAMHAPIYECKOI OE3AHOI, Iepedbupas B CBOCH
H30UPATEAPHOM IIAMATH CAOBA, KOTOPBIE AYYIIIE IIPOYUX 3BYYAT B IIyCTOTE IYCTBIX

461 Ibid., Shkola dlia durakov, 97.
462 Ibid., A School for Fools, 134.
463 Ibid., Shkola dlia durakov, 98.
464 Ibid., A School for Fools, 135.
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ITOMEITeHHH. Takux CAOB HEMHOIO, HO OHH ecTh. Hamprmep, ecAn — H3THAHHBIN € ypoKa —
OEIKUIIIb THI ITO IIIKOABHOMY KOPHAOPY, KOTAA B KAACCAX MAYT 3aHATHSA, 1 BHYTPH €CTECTBA
TBOETO POANTCH KEAAHIE KPUYATD TaK, YTOOBI KPHK TBOM ACACHHA KPOBb AKHBBIX I
Pa3BpATHBIX yUHUTEACH TBOUX, M YTOOB OHI, OOOPBAB PEYb CBOIO HA IIOAYCAOBE, TAOTAAN OBI
A3BIKM 1 OOPAIIAANCH HA TIOTEXY HAHOTAM-YICHUKAM B MEAOBBIEC CTOAOBI 1 CTOAOUKH (B
3aBHCHUMOCTH OT POCTa), TO HE IIPUAYMACIIIL HUYETO BOCXHTHTEABHEE BOIASM: OaruaAbl! Kax
BBI cumTaeTe, HacTaBHUK CaBAr465
In this first of several expressions of the shout, the action remains hypothetical. It is a happy
thought and a desire, imagined in terms of 'if." The desired effect of the shout is on the teachers, one
of the main sources of institutional authority in his life, that they will be first shocked frozen and
then transformed. This imagined version of the shout parallels the function of a holy fool's speech:
to shock the wicked (here, 'mendacious and debauched') to such a degree that they are confronted
with divine truth in an unexpected form and are changed both in spirit and in action. The imagined
transformation of the teachers into pillars of chalk also echoes the Biblical tale of Lot's wife in
Genesis 19, who disobeyed God's commandment by looking back at the condemned city of Sodom
as they fled and was transformed into a pillar of salt in punishment. The pillar of chalk image recurs
especially regarding Veta Arkadievna, one of the teachers at the school and the object of Nymphea's
affection, who is often associated with epithets of chalk. The cry that the narrator imagines to
interrupt mid-word the teachers' wickedness in this first instance is bacilli, a scientific term for the
morphology of rod-shaped bacteria — likely a word recalled from one of the teachers' classes, and in
a word parodying the pathologizing institutional worldview that turns difference into potentially
infectious disease.
The student, not yet confident in the choice of his shout, turns to Savl Norvegov for

confirmation. Norvegov then takes over the narrative voice and also the parameters of the shout.

He begins, "Dear student and comrade so-and-so... "4 [AOpOTOIl y4eHHK U TOBAPHUII] TAKOH-TO. ..

465 Ibid., Shkola dlia durakov, 98-9.
466 Ibid., A School for Fools, 135.
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].467 Norvegov, in his characteristic saintly-archaic voice, answers, "I have rarely been witness to the
kind of ultramundane terror which your mad cry caused the pedagogues and the students, and even
the deaf-mute stoker, for it is said somewhere by someone: deaf man, the time will come and you
will hear'"46s [ HEepeAKO OKA3BIBAACH CBUAETEAEM TOTO, B KAKOM HE3ACIITHUI Y/KaC IPUBOAHA 9TOT
GE3yMHBII BaIll KPHK U IIEAATOIOB, U YYCHUKOB, M AQXKE TAYXOHEMOTO HCTOIIKA, HOO TAE-TO 1 KEM-TO
CKa3aHO: TAYXOMH, IIPUACT BpeMs — U YCABIINT|.469 In Savl's reply, he sidesteps the student's question
and retells the memory himself, but with significant changes in narrative. In his telling, the shout in
question moves from the hypothetical shout into the barrel to the remembered shout of bacilli in the
halls of the specschool, and this shout of the old type freezes the blood not just of teachers but also
of the students (who were 'amused' in the student's recollection) and the Deaf stoker. Savl goes on
to recount these three recipients of the shout in the rhetorical style of pletenie sloves as analyzed by
McDowell, so that he becomes a saintly witness to the effect of Nymphea's shout.
The first affected is the Deaf stoker of the furnace, about whom Savl invokes repeated
Biblical language of Deaf granted hearing (cured) through Christ.470 Savl elaborates:
Did I not see the capacious shovel with which he tirelessly hutls coal into the insatiable,
hellish furnaces during the cold seasons, did I not — I ask — see the capacious shovel fall out
of the hands of the miserable old man when the time of your cry came, the time for the deaf
to hear, and he, turning to me with his face besooted and horrible in the dancing flecks and
reflections of the flame, his ulcerated and unshaven face, he acquired for a moment the gift
of speech, and right after you, shaking his hung-over head, he shouted — no, he bellowed the

same word: bacilli, bacilli, bacilli. And so vast was his anger, and so powerful his passion,
that the fire in the furnaces was extinguished by his bellow.471

Passe me BHACA f, KAK COBKOBafl AOIIaTa, KOTOPOIO HEYCTAHHO IIBBIPACT OH YIOABb B
HCHACBITHBIC AAOBBI TOIIKH B TECYCHUE XOAOAHBIX CE30HOB, pa3Be — cnpamHBa}o A — HE BUACA
A, KaK COBKOBaas AOIIaTa BBIITaAaAd 13 AAaHCfI HCECYACTHOI'O CTapIia, KOTA2 HACTABAAO BpeEMA

467 Ibid., Shkola dlia durakov, 99.

468 Ibid., A School for Fools, 135.

460 Ibid., Shkola dlia durakov, 99.

470 See for example Isaiah 35:5, Mark 7:35-37, Matthew 11:5, and Luke 7:22.
4711 Sokolov, A School for Fools, 135-6.
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BAIIIEIO KPHUKA, BPEMA — TAYXOMY CABIIIIATH, X OH, OOEPHYB KO MHE OOYIAUBIIICECH K
CTPAIIIHOE B TAHIIYIOIINX OANKAX 1 OOACCKAX ITAAMCHI, H3BASBACHHOE U HEOPUTOE AHIIO
CBOE, OOpETaA Ha MHHYTY AAP PEYIH U CACAOM 32 BAMI, MOTAS IIOXMEABHOM TOAOBON, KPUYAA
— HET, OH PBIYaA — TO K€ CAOBO: OAIIMAABL, OAITHAABL, OAIuAABL VM cTOAD BeAuK ObIBaA THEB
€ro, U TaK CBIAHA CTPACTB, 9YTO OTOHB B TOIIKAX IIOTACHA OT PBIKA €I0.472

In this testimony, the furnace, driving force and literal fuel of the institution, is cast in the role of
hell, all-consuming and terrible. The time of the student's cry is equated to 'the time for the deaf to
hear,' like angelic trumpets signaling the end of days when miraculous cures are proclaimed: the
Deaf will hear, the Blind will see, the Lame will walk.47s If the specschool is driven by hellfire, the
stoker himself also seems horrible to Norvegov, with his unseemly face reflected in the flame of the
furnace: if the shout freezes the blood of teachers, and Savl Norvegov is also a pedagogue of the
specschool, then the awakening of this other disabled shouter would also take on the deeply
unsettling, even quasi-demonic appearance of the holy fool. The hellish furnace is extinguished by
the stoker's shout of recognition or solidarity, defeated by the power of his anger and passion.

The second group affected by the shout bacilli is the teachers: Notvegov continues, "And did
I not see the teachers of their special school, who are used to a lot, turn pale and the cards, the
playing cards that they were holding in their hands turned into leaves of a forest willow, which has
the ability to draw out pus, and they, the pedagogues, moaned in horror"s7 [M passe He BuAeA 1, Kak
OACAHEAN IIPH BAIIIEM KPHKE IIPUBBIYHBIC KO MHOTOMY YIHTEAS CIICIIITKOABL, I KAPTHI, HTPAABHBIC
KapThl, 9YTO ACPKAAU OHH B PYKaxX, OOPAIAANCh B AUCTOYKI AECHOTO OPEAOBHUKA, HMEFOIIIETO

CBOJICTBO BBITAIMBATH THOM, M OHM, IIEAATOTH, CTOHAAHN OT yxaca].47s These teachers are 'used to a

472 1bid., Shkola dlia durakov, 99.

473 The miraculous cure is a very common New Testament motif, especially in the Gospels. Notable examples include
Luke 7:22, "And he answered them, "Go and tell John what you have seen and heard: the blind receive their sight, the
lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead ate raised, the poor have good news brought to them" (and its
parallel verse in Matthew 11:5) and Matthew 15:31, "so that the crowd was amazed when they saw the mute speaking,
the maimed whole, the lame walking, and the blind seeing. And they praised the God of Israel."

474 Ibid., 136.
475 Ibid., Shkola dlia durakov, 99.
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lot," a phrase that turns the students' disabilities and expressions of their experience into a burden or
suffering on the teachers' part that must be endured and ignored. Because they have allowed
themselves to become apathetic, the extreme disruptive measures of a foolish or crip shout are
necessary to shake them from their distractions and actually hear the voice of their student. The
narrator remarks of the miraculous transformation that the willow leaves have the ability to draw out
pus, turning the demand of treatment from student/patient to teacher/authority and creating the
capacity to draw out the injustice or evil of indifference that has infected them. Pus is both a sign of
infection and of healing, the remains of white blood cells that have been collected by the immune
system at the site of infection. The shout baci//i transforms reveals the infection of passivity or
apathy in the face of institutional injustice and also provides the means of healing, but that work has
to be done internally first.
The third group affected by the shout is the remaining students of the school, whom
Nymphea remembers as amused by the shout but whom Norvegov remembers differently:
And did I not see the faces of your yellow pupils, which are infinitely obtuse anyway,
become even more obtuse from your shout, and all of them opened their mouths — even the
most capable of them and those who seemed almost normal, suddenly opened their mouths
in an answering, albeit mute, cry, and all the dolts of the specschool howled in a monstrous,
deafening chorus, and the sick yellow saliva flowed from all these frightened psychopathic
mouths.47
A pasBe He BHACA fl, KAK AHIIA BAIIIHMX COYICHUKOB, U O€3 TOTO OECKOHEYHO TYIIBIC,
CTAHOBHAUCH OT BAIIIETO BOIIAA CIIIE TYIIEE, H Y BCEX, AAJKE ¥ CAMBIX IIPHCIIOCOOACHHBIX K
yaebe, U y TeX, YTO KA3AAUChH IIOYTH 3AOPOBBIMIE, BAPYT B OTBETHOM, XOTS I HEMOM, KPUKE
OTBEP3AAUCH PTHI — M BCE HEAOYMKH CIICIIIIIKOABL OPAAH YYAOBHUIIIHBIM OHEMEBIIIIM XOPOM
1 OOABHAA JKEATAsA CAIOHA TEKAQ U3 BCEX 9THX UCIYTAHHBIX IICUXOIMATHICCKUX PTOB.477

This description betrays horror on the part of Norvegov himself even moreso than his recount of

the furnace-stoker, although he rhetorically distances himself from the other, sinful teachers in the

476 Ibid., A School for Fools, 136.
477 Ibid., Shkola dlia durakov, 99.
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second part of his testimony. Throughout the novel he is depicted as a saintly figure, through the
transformation of his name from Saul (Savl) to Paul (Pavl), through his speech in pletenie sioves or
word-weaving, through his death and posthumous presence, and through Nymphea's unwavering
faith in his mentor. This memory, however, displays a horror and contempt of the marginalized
unbefitting a holy man. These disabled students joining Nymphea and the Deaf stoker in shouting
are painted by Norvegov as demonic in their pathology: sickly yellow, psychopathic, infinitely
obtuse, dolts — even those who seemed almost normal, with all the pathologizing baggage a word like
normal carries in this context, are transformed by the cry. Their cry, as Norvegov tells it, is
somehow both mute and deafening, disabled and disabling, flowing from their monstrous mouths
like a vector of infectious disease, as though Norvegov fears he might also 'catch' their pathology. In
Alcott's words, he — like the scholars who treinforce stigma of psych disability — has failed to speak
ethically for others.

Despite this portrayal of the bacilli shout as demonic and pathologically infectious, Norvegov
immediately turns to speak of the shout as something holy, even if a kind of holiness out of reach
for him as a saint of a different type. He concludes his reply:

So don't ask me in vain what I think about your fierce and spellbinding shout. O, with what

rapturous effort and pain I would shout, if it were my lot to shout even half of your shout!

But it isn't my lot, how weak I am, your mentor, before your talent, given from on high. So

shout then — most capable of the capable, shout for yourself and for me, and for all of us,

deceived, defamed, dishonored and stupefied, for us, the idiots and holy fools, the defectives
and schizoids, for the educators and the educatees, for all those to whom it has not been
given and whose salivating mouths have already been shut, or will soon be shut, for all those
who have been innocently muted, or are being muted, tongues torn out — shout, intoxicated
and intoxicating: bacilli, bacilli, bacillil47s

Tax He crparmBaiTe MEHA ITOHAIIPACHY, ITO AYMAIO i O HEUCTOBOM U YaPYIOIIEM BaIIIEM

kpuke. O, ¢ KAKOIO YIIOUTEABHOIO HAACAAOH B OOABIO KPHUYAA OBI 5, €CAN OBI AAHO MHE

OBIAO KPHYATh AHIIB BIIOAOBHUHY Barrero kpukal Ho He AaHO, He AaHO, Kak cAab s, Bar

HACTAaBHUK, IIEPEA BAIIINM AAHHBIM CBBIIIIC TAAAHTOM. TaK KpHYHTE K€ BBI — CIIOCOOHEHIIIIIT
13 CIIOCOOHBIX, KpUYHUTE 32 CeOA U 32 MEHA, U 32 BCEX HAC, OOMaHYTHIX, OOOATAHHBIX,

478 Ibid., A School for Fools, 136-7.
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0DECYEHHBIX U OTAYIIACHHBIX, 3d HAC, HAUOTOB H FOPOAUBEIX, AC(DEKTHBHBIX U IITH30HAOB, 34
BOCIIUTATEACH U BOCIIHTAHHHUKOB, 32 BCEX, KOMY HE AQHO I KOMY JK€ 3aTKHYAN X CAFOHSBBIC

PTBL, ¥ KOMY CKOPO 3aTKHYT HX, 3d BCEX BHHBI OHEMEBIIIHIX, HEMCIOIIINX, OOC3bA3BUCHHBIX —

KPHYUTE, IbAHA U IbAHEA: OAIIHAADL, OAITHAABL, OAITUAABI!479

Having recalled Nymphea's shout bacilli in a much different tone than Nymphea himself does,
Norvegov's answer to his pupil's question "What do you think, mentor SavI?" is that the question is
in vain; he defers his authority to affirm back to Nymphea, "most capable of the capable." It seems
strange that after portraying Nymphea's shout bacilli as "sick yellow saliva" dripping from the
"frightened psychopathic mouths" in a "monstrous, deafening chorus," he would then venerate the
same shout as a gift from on high. He too recognizes the need for a shout of a new type: he answers
that he would do it himself, if it were his lot. Earlier in this testimony, his narration of the shout
bacilli distances him from his apathetic colleagues while betraying his own disgust and horror of
abnormalcy; he includes himself (and "all of us") among the marginalized "defectives and schizoids"
who so frightened him with their howling. Where exactly Norvegov rhetorically positions himself in
the social-political structure of the institution shifts and is at times unclear, just as disability itself is
not a binary of disabled and not-disabled, but all the same Nymphea's shout will be for him, the
students, the teachers, the furnace-stoker, and the reader. Norvegov's phrase "for the educators and
the educatees" levels that power structure; the howl of joy and protest is a moral education for the
teachers who are transformed by it, and its transformative power leaves no one unchanged. So too
do calls for disability justice improve the lives of everyone, wherever they are positioned in the
complex nexus of ability and disability.

However, shouting is a holy foolish act; and the divine talent of shouting is granted to
Nymphea, not Savl. In this final turn to the affirmative, Norvegov recognizes the abject and the

sacred at the core of the holy foolish paradox as well as Nymphea's agency to make his shout

479 Ibid., Shkola dlia durakov, 99-100.
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without appeal to authority, institutional or spiritual. Norvegov encourages his pupil to shout,
"bacilli, bacilli, bacilli," but that is not the shout of a new type, which Nymphea chooses in the end
of his own accord. Norvegov cannot choose the shout of a new type but can only echo the old
shout; this moment confirms Nymphea's power as a holy fool to discover for himself the disruptive,

hortrible, joyful, liberatory, crip shout of a new type.

I'm Nymphea!

Even if the shout bacilli is perceived by Norvegov and the other teachers as monstrous and
pathological, it is for Nymphea and the other specstudents an amusement and a natural expression
of autonomy; the act of shouting itself is more important than the content. As Nymphea searches
for a shout of a new type to fill the empty barrel at Acatov's house, he searches for a shout that is
meaningful in message as well. Like Docherty et al. for their shout of a new type for scholarship,
"WE WANT TO BE LISTENED TO AND WE'RE NOT GOING TO GO AWAY," Nymphea
chooses his words carefully:

In the emptiness of empty chambers there are a few other words which will reverberate
fairly well too, but having gone over them in your memory, you realize that not one of the
ones known to you suits this situation, for in order to fill the empty Acatov barrel, a uniquely
special new word is essential, or several words, inasmuch as the situation strikes you as
exceptional. Yes, you say to yourself, here we need a shout of a new type.4so

B mrycrore mycThIx HOMeIeHHIT HEITAOXO 3BYYaT M HEKOTOPBIE APYTHE CAOBA, HO, IIEpeOpaB
X B IAMATH CBOEH, Thl IIOHMMAEIIb, YTO HI OAHO U3 HUX, U3BECTHHIX TeOE, B 9TOM
CHTYAIIIN HE ITIOAXOAHT, HOO AASl TOTO, ITOOBI HAIIOAHHUTD ITYCTYIO AKATOBCKYIO OOYKY,
HEOOXOAMMO COBEPIIIEHHO 0COD0E, HOBOE CAOBO, HAU HECKOABKO CAOB, ITOCKOABKY
CHTYyaIUA IIPEACTABASACTCH TeOE UCKAFOIHTEABHOH. Aa, TOBOPHIIIb T CEOE, TYT HYKEH KPHK
HOBOTO THIIA.481

The repetition of empty and emptiness recalls the kenosis that Fedotov and Ziokowski above named

the dominant motif of Russian spirituality and one of the primary features that gives holy foolery its

480 Ibid., A School for Fools, 137.
481 Ibid., Shkola dlia durakor, 100.
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long-lasting popularity. The empty vessel invites filling with a shout, from within the filler's own
body; filling there barrel thereby also involves an emptying of the self, as if pouring the word from
one vessel to another. Furthermore, this is an exceptional situation of great significance, and in
reverberating the word will fill not just the barrel but the space beyond. Recalling the shout bacilli,
Nymphea knows that his shout has transformative power, and aims for more than a momentary
disruption.

Although he reflects carefully on the gravity of this opportunity, he does not deliberate
about the word or message. That comes through intuition or spirit, as if the shout was ready and
waiting to be emptied out of him:

That's why you don't want to reflect further on what to shout into the barrel — you shout the
first thing that comes into your head: I'm Nymphea, Nymphea! — you shout. And the barrel
overflows with your incomparable voice, releasing its surfeit into the beautiful dacha sky,
toward the tops of the pines — and the voice rolls over the stuffy dacha mansards and attics
which abound in all kinds of junk, over the volleyball courts where no one ever plays, over
the hutches containing thousands of fattened rabbits, over garages redolent of gasoline, over
verandas with their toy-bestrewn floors and smoking kerosene lamps, over the gardens and
heather barrens surrounding the dacha settlements: eya, eya-eya-eya-yayayaya-a-alss>

Bot mogemy ThI He JKeAaEIb OOABIIIE PA3SMEBIIIAATD O TOM, YTO KPHYATh B OOUKY — THI
KPHYHIIb IIEPBOE, UTO ABASACTCA B TOAOBY: 1 — Humdesa, Humddes! — kpuauis 1e1. M 604ka,
IIEPEIIOAHHBIINICH HECPABHEHHBIM I'AACOM TBOHUM, BBIIIACBBIBACT H3AHIIIKH €IO B KPACHBOE
AagHOE HEDO, K BEPIITMHAM COCEH — H ITO AAYHBIM AYIITHBIM MAHCAPAAM U YEPAAKAM,
HAOHTBIM BCAYECKAM OaPaXAOM, IO BOACHOOABHBIM IIAOIIIAAKAM, TAC HUKTO HHKOTAA HE
HTPAET, IIO BOABEPAM C TEICAYAMH OKHPEBIINX KPOAUKOB, IIO TAPAXKAM, IIPOBOHABIIIIM
OEH3MHOM, 110 BEPAHAAM, TAC HE IIOAY Pa3OPOCAHBI ACTCKUE UIPYIIKU U YaAAT KEPOCHHKI,
II0 OTOPOAAM H BEPECKOBBIM IIYCTOIIAM BKPYI AAYHBEIX IIOCEAKOB — HECETCA 9XO — U3AHIIIKA
TBOCTO KPHKa: ef-ef-es-eA-AfAsani-a-alsss

The first thing that comes into the narrator's head to shout is a self-definition and self-affirmation:
in naming himself, he asserts his own agency. The name Nymphea turns into the sounds ¢y, then ya

[the Russian word 'T'], then # — not a degeneration or deformation but a refinement of sound fusing

a2 Ibid., A School for Fools, 137.
483 Ibid., Shkola dlia durakov, 100.
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identity and name. Here, there is no voice of Norvegov to distort the shout in his retelling from a
normate perspective; Nymphea shouts without thinking or without asking. Instead, the sound of the
shout reverberating beyond the barrel and into the heavens is majestic and beautiful. It is contrasted
with things that are stale: stuffy attics, abandoned tennis courts, pollution, litter. In the settled
ugliness of the dacha settlement, the ringing shout is truly something new, and something that can
escape the confinement of the institution. It floats past the settlements and into the natural
environment beyond, spilling over in its abundance of voice.

With that shout of a new type echoing over the dacha complex, the narrative returns to the
split experience being retold in narration: that of the student copying newspapers, and that of the
student holding a conversation with Acatov. The father hears his son shouting and awakens from
his hammock: "who's shouting there, damn him, mother, I heard your spawn bellowing somewhere
on the pond, didn't I tell him to do some work"4ss [kTO Tam Kpr9as, OyAb OH IIPOKAAT, MaTh, MHE
ITOCABIIIIAAOCH, TAC-TO Ha IIPYAY OPaA TBOH YOAIOAOK, Pa3Be f HE IIPHKA3AA €My 3aHIMATHCH
aeaom|.ass Like with Norvegov and the Deaf stoker's bellow, the father perceives the joyous shout of
a new type as something demonic or horrifying, as both the holy fool's behavior appears demonic to
those who cannot see its purpose and as psychiatric consumers, survivors, and ex-patients are
demonized as something horrifying and dangerous to 'normal' people. The violence of institutional
normalization is shown in the writing student's shaved head and contorted posture: "the diligence is
expressed in the way you bend your closely cropped head to the side and contort your back
absurdly, as if you had been smashed apart, yes, as if someone had thrown you onto the rocks from

a lofty cliff, and then come and smashed you some more, using the adjustable pincers which clamp

484 Ibid., A School for Fools, 138.
485 Ibid., Shkola dlia durakor, 100.
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red hot ingots — writing'4ss [cTapaHne BBIPAKEHO B TOM, YTO THI CKAOHHA CBOIO HATOAO CTPHIKCHYIO
TOAOBY HAOOK M HEACIIO U30THYA CIIMHY, OYATO T€OS BCEIO M3AOMAAH, Ad, COPOCHAH HA KAMHH C
BBICOKOTO OOPEBIBA, 4 3aTEM ITIOAOIIIAN U €IIE OOABIIIE H3AOMAAN C IIOMOIIBIO Ky3HEYHBIX IIIHIIIIOB,
KOTOPBIMHI ACPIKAT PACKAACHHBIC OOABAHKH — ITHIIICIIIB].487

In contrast to that violent image, the narrative voice then transitions to the other
perspective, implying that this other experience is equally, if not more, real and significant. "But
father only sees what he sees, he doesn't know, doesn't guess, that it is only you sitting at the desk,
while at this moment the other you is standing beside Acatov's barrel, revelling in your soaring
shout"ss [Ho orery BUANT AHIIIBb TO, 4TO BHAUT, OH HE 3HACT, HE AOTAABIBACTCA, YTO 32 CTOAOM
CHAMIIIb OAWH TBI, 2 ADYTOI THI CTOUIIb B TOT MOMEHT BO3A€ aKATOBCKOH OOYKHU, PAAYACH CBOEMY
Aetyaemy Kpukyl.s The perceptive power of state-aligned authority, the seeing-knowing power to
determine reality, is limited at its single point in comparison with the power granted by the narrator's
multiple selves to revel in the shout. The shout of a new type, his name and 'I' and the simple power
of an outright cry, are more healing and fulfilling than the violence of institutional intervention in
the Foucauldian combination of psychiatric ward and school.

In his conversation with Acatov, Nymphea builds toward a declaration of his intention to
marry Veta, Acatov's daughter and a teacher at the specschool. It is from this long but coherent
chain of associations and memories that the chapter title is pulled: he tells Acatov a story about
Sheina Tinbergen, a Jewish woman and assistant principal at the specschool whom he hates, and a

record she plays of her late husband Yakov reading Skeerly, a frightening children's fairytale about a

486 Ibid., A School for Fools, 138.
487 Ibid., Shkola dlia durakov, 100.
488 Ibid., A School for Fools, 138.
480 Ibid., Shkola dlia durakor, 100.
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bear with a prosthetic leg ("But the trouble is that this bear is an invalid, a cripple, he's minus one
leg..."490 [HO GeAa COCTOUT B TOM, YTO MEABEAD TOT — HHBAAHA, KAACKA, ¥ HETO HETY OAHOH HOTH]491)
who carries off a girl made of chalk and "does something with her there, exactly what is unknown,
it's not explained in the fairytale, it ends with that, it's terrible, sir, one doesn't know what to think" 402
[4TO-TO TaM € HEI AeAAeT, HEHM3BECTHO YTO UMECHHO, B CKAa3KE HE OOBACHACTCSA, HA TOM BCE U
KOHYAECTCH, YKACHO, CYAAPb, HE 3HACIIb, YTO U AyMaTh|.493 'Skeerly' is, according to Nymphea's
retelling, the terrible sound of the prosthetic as the bear walks through the woods and the sound he
hears when he thinks about an unknown man "doing something there in a hotel room with my
acquaintance#4 [4TO-TO A€AQET TaM, B HOMEPE TOCTUHHULIBL, C MOCH 3HAKOMOI|495 — referring to Veta,
whom he associates with chalk. The sound makes him sick with hate, and it blends fears and
anxieties in connection with both disability and sexuality. Throughout this entire imagined
conversation with Acatov, Nymphea is desperate to be taken seriously as a potential suitor for Veta,
belying a fear that any outward marker of abnormality or characterization by others as abnormal
would ruin his chance for happiness.

The imagined responses to his plea for acceptance is answered in contradiction by the two
figures of authority whom Nymphea most respects. When Nymphea implores Acatov whether he is
too outwardly ugly for his feelings to shine through, Acatov replies, "What nonsense, |...] you're
quite normal, quite, I imagine there are a lot of young women who would agree to go through life

arm and arm with you — and who would never regret it"4 [Kakas geryxa, [...] BBl coBepIrieHHO

490 Ibid., A School for Fools, 144.
491 Ibid., Shkola dlia durakov, 105.
492 Ibid., A School for Fools, 145.
493 Ibid., Shkola dlia durakov, 106.
494 Ibid., A School for Fools, 145.
495 Ibid., Shkola dlia durakov, 106.
496 Ibid., A School for Fools, 152.
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HOPMAABHEI, COBEPILICHHO, i IIPEAITOAATAI0, MHOIHIE MOAOABIC KEHIIMHEI COTAACHAKCH OBI IIPOUTH
C BAMH II0 JKH3HH PyKa 00 PyKy — B HIKOTAA OBl He mokaAreAn].497 The reassurance is not that he's
handsome or good-looking but that he's #ormal, that there's nothing fundamentally wrong with him
and that there is a possibility of a full, fulfilling life ahead.
Norvegov, however, issues a warning:
"although the indescribable howl that is being generated in the depths of your being is
splitting you apart, and is ready to burst out at any instant, splitting and cracking you like an
early April bud and turning you completely into your own shout — I Nymphea Nymphea
Nymphea, eya-eya-eya, ya-ya-ya, a-a-a, — you cannot, you have no right to frighten this nice
young woman. For if you do shout, she will drive you away..."s
XOTA TeOs PACIUPACT BEI3PEBAIOIINI B I'AYOMHAX TBOETO €CTECTBA HEOIIUCYEMBII BOIIAD, 1
OH I'OTOB BBIPBATHCH HAPYKY B AFOOOE MIHOBEHHE, U TOTAA ThI AOIIHEIIb U PACKPOCIIbCH
ITOAOOHO paHHEH aIIPEAbCKON ITOYKE U BECh OOPATHIIBCA B CBOM COOCTBEHHBIH KPHK:
Humdes Humdes Humdes es-es-est s-1-s1 a-a-a, — THI He MOJKEIIIb, THI HE UMECIIIb IIPABA

IIYTaTh 9Ty MOAOAYIO AVIIEBHYIO jKeHIIuHY. V60 ecAH THI 3aKpUYHIIb, OHA IIPOTOHHUT TEOA
OPOYb. . .49

This warning contains two lines of reasoning against the possibility of a relationship for Nymphea,
whose identity is merged with his shout. The first is that he has no right to frighten her: positing that
the very core of his being is inherently frightening or threatening, and that another's comfort takes
priority over the threat of encountering abnormality. This is a pathologizing and normalizing
impulse, as Norvegov displayed earlier in his reaction of disgust at Nymphea's shout, and
contradicting his eatlier charge to 'shout for yourself and for me, and for all of us, deceived,
defamed, dishonored and stupefied, for us, the idiots and holy fools, the defectives and schizoids...'
The second is a warning of consequence: if you do shout, she will drive you away. This driving away
is consistent with the usual response of witnesses to a holy fool's distuptive, often frightening

performance. It seems that for Norvegov, it is acceptable and imperative to shout 'for all of us'

497 Ibid., Shkola dlia durakov, 111.
498 Ibid., A School for Fools, 164.
499 Ibid., Shkola dlia durakov, 120.
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impacted by the disabling systems of power that produce such injustice; what is not acceptable is to
shout for personal reasons, in hopes of a fulfilling or even normal life.

All the same, Nymphea tells Acatov that he has no intention of stopping. He declares, just
before declaring his intention to marry Veta, "I came to you not in order to shout into the barrel,
although I am inclined to see exalted meaning in this occupation, and I will never give up shouting
into barrels and with my shout I will fill the emptiness of empty chambers until I have filled them
full, so it won't be excruciatingly painful... "soo [s1 mpuIeA k Bam He AAS TOTO, YTOOBI KPUYATD B
OOUKY, XOTA B 9TOM 3aHATHH i CKAOHECH BHACTD BBICOKUI CMBICA, H i HIKOTAA HE OPOIIY KpHUYIaTh B
604KH 1 OYAY 3AIIOAHATH KPUKOM CBOHM IIYCTOTY ITYCTBIX ITOMEIIICHUI, IIOKYAQ HE 3AIIOAHIO HX BCE,
YTOOBI HE OBIAO My4HUTEABHO OOABHO... |.500 Whether it frightens away a future romantic interest or
not, and no matter who the shout is for (if anyone), Nymphea will shout because it relieves pain, and
both the relief of that pain and the filling of emptiness is an action that carries higher meaning.

The very ending of the novel, a conversation between the narrator and the author, affirms
that shout. The section begins, "Student so-and-so, allow me, the author, to interrupt your narrative
again."se [VaeHHK TaKOH-TO, ITI0O3BOABTE MHE, aBTOPY, CHOBA IIPEPBATH BAIlle ITOBECTBOBAHNE].503
That address transforms by the end to the student's chosen name, and the prose maintains a mystical
quality. "Let's go, — says Nymphea. Merrily grabbing and recounting pocket change, slapping each
other on the shoulders and whistling foolish songs, we walk out into the polyped street and in some
miraculous manner are transformed into passersby'so [AaBaiire, — roBoput Humdes. Beceao

OoATas 1 HCpCC‘II/ITbIBaH KapMaHHYIO MCAOYb, XAOITAd Apyr Apyra 110 ITACYY M HACBHCTbhIBAsA

so0 Ibid., A School for Fools, 147-8.
so1 Ibid., Shkola dlia durakov, 108.
so2 Ibid., A School for Fools, 228.
503 Ibid., Shkola dlia durakov, 169.
s04 Ibid., A School for Fools, 228.
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AypaHKI/IC IICCCHKH, Mbl BBIXOAUM Ha TBICAYICHOTIYIO YAHUITY K YYACCHBIM O6p2,30M HpCBpaH_IaCMCH B

ITIPOXOKHUX].505

Concluding remarks

Nymphea's shout of a new type fills not only the empty barrel, the vessel primed and ready
to hear it, but also rings above the quotidian business-as-usual of the dacha settlement with its
disruptive force. Its self-naming and affirmation of 'T am' is not only an assertion of agency and
worthiness in the context of an institution and family that sees him pathologically and possibly
contagiously deviant, it is also a celebratory and unifying cry to the other students. Without ceding
authority to narrate the shout, there is no one (with the possible exception of the reader) to render it
horrifying or deviant. This is the same shout that sits at the overlap of holy foolery and crip
perspectives: the distuptive and destabilizing shout of 'we are worthy.' As a holy fool and a disabled
protagonist, Nymphea leads the reader to see the beauty and sanctity in what seems from a
normative perspective to be frightening, ugly, sick, or disturbing.

Both the contrast of the shout bacilli with the shout of a new type and the contrast of
scholarship on A School for Fools with life writing by psych disabled people bring to the forefront
ethical considerations of speaking for the self and for others. It's our responsibility as literary critics
to follow that lead, and to recognize and critically examine how our connections to others are cut
short by the dehumanization of such normative pathologization of bodymind difference. Especially
as, as Ben G. writes, we cannot achieve perfect empathy in understanding another person's
experience, we have an obligation to hear the shouts of others — Docherty et al., Wang, people in

our own lives — with compassion. In discussion of fiction, the way we speak of disability in the

505 1bid., Shkola dlia durakov, 169.
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imagination reflects and influences how we think of disability in life. Norvegov hears but

misrepresents Nymphea's shout; our obligation is to do better.
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Conclusion

This dissertation aims to answer the question: what is the role of the holy fool archetype in
Russian literary constructions of ability and disability? Taking into account a range of texts varying in
time period and genre, as well as a range of interpretive tools and perspectives from disability theory,
I have identified some patterns in the overlap of holy foolery and disability. First, holy foolery has
remained a relevant cultural phenomenon for authors centering bodymind difference in their works.
Second, holy foolery is mobilized as a protesting counternarrative against social-political processes
of compulsory normalization and pathologization of difference. Third, it operates as a provocative
demand for people othered and marginalized by these processes of normalization and
pathologization to be treated with full humanity, and to be recognized as worthy and sacred. Fourth,
these functions of holy foolery in narratives about bodymind difference have a great deal in
common with the purposes of contemporary disability theory; for this reason, disability is an
effective and fruitful lens through which to study holy foolery in Russian literature.

In Pushkin's Boris Godunov (1831) and A Comedy about Tsar Boris and Gishka Otrep'ev (1824-5),
the role of the holy fool in the literary construction of dis/ability is to embody truth in an
environment structured around lies and rumors. The fool brings to the forefront tensions of truth in
word and body and has the potential to disrupt a normative perspective on truth. In this chapter, I
follow Chester Dunning and Caryl Emerson's recommendation to read both versions together
without granting either canonical primacy, and I read the play(s) in the chronotope of Emerson's
'tragicomedy of history' as the genre formulation that best encompasses Pushkin's genre blending.
The holy fool of Boris Godunov, Nikolka, is closely modeled on the prominent holy fool of folk
legend, Nikola Salos, about whom Pushkin likely would have read in Karamzin's History of the Russian

State. Pushkin's Nikolka is commonly read as a moral voice or anchor in the uncertain moral
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landscape of the play, speaking for the people who, at least in the published version, do not speak
for themselves as a collective. The narrative of the play relies on disability which is not represented
(the epileptic tsarevich Dmitrii, the 'feeble-minded' Tsar Fedor I, etc.), with the notable exception of
Nikolka, whose excessively-signifying bodymind difference is the core of his character. The holy
fool functions as narrative prosthesis: he is not written with the same complex subjectivity as central
characters such as Godunov and Otrepiev, but unlike other simple characters such as Shuisky or
Varlaam, Nikolka's characterization is defined by his bodymind difference. The narrative of the play
and much of its humor is built around pretending, lies, rumor, and misinformation. This unreliability
of truth in word or speech is written in tension with truth located in the body. Nikolka the fool is a
microcosm of that tension. He pretends to be mad for Christ's sake, but his pretending is holy rather
than sinful. In an inversion of every other character, his word is a reliable sign in that he is
understood to speak for the people or directly to Tsar Boris's conscience, but his body is an
unreliable sign in that by his very role he is understood to be pretending. How characters interact
with him, from the old woman's benevolence to the boys' cruelty to Boris's guilt, reveals the higher
truth of their conscience even if the truth of fact (did Tsar Boris order the tsarevich to be
murdered?) remains ambiguous.

In Dostoevsky's The Idiot (1868-9), the role of the holy fool in the creation of dis/ability is to
counterweight the emergent processes of normalization of bodies in Russia in the second half of the
nineteenth century. Dostoevsky himself was engaged in researching epilepsy in his personal life and
closely followed European developments in medical knowledge. At this time, the paradigm shift of
normativization resulted in broad pathologization of bodymind difference such as epilepsy (in
contrast with earlier paradigms of worbus sacer as possession or a divine curse) and produced both a
desirable, even imperative class of 'normal' citizens and undesirable classes of people regarded as

defective or dangerous because of their abnormal bodies, including the medical institutionalization
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of 'idiocy' and 'idiots' as a coherent group. By bookending The Idiot with Prince Myshkin's
institutionalization in a Swiss sanatorium, Dostoevsky characterizes such normativizing and
pathologizing processes as foreign (European) and morally suspect (Catholic and secular), in
opposition to Orthodox Russianness. Myshkin himself is identified both in the narrative and by
critics alternately as a holy fool and as an idiot (ill, defective, disabled); a satisfactory interpretation of
this 'positively good man' must take into account both these elements of his character. The
protagonist's abnormality creates disruption in the high society of St. Petersburg that considers him
a child, a medical curiosity, dangerous, and an outsider; his holy foolish message of radical Christian
love goes ignored by his 'normal' companions — including the novel's narrator — because it comes in
the form of pre-seizure aura, pathologized and stigmatized as illness or madness. The novel does not
present cure as a desired scenario for Myshkin; his return to Switzerland at the end is tragic, not
hopeful. While Myshkin's disability brings him great pain, it also brings him to a complete, mystical
awareness of self, God, and love.

In the posthumously-published poetry of Sophia Parnok (composed 1928-1933), including
the Vedeneeva cycles Ursa Major (1932-33) and Useless Goods (1933), the role of the holy fool
archetype is to anchor the chronically ill poet in a limitless timeline, stretching back from creation
into the Heavenly kingdom, and to establish her place in a long lineage of Russian poet-prophets. A
significant portion of current scholarship on Parnok works to examine the development of lesbian
consciousness in the lyric persona; critical attention to the dynamic of illness provides a means to
interpret the prevalent and sometimes strange element of temporality in Parnok's late poetry through
crip time. In these late poems especially, advanced illness unmoors the lyric persona in time: she is
young and old all at once, with an expectation of an early death and a sense of both running late and
running out of time too eatly. The holy foolish role she takes on, in the particular form of the

Romantic poet-prophet charged to burn wayward readers' hearts with the Word, brings that crip



198

experience of time into divine order and secures the poet a place in a poetic and spiritual tradition.
When censors and publishers in her own time were unwilling to hear a voice like hers and she had
no time left to wait, she sought to write in an 'eternal, timeless' language that would last forever. In
Ursa Major, the poet grieves for the 'normal' life's timeline she could have had, and she secks other
possible ways of being in time in which she can live in sync with her beloved. The end of the cycle
takes a turn toward doubt that the poet's earthly love is worthy of the divine poetic gift, that eternal
language. Useless Goods brings that conflict between earthly time and eternal time to the forefront. It
records a cyclical process of passion, grief, and distancing as the poet experiences a slow death from
lifelong illness, bids farewell to her earthly love, and transitions into the next lifetime.

In Sasha Sokolov's A School for Fools (1973), the role of the holy foolish characterization of
the multi-voiced narrator is to shout in a fuller expression of life and agency in a social and
institutional system that views him primarily as a pathology. Holy foolery made a resurgence among
postmodern writers and artists, who wetre compelled by the archetype's iconoclasm, apophasis,
theatricality, and exposure of false perceived realities. While scholarship on A School for Fools
extensively examines the novel's engagement with both postmodernism and spirituality, it does so at
the expense of an ethical approach to bodymind difference. Whether explicitly or implicitly, it bases
its understanding of mental illness on abusive psychiatric discourse, resulting in stigmatizing and
eugenicist rhetoric alongside a treatment of psych disability as a purely narrative device for the
purposes of aesthetic experimentation. This approach does not produce analysis useful for a reading
from a disability justice perspective, and more importantly causes harm to psych disabled people in
life. Psych disabled activists and scholars have pushed against this dehumanization, including of
postmodern theory's appropriation of schizophrenia as a uniquely stable identity, since at least the
1970s, especially through life writing and other means of counternarrative. Since the scholarship on

A School for Fools is largely inaccessible through its hostility to psychiatric survivors, this chapter
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provides a model for analysis not built on psychiatric discourse. In Chapter Four, "Skeerly," the
narrator declares the need for a "shout of a new type." He recalls an incident of shouting bacilli with
transformative power in the specschool, but in appealing to his teacher and mentor, Pavl/Savl
Norvegov, he loses the power of narrating the memory as Norvegov's voice takes over the
narration. While Norvegov recognizes the power of the shout bacilli to unite other disabled
characters, the Deaf furnace stoker and the specstudents, in shouting as well, he finds it horrific and
disturbing. Bacilli is not the shout of a new type; when the narrator chooses to fill the empty barrel at
Acatov's with the first thing that comes into his head, he shouts, I’z Nymphea, a self-naming that
refines into a single sound, a-a-a. Like life writing by psych disabled people, the shout of a new type
asserts the agency and full humanity of the speaker, who is so often spoken over.

This dissertation contributes a new approach to thinking about embodiment in Russian
literature, through a theoretical framework hybridizing overlapping elements of holy foolery and
disability theory. This crip-foolish framework also introduces crucial concepts from disability theory
to scholarly conversations in Russian literature, building on existing work in Russian medical
humanities and emphasizing justice for disabled people in life. The incorporation of holy foolery
into a disability studies approach localizes the theoretical tools and makes their application to literary
texts more attentive to cultural specificity; the incorporation of disability studies into an approach
based in holy foolery brings to the forefront the political dimensions of bodymind difference. The
two approaches overlap in a call to recognize the inherent worth of people marginalized by
compulsory ablebodiedness and in a call to action against injustice. As a model for future
scholarship, it provides just one method out of many possibilities for applying disability studies to
Russian literature.

I plan to further develop and expand this project into a book publication, with several major

revisions and additions. I expect it will be useful to develop the theoretical overviews on holy
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foolery and disability studies into a chapter in its own right, in which I can examine in more detail,
for example, key differences between holy foolery in hagiography and literature and efforts within
disability studies to globalize the discipline beyond its original Western European and North
American contexts. In future development there are many opportunities for expansion into twenty-
first century texts, sampling from prose, poetry, or drama; one particularly promising direction is
Liudmila Ulitskaia's novel The Kukotsky Enigma [Kasye Kyxoyxozo, 2001], which invites a rich
examination of bioresearch ethics and reproductive justice. In general, I plan to continue to pursue
work at the intersections of Russian literary studies and disability studies and hope I can inspire
others to do the same.

To fellow researchers, I strongly recommend familiarizing oneself with the topic of disability
both in cultural studies and in life outside of research. In Slavic studies in particular, disability studies
presents opportunities for intersectional nuance in both queer studies and postcolonial studies, as
well as exemplifying the links between cultural production and social-political concerns so crucial to
our discipline. Most importantly in my view, disability studies urges us to keep justice for living

people in our own communities and far away at the heart of research in the humanities.
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