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‘transformation of the intangibly discursive into the corporeal’
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1. What is the hidden discursive logic in Passing Through? How does Georgii Ivanovich’s unexpected act relate to what is unsaid? How does it relate to power relations?
2. What is the relationship between Georgii Ivanovich and Fomin, of the propaganda department?
3. Comment upon the language of the extract/the text
4. Is it important that it’s the propaganda department? Why?
5. How does this relate to a) Postmodernism b) Stalinist literature/socialist realism?
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Sorokin Conceptualism and Sots-art

Dobrenko
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Sots-Art demythologized reality by re-mythologizing 1t precisely
according to Roland Barthes’s recipe:

the best weapon against myth is perhaps to mythify it in its turn, and to
produce an artificial myth: and this reconstituted myth will in fact be a
mythology. Since myth robs language of something, why not rob myth?
All that is needed is to use it as the departure point for a third semiological
chain, to take its signiﬁcation as the first term of a second myth. (Barthes

1991: 134)

This operation was in fact the basis of Sots-Art, which fundamen-
tally scts it apart from the strategics of demythologization of Stalinist
mythology used in dissident ideological literature. Based on the same
mimetic aesthetics, ideological deconstruction was coherent with Socialist
Realism. Discursive deconstruction was another matter, revealing as it did
the Socialist Realist mythology through explication of the violence and
trauma concealed within it. It destroys the magical discourse of Socialist
Realism in which the de-realization of life is accomplished through totally
aestheticizing it: in Sots-Art, art does not make life strange but rather art
itself (see Dobrenko 1990). The world of Sorokin’s carly stories begins and
ends with literature. Only at one of their extremes is there pure Socialist
Realist writing; at the other is a phantasmagoric shift intended to make
this writing strange. But in fact, this shift, despite all its illogic and unex-
pectedness, has a strict logic and point of reference: behind the mimetic
features and rationalism of Socialist Realist writing it reveals its irrational-
ity and hidden meaning — restoring to the language of trauma its indeci-
pherabilitv and makine it explicit.
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Ilya Kukulin has justifiably called 7he First Saturday Workday “the

first example of Russian prose in which Sots-Art becomes a deliberately
applied method” (Kukulin 2001: 2). Sorokin himself spoke in a similar
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vein, stating that the anthology was specially constructed “according tc
the canons of official Soviet literature.” He saw his task as “manipulatin
this strict canonical style, the characters it gave rise to” (Sorokin 1992: 119)
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Sorokin, in addition to these direct carnalizations, intrepidly
explores the possibilities of indirect carnalization — corporeal imagery
that manifests, rather than a familiar idiom, a hidden discursive
logic. Pervyi subbotnik was probably Sorokin’s first exercise of such
a technique. The stories in this collection seem to have two faces:
one a conventional, middlebrow Soviet narrative, and the other
violence, brutal sex, and gibberish: “In the 1980s, I used to make
little binary literary bombs consisting of two incompatible parts:
a Socialist Realist one and the other built on real physiology; as
a result, an explosion followed, and it did fill me as a litterateur
with a flash of freedom” (Voznesenskii 2006).® The jarring shifts
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between these tones suggest that the connection between them is
not arbitrary but guided by a purposeful inner logic. In the most
characteristic examples, a corporeal action appears as the extension
of a discourse.




image3.png
However, the idealness of the Socialist Realist world is also perceived by
the author as its artificialness, unnaturalness and falsity. Sorokin labelled
Stalinist literature a “monster with a sugary-sweet, doll-like face” and
“putrid entrails.”® What we in fact have here is the anti-ideal disguised
in ideal clothing; skilfully done in its own right, but a lifeless substitute
called upon to replace true spirituality. This is why destroying this deceit-
ful, false world, which is nevertheless very similar to the ideal, is a tragic
inevitability. It leaves the author and the reader alone with the “menac-
ing” world, beyond which there is nothing more than vacuous empti-
ness. These tragic overtones are dampened down beyond recognition in
The First Saturday Workday—they can, however, be detected in Sorokin’s
later works.
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Georgy Ivanovich groaned loudly, his pale lips stretched tight, his
eyes slightly open. Avoiding his knees, Fomin walked around the desk.
Georgy Ivanovich’s flat behind hung over the open sample album.
Fomin reached for the neatly done book, but Georgy Ivanovich turned
his angry face toward him: “Don’t touch, don’t touch, you smart aleck.”
Fomin moved back toward the wall. Georgy Ivanovich let out some
gas. His hairless behind rocked. Between his buttocks something
brown appeared, growing quickly and getting longer. Fomin gulped
convulsively, turned away from the wall, and reached with his hands for
the sample album, shielding it from the brown sausage. A small piece of
the sausage broke off and fell into his hands. A second came out after it,
a bit thinner, lighter. Fomin caught it the same way. Georgy Ivanovich’s
white, short organ swayed, a wide yellow stream spurted out of it and
moved over the desk in a broken stream. Georgy Ivanovich again let
out some gas. Groaning, he forced out a third portion. Fomin caught it.
Urine began dripping from the table onto the floor. Georgy Ivanovich
reached and grabbed several satiny sheets of note paper from a small
box on the desk, wiped his behind with them, threw them on the floor
and straightened up, grabbing his dropped pants with his hands. Fomin
stood behind him, holding the warm excrement in his hands. Georgy
Ivanovich pulled up his trousers and looked back vacantly at Fomin.

“Well there ... but whv arevou...”
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Konkova disappeared. Fomin glanced at the closed door, then quickly
bent down and was about to thrust both hands with the excrement
under his desk, but a car horn sounded a long beep. Fomin straightened
up and ran to the window. A black “Chaika” and two black “Volgas”
were parked by the raikom committee entrance. Georgy Ivanovich
was going down some granite steps toward them, surrounded by the
raikom workers. Yakushev was saying something, gesticulating happily.
Georgy Ivanovich was nodding, smiling. The “Chaika” turned around
and driving up, stopped opposite the staircase. Fomin watched with his
forehead pressed against the cool glass. His hands holding the excrement
separated a bit, and one of the brown sausages fell off and plopped on

the tip of his shoe.




